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Abstract 

The discourse of neo-liberal school reform is centered on the push for 

accountability measures and the emphasis on schools of choice (Ravitch, 2013).  

Accountability measures have resulted in standardized testing, curriculum and teacher 

practice.  Standardization and standard practice come to regulate the field of education by 

becoming invisible and taken for granted (Lampland & Star, 2009).  Charter schools have 

become prevalent as a school of choice, which appeal to those who wish for privatization 

and those who desire an alternative choice for students previously underserved by 

traditional schooling sites (Mehta, 2012).  Teach for America and its alumni have had a 

strong hand in the management and vision of many of these charter schools, based in 

business model discourse and competitive practices (Kretchmar, 2014; Lahan & Reagan, 

2011, Veltri, 2008).  With an avowed discourse of change theory, leaders in this 

organization  have set out to make extensive changes to the structure of education 

(Knopp, 2008). 

This narrative inquiry and sociological exposition focuses on the experience that a 

new-to-the field teacher has in her experience in schools of choice, both charter and 

public.  It utilizes James C. Scott’s sociological theories of how states traditionally have 

enacted reform measures on populations as a device to analyze these experiences (1998, 

2013).  Teacher forms of resistance are also analyzed in this way using Scott’s 

understanding of weapons of the weak (1985, 1990). This teacher’s stories are laid along 

side the sociological texts, viewed as stories (Brochner, 2012), in order to provide new 
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insights into the way that changes of reform are felt and enacted in the everyday lives and 

experiences of a teacher (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Clandinin, Pushor & Orr, 2007).  

The resonance (Conle, 2000) between the research texts and stories are used as 

guideposts to shed illumination upon the relationship between teacher’s experience and 

the context of the reform movement. By looking at the teacher professional knowledge 

landscape broadly, outside the classroom, where teachers “meet all the other aspects of 

the educational enterprise such as the philosophies, the techniques, the materials, 

and the expectations” (Craig, 1995), this work aims to show how an individual 

teacher uncovers the functionality of the discourse of the reform movement in her 

own environment (Foucault, 1984). This uncovering, through the stories themselves 

can become a newly contested space where sites of resistance can be imagined 

(Scott, 2013). “Where teachers can engage with and resist the compelling and 

conditioning forces, to open fields where the options can multiply, where unanticipated 

possibilities open each day” (Greene, 1988, p. 115).  
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Chapter 1: The Story Begins 

 

And it may be that we no longer know how to create the 

kinds of situations in which persons are likely to choose 

themselves to be committed and as free.  As we have said, 

they may have the liberty to speak, to buy books, to change 

jobs, to leave home; but they do not know what it is to 

reach out for freedom as a palpable good, to engage with 

and resist the compelling and conditioning forces, to open 

fields where the options can multiply, where unanticipated 

possibilities open each day. 

   (Greene, 1988, p. 115) 

The Problem: A Teacher in the Midst 

 

It is 7:50 am in late January in Houston, Texas.  I am a ninth-grade Algebra 

teacher in a “school of choice”.  A guidance counselor meets me at the cafeteria before I 

go to my first-period “re-classified” ninth grade Algebra class. This class consists of 20 

over-aged ninth graders who have been reclassified as tenth graders to give them hope of 

graduation, but have not successfully completed the testing and/or the requirements for 

their core academic classes.  Many of them are “over-aged” and end up in this class 

because of various issues stemming from housing, family issues, incarceration, spotty 

attendance, childbirth and lack of academic success.   This is my first class of the day on 

a campus that has been set up specifically by the district in order to ease issues that 

plague other “traditional” campuses with individual students.  Most of our students come 
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to us from recommendations of counselors, teachers and administrators from other 

campuses when children struggle behaviorally or academically.  More specifically, when 

other campuses give up hope. 

 The counselor tells me that I will have a new student today in first period.   New 

students arriving at various times throughout the year is common here. Her name is 

Rebecca. The look that the councilor gives me tells me that there is much more to this 

story, so I tell the counselor that I will come talk to her about Rebecca during my off 

period to find out what is going on with her both academically and personally, so that I 

can help her transition as quickly as possible.   Rebecca comes in and she looks much 

younger than the other students in the class. I quickly speak to her.  She says that she 

hasn’t been in school this year yet (I assume she’s talking about the calendar year).  I tell 

her to just do her best today and I will discuss with her later about what we can do to help 

make her successful.  Class begins with all the issues you would expect if you have 

worked within failing schools.  Students straggle in late all period, supplies are limited 

and non-existent, attention wanes, frustration is felt and comprehension is few and far 

between but celebrated when it comes.  

 Rebecca is an “age-appropriate” ninth grader.  She was sent to us from another 

district high school when she tried to enroll.  She moved to the area from Florida the 

previous summer.  She was enrolled in a local middle school in the fall, but when they 

found out her age in late November they sent her to the high school.  The high school 

immediately sent her to us.  Academically, Rebecca had never passed one state math 

exam in Florida since the third grade.  She was in remedial classes in Florida, but had 

never even been to eighth grade.  Her parents tried to enroll her in seventh grade in our 



3 

 

district, which she sat in for a couple of months until they discovered her age.  So now it 

is more than half a year into the Algebra curriculum and she is placed within my 

classroom more than one and a half years behind, with no exposure to Algebra or pre-

Algebra curriculum at all.  Standing behind this is a record of consistent failure for her 

personally, which is common in my classroom.  

 Many of my students enter with a fear of math and a consistent sense that they 

will never be successful academically.  As a math teacher, this is a very common 

occurrence.  The question for me at that time was: What am I going to do about this?   

Letting her stay in a class where I know I cannot give her what she needs to be successful 

either academically or even with her mathematical confidence seems to tug at my ethical 

sense of right and wrong.  We are a high school.  We do not teach middle school 

concepts; this means that we do not get paid for classes that are not “high school” content 

and level.    I know that if I went to my administrator for help, I would not have the 

results that I was looking for; she had an uncanny way of disappointing me when I felt 

passionate about righting wrongs for kids.  If I could get other “important” people on 

board with me, then I could go to her, my administrator, with a plan and hope to get her 

buy in.  Problems she needed to solve for me were never successful.  I would need to 

make this decision and solve it myself.  If I could do it successfully, it would be my 

administrator’s success.  If I couldn’t it would be Rebecca’s failure.  

 After speaking with curriculum associates around the district, who supported me 

emotionally and curricularly, I worked with the counselor to devise a plan.  We changed 

Rebecca’s schedule to reflect seven ninth grade classes.  This would allow the full state 

payment to our school.  During her “study-hall”, my planning period, she would come to 
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me and I would spend the rest of the year working with her on middle school mathematic 

skills.  I had to get her parents and Rebecca to buy in also.  I needed to explain why she 

would get no  “credit” for this work on her report card. I firmly believed that she would 

be much more successful next year if she practiced all the pre-Algebra skills that she 

needed.  It took some convincing.  Rebecca wanted to get “credit” so that she could 

graduate.  She and her parents did not seem to know how unprepared she was to meet the 

expectations of the class that the district “specialists” had put her in.  They did not see or 

understand the structure of education that I did as an insider.  I needed to help them 

navigate it. However, they still had to trust me.  I needed to be the “expert” for them.  

After all of this work on creating buy-in for my plan, I could now go to the administrator 

and alleviate her fears that she would get in trouble for not securing appropriate funding 

levels, that curricular “experts” around the district supported this plan and that student 

and parent buy-in was already secure.  I had covered all bases and no one should give her 

trouble.  I knew if it came from me, she might shoot it down without hearing the whole 

plan, so I had the counselor present it.  Counselors are experts capable of making 

decisions. 

 This one story is not unique.  I have similar stories of distressing academic 

situations for many other students.  Not all of these “struggles” achieved the same sort of 

success for my students. The fight that I had to take on in order to achieve this 

“alternative” plan for Rebecca required many things.  I needed to have support and 

respect from those around me who could make decisions.  I needed to know how the 

system worked to navigate it.  I needed to appease and respect the political maneuverings 

in order to achieve “success”.    I needed to have confidence in my ability to assess the 
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situation and in my ability to make a change, not just in my student’s academic life, but 

also by combating the very structure of the educational system of which I am a part.  I did 

make a change.  However, this story of agency is not one that I’ve seen or experienced 

myself often.  It is also one that I have not been able to achieve for other students in other 

circumstances.  I have constantly let children down as their advocates.  I have not known 

how to help.  I have not had the time, energy and stamina to help.  I have not had the 

support I needed to get help.  Every child needs an advocate.  When parents can not/do 

not, teachers can and should step in.  I have tried to be that.  Many times unsuccessfully.    

As a teacher, one often does not know how their interventions and relationships 

help students in the future.  I heard that Rebecca dropped out the following year.  In non-

traditional campuses where staff and student turnover is high and the community is 

transitory because of “at-risk” lives of poverty and crime, results are even more difficult 

to ascertain.  Teacher resilience and effectiveness in this environment, where the structure 

of schooling meets those students for which educational results are least effective, is 

negligible.  The daunting task of “sticking with it” and “continuing the fight” becomes 

difficult.  Knowing that one cannot help all of the students who need you causes 

emotional and ethical conflict that can cause self-reflecting teachers great trauma.  I could 

not survive the tension. I left that campus. I miss and love my  “at-risk” children.  I could 

not remain part of the environment that I knew was doing more damage to them.   I could 

not fight all of the fights.   I could not keep my ethical core intact knowing that I was part 

of the problem.   This research is part of my way of continuing to help those teachers who 

fight the fight and ultimately those students who need teacher advocates.  
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 The decision I made for Rebecca was right for her.  I knew her, my 

curriculum, and her relationship to that curriculum better than any other person 

could have possibly known it at that time.   This information, however, ran contrary 

to the structure of schooling and the larger context of district rules and regulations 

that I found myself in.  This story exemplifies the way that teachers need to interact, 

and often fail to be able to interact amid the larger context.  At this beginning of this 

piece Maxine Greene’s words hint at what the educational project should be, from 

my perspective.  The educational ideal of helping individuals become those people 

who actively create their own realities in order to transform the world is one that I 

entered education to become a part of.  What I found instead were the 

multitudinous problems that were unable to be overcome by myself and those 

teachers around me.  I saw students struggling without voice or recourse. I saw 

them succumb to the more numbing and deadening effects of the educational 

project as experienced in the school sites I was in.  As an advocate for agency with 

these students, I struggled with fighting all of the barriers to what I saw as 

successful teaching.  Even more dangerous to me was the way I was coming to see 

myself as a victim of powerlessness within the same environment.  I was unable to 

make the changes that I instinctively knew would benefit my students the most.  

Teacher to researcher 

 

I went into teaching to do something important; I feel that the educational project 

is a worthwhile one. When I began to feel and experience the barriers to teacher agency 

in my school sites, I searched out environments where I felt I could have the most impact.  

While getting my doctorate, I expanded my understanding of teacher practice and theory 
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as I continued to struggle with the daily contextual barriers of teaching in the schools of 

“choice”.  I understood that my ability to affect change both on the campus site where I 

worked and to help determine the larger conversation of education would be bolstered 

with a higher degree in the field.   

My reflection upon my practice continued while I investigated academically and 

with a community of teacher-reseachers the problems I hint at in the above story.  I 

consider the notion of praxis as central to this process.  Praxis is the way that 

theory/philosophy informs action and then is informed by it.  The Hegelian dialectic of 

thought is added to with the notion of Praxis because it adds the teleological dimension of 

transformation.  “Liberation is a praxis: the action and reflection of men and women upon 

the world in order to transform it” (Friere, 1970, p. 79).   The idea of transforming the 

world through this dialectical process is one that is central to how understand thought to 

be developed. Different philosophers like Hannah Arendt, Pierre Bourdieu, Maxine 

Greene and have picked up on the notion of praxis to include the idea of transformation, 

basing it on Marx’s understanding that “Philosophers have only interpreted the world, in 

various ways; the point, however, is to change it” (Marx, 1980, p 145).   I stand in the 

tradition of praxis to frame my methodology and my work and relationships as a 

teacher/researcher. 

Through this reflection upon stories I experienced at the outset of this chapter and 

my continued conversations with fellow scholars, teachers, students and stakeholders in 

education my research began to take shape.  I began to hone in on the questions and 

themes that I saw as the biggest barriers to my project of education, to the creation of 

self-directed humans ready for the project of co-creation within our democratic system.  



8 

 

My Questions 

 

Situations from my experience teaching have taught me that the educational world 

is complex, much more than I would have thought before I entered into this as a second 

career from the business world.  The context of my educational experience was the 

biggest barrier to education, not the students, but the very context of education. In the 

opening story, the contextual barriers to were the standards, practices and funding 

associated with them of the school district that would place a child so obviously behind in 

a class she wasn’t prepared for.  So I needed to begin to investigate what these types of 

challenges are.  Also, I worked specifically in a school of ‘choice’, which serves those 

who are seen as underserved by their zoned schools.  The situation I found myself in 

reflects the realities that many who work with disadvantaged students or students who 

have gaps in their learning have.  What is the nature of these schools and how does the 

larger context constrain these spaces?  The temporal context of this entire story is the 

larger push toward school reform with accountability measures as forefront.  So my first 

question for this research revolves around identifying and exploring the context of 

education. 

My second question stems around how we can reimagine or restructure the 

context of school in order to remove some of these barriers. How can we look outside the 

world of education in order to understand patterns of reform more generally so that we 

can have a different view of what this experience is and what it could be. Where do we, 

as teachers look for ways to understand what is happening around us.  I thought when I 

went into education, that I could spend a few years as a teacher, get the gist of what 

happened in schooling sites, and then use my experience as a manger to open my own 
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school.  The complexity of what I found when I entered education was overwhelming to 

me.  In the opening story, the student’s story is unique and she had many variables 

affecting her ability to be successful.  She came from a state with different standards and 

requirements, she had little preparation for what the school required, her parents were not 

in a position to be her advocate, she came to school half way through the year, she was 

under socialized for the age group that she entered, she was in a new state and a new 

social group and she had a group of people around her who had their own guidelines to 

follow In their own contextual space. The complexity of this students situation and the 

story I presented is just one of the myriad of complex situations that teachers and students 

find themselves in.  This is all complicated by the complex nature of the educational 

project itself.  The purposes of education are not agreed upon at its basic foundation.  The 

correct methodology, the implementation of vision, the buy-in by various stakeholders, 

the political implications and the monetary sourcing of education is so varied from site to 

site that the breadth of what education looks like and how it affects those in the classroom 

is not a concept that can easily be understood or managed.  Understanding more of the 

totality of the educational project requires that teachers and other stakeholders begin to 

think of education in a variety of ways.  By looking to a field like sociology, where 

patterns of social interaction and political implications are foregrounded and have had a 

history of investigation is a possible site to begin to image the educational project in new 

ways.   

The goal of these two questions is to open the way towards reconstructing teacher 

agency. My opening story is one of teacher agency. But, this was an exception, not the 

rule in my experience of education.  When I first entered the profession, in my mid 
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thirties I was too tired and scared to know that I was powerless.  After a couple of years I 

felt empowered to begin to negotiate for changes that I saw as important. I started to 

work the political and social angles that allowed for movement within spaces afforded to 

me to advocate for change where I felt it was needed.  As I progressed on, I saw that the 

changes that I could make were only ones that I was allowed in the face of stronger 

senses of conformity and ever increasing, ever changing top-down, task-focused 

implementation in the name of reform and school improvement.  At first I thought that 

these were anomalies, but as they continued I wondered how and when they might stop.  

My research questions began with contexts and experiences like the stories I 

opened this chapter with.  These questions attempt to examine the way that the 

professional landscapes of education can be understood in order to begin to re-imagine 

future understandings of education, reform and teachers experiences within this space. 

They were honed through conversations and reflection upon academic writing and more 

experience, for the purposes of this study, my research questions are. 

1. What is the nature of the context of education that causes the feeling of 

disempowerment among teachers in low performing schools? 

2. What are different ways that we can come to understand or reframe those 

contextual and institutional constraints? 

The Teacher as Outsider 

 

I came into education as an outsider.  I was in business working as a consultant 

for a “fortune 500” company in the auto industry.  I was a middle manager with several 

project teams that I coordinated with in order to facilitate communication and effective 

production of the company’s website configuration and data.  I managed a variety of 
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groups completing several tasks.  I was well respected for my common sense, direct 

communication style and ability to take care of things when they needed to happen.   I 

enjoyed that job, but when changes in the company were immanent, I decided to make a 

career change.   As I reflected upon who I wanted to become, I harkened back to my love 

of school and how education changed my life in my twenties.  I knew I wanted to teach.  

 I entered the world of education via an alternative certification program sponsored 

by a small, public, and liberal arts college in central Texas.  The standardization and the 

hoops that needed to be jumped through in order to enter a career that was in “high-

demand” were off putting.  Because my double major in college of political science and 

religious studies did not match up with any “correct” avenue to becoming a teacher, I was 

only qualified to enter the pre-K thru 4 certification track and only after I took two extra 

classes in college mathematics, which didn’t seem so important while I was managing a 

“fortune 500” budget.   When I tried to get a waver from the manager of the program for 

a “multicultural education” class, because the schedule conflicted with my ability to 

work, I was met with stony refusal from an otherwise kindly woman.  When I explained 

to her the several classes surrounding the theory of difference and of “the other” that I 

had taken and the work published from it, I was dismissed and disregarded.  The rules 

were the rules, standards are standards and critical and alternative thought on the matter 

are discouraged.  An expert came up with the rules.  I must obey and conform.   Little did 

I know that entering the world of K-12 education would only intensify my questioning of 

standardization and their effects.    

 I began to question why the education world was beset with standards that were 

so difficult to bend. While these are apparent from my entry into the Texas higher 
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education experience, it is nothing compared to the way standards work within the lives 

of classroom teachers.  Standardized testing, lesson plans, discipline procedures, dress 

codes, meeting templates, scope and sequence, room decorating and even standardized 

depth in frosting depth on acceptable birthday cupcakes are all responsibilities I have 

been expected to monitor in classrooms.  Stemming from the Taylorist construction of 

work with industrialization, standards the “…process of constructing uniformities across 

time and space, through the generation of agreed-upon rules” (Timmermans & Epstein, 

2010, p. 71).  The world of business introduced the world of standards to educational 

practices when Leon Lessinger brought the standardizing language of business into the 

field of education in the 70s.  “It would make much more sense if we moved to a concept 

of per-pupil cost to the concept of learning-unit cost…” (Lessinger, 1970, p. 11).  

Critiques of standardization in education abound.  High-stakes testing is critiqued 

(Supovitz, 2009; Perlstein, 2007; Ravitch, 2010) by a variety of sources most of which 

focus upon the way upon which student are affected.  I wish to look at the processes from 

the perspective of teacher role within the complex nature of educational standards.  

 My experiences with anti-social behavior myself, I believed would aid me in my 

sympathies and love for students who might be harder to love than others.  My student 

observations were in an “east-side” urban elementary in a small central Texas city.  The 

student population and neighborhood was majority minority with low SES background.  I 

saw amazing teachers who instituted unconventional practices.  I saw a community trying 

to engage with students who were difficult to teach in meaningful ways.  I simultaneously 

worked at an in-treatment center for children placed in foster -care who were so 

emotionally damaged that they could not be placed, but needed to be in a lock-down 
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facility.  These children were ages 3 - 10.  Here I learned that the circumstances of 

children could greatly impact their ability to learn, not just in theory, but also as an act of 

everyday struggle.  I went home most days from that job crying for the loss of these 

children, my children.  I now found the children who I needed to teach, the unlovable, the 

unreachable, the unteachable, and the students who need me.  

 Educational context in an era of standardization continues to ramp up controlling 

the educational inputs at the expense of really coming to grapple with the lived 

experiences of students outside the school.  Often our school outputs are compared with 

countries with larger social security nets that address more of the needs of their citizens 

outside of the classroom (Mehta, 2012; Noguera, 2006; Dryfoos, 2002).  More pressure is 

put upon teachers to extract standardized results from unequal inputs from society.  

Schools that face greater degrees of pressure are schools that are labeled ‘failing’ by 

standards set by No Child Left Behind, signed into law in 2006. Having worked in these 

schools, the pressure put upon teachers makes it untenable for a long-term stint.   While 

the well-being of students in these environments is often addressed, the way this affects 

teachers as a group and a profession is often overlooked.   

 Teacher in Choice Schools 

 
I began working in charter schools, in an effort to continue to connect with 

children at-risk and look at alternative ways of teaching them and structuring their days.   

I have experience with a variety of methods for ‘at-risk’ students, including Pregnancy 

Related Services, on-line remediation, GED classes, night classes, problem-based, 

project-based, kinesthetic learning and traditional methods.  I experienced the teachers 

that worked there and the administration that ran the schools.  I met teachers who were 
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motivated and tried their hardest to help children reach great depth in understanding, I 

also met teachers who used grade inflation to the harm of their students future success.  

Most of the teachers in these educational school environments were new to the 

profession, not certified and did not retain their position for very long.  Many of the 

administrators were excellent as ‘selling’ the successes of their programs and raising 

money for their causes while eschewing the problems on their own campuses.  The 

standardization push in Texas caused one teachers’ grade fraud to come to the fore, when 

students failed their standardized test so miserably, while receiving A’s in their content 

work.  The aspect of school choice is often described by many as ways to achieve equity 

for those with failing public schools, by allowing mostly urban students alternatives 

(Ravitch, 2010; Mehta, 2012).  The resulting testing issues became problematic as some 

schools rose to the challenge to meet some testing standard.   Charter schools proliferated 

in Texas, as well as other parts of the country in a variety of configurations to meet the 

needs of ‘failing schools’ and districts.    

I then moved to a Houston after the school year had begun, armed with my 

certification and  experience. I felt grateful to be hired by a charter school that has 

burgeoning enrollments, whose mission is to enter neighborhoods with at-risk students 

and failing public schools and create an alternative ‘choice’ for these students and their 

parents.   I sat down with the school ‘leader’, who explained that four teachers had 

already come into the job and had left.  I moved into a ramshackle room in a trailer.  The 

floors were falling apart with holes being held together by the carpeting covering them.  

This was my first year teaching that subject, and there were no books, no computers, and 

just some leftover mimeographed worksheets leftover from one of the previous teachers 
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who had left in the weeks before I came.   I learned many things there. I was introduced 

to my fellow teachers, most of which were with the Teach for America program.  We 

were trained by Teach for America staff for our professional development.  I was amazed 

at the hours demanded by the job.  I was handed a phone for students to call me on.  I was 

asked to transport students in my care when busses didn’t show up.  The “whatever it 

takes” attitude of the people in the school was buttressed by a firm belief that those in 

public schools don’t care about children. If one questioned why it is we came in for 

Saturday School with no plan in place for the students, or did not ‘volunteer’ for 

mandatory homework sessions we were confronted with the ever-present “don’t you care 

about the kids”.   A statement made by the head of schools that “if we get the best two 

years of a teachers life” is axiomatic of their attitude towards teachers.  Teachers come 

and go.  The goal of ‘with it’ staff is to climb the expanding corporate educational ladder 

to open their own schools.   The majority of the staff at the campus was ambitious, 

young, transplanted to the city from northern ivy leagues, not trained in pedagogy and 

dedicated to the mission of helping children who were in need.  They ran themselves 

ragged to keep up with the demanding schedules and keep together the school.  Teachers 

were expected to drive students to bus stops and home when the contracted busses broke 

down, create, drive and pay for field trips for rewards.   The mission of these teachers, 

administrators and Teach for America is to have a “do whatever it takes” attitude.   

It was clear to me that ‘choice’ in schools is currently accompanied by a new 

cadre of teachers who are influenced by alternative routes to educational certification.    

According to the National Center of Alternative Certification, approximately one third of 

new teachers currently enter the profession through an alternative certification route.  
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While there are many debates surrounding the effectiveness of teacher certification 

programs for students (Darling-Hammond, 2000; Rotherman & Mead, 2004, Ingersoll, 

1999), this study attempts to look at how this phenomenon of Alternative Certification as 

run by private organizations has changed the way that we view the field of teaching as a 

whole.   While the majority of teachers from Teach For America alumni leave their 

teaching positions after several years, others move on within education to head charter 

management organizations (CMO’s), who “… recruit mission aligned teachers, develop 

content knowledge consistent with their pedagogical beliefs, and have clear school norms 

and cultures consistent with their mission” (Mehta, 2012, p. 287).   It is not only the 

charter schools that are run and influenced by CMO’s.  More and more public schools are 

being turned over to the mission of these CMO’s and their mission, and their 

understanding of teachers, teaching profession, and the qualities that create great 

educational environments.  

In Public Schools of Choice 

 
The remaining years of my teaching experience was in a small public urban 

district situated in the large urban city in Southeast Texas.   I worked both in their 

Discipline Alternative School and one of their “choice” schools.  The history of this 

school as been tenuous and in the incarnation of the school that I worked under it was 

considered a “school” that took students that would interfere with the traditional high 

schools ability to meet their AYP (average yearly progress) under NCLB (No Child Left 

Behind).  Students would be recommended to go to this program by councilors or 

principals for a variety of reasons: including missed school due to child birth, 

incarceration, absenteeism, performing below grade level and various other reasons.   The 
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new administrator was handpicked for this job by the superintendant, which had worked 

with her in a previous district.  She had made her name by turning around disciplinary 

programs both out of district and within this one.   

The district had been ranked high enough that test scores could be swept under the 

rug, in the school of choice.  As the standards for AYP continued to constrict around the 

district, they had no alternative but to turn the school into a “program”.  Now home 

campuses would be saddled with testing scores and this campus had little to offer other 

high schools, except a place for students that are hard to manage.  A school that had 

accepted failure rate needed to be turned around in order for the district to meet its 

accreditation standards.   Sweeping changes included firing the entire teaching staff (40) 

the following year.  All teachers needed to reapply for their positions.  All teacher 

participation on decision-making boards were eliminated, with the dissolution of campus-

based improvement teams.   All decision making resided solely upon administration.  

Hiring practices had previously been done by teams with representation from teachers 

was now solely in the hands of the principal.  Any pretense of shared decision making 

with teaching staff slowly eroded until it was clearly understood that decisions were 

made above teachers.  Meetings became times for implementation to be given, successes 

to be shared solely on the basis of administration whim.   When the rumors about time 

clocks for teachers reached the ears of the teacher rumor circuit, conformity to 

organizational control was almost complete.  

Sweeping changes in methods and curriculum included a series of top-down 

implementations of the following within a two year period: problem-based learning, 

kinesthetic learning, on-line learning, hybrid learning, team teaching, cohort teaching, 
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flipped classrooms and multi-level subjects taught in one classroom.  All of these 

implementations included the requisite teacher training and district supervision by 

curriculum district heads.  Any critique of method or implementation was greeted with 

statements like “if you were more creative, your could do it”.  Campus morale continued 

to decline.  Teacher practical knowledge was not valued as various “experts” in a myriad 

of educational fads came into to tout their wares upon teacher classrooms.  When the 

mandate came for all teachers to go to other campuses to watch “model lessons” from 

“master teachers”, I went and saw a math classroom with a power point presentation with 

worksheets and homework.  My classroom practices were definitely more engaging and 

varied in method and choice than anything I saw during the “model lesson”. 

Standardization brings with it ‘specialists’ and technicians, both in the field of 

knowledge creation and in the field of management of schools.  The standardization 

movement was partially realized because school problems were seen as one in which 

“…teachers lacked the needed knowledge to consistently teach at high levels; the role of 

standards was to systematically guide the organization of different pieces of the field in a 

way that would enable better practice.” (Mehta, 2012, p 192).  Standards enables the site 

of decision making for knowledge and curriculum to move outside the classroom, away 

from the teachers to a more centralized district control.  The accountability aspect of 

reforms saw that the “…problem was that the educational establishment was 

unaccountable for producing results…” (Mehta, 2012, p 192). Viewing the problem 

through this lens caused controls even further outside the school building itself.  If 

teachers were irresponsible for the knowledge needed for classrooms, they certainly do 

not have the knowledge they need to add to the decisions made about the structure or 
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management of their campuses.  “Most teachers, at present, do not have the knowledge, 

skills, and time necessary to do a competent job carrying out their roles in a shared 

governance system or in jointly developing curricula that are integrated across grades 

within a school.” (Olson & Rothman, 1993, p 254) Experts are needed to fill these roles 

that teachers are inadequate to make.  These centralizing changes interacting with 

standards have caused myself and many teachers to consider and reconsider what it 

means to be a teacher. 

The way teachers responded and acted when all decisions were taken out of their 

control was varied from my experience.  The majority of teachers had issues with the 

methods and new strategies that were employed and the impact they had on kids.  Many 

felt that the experts were either wrong for the kids they had or did not wait for proof of 

concept for ideas that just needed more implementation time.  Most of the teachers were 

looking for ways out of that environment.  Some wanted to go into administration to 

become the ‘experts’, others wanted other campuses/district/employment and others were 

confined to where they were.  This campus displayed a discourse of difference and 

making a change through caring educators willing to do ‘whatever it takes’ in order to 

help kids succeed.  The positive spin on cutting edge curricular reform and helping kids 

positively engaged many teachers.  In reality, experts made all decisions while teachers 

rushed to conform to methods that they didn’t believe in.  Doing ‘what ever it took’ 

meant conforming and covering the administrators behind so that she could claim she did 

whatever it took.  Teacher turnover was rampant.  Teachers committed and talented 

entered school and quickly looked for escape hatches off the campus. 
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The questions of how teachers dealt with the results of standardization remains 

undetermined, but teacher attrition is one consequence.  While teacher attrition has 

historically been a staple of the teaching profession (Lortie, 1975), current critiques 

mirror Sonia Nieto’s 2009 claim that “[t]oo many teachers are leaving the profession 

because the ideals that brought them to teaching are fast disappearing” (p. 13).  Many 

teachers have been leaving the profession because of their inability to act with agency in 

an environment that is becoming more and more constraining.  “Teachers are more 

frustrated by a lack of collegial interdependence, rigid curriculum mandates, testing that 

seems more punishing than problem solving, and hierarchical decision-making…” 

(Santoro, 2011, p. 2673).   Standardization movements have led to a devaluation of 

teacher’s work, which in turn has led to frustration and more devaluation. 

I began to imagine what it would be like to be in a teaching field that I saw and 

imagined as a child.  A place where I looked up to my teachers and knew that they had 

my success foremost in their mind.  I intend to look at ways to imagine a more powerful 

teaching profession.  Underlying assumptions include the understanding of power and 

powerlessness to create and recreate fields.  Standards create experts to take control over 

decisions that effect teachers lives. “If a true sense of social justice was realized, each 

individual would have the ability to influence the structural systems of power that grant 

or withhold access to things such as education” (Boyle, et al., 2009, p. 37).  There is a 

moral and ethical claim put upon teachers when they enter the educational field.  The way 

teacher practice is considered professionally does and will have an impact upon the 

nature of education now and going forward.  With more and more teachers being trained 

outside more traditional avenues, with teacher training sites advocating for teachers as 
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service providers rather than a profession, with more tenured teachers leaving under the 

pressure of the reform movement(s) and with experts taking away all discernment of the 

practice it will not be long until the fragmentation of the teaching profession will be 

complete.  This research hopes to give alterative voice to both the context of teaching and 

to the possibilities of another way.  

Significance 

 
This study is significant in four ways.  Much of the discussion of oppressive practices 

in teacher education stem on how these harm children in the educative process. My work 

seeks to position teachers as subjects to the same unjust processes, while simultaneously 

part of the injustice problem. I want to aver that this problem might be even bigger for the 

long-term project of education, especially education for freedom and democracy.  

The problematic progressive neo-liberal reform measures have isolated teachers and 

teaching from previous avenues of support, including tenured teachers, curriculum leads, 

principals and university scholars. Pressures that classroom teachers have been facing are 

eliminating veteran teachers, are now funneling up to administration (Lahann & Reagan, 

2011) and university professory (Burgan, 2009).  Control over the discourse of education 

is getting narrower and more confining.  Neo-liberal reforms with their discourse of 

choice schools and accountability are defining the educational landscape.  Alternative 

ways of resituating that critical voice needs a practical place to exert itself. 

My study expands the eclectic nature of cross-disciplinary research.  I use 

sociological research to shed light on educational themes that I feel affect the stories I 

tell.   It is imperative to describe complex worlds in complex ways, while retaining 
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credibility, by drawing on a respected researcher in the field (Scott, 2014), I use 

theoretical udnerstnadings to reimagine the spaces with educational possibility can occur.  

Finally, my method of study privileges my voice, that of a teacher-researcher.  This 

fulfills one way to combat the struggle that researchers have had to have an inside voice 

and truly ‘experience’ the positionality of the researched.  By ‘validating’ my experience 

through this research, I have bridged the gap between classroom and academia, as many 

of my most valued mentors have before me.  My method of study and my process writing 

this is a critique to many of the same standardizing, ‘experting’, and exclusionary forces 

at work in the K-12 classroom.  

Purpose 

 My ideals and goals of education are to forward the project of democracy.  Dewey 

defines the democratic project as one where people work together on joint projects 

(1922).  Maxine Greene suggests that people need to commit to the goal of emancipatory 

freedom (1988). These goals are the goals I wish to instill as an educator.   This work is 

an effort to understand the constraints that teachers feel to the fulfillment of this goal 

more fully.  I use sociological research and my stories and weave them together to get a 

better picture of what the natures of these constraints are.  

 I look at the context of education, of neo-liberal school reform and how these 

reforms play out in the contextual realities of teachers and students by examining the 

experience that I have had in these schools of ‘choice’.  I examine the way that James 

Scott imagines other reform projects and see where there are congruities, resonances and 

dissonances with an aim to illuminate themes and familial patterns between the two 

(2013 p. x).  By tracing the way my understandings of particular stories have changed 
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and emerged over time, I hope to inspire others to reflect on and reimagine their own 

experiences of education.  By tracing my journey along side of Scott’s theory, I hope to 

give new insight into some current language, discourses and practices currently being 

advocated for by the forerunners of school reform.  I hope to inspire others to delve more 

deeply into their own stories



 
 

 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 
My research looks at the relationship that I, as a teacher have to the context 

of education.  My questions, in particular reflect my desire to analyze and 

investigate the context of teacher education and then again to investigate the 

relationship that teachers, myself in particular have in relation to it.  My 

introduction set forward my initial impressions that I find this relationship to be 

one fraught with tension for teachers.  My desire is to interrogate the context of 

education broadly conceived in the literature, never losing site of the goal to 

consider the impact of education as a vehicle for the transmission of democratic 

values. I also will begin to investigate the role of teacher in this review of literature, 

most especially the ways teachers are described as a result of the tension-filled 

context they find themselves in. 

Context of Education: Neo Liberalism 

 
To examine my first research question; what is the context of education that 

causes a feeling of disempowerment for teachers, I will examine what I consider to be the 

most pertinent threads that define teachers’ “professional knowledge landscape[s]” 

(Connelly & Clandinin, 1995).  My goal in elucidating this large context, is to see 

‘small’, or from the point of view with the widest lens possible (Greene, 1995).  The 

themes that I have chose to elucidate for this examination are the ones that have had 

resonance with me as I found myself impacted by the language and practices of the 

reform movement (Conle, 1996).  These include the current reform movement under 

which teachers are currently residing.  
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The context of neo liberal school reform mediates the powerlessness of teachers 

through its discourse and practice. Neo liberal school reform is reform based on “business 

infused managerial strategies” (Lahan & Reagan, 2011, p. 13) and “regulatory proposals 

including, national curricula and national testing (Apple, 2004, p. 12) This neoliberal 

tradition favors state and centralizing policies that enable competition based on standards 

comparison and free market initiatives.  Mehta examines the historical underpinnings of 

the current reform movement as by those who believe that standards and choice would 

equalize education and allow options for the poorest among us, while also appealing to 

those who believe that standardization and choice would allow for constricting of content 

and privatization (2012).  Ravitch (2010) suggests that the confluence of these differing 

ideas in today’s impetus in reform movement have created a dominant discourse that 

manages the way we see education.  This influence can be seen in the push of charter 

schools and their tangential institutions that have helped create and reinforce the neo-

liberal discourse of educational reform.   

Choice Schools 

 
 Neo-liberal school reform is centered on the concept of choice.  Just like 

consumer good, education becomes a product that can be chosen by parents.  Ravitch 

(2013) points out that this discourse of choice functions as a result of the widespread 

belief that the public school system is failing the students who attend them, which the 

resulting PISA (Program for International Student Assessment) scores can attest.  

Belfield and Levin (2002) elucidate the number of U.S. initiatives aimed at increasing 

school choice including charter schools and voucher programs.  However, ‘choice’ in 

school reform discourse is not a new phenomenon.  
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The discourse of ‘choice’ has been attached to education since the 50s.  

According to Ravitch “…the term ‘school choice’ was stigmatized as a dodge invented to 

permit white students to escape to all-white public schools or to all-white segregation 

academies” in the South (2010, p. 114).  The south in an attempt to escape the demands 

of Brown v. Board of Education, elicited this cry for choice in order to keep control of 

enrollments in schools for their children.  Milton Freidman, the ultimate free-market 

advocate, pushed for vouchers as early as 1955 (Mehta, 2012; Ravitch, 2010). His belief 

in the limited role of government spurred his reasoning and free market principles.  His 

argument for vouchers continued with the book penned by he and his wife, which was a 

best seller, Free to Choose. (Friedman & Friedman, 1980).  His advocacy for free market 

principles continued when in the 80s when he was Reagan’s advisor. Reagan ultimately 

pushed for vouchers for low-performing students, backed away when he received little 

support and couched similar efforts as ‘school choice’ (Ravitch, p. 117).  While there was 

resistance from Unions and the academy against private vouchers (Salganik, 1989; 

Krashinsky, 1986; Rayward, 1987), the discourse of vouchers was transmuted to ‘school 

choice’ and the beginning of public charters (Ravitch, 2010).  President Bush, with 

‘America 2000” proposed, among other things, “the creation of 535 ‘break the mold’ 

school, as well as private-school-choice demonstrated projects vouchers by another 

name” (Mehta, 2012, p. 200).  The convergence between political parties was ended 

when public charters became a middle ground between those on the wanting an 

alternative ‘choice’ for children who are ‘left behind’ and those who believed this was a 

move towards privatization.  
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Charter schools are created when organizations, or groups, obtain a charter from a 

state authority.  Their management is determined by those within the charter with some 

oversight to meet its goals by the state (Ravitch, 2012).  Minnesota enacted the first 

charter school law in 1991 “…and by 2006 charter schools were operating in some 40 

states and the District of Columbia” (Hanusheck et al., 2007).   Recent research suggests 

that over eighty percent of schools in New Orleans and Washington D.C. are run by 

CMO’s (Charter Management Organizations) (Kretchmar, et. al, 2014). Charter schools 

have become one of the biggest players in public discourse and reform agendas.  The 

public media has held up charter school leaders to speak to and model reform movements 

across the country.  Michelle Rhee, the infamous chancellor of Washington D.C.’s school 

system held the voice in public forums as diverse as the Wall Street Journal, Oprah and 

Harvard College (Rhee, 2012; 2011). Geoffrey Canada’s Harlem Children Zone has 

gotten much attention both in public and academic discourse (Ravitch, 2010; Tough, 

2004; Brooks, 2009).  

Teach for America and Its Role  

 
Charter schools have gotten much media publicity in the current discourse of 

school reform.  They have been identified as a solution to the problem of failing schools 

(Mehta, 2012). In the current incarnation and discourse of charter movements the 

problem is clear.  Traditional education has created failing schools.  Those trying to fix 

the problems in education cannot be from within the same system that initially caused the 

failure, so they look outside traditional education venues. It is no surprise then that 

charters need teachers who are from outside the system also.  The new cadre of teachers 

can often be found in alternative programs like Teach for America. It is not surprising 
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that some of the largest CMO’s in the country, KIPP, Yes Prep, Brook Charter School, 

Aspire and Achievement first, among others are connected to Teach for America through 

its founding and board members and its senior staff (Kretchmar, 2014).  Some of the 

most widely touted charter schools started with philosophy, vision and practice from 

Teach for America (Veltri, 2008).  These philosophies, based in business model discourse 

and competitive practices (Lahan & Reagan, 2011 & Ravitch, 2010), have become the 

way that cadres of educators have come to see education, the system, public schools, 

unions, teachers and themselves.  Based upon Teach for America’s theory of change, 

their goal is to affect change in schools throughout the system (Miner, 2010; Nicholls, 

2006).  The founder of Teach for America (TFA), Wendy Knopp, has spoken overtly of 

the mission to change the very nature of the American Educational System. 

In very recent years, to increase the impact of our alumni, we have 

launched initiatives to support those who aim to pursue educational 

leadership through continued teaching, principalships, launching new 

social enterprises, policy and advocacy, and securing elected office. In 

some ways this development is responsible to Hopkins suggestion that we 

offer incentives to entice members to remain in teaching, though, as 

outlined above, we continue to believe that it is important to foster the 

efforts of TFA alumni to effect change from other professions as well.  

(Knopp, 2008, p. 736). 

 

The results of the push for systemic change through the philosophy and vision of 

Teach for America has been seen when public systems have been led by her visionaries.  

Her success can be evidenced by the way that her work has been used as an exemplar for 
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those interested in creating social change across disciplines, (Nicholls, 2006; Mair, 2010; 

Bloom et al., 2008; Brest, 2008; Daniel, 2009).  The majority of these citations are 

resources about management practices.  Teach for America’s philosophy of change to the 

broken educational system joined with widespread acceptance of change of management 

from the public sector to the quasi-private has become successful.  More and more public 

schools are creating models of charters staffed with Teach for America teachers (Miner, 

2009; Darling-Hammond, 1994; Diane Ravitch, 2010). It appears that the charter 

movement with assistance from Teach for America is beginning to make inroads on the 

systematic change that Knopp and her colleagues planned on (2008).  

Charter Critique 

 
Charter school and choice have been critiqued often for a variety of reasons.  

Some critiques center around segregation issues in charter schools, making the claim that 

the existence of charters undo decades of public efforts to integrate public institutions 

(Cobb & Glass, 1999; Frankenberg & Chungmei, 2003; Weiher & Tedin, 2002). Other 

research questions whether charter schools positively affect student outcome. Research 

suggests that charters often do more harm or are no better at improving outcomes for the 

students they were designed to help (Bettinger, 2004; Bilfulco & Ladd, 2006).  Some cite 

the impact that charters have on the neighborhoods and public school in general, 

including the claim that charters impoverish remaining public institutions by skimming 

off the best of the rest (Bettinger, 2004; Bilfulco & Ladd, 2006). Still other critiques 

focus on the impact of the semi-private business focus on education, questioning the very 

foundations of educational purposes (Molnar, 1996; Apple, 2004).  This study aims to 

look at the way the import of the charter and school of choice movement is affecting 
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classrooms and teacher practice in both public and private sites.  One of the ways that the 

confluence of market based business practices and accountability measures affect 

teachers most directly is through the standardization of teacher practices.  

Standardization 

 
Neo-liberal reforms focused on the management of and the desire to change 

education has joined with the accountability movement to ensure competency 

(Apple, 2004).  This has resulted in the push for standardization in school reform 

practice.  The push for standardization in the current reform movement is one of the 

biggest impacts upon teacher practice in education today. Standards are the 

“…process of constructing uniformities across time and space, through the generation of 

agreed-upon rules” (Timmermans & Epstein, 2010, p. 71).  The uniform nature of 

standards implies a sameness that gets enacted through the narrowing of curriculum and 

the creation of standardized tests.  The implication of the idea that there exist some 

agreed upon rules suggests that people within varying contexts agree with respect to what 

teaching should look like, and what the aims of teacher are.  

Standards regulate and control the field, according to Lampland and Star (2009), 

by becoming invisible and taken for granted (p. 11).  This invisible function can be called 

“hegemony”, a Gramscian term, whereby it has a disciplinary function by controlling, 

through consent, without policing power, the behavior of those behaviors that need to be 

controlled (Anderson, 1976).  For Foucault, power relations function much in the same 

way as the definition of standards that Lampland and Star elucidate here.  The invisible 

nature of standards creates a hegemonic discourse that can control behavior unlike any 

visible enacting power (Foucault, 1977).  Educational standards operate procedurally, 
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defining what practitioners should do.  Mulcahy (2010), takes this argument further by 

suggesting that standards articulate “…what is valued about teaching and describing the 

critical features of what teachers know, believe and do” (p 96).  Standards create the 

values and judgments by which practitioners are evaluated.  Daily life in the classroom is 

regulated by the invisible standards of what it means to be a teacher in today’s society.   

Historically, standards and standardization grew up as part and parcel of Western 

society’s push towards rationalization of systems. (Mehta, 2012).  As we became 

industrialized, standardization of work methods became increasingly necessary.  

Complex industrial machinery needed standardization for effective production, and over 

time, standardization associated with industrialization (Scott, 1998) became part of our 

Western discourse.  External bodies are used to create standards in order to have things 

work together. These external bodies are made up of professional bodies, associations or 

the state (Timmerman, 2010, p. 71).  Standards are prevalent in all types of professions: 

service industry, health care, technology, construction and more then ever, in education.  

 Standardization, as I defined it, has been an aspect of education and teaching in 

America for almost as long as there were teaching colleges and examinations.  Current 

standardizations in education have been solidifying around the proliferation of the 

standardized testing movement and the accompanying movement towards accountability.   

According to Diane Ravitch (2010), the testing movement grew from the death of the 

standards movement.  The standards movement that she is referring to here was the 

national debate over what curricular standards should be implemented in response to the 

report, A Nation at Risk, which determined that K - 12 education was lacking a 

seriousness necessary for our country’s future success. This movement became mired in 
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the political upheaval, when backlash began about the fight over which curricula was to 

be included.  An abandonment of standards in curricula occurred.  The result was that in 

No Child Left Behind, each state could set its own proficiency standards, which needed 

to be measured.   “In this new era, school reform was characterized as accountability, 

high-stakes testing, data-driven decision making, choice, charter schools, privatization, 

deregulation, merit pay, and competition among schools” (Ravitch, p. 21).  Standards in 

curriculum or of inputs could not be accomplished, but now the era of standardization of 

testing results or outputs has been inaugurated. 

Standardized Testing 

 
Standardized testing is an attempt to measure the performance of students. No 

Child Left Behind requires that this measurement be made by all states in the country. 

While the states are allowed to determine exactly what is measured, the existence of a 

measurement system is mandated by law and essential to the standardized testing 

movement. The function of measurement is to take the disparate practices and values of 

various educational practices and make them readable and legible to those not intimately 

involved, in this case the state or federal government.  Scott’s theory of legibility 

elucidates the aforementioned process that allows states to read or understand previously 

complex or opaque processes, like those in education (Scott, 1998).  In order to enact 

changes, or begin altering processes from a central vantage point, legibility is necessary. 

Action cannot occur unless the context is understandable. According to Scott, in order to 

create standardized facts, states must create aggregate, measurable facts that can give 

averages for comparison (p 80).  Standardized testing is just such a state (whether federal 

or local) created measurement for legibility.  The judgments and comparisons made 
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based on standardized tests affect states, districts, teachers and students.  Values and 

judgments are made based on these measures, leading to the impositions of sanctions or 

benefits.  Test scores allow an easy measure for administration, state and federal officials 

to pass judgments and enact policy based on the delineation of the quantifiable statistics 

presented through the measurement of high-stakes standardized tests. 

Consequences of the Standards Movement 

 
The consequences of the standardized testing movement are well documented in 

education.  The scheme of legibility for the synoptically situated administration can 

ultimately distort and change the nature of education at its very core, the practices of 

students and teachers in the classroom.  The aim stated for the importance of standardized 

testing initially was to ensure accountability and equity for all students, especially to 

bolster those students who are seen as at-risk (No Child Left Behind [NCLB], 2012).  

However, a growing body of evidence suggests that contrary to its stated aims, high-

stakes, standardized tests can narrow curriculum and distort scores (Hamilton, et al., 

2003). It can also create incentives to push out students at-risk, while encouraging 

retention at acknowledged risk to the student population (Allington & McGill-Franzen, 

Darling-Hammond, 1991).  

 The implications for teacher professionalism and self-efficacy under the regime of 

standardized testing are also quite troubling.  Research suggests that accountability 

systems affects teachers’ instructional practice and work environments (Agee, 2004: 

Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000; Horn, 2003).  In practice, teachers are encouraged by 

administrators to spend more time on tested subjects (Hamilton & Stecher, 2006), have 

focused on “bubble kids” who could pass an exam (Booher-Jennings, 2005), and 
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increased time spent on test preparation in lieu of other topics or subjects not tested 

(McNeil & Valenzuela, 2000).  More often than not, best practices have been replaced 

with more drill type activities especially in the underperforming schools as identified by 

the standard measure of testing.  

Standards and the Creation of Experts 

 
Standardization in the form of testing has been measuring the output of the 

process of education with teachers, students, campuses, districts and states measured and 

compared.  Standardization can also be applied to the input of the education processes; 

teacher practices or qualities of teachers themselves.  The implied message is that 

standards, based in scientific rigor “…[are] context free, in the sense that it describes a 

practice that most agree accomplished … teachers should follow no matter where the 

school is” (Ingvarson & Rowe, 2008, p. 18).  The parties agreeing to these standards 

include academics and leaders in the field (Mulcahy, 2010, p.97).   Again, the experts 

agreeing to the competencies that create a standard of education or education practices 

situate the discussion within a structure of power relations, with those standing outside 

the contextual nature of education to deem the correct qualities of teacherness.  These 

qualities are now externalized, they can be measured through lesson plans, standardized 

testing scores and teacher rating systems designed to measure the quality of 

characteristics of teachers. As measuring tools, these evaluations distance the reviewer 

from the site of real learning and set up artificial power structures that continue to 

alienate teachers from the act of teaching.  

 “Every act of measurement was an act marked by the play of power relations” 

(Scott, 1998, p. 27).   Scott is describing here the act of measurement in a completely 
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different, but equally complex field of land distribution, but the impact of this statement 

can be felt within the use standardized testing and the information garnered throughout 

the country in the precepts of No Child Left Behind and standardization of professional 

practices.  Standardization privileges acceptable practices that are set by ‘experts’ who 

decide what needs to be taught, how it needs to be taught, and when and how it is 

successful; ultimately what makes a good teacher.  

Standardization is continuing to stiffen throughout the educational landscape of 

teachers.  Teacher agency is crippled by the goal to exert standards at the place of inputs 

into education.  Teachers have become alienated cogs in the machine of educational 

efficiency.  If standardization is a way to make those below legible to others (Scott, 

1998), the others must be a better judge of what is correct or right.  She must be an 

expert.  

Experts are the part of the organization that is credible to make decisions. There 

are experts in every field; they grew out of the Taylorist model of industrialization, when 

efficiency and rational thinking was the buzzword in business (Popper, 1968).  This 

expansion and specialization of labor grew dialectically with bureaucracies in state run 

and private organizations.  Everyone has a specialized part to play and the decision 

makers are the “experts”.  This process was effectively brought into the field of education 

through a series of initiatives “… backed by a knowledge base of higher-status epistemic 

communities…” (Mehta, 2012, p 251).   These initiatives, continued to threaten the 

education community.  When expert decisions are brought to bear on curriculum, teacher 

authority is eroded (Burgen, 2009).  When experts force structural decisions democratic 

institutions of schooling are in jeopardy (Greene, 1988; Habermas, 1989).  Teacher as 
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expert is not just eroded when their knowledge is questioned, but when the larger 

structural systems control them in ways that alienate them from the site of teaching.  “If a 

true sense of social justice was realized, each individual would have the ability to 

influence the structural systems of power that grant or withhold access to things such as 

education” (Boyle et al., 2009, p. 37).   

Standardization, as enacted through neo-liberal school reform measures creates 

experts that are privileged.  These experts read and judge the test scores of teachers, they 

run charter schools that see more traditional teachers as an obstacle to reform measures, 

they also give best practices to teachers in the classroom, which they then measure 

through standardized accountability measurements. While, it appears that current trends 

may appear to be fighting more stringently against the standards movement as measured 

output (Hursh, 2013; Tienken & Zhao, 2013; Costigan; 2013), the discourse and practice 

of systematic output through standards in education continues to thrive as our beliefs in 

accountability and market managerialism hold sway over the system. 

Legibility through standardization of evaluation allows for selective intervention 

by administration, and in fact is the purpose of making a society legible (Scott, 1998, p. 

78).  Legibility is an “instrument of control with consolidates the power of those who 

commission it” (Kain & Baignet, 1992, p. 41).  States, districts, schools, teachers and 

students are evaluated, measured and compared through the lens of the data from 

standardized testing.  Statistics becomes the language of standardized measurement.  

“Quantification serves the interests of the people from afar much more than those of the 

people up close…” (Mehta, 2012, p. 31). Teachers, once the sole arbiter of student 

success, are deemed unqualified to adequately create measurements of student success.  
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“[L]ocal knowledge is disregarded…and practice demands that scientific evidence is used 

to cure or control certain individuals” (Foucault, 1984, p. 105).  Statistics become the 

language of standards making the characterizations of school reform understandable to 

those making comparisons and privileging the expert ability to create exams, gather 

statistics and adjudicate successful practice.  

Management and Leadership 

 
The final theme the affects teacher landscape stemming from the neo-liberal structure of 

education is the managerial ethos. Clarke & Newmann (1977) suggest that the way 

management is structured feed into standardization and accountability.  The language of 

business within schools settings has been critiqued often (Leistyna, 2007; Hursch, 2009), 

I specifically want to look at the ways that leadership themes play out in the school 

context for decision making, not just in the classroom, but for systematic decision 

making.   I entered into the profession of teaching from the position of project manager 

and the import of decision making discourse was uppermost in my mind.  The ways that I 

saw leadership enacted gave me cause to wonder what the field of education had to say 

about leadership on campus site.  I looked specifically at the business trends of leadership 

models with an eye to how they might answer the call to democratic socialization 

Distributed Leadership 

 
[T]he democratic idea in its generic social sense… consists in having a 

responsible share according to capacity in forming and directing the 

activities of the groups to which one belongs and in participating 

according to the need in the values which the groups sustain (Dewey, 

1991/1922, p. 147).  
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The belief that schools, as public institutions should somehow share the 

values of democracy made me questions some of the managerial styles I was seeing 

on campuses.  With a background in management in the private sector, I expected to 

see a contrast in the discourse and experience of decision-making in sites of 

schooling. The way leadership is structured and carried out in educational sites is 

integral to the context of teachers’ work and lives.   

 Leadership, at the campus level, has up until the millennium been 

understood as that of a superhero, or of a heroic principal (Spillane, 2005).  More 

recently, other conceptions of what constitutes leadership on school campuses has 

been emerging.   In 2000, Gonn sparked interest in Distributed Leadership.  Much 

research has been done since this time.  This term does not have agreed upon 

definitions in the newly created field, often being used synonymously with “shared 

leadership”, “team leadership” and “democratic leadership” (Spillane, 2005).   Gronn 

argued for a reconceptualization of leadership “as fluid and emergent rather than as 

a fixed phenomena” (2000 p. 324).  With this conception, leadership is no longer 

understood as a characteristic of the superhero, but as a process that is shaped by 

members of the school organization (Spillane, Halverson & Diamond, 2004). 

Distributed leadership is the term most often used in British educational research, 

while its terminology is more nascent in the United States.  

 Various researchers have defined distributed leadership (Spillane, 2005), but 

there is little agreement to a working definition of the concept.  What is essentially 

agreed upon is that leadership is “no longer seen as a one-man business, but a 

business that requires social interaction and cooperation of a whole team” (Hulpia, 
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Devos & Van Keer, 2009, p. 51).  There is an assumption embedded in this concept 

that administration will be expanded to include more stakeholders, including 

teachers (Firestone & Martinez, 2007).  

Other researchers saw not the administration expanding, but the knowledge 

base of teachers expanding to include more knowledge creators. This stream of 

thinking is based on the idea that information is shared to accomplish tasks that 

could not be achieved by an individual (Williams, 2009).  Spillane, et. al. (2000) 

argued that it is important to understand leadership as one that “incorporates the 

activities of multiple groups of individuals (p. 20).  Leadership functions through the 

workings of multiple leaders. 

There are different ways to understand the meaning of distributed 

leadership.  Spillane et. al. (2004) understood distributed leadership as the function 

of what individuals know and do in an environment to accomplish tasks with each 

other.  This points to the understanding that multiple people possess leadership 

skills that might change depending upon what is being done.  Leithwood et al. 

(2007) conceptualized distributed leadership as one that still holds a position for 

leadership structures to coordinate needs.   

There is also an understanding of leadership and organizations working as a 

network of individuals that have a life of their own (Hargreaves & Fink, 2008), 

comprised of various members working horizontally rather than vertically in 

important decision making processes (Hartley, 2007).   These appeals to network 

approaches take into consideration that distributed leadership cannot take the place 

of or completely undermine existing non-formal structures and networks of power 



40 

 

and influence that emerge organically in social groups. In fact, Spillane and Diamond 

warns against using Distributed Leadership as a model, and suggests only using it as 

a lens to examine school leadership structures (2007) 

 The concepts of leadership and more specifically distributed leadership, 

must take into account the contextual nature of the relationship between those who 

are leaders and those who are followers (Spillane, 2004).  Recently, there has been 

more attention to these very contexts, by researchers investigating the lived reality 

of the theory of distributed leadership in schools and some of the implications as 

lived by those involved in institutions that have enacted this management theory.   

 Hartley argues that there has been little “emancipatory research on 

distributed leadership” (2007 p. 205).  This is concerning because of the great 

influence that this theory has on the formation of new school leaders (Grace, 2000).  

With the broad general understanding of what distributed leadership is, and its lack 

of empirical evidence of success in changing school success metrics around (Bolden, 

et al, 2009), or in its ability to be implemented, especially in low-performing schools 

(Currie, Boyett & Suhomlinova, 2005), some authors question the rationale behind 

its increasing usage both in Britain (Hartley, 2007) and beyond (Hargreaves & Fink, 

2008).  

 Recent studies suggest that the outcome of the use of distributed forms of 

leadership can really mask ongoing dominations of the structure of education.  

Hartley’s research suggests that culturally, distributed leadership is an idea that 

coincides with culturally relevant trends (2007).  He suggests that we’ve moved 

beyond the leadership style of the centralized figure, and have moved into a new age 
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of hybrid management forms, of which distributed leadership is an example.  

“Management theory itself is beginning to go with the grain of” the new knowledge 

culture (p. 209).  The language of “[d]istributed leadership offers a persuasive 

discourse that embeds both concepts of collegiality and manageralism” (Bolden et 

al. p. 73).  This appeals to both those with ideals of broad decision making powers 

and those who are looking for control over a system that can appear to need it. 

 Research suggests that distributed leadership is broad enough to appeal to 

the masses, but it is only rhetoric, that serves to mask real power distribution in 

school sites and larger policy arenas. There is very little research looking at the 

implementation of distributed leadership in school sites.   Several studies suggest 

that when real implementation of distributed leadership occurred, the results were 

mixed.  Rutherford (2006) found that when teachers are “participants in the 

decision-making process, they can influence the collective knowledge and practice 

of their school” (p 70).  However, the teachers in her study were given tools to 

mitigate what the added burden of teacher participation in administrative tasks 

entailed including “release time from classroom duties” (p 71). Her study suggests 

that distributed leadership alone is not enough to ensure teacher satisfaction or 

success.  

 Currie, et al. (2005) found that distributed leadership, when enacted, was not 

felt on the part of the participants who were to share in decision-making.  This 

research suggests that participants felt that  

claims that they were being empowered to lead were debatable.  The 

alternative suggestion was that ‘empowerment’ as a concept is used 
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as an illicit means by which principals (and others) realize a widening 

an more onerous breadth of work load for deputy and assistant 

principals (p. 286).  

These claims reflect the notion that claims for distributed leadership might 

not be perceived the same from different perspectives in educational sites. 

There is also the conception that successful implementation might depend 

upon who has, and who distributes the leadership.  

 Bolden et al., (2009) found that who institutes the parameters of 

distributed leadership can change the perceptions of the success of the 

initiative in higher education sites.  He categorized respondents descriptions 

as devolved representations of distributed leadership as “devolution and 

delegation were fundamental in assigning leadership responsibility” and 

emergent representations that “pointed to a more bottom-up and emergent 

process of collaborative and informal leadership” (p. 272).  However, after 

extensive research Bolden sees distributed leadership as a primarily 

“rhetorical device” (p. 274) that is “utilised by those in positions of real 

power to give the illusion of consultation and participation whilst obscuring 

the true mechanisms by which decisions are reached and resources 

allocated” (p 275).  

 Hartley (2007) also sees the practical use of distributed leadership as 

a rhetorical tool to block not just localized plays of power, but sees it as “yet 

another sign of an institutional isomorphism whereby the public sector 

purports to legitimate its polices by appeals to new organizational forms 
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within the private sector” (p. 211).  Administration decisions and knowledge 

may be distributed, but the main thrust of education reform, accountability, 

remains untouched and hierarchically determined.   

Lateral capacity and greater distributed leadership is largely being 

placed in the service of meeting externally set performance targets 

that are still decreed non-democratically, and in a way that is 

politically arbitrary work and professionally exclusionary 

(Hargreaves & Fink, 2008, p. 238). 

 The ideology of leadership is changing in education along side of neo-liberal 

reforms. Current trends in leadership discourse advocate for a distributed leadership, 

partly as a response to the new needs of charter managers who have much more to do 

than just be a principal and partly to appeal to the current culture around it. The 

connection to schools of choice is evident as Teach for America expects its recruits to 

turn into “leaders in the field”, and they have become so (Kretchmar, 2014).  Researchers 

have questioned what a more democratic leadership looks like with little theoretical 

consistency and few studies examining the real experiences of individuals who work 

within organizations structured as such.  Others see distributed leadership as a rhetoric 

appealing to the sensibilities of those within the organization, while doing little if any real 

distribution of power.   

 The context of teachers’ professional landscapes is overwhelmed with the 

discourse of reform, including the creation of schools of choice, the persistence of 

accountability and neoliberal managerial discourse.  My study aims to look at the 

relationship that teachers, more specifically, myself have had to the context in question.  
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Another of my research questions is: how do teachers understand these restraints and how 

do they cope with or resist them?  

Teacher Resistance 

 

Theoretical Underpinnings of Power 

 
I see the situation of teacher as one restricted and structured by neo-liberal 

reforms in the context of education including the imposition of standards, the creation of 

experts, the onslaught of practices accompanying the larger societal context. To 

understand the way that the hegemony of discourse works, and how one might relate to it, 

we need to look outside the field of education to theory grounded in the understanding of 

power relationships.  

The idea of oppression and resistance can be traced throughout post colonial 

discourse and subaltern studies.  Post-colonial discourse stems from the literature that 

came out of those societies that had been colonies under the colonial system. Power is 

understood to act somewhat dialectically in colonized settings, with information and 

directives going one way, top-down. Privileging the voice of those colonized was a way 

to explain some of the relationships between those who had power and those who did not 

(Said, 1993).  Some post colonial discourse looked more specifically how practices of 

resistance came to revolution and the aftermath of the release of the colonial hold upon 

the previously colonized (Fanon, 1963; y Gasset, 1930).  These discourses frame my 

desire to privilege the voice of those oppressed and try to understand the relationship that 

individuals have to a dominant ideology, in this case the ideology of reform.  I 

understand that teachers are non a colonized group, but with post-moderns acceptance of 

hegemony as a form of coercion, the comparison becomes a closer match.  
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From a post-modern perspective, power is understood to function 

hegemonically (Foucault, 1984; Giroux, 1992).  This means that language and power 

come to have a unseen power over those in society. It becomes an automatic 

response to adhere to the standards and mores of particular groups or societies 

because parts of the experience appear so normal that it is difficult to see beyond it. 

Power is not needed to act in an overt manner as stricture acts in less overt ways.  

This turn allows me to forego the structure-superstructure argument to a more 

web-like understanding of power.  In this understanding individuals exist within a 

web of power relationships that are purely contextual (Weber, 1964; Geerts, 1971; 

Foucault, 1984).  This allows me to see teachers as not just oppressed, but capable 

of having agency within contexts that might at first glance seem oppressive if 

viewed through the dialectical lens of post colonial discourse.  

Turn to Teacher Resistance  

 
James C. Scott claims that his work is in response to his “disillusionment and 

dashed hoped in revolutionary change” (2013 p. 1).  His work has examined the 

relationship of the peasant in agrarian society to the imposition of new forms of economic 

structures and political relationships.  He examines the oppressed in colonial situations 

and found that sociologists needs to look more closely at the lives of the stories not 

readily available to researchers, the stories of the “little tradition” or those of the peasant.  

He calls this tradition the “hidden transcript”, usually inaccessible to researchers from 

outside.  “By assessing the discrepancy between the hidden transcript and the public 

transcript we may begin the judge the impact of domination on public discourse” (Scott, 
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1990 p 6).  I use Scott’s work of privileging the position of the position of the teacher to 

understand the impact that reform discourse has on the lives of schools and teachers. 

While I will have already shown how the context of education is problematic for 

the position of teacher, I need to show how it affects their behavior and their attitude.  As 

a teacher-researcher, my experience allows me to bridge the gap between public and 

private transcripts.   Scott uses this analysis on an Asian village.  I intend to utilize this 

understanding to understand the specific context extremely different than that of the 

original analysis.  The oppression experienced by the Asian paddy rice farmer is 

extremely different than the oppression of the Texas American schoolteacher. The 

generalizability of this process may be contested, but Scott himself intends for his study 

to have applicability in other contexts.  “What I do want to claim…is that similar 

structures of domination, other things equal tend to provoke responses and forms of 

resistance that also bear a family resemblance to one another” (Scott, 1990 p 21). 

Looking at patterns of resistance can be powerful and lead us to look at teacher behaviors 

and implications of these behaviors in new ways.     

In public discourse about teachers, they are in a precarious position.  They are 

blamed perpetrating and continuing the violence of an unjust system (Nolan, 2011;  

Ravitch, 2010;  Gay, 2010), while simultaneously being the target for all failures of 

school success (Rhee, 2011).  The question of how teachers react and manage to cope 

within the context of neo-liberal school reform will be answered through the privileging 

of a teachers voice who has worked within the very context elucidated here. 

Significance 
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This study is significant in four ways.  Much of the discussion of oppressive practices 

in teacher education stem on how these harm children in the educative process. My work 

seeks to position teachers as subjects to the same unjust processes, while simultaneously 

part of the injustice problem. I want to aver that this problem might be even bigger for the 

long-term project of education, especially education for freedom and democracy.  

The problem progressive neo-liberal reform measures have isolated teachers and 

teaching from previous avenues of support, including tenured teachers, curriculum leads, 

principals and university scholars. Pressures that classroom teachers have been facing are 

eliminating veteran teachers, are now funneling up to administration (Lahann & Reagan, 

2011) and university professory (Burgan, 2009).  Control over the discourse of education 

is getting narrower and more confining.  Alternative ways of resituating that critical voice 

needs a practical place to exert itself. 

My study expands the eclectic nature of cross-disciplinary research.  It is imperative 

to describe complex worlds in complex ways, while retaining credibility.  I believe that 

this work does that.  

Finally, my method of study privileges my voice, that of a teacher-researcher.  This 

fulfills one way to combat the struggle that researchers have had to have an inside voice 

and truly ‘experience’ the positionality of the researched.  By ‘validating’ my experience 

through this research, I have bridged the gap between classroom and academia, as many 

of my most valued mentors have before me.  My method of study and my process writing 

this is a critique to many of the same standardizing, ‘experting’, and exclusionary forces 

at work in the K-12 classroom.  

Conclusion  
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This literature review gives body and structure to the questions that I will 

ask in my research.  The context of education, as I have elucidated here is one of 

neo-liberal reform.  This reform movement is one characterized by increased 

emphasis on schools of choice, market management strategies, accountability and 

standards.  I ask what the contexts of education are that created disempowerment 

among teachers.  This literature review brings the academy to bear to head towards 

answering these questions.  

 I also have examined the theoretical underpinnings that allow me to begin to 

question the reformulation of these contexts as a way to help understand avenues 

fro teacher resistance.  By looking at how the context of education can enact itself as 

a dominant ideology, I will look at teacher resistance and avenues for its enaction.  

My research will focus more on the unraveling of the context amid the relationship 

it has with teachers, mediated by the institutions of schools. 



 
 

 

Chapter 3: Methods 

Introduction 

 

We are therefore not only concerned with life as it is experienced in the 

here and now but also with life as it is experienced on a continuum – 

people’s lives, institutional lives, lives of things.  Just as we found our 

own lived embedded within a larger narrative of social science inquiry, the 

people, schools, and educational landscapes we study undergo day-by-day 

experiences that are contextualized within a longer-term historical 

narrative.  (Clandindin & Connelly, 2000, p. 45) 

My research questions and my methodology are grounded on my experience as it has 

been lived in continuum along side the lives of institutions in education.  The way that I 

came to experience the world around me in my role as a teacher was informed by the tacit 

day-to-day experiences that I had in various charter schools and schools of ‘choice’.  The 

problems of teaching were varied, but the problems that I began to research were the ones 

that were most frustrating to manage in my life, because I felt that these caused a tension 

in me that could not be remedied. The conversations, stories and experiences that others 

in the school environment made me question and culled my own experiences. As I re-

storid these experiences and began to reflect upon them in my doctoral work, I began to 

reframe and make sense of them utilizing all of my embodied past experiences; including 

learning in other academic fields and work sites and professions other than education.  

Experience is backbone of knowing.  Eisner said that experience is both an “event and an 

achievement” (Eisner, 1988, p. 15). In Experience and Education, John Dewey spoke to 

the centrality of experience within the educative context (1938). He determined that 
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experience comprises the both the personal and the social, is embedded in context and 

exists on a continuum temporally.   It is through my experience of trying to adjudicate the 

tension I felt between what I knew to be my desired aim of education and the actual 

experiences that I found myself in as an educator that my research questions emerged. 

The tension of not being able to “fix” many aspects of education that caused a feeling of 

helplessness spurred me to begin my investigation. After discussing these concerns with 

fellow educators and others my research questions became:   

1. What is the nature of the context of education that causes the feeling of 

disempowerment among teachers in low performing schools? 

2. What are different ways that we can come to understand or reframe those 

contextual and institutional constraints? 

My research questions stem directly from my experience as an educator, informed by 

my totality of who I was before I became an educator, who I am as a practicing educator 

and the hopes and desires of who I want to become, and how the context of education can 

be addressed to more adequately fulfill my dreams.  As I turn to my methodology, I 

understand that how I choose to frame the beginnings of the analysis of these questions 

also need to stem from these same lived experiences.  Methodology is how one makes 

sense of research questions, my experience and questions determine how I make meaning 

out of my research.  In what follows, I will show how my experiences have helped me 

develop my chosen research methodology of a critical, genealogical narrative inquiry to 

begin to make meaning.  

Critical Theory 
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Liberation is a praxis: the action and reflection of men and women upon 

the world in order to transform it (Freire, 1973, p. 79). 

My Experience as Praxis 

 
As far back as I can remember I was trying to make sense of the world around me 

through reflection.  Over twenty years ago I would look to eastern philosophy to try and 

untangle the incongruities that I saw and experienced.  I grew up privileged, in a small 

community on Cape Cod. When I moved to Boston as a teenager, I experienced a world 

very different from the one I left. The feelings of empathy, disassociation, frustration, 

helplessness and anger that I felt when I saw and lived among urban poverty in the city 

needed to be accommodated intellectually and emotionally. I began devouring eastern 

philosophical writings and theoretical pieces as part of my experience.  I turned to books 

to determine and adjudicate the conflict between my ideas about the world and the new 

experiences that tested those ideas.  This self-directed study pushed me to look for a 

community of others with which to continue to make meaning of these discrepancies. 

After several years living in the city, I entered college and soon came face to face with 

the theories that began to shape my voice as I responded to these experiences. 

My first college class was called Jesus, Socrates and Buddha. I took this class 

specifically to help me understand the incongruities that I felt going to a variety of 

religious-based schools with very conflicting beliefs and ideologies.  I did not know how 

to adjudicate the disparate beliefs between the strict Baptist school I went to in my 

younger years with the Catholic faith I encountered in high school.  In college we began 

to analyze religious questions of historical authenticity, normative beliefs and texts of 

divergent traditions, I began to see myself entering the conversation of thought that could 
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give a powerful voice to my internal thoughts and ideas.  The meaning of experience was 

no longer dictated to me, but I was a co-creator of the experience I was having in relation 

to these religious understandings.  Self-directed study and investigation became the way 

that I made sense of the world around me.  This process continued throughout my life, of 

which this work is an extension.  

 Themes of investigation have included philosophical investigations into origins of 

fear and hate (Shmookler, 1998) historical and theological investigations into the 

relationship of church to society (Burger & Luckmann, 1977; Cox, 1984) and most 

inclusively themes of domination and resistance (Scott, 1998).  By looking at my 

experiences and finding resonance or dissonance with these texts, I constructed new 

meaning.  This is very similar to the way praxis is understood in critical understandings.  

I came to reframe my practice into praxis.  

Praxis as Dialectic. Marx instituted the idea of praxis by pulling on the idea of 

the dialectic, assumed to be Hegel’s (1984/1845). What has become known as Hegelian 

dialectic was that knowledge is created through a thesis (what is believed about the 

word), antithesis (a meeting with something that creates tension with the thesis) and a 

synthesis (a way to adjudicate the conflict).  The synthesis becomes the new thesis until it 

is confronted again. Hegel actually cites Fichte and Kant as the primogenitures of this 

conception (1995/1893 pp. 423-506).  Marx drew upon this dialectical in order to 

position it as an historical factor that created and defined the teleological ends to 

communism. By doing this, Marx repositioned praxis as a liberating conception that 

understood not just thought and ideas as changing through the process, but whole societal 

movements and as a source or spur to action.  Paulo Friere (1972) continues to transmute 
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the phases of the dialectic to include action, reflection and praxis (p. 87). Reflection, in 

Friere’s terms needs to be informed and thus often the connection between theory and 

action resulting in praxis, acting upon the world and “constantly re-creating and 

transforming” it (p 99).  This understanding of praxis, as developed through this 

theoretical line is the way that I have come to understand my reflection upon experience 

and theory in order to create a liberating movement towards action.  When I entered 

education, this reflection and praxis did not change, but entered a new site of 

investigation. The theoretical world that held most resonance to me was that of post-

colonial discourse situated firmly in the space of critical theory.  

Post colonial to critical theory. When I entered the world of education, to teach, 

I entered with a frame of reference garnered from my experiences (Stephens, 1987).  I 

was conscious of these beliefs and entered education with an aim to aid to the project of 

ongoing reform movements.  I also knew that I only had information that I had learned 

from my own experience in education and public knowledge that one heard from media 

sources.  I began to investigate the educational research and philosophy in much the same 

was that I had previously, reflecting upon my world as I read about how others made 

sense of it.  Few tools had the resonance with my that post-colonial theory had.  Post 

colonial discourse discusses the nature of the relationship between dominated and 

subjugated groups within the context of colonial imperialism (Said, 1978, 1993).  

Education began to feel like some of the descriptions that I read there.  I envisaged 

teachers and students as struggling amid an environment that stifled identity repressed 

participation (Fanon, 1952, 1961).  I wanted to know what the results of these kinds of 

environment might have for students, teachers and society like many subaltern scholars 
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(Spivak, 1987, 1999).  I also wanted to see what I could do to change it like modern 

critical scholars.  

I chose to work in school environments of ‘choice’, which catered to students who 

are traditionally underserved.  When I worked within minority schools I began to 

investigate the world of critical race and gender theories (hooks, 1984; West, 1994, 1997; 

Dworkin, 1993). Modern critical pedagogists carry on the tradition of critical theory in 

education by following with Friere’s notion of praxis as one that seeks to transform the 

world (Apple, 2004; McLaren, 2008; Kincheloe, 1994).  These modern theorists and 

myself follow the tradition of analyzing the way that power relations affect the sites of 

inquiry.  By continuing the process of confronting new ideas and and reconfiguring and 

restorying old ones, while reflecting upon experiences, new possibilities and spaces can 

emerge to begin to understand how to transform the world.    

[T]ransforming this relationship involves constantly scrutinizing what we 

know, and constantly testing its adequacy as a tool for illuminating our 

real conditions and transforming our actions – knowledge is only a 

mediation or a tool between people and the world, which either helps or 

hinders a critical perception of reality – cannot be static.  (Freire, 1972, p. 

146-7) 

The relationship between theory and practice involves reflective action or praxis.  

This is a central notion for how I have made sense of the world and how I will 

continuously make sense of it within this inquiry.  Critical theorists also believe that new 

methods need to be employed to in order to fully answer the research questions that 

complex sociological study, that those found in education, have.  
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Bricolage 

 
 Current critical theorists see that educational research needs to be mindful of the 

idea that society and education is a complex and diverse field of study. Following upon 

Eisner’s claim for eclectic method (1971), Kincheloe defines his take on research 

methodology as bricolage,Bricolage is “…an interdisciplinary orientation that is eclectic 

in its methodology an theory as it seeks new and better ways to accomplish the goals of 

diverse domains of study” (Kincheloe, 2008, p. 126).  The questions and experience need 

to determine the methodology.  Critical research starts with underlying assumptions that 

researchers need to make clear.  “Critical research begins with the premise that research’s 

role is not to describe the world as it is, but also to demonstrate what needs to be changed 

(Sheilds, p. 3).  I start with the premise that the world of education, and specifically the 

world of the teacher within education, needs to be changed.  My first research question 

reflects my desire to fully understand the teacher landscapes or contexts.  Who gets to 

define this context or this world is also a big part of what critical research hopes to 

define.  

In education, the site of the inuquiry is complex and mediated by multiple factors 

and multiple perspectives. In the critical tradition those not in positions of power get to be 

the ones to help define these perspectives and factors.  Priveledging teacher and student 

voices in critical research is based not just on theories of justice and equality, but firmly 

planted in the idea that their very positions as oppressed are spaces that need to be 

illuminated because of their unique position that those who dominate do not have access 

to.   Teachers are “aware of the complexity of the educational process and how schooling 

cannot be understood outside of the social, historical, philosophical cultural, economic, 
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political, and psychological contexts that shape it (Kincheloe, McLaren & Steinberg, 

2012, p. 18).  As a teacher I was not prepared for the complexity of relationships that the 

contexts that shaped the world I had stepped into.  Giroux suggests that one of the 

purposes of critical theory is to expose the contradictions in the world as different than 

they appear (1983).  Akin to Foucault’s (1984) and Gramsci’s (1971) understanding that 

systems and organizations become so engrained in our thinking that we cannot often see 

the embedded contradictions that come to have control over our environments.  My work 

stands in this tradition.  

 Bricolage embraced my way of understanding the complex world of education.   

This terminology also allows me to embrace all the ways I have come to experience the 

world, through the lens of theories in my past and my own experience as an educator, 

which is already frame within these themes. Denzin and Lincoln co-opt bricolage from 

Levi-Strauss’ use of the terminology in his work in anthropology.  They define it as “the 

combination of multiple methods, empirical materials, perspectives and observers in as 

ingle study” (2000, p. 4). The researcher, turned bricoleur, will use the tools and methods 

available in a strategic way because they understand the complexity and timeliness of the 

phenomena of the study.  As knowledge becomes more complex, the tools needed to 

interpret and make meaning of it grow and diversify. Patti Lather’s approach in her 1991 

text Getting Smart: Feminist Research and Pedagogy with/in the Postmodern bolsters the 

bricolage conception by drawing on a variety of lenses with which to tell the same story.  

The critical stance elicits the claim that this methodology supports human agency because 

it “refuses standardized modes of knowledge production”  (Kincheloe, McLaren & 
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Steinberg, 2012, p 22).  Multiple readings and lenses contribute to the project of critical 

research because it “creates new dialogues and discourse and open possibilities” (p 27).   

In standing within the critical tradition, I claim my desired end of transformation 

and agency at the outset. I am interested in partaking in transformative efforts to 

ameliorate the position of teacher from within the complexity and disturbing aspects of 

school reform efforts. This critical endeavor constitutes three main parts of my research:  

to describe contexts that cause disempowerment among teachers, to help to continue to 

reframe and redescribe these contexts and investigate the ways that teachers and 

individuals begin to struggle amid and resist against these constraints.  Bricolage, as a 

variety or eclectic of method will  help me accomplish these tasks. .  

Genealogy as Method 

 

“Genealogy of the modern subject means to locate them historically and analyze 

the strands of discourse and practices dealing with the subject”  (Foucault, 1982, 

p. 127). 

 

The first part of my critical research asks the question what are the contexts of 

education that come to oppress teachers.  The second question asks for ways to 

reconceptualize and reframe the first.  This question starts with the personal experience 

that I have had in classrooms.  The research is an attempt to begin to realize the variables 

that most affect teacher positionality in current reform contexts, similar to ones I 

experienced.  Foucault’s understanding of genealogy as a method is a good fit for this 

first question, both in response to the question, my critical ideological understanding and 

my experience.  Genealogy as a method is a critical enterprise (Guess, 2002).  Genealogy 

is about the past, but the way Foucault frames it, it becomes much more than history.  
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 History. Foucault’s genealogy is an interpretation of history that deconstructs 

phenomena by disrupting what he understood to be descent of ideas  rather than history 

proper. (Foucault, 1984).  Genealogical history “…places within a process of 

development everything considered immortal in man” (p. 87).  Everything that is taken 

for granted in our lives and present circumstances becomes fodder for the disruption of 

assumptions.  This history is one that does not look for absolute truth in patterns in 

history to predict, but to understand the power relations that affect the present (Sembou, 

2012).  This history starts with the present and hopes to gain insight into the present by 

looking for instances of power relations in the past, with a hope to delineate the tangled 

web of relationships for observation.  Foucault understands that power and knowledge 

are inextricably linked, suggesting that knowledge “production is thoroughly imbued 

with relations of power” (Foucault, 1990, p. 60).  Schools are the sites where knowledge 

production is enacted.  The relationship with power in schools needs to be examined and 

traced in a multi-faceted way. I do not look to give an historical account of the patterns of 

history surrounding school reform, but to uncover those relationships that have 

constituted the experience that I have had. These experienced are used to uncover 

meanings that are not obvious in Foucault’s work.  

 Genealogy as uncovering meaning. My experience in schools was one where the 

taken for granted status quo was very often not questioned.  Practices of education were 

often completed without question or reasoning.  My practice of looking for the reasoning 

behind these instances, mirrors what Foucault speaks to with his notion of genealogy.  

When I look at the discourses of ‘choice’ and ‘standardization’, I delineate how that word 

has been utilized and what the result of these has been in my life as an educator.  
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Foucault’s famous description of the birth and growth of the psychiatry as a profession is 

an example of his uncovering the reasons behind many aspects of the growth of a facet of 

society (1984).  In this piece he determines the unstated interests that are represented in 

the growth of an industry while promoting a discourse of health and wellbeing. The crux 

of the internal contradiction is that it is only by treating the sick and the continued 

diagnosis of sick does the industry itself flourish.  By examining unstated assumptions 

and trends, Foucault exposed larger trends and issues not previously seen before.  I hope 

to look at the effects of standardization with this same critical genealogical stance.  

 Foucault’s genealogy has other aspects of its character that lend it specifically to 

my enterprise.  By describing geneaology as an interpretation, Foucault imparts the 

understanding that this method is inherently one of perspective (1984, p. 87).  I 

understand my work to start with my own understanding and experiences, and grows 

from that.  It is clear to me, like many critical theorists (Kincheloe, 2008; Giroux, 2003) 

and qualitative methodologists that it is precisely the varied perspectives that are needed  

to offset the rigid scientism that holds sway over knowledge and therefore power within 

the educational system (Eisner, 1988; Lather, 2012).  

 Genealogy as freedom. Foucault also understands his project of genealogy as one 

of emancipation or freedom, which coincides with my project and critical theory, which 

hopes to ameliorate the positionality of teachers within the structure of education.  

Genealogy, practiced by Foucault, engenders freedom by identifying the constraints in 

society. Friere’s conception of conscientization calls for the elucidation of constraints of 

power within society also (1977).  Acknowledging and defining the constraints are not 

enough for change to occur. It is then a question of “whether the systems of constraints in 
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which a society functions leaves the individuals the liberty to transform the system” 

(Foucault, 1988, p. 294). My research begins to look specifically at two systems of 

constraints in the education system, ‘choice’ and ‘standards’.  I will analyze how these 

constraints affect the freedom of teachers individually and as a group to affect change of 

the system itself.  This also stands in the larger critical tradition, whose aim is 

transformation for the sake of freedom and of  

Privileging subjugated knowledges.  

 Foregrounding subjugated knowledges. Finally, my project and Foucault’s 

genealogy are concerned with the foregrounding of subjugated knowledges.  The critical 

project of recovering the voices that have been silenced due to unjust power relations has 

had a long history in post-colonial studies (Spivak, 1998; Said, 1993) and critical race 

studies (hooks, 1984; West, 1994). Foucault sees his genealogical work as standing in 

this tradition because of the liberty attained when seeing relationships of power clearly. 

Genealogy consists in  

a way of playing local, discontinuous, disqualified, or nonlegitimized knowledges 

off against the unitary theoretical instance that claims to be able to filter them, 

organize them into a hierarchy, organize them in the name of a true body of 

knowledge, in the name of the rights of a science in the hands of a few. (Foucault, 

1997 p. 9) 

My work stands in this tradition in two ways. My goal is to begin to imagine ways in 

which teacher professional knowledge in context can be privileged to empower teachers. 

By using genealogy to examine constraints of the organization, I propose to begin to free 

the space necessary to begin this construction. Secondly, my own research positionality 
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adds to this agenda. I see my experience as a worthy source of data for my research. I 

wish to play my localized, personalized, experiential knowledge as a research tool to 

confront the scientism of methods that controls which kinds of knowledge are acceptable 

and worthy of examination.  

 My method of genealogy, based on Foucault’s method stands within the critical 

tradition.  In my work I will use what I see as the historical trends and discourses of the 

neo-liberal context of school reform that I find most directly affect my experience as a 

teacher.  I will uncover the function of some of the discourse that I see being used in an 

effort to create a more free and democratic space for those in the system.  I claim that this 

task is one that will foreground subjugated knowledge, my own that is not normally 

understood as part of the larger discourse of education as I see it.   The foregrounding of 

my own experience and knowledge will come through my methodology of narrative.  

Narrative: A Method of Story 

 

As I have grown and started to understand myself as a scholar, I realized that I 

needed to make the leap from individual who was going to be a researcher to part of the 

research.  I needed to start unearthing why the problems are so important to me. The 

unearthing of my own personal story needed to occur so that I could uncover my 

relationship to the subject matter and to the research questions that I was asking. It was 

through the unearthing of my relationship to the past, my experience in the present and 

my hope for the future that guides my research.  I experienced tensions surrendering to 

the pull of narrative inquiry. It is not a natural fit for me to tell my story, my true story. I 

often find myself hiding behind the theoretical voices and challenges of other.  I have 

been influenced by the scientism that has held sway in the academy which positions 
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researcher as uninterested observer and teachers as distillers of information along the 

assembly line of school.  However, it was my story, and my passionate belief about care 

for students and the state of education that spurred me to embrace my story in a more 

meaningful way. Narrative inquiry allows me to meet the needs of privileging the voice 

of the subjugated by unearthing my story as I reflect upon the spaces and ideas that have 

dominated my story as an educator.  These contexts are central to narrative inquiry.  

Three Dimensional Research Space. 

 
My experience has given rise to my research questions and it is the full experience 

that becomes the narrative researchers inquiry space. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) 

define the “three dimensional narrative inquiry space” as, temporality, sociality and place 

(p 50).  These spaces validate my whole being, encompassing all aspects of my 

experience, hopes, dreams, relationships and context.  Temporality validates the subject 

as consisting along a continuum.  

 Temporality is the understanding that all “events and people always have a past, 

present, and a future. In narrative inquiry it is important to always try to understand 

people, places and events as a process, as always in transition.” (Clandinin, Pusher & Orr, 

2007, p 23).  My study unearths the transient nature of my re-storying of my past to 

inform my research. I explain how my changing conceptions of the role of teacher 

changed from before I entered in the profession and how it has been affected by my 

experiences since then.  I will retell James Scott’ theory of state enacted reform and 

subjected resistance and lay it along side my stories of teaching that resonate with these 

ideas.  By laying my teaching story along side my journey of inquiry, I will give a unique 

picture to my research mission.  I use my own research texts of the past as a glimpse into 
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my story.  Bochner states that “research texts could be understood as “acts of meaning” 

and where “social science texts could be viewed as stories and their authors -- the 

researchers -- as storytellers” (2012, p. 157).  In this vein, I plan to utilize James Scott’s 

social science and agrarian research as a foil to my inquiry to give breadth and new 

insight into the nature of school reform and its impact.  This process helps define and 

answer my second research question about how to redefine and reconceptualize the 

contexts of education reform.   

 Another dimension in the narrative inquiry space is sociality. This includes both 

the personal and social conditions of the study.  The personal conditions of the inquiry 

include the dispositions of the one conducting the study, their dispositions, beliefs and 

hopes (Clandinin, Pushor & Orr, 2007, p. 23).  These personal aspects of myself are 

elucidated from my choice of research texts, the choice of themes and my stance in the 

critical tradition.  My concerns and cares are part of the research, which is central as my 

stories are told. I make my feelings about my own story and my progression of shifting 

ideas explicit in the framing of my stories.  Social context include the “existential 

conditions, the environment, surrounding factors and forces, people and otherwise, that 

form each individual’s context” (p. 23). I use James Scott’s sociological and political 

analysis to point to the impact that my personal stories have within the wider field of 

education, while analyzing the connection between the personal and social through 

analysis.  In describing the relationship of myself, as teacher, to the larger discourse of 

reform both personal and social impacts are described and ascertained. The themes of 

teacher positionality within this social context include paying attention to the 

relationships that teachers have to the discourse of reform, specifically demands of 
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‘choice’ and ‘accountability’.  These discourses frame teacher positionality on a large 

scale, while the local, specific context also frames the way I experience their role.  

Place is the last dimension of narrative research space.  The contexts of my 

experience have shifted and changed.  In narrative research, place will change as the 

factor of temporality takes hold of the research (Clandinin, Pushor & Orr, 2007, p. 23).  

In that vein, my personal place of inquiry has shifted and will continue to shift throughout 

the research process.  The places that spurred me to begin this research includes five 

separate schools of ‘choice’ in two large urban centers of Texas, serving traditionally 

underserved populations.  These sites are my primary research spaces, but I allow for the 

continued understanding that when explicating embodied knowledge it is often 

challenging to locate place in a demonstrative way.  The foregrounding of the totality of 

an individual privileges the voice of the participant in narrative inquiry.  

Privileging teacher voice and knowledge 

 
Narrative inquiry, not unlike critical theory, privileges teacher voice as a vehicle 

to understand educational projects. My project privileges my voice as authoritative and 

contributing to the construction of knowledge.  Narrative research also privileges teacher 

knowledge and specifically personal practical knowledge of teachers.  “Personal practical 

knowledge is in the teacher’s past experience, in the teacher’s present mind and body, 

and in future plans and actions” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1988, p. 25).  The construct of 

personal practical knowledge has its roots in the narrative unity concept addressed by 

Alasdair MacIntyre (2010). Narrative unity is where the self is located.  It includes the 

conception of beginning, middle and end. MacIntyre claims that modern philosophies 

tend to break up the individual into different roles, but this is antithetical to the nature of 
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humans. He asserts that narrative unity is central to understanding how to make decisions 

in an age of postmodern morals, and that narrative is both an understanding and a method 

(1984).  He makes the argument for narrative unity on three major claims that we 

understand our lives in a narrative sequence, that we have one history that includes our 

whole character and that we have a teleological understanding of what we want, or our 

conceptions of the good life (pp. 204 - 219).  So therefore, personal practical knowledge 

is located in the singular story of individuals that includes the past, present and desired 

futures.  MacIntyre positions the idea of the good life within the context of practices, or 

what is known about our contributions to society.  As narrative inquirers have adopted 

MacIntyre’s understandings they have adopted the narrative unity of personal practical 

knowledge to encompass the temporality of the story.  “Personal practical knowledge is 

in the teacher’s past experience, in the teacher’s present mind and body, and in the future 

plans and action” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1995, p. 25).   

My study contributes to the body of work surrounding teacher practical 

knowledge in a variety of ways.  First, I consider myself a teacher-researcher.  This 

means that I give voice to my experience as worthy of knowledge.  My unique past and 

present are and should be part of the unique data that informs school reform practices.  I 

have brought my philosophical paradigms into my teacher and it continues to inform it. 

Seondly, it is my position as teacher-researcher that also privileges my experience within 

the sites of classroom practice that aligns my work to that of narrative inquirers.  It is 

within that space that I began to see the world of education in a vastly different way than 

I had previously and than others who do not have my experiences.  That space of 

knowledge created in practice is one that I have had trouble identifying, and also one that 



66 

 

I feel is most important to the research project.  James C. Scott’s work on metis (1998). 

Metis is the range of knowledge and skills that is “responding to a constantly changing 

environment” that begins with the unpredictable, applies to human interaction, requires 

apprenticeship because it is only learned through practice (p. 349).  Metis is the art of 

knowing contextual practical knowledge that scientific theorems cannot be applied to.  

This concept helped me give meaning to my understanding of my own practice and has 

correspondence to teacher practical knowledge and the sites of inquiry in school reform.  

Thirdly, my study begins to see the expansion of teacher practical knowledge to 

conceptualize the context more expansively, identifying the stories that teachers tell 

themselves and how it interacts.  Craig sees the trend in narrative research to include both 

the sites of teacher practical knowledge in classrooms and expanded to include 

professional knowledge landscapes “where expectations and mandates from external 

sources rain down on teachers” (Craig, 2011, p. 25). Lastly, my project has a teleological 

understanding of the telos that MacIntyre refers to and narrative inquirers position as the 

temporal future. I can begin to imagine what the good life of teaching is and wish to 

investigate it as part of this project. My goals of the research are ameliorative, as 

described above. If we take MacIntyre’s conceptions to heart, then I cannot divorce my 

desires from my narrative unity and must take them into account both for my body of 

research and my research methodology. 

This work examines the stories that I tell. As a teacher, these voices privilege the 

personal practical knowledge that I bring with me into the inquiry space and that I learn 

while I am in it.  My work positions Scott’s work as a narrative expository explaining his 
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inquiry space, and I lay these works alongside each other to examine new avenues and 

possibilities that can emerge.  

My Story.  

 

My research questions are grounded specifically in my practice that I experienced 

in my teaching.  It is a study that will reflect the resonance between my learning as a 

scholar and what I learned and continue to learn about the practice of teaching as I live in 

midst of it.  “Inquiry begins with situations that are problematic-- that are confusing, 

uncertain, or conflicted, and block the free flow of action” (Schon, 1995, p 9).  These 

situations blocked my free flow of action within the bounds of my classroom, and larger 

school-wide site.  

 As I was continuously trying to construct meaning, I would always begin by 

telling my story.  As people responded to the story of my research and asked me 

questions about my project, I realized that I kept expanding to include both stories of my 

experience in classrooms and further to the stories about how I came to see the world as I 

saw it, or my theoretical story.  What I came to realize was that “narrative is the best way 

to understand the human experience because it is the way humans understand their own 

lives” (Richardson, 1990, p. 183). This led me to position my own story as a primary 

research text.  

 My training as an academic did not allow me to understand the import of my own 

story at first.  To be an academic was to leave my story and trade it for the discourse of 

those who are ‘educated’.  Private live is distinct from the public life of the academy.  

The very heart of what is determined to be valid academic discourse is the distancing of 

severing of the personal story from it.  “You can’t talk about your private life in the 
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course of doing your professional work; you have to pretend that it’s epistemology, or 

metaphysics, something “more exalted” than merely the personal” (Tompkins, 1987, p. 

169).  I struggled to place my story as a central component of my research text. 

 As I told my story and retold my story, my project began to shift and change.  It 

was through my ‘re-storying’ that new meaning began to emerge.  The telling of story is 

itself an inquiry because it continues to create new meaning.  Clandinin and Connelly 

calls Collins’ ‘reflective returns to important learning events’ a ‘form of continuous 

learning (2004, p. 584).  As I reflexively look upon my experience and re-story it, my 

understanding continued and continues to grow and change.   

 I reflect upon my story not in an effort to understand myself more, although this is 

a basic consequence of my practice, but in an effort to begin to glimpse how my 

understanding of the landscape of education began to shift.  I brought to the education 

classroom my personal experiences.  I honed my personal practical knowledge of my 

classroom and education within the educational landscape.  My understanding of the 

professional knowledge landscapes has changed and continues to change as I story and 

re-story these experiences.  Clandinin and Connelly state that study of one’s own stories 

has great “potential to reveal knowledge of the educational landscape…(2004, p. 597).  

 My study has embraced narrative inquiry, as I use my stories to elucidate themes 

of tension or struggle in my relationship to the discourse and practices of school reform.  

I have laid my story along James C. Scotts story of domination and resistance in order to 

illuminate perspectives and resonances that have created deeper and richer meanings for 

me.  I validate and document my changing values and judgments that I have had in 
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response to experiences in my past and how they have shaped my present and will change 

my future.  The context of these experiences is central to my project.  

  

Contextual Considerations 

 

My experience and history becomes my context in this study.  My unique 

positionality within and without the field becomes the fodder for my past experiences, my 

educational landscapes and my perspective.  We do not often choose or experiences, but 

they become part of our paradigms and lenses through which we see the world.  Some of 

the stories of my context can be read about in various aspects of this project and will 

become the basic narrative. I came to education in the mid-to-late 2000s with a varied 

background. 

 My research into political issues took place at a northern university in the mid-to-

late 1990s, where I was steeped in the culture of identity politics and post-colonial 

discourse.  I delved into the world of religious effects of culture as I began to invest 

myself in how the diversity of culture could elicit common understandings for the 

democratic enterprise. Democracy, ethics, communication and post-structuralism became 

fodder for my paradigms.  

 I was a project manager for a computer science company working for a fortune 

500 company.  I managed budgets, project teams, customer accountability, deadlines and 

adult training.  I was steeped in the culture of capitalistic business discourse becoming 

versed in 6-sigma training for optimal efficiency for complex business operations. 

Business leadership and management strategies were central to my work there.  This 
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background primed me to move into the current world of education, where arguably, neo-

liberal agendas for education reform run rampant.  

 The personal practical knowledge that I garnered in classrooms was affected by 

the way that I viewed affective leadership, management, training, and efficiency.  I began 

my teaching in two different urban Texas charter schools, or schools of “choice”. I then 

transitioned to another Texas urban environment, where I worked at three separate 

schools of ‘choice’, one charter, two in independent school districts.  I worked in schools 

that served the underserved in our community, and all the schools claimed to affect 

positive change in those traditionally at-risk students. 

 I left the classroom recently to finish my doctoral work. I have since then worked 

with teachers currently in the field, and pre-service teachers at the university where I am 

working through the doctoral program.  

Field Texts 

 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) call the object of study field texts rather than the 

traditionally scientific term data.  They make this move to emphasize the idea that they 

are objects created and do not exist in the objective world to find (p. 92).  My field texts 

are artifacts along the temporal experience from my life, from before and during my time 

as a teacher.   

Audio Recordings.  

 
My field texts include audio taped recordings of conversations made within the 

school sites of which I was a participant.  These recordings include department and 

cohort meetings of which I was a participant and sometimes leader.   
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Correspondences.  

 
Other field texts include correspondences with a variety of participants within and 

without these school sites. Some are personal correspondences about school, while others 

are official correspondences in my role as teacher. Co-correspondences include other 

teachers, principals and school leaders, parents and friends.   

Reflections.  

 
A large body of my field texts includes my individual reflections and writings. 

These pieces cover a range of the last 7 years, during much of my time in the classroom.  

These pieces include reflections about my practice, reaction to various theoretical and 

research-based writings and articles by those in the field.  Some of these reflections are 

personal, while others are more scholarly in association.  Some of my reflections are 

notes and summaries of ideas and practices that I felt resonated with my practice in a 

meaningful and sometimes not-so-meaningful ways. 

Taped research conversations. 

  

My field texts include taped conversations of meetings with a graduate school 

group called “chicas criticas”.  These taped meetings include the conversations in which I 

began to make sense reflecting on my experiences in schools and classrooms.  These 

conversations are constructed with intellectual allies who have acted as support, 

confidante and critic of my ideas, pushing me forward and backwards.  

Sociological texts  

 
I also have at my disposal work written by myself previous to and during my time 

in the education field. These writings are primarily academic in nature and speak the 
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founding and growth of my personal practical knowledge regarding the critical stance 

with which I have entered and made meaning of the classroom.  These texts are and have 

been integral to unearthing my story and narrative and positionality.  I rely upon James C. 

Scott’s compendium of work to frame my narratives. 

Field Texts Become Research Texts: Analytic Tools 

 

As I stated previously, my research stance is one where I believe that the 

investigation and study itself will continue to change and create meaning in new and 

unforeseen ways.  These tools are seen as tentative like all understandings.  

Narrative resonance.  

 
Conle’s (1996) defines resonance as the “complex relationship among many aspects 

of a story (p. 313).  In this work, teacher practical knowledge was created as narrative 

stories were laid along side each other. I lay my work alongside of James C. Scott’s 

work. I have been working with his theories for almost twenty years.  I have read, 

highlighted outlined and written about his work in the past.  These interim texts were read 

and re-read along side of my stories.  My stories were pulled from journals and various 

sources and written and re-written.  I would read both my narratives and Scott’s 

narratives and subsequent interim texts and look for resonating themes between the 

narratives.  I would look for ways that the stories intersected and diverged in order to 

frame my thoughts and writing.  

Seeing big and seeing small.  

 
Maxine Greene’s (1995) concept of adjudicating the large scale social concepts of 

teacher landscape with the personal experiences in classrooms is a tool I will use in my 
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study.  The multiple perspectives of seeing big, or seeing situations in their complexity of 

individual knowing and seeing small, or looking solely through the institutional lens at 

people lend itself to attending to the professional knowledge landscape of teachers (Olsen 

& Craig, 2009). I  “move back and forth, to comprehend the domains of policy and long-

term planning while also attending to particular children, situation-specific undertakings” 

and individual teacher experiences (Greene, 1995, p. 11).  I frame my stories with Scott’s 

analysis of seeing small, from a metaview with my stories contextualized and seeing 

small at the site of the inquiry both socially and personally.  

By framing my work with Scott’s analysis, I also have attended to this tool.  Scott 

claims, and I agree, that to see the relationships of the workings of power one must see 

through the lens of the state (seeing small) and through the lens of the peasant (seeing 

big), in order to identify the nuances and contexts that are lost sight of from the synoptic 

view (Scott, 2013).  In my work, while I am constantly attending to the impact that 

reform measures have when imposed from synoptic height from the perspective of the 

individual situated beneath at the level of implementation.  

Storying and Restorying 

 
 Cheryl Craig uses storying and re-storying as an analytic tool while looking at 

teachers’ perceptions about school reform (2012). She asserts that there are three 

components to this tool, revisiting the past, responding to earlier texts and drafts, and 

comparison and contrasts in previous work (p. 7).  In this research, my two main research 

texts, my stories and those of Scott have been continuously storied and restoried.   

My stories have been told orally and written in different iterations of my research 

process and before.  I have looked at archival texts, which I have turned into 
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contemporary reflections, which have changed and altered as all retellings do to continue 

to exemplify my temporally shifting and changing inquiry site. Scott’s work, which I 

initially used over two decades ago, has shifted both in his own mind in his subsequent 

retellings in more recent work while my relationship to his work has been changing and 

morphing in my own mind as it responds to different circumstances.  I initially used 

Scott’s work to understand resistance movements at the time of Jesus, while now I apply 

it to the experiences in an educational context. This process of storying and restorying 

has continued through iterations of this document as new and analytical meanings have 

begun to take shape.  

Debriefing 

 
 My storying and restorying of my research has been witnessed and debriefed by 

several groups.  I have had a weekly meeting with a group of two other scholars who 

continuously debrief the contents of this work and my ideas surrounding it.  I have been 

graciously afforded their time to the import of this task.  

I have had two other debreifers.  Each was a colleague at schools sites that are part of 

the inquiry space for my narrative.  They have lived through many of the actions and 

activities described in this research and have witnessed many of the changes and tensions 

that I have experienced throughout this process.  

Considerations 

 

Clandinin and Rosniek (2007) speak to the boarderlands of narrative research. My 

research exists within these borderlands.  I consider my work to stand in the critical 

tradition with its emphasis on amelioration of structural constraints.  I consider my work 

to be post-structural with its understanding of web-like discourses that create ideology 
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and Foucauldian genealogy. I also consider my work to be narrative in that I hope to 

privilege teacher practical knowledge as a basis upon which to reconsider the 

professional knowledge landscape.  As I fight for my voice within these contested 

borderlands, I need to speak to my understanding of the spaces within these 

methodologies that I do not wish to inhabit. 

 While I position myself as a critical academic, I eschew their idea of false 

consciousness. I do not believe that I can, tell others that what they believe is a delusion 

of their inability to see the world correctly.   Friere (1973), speaks of the need to have 

social projects of education start with our students. That it is within the dialogical 

discussion that the projects of liberation can begin.  It has been true that I have judged 

and seen the world through my biases and blinders, however, but I wish to privilege the 

teacher as knower, which narrative methodology in telling the stories of practice 

promotes.  

 Critics of narrative expositories that center on the self claim that the work can be 

self-referential and solipsistic (Clandinin & Rosniek, 2007).  My work truly strives to 

encompass the social dimensions of narrative work by seeing big and seeing small 

(Green, 1995) and by continuously checking my lived reality with my understanding of 

the broader social context of current educational reforms. My continued debriefing and 

restorying will ground my research to my true aim. My unique professional context 

within schools of ‘choice’ connect my story to the larger implications of the reform 

movement in a way that will dismiss any claims that my work might be too inwardly 

focused.  

Conclusion 
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My hope is that those of us in the university will be smart enough 

to learn from what good teachers have to teach us.  I hope we will even 

learn how to see what we are not able to describe in words, much less 

measure.  And, through consciousness borne of such an attitude, I hope we 

will be creative enough to invent methods and languages that do justice to 

what we have seen. Finally, I hope that through such work, through the 

primacy of experience and the expansion of method, our politics will 

become a liberating force for both understanding and enhancing the 

educational process (Eisner, 1998, p. 20) 

 

My hope is that my method will do justice to what I have seen and experiences and 

expand the understanding of what method can do.  My hope is that my method is critical 

(a liberating force), genealogical (understanding a phenomena throughout time and place 

with regard to power relations) and narrative (reflecting upon my experience and the 

story of theory that I have reflected upon).   

My experience has been central to the development of both my research questions 

and my methodology.  Throughout this research, I will stay true to my understanding of 

the nature of experience as I answer my research questions. 



 
 

 

Chapter 4: Findings 

Introduction  

 
I was not greeted in the office. I seemed to put out the 

receptionist that she had to assist me to get to my assignment.  

I hadn’t been in a school since my graduation in the eighties.  I 

was shocked how inhospitable the environment was.  The 

teachers’ whose rooms I entered seemed put out by having me 

there and annoyed that they had someone with no experience 

to have to deal with.  When I went to the teachers’ lounge for 

my lunch break, not one teacher talked to me.  I felt 

intimidated and unwelcome.  

The preceding anecdote describes my first experience with the culture of 

education.  I entered this world with a series of preconceptions. The reality I met did 

not conform to them.  My journey through education, and more specifically my 

journey becoming and maintaining a teaching position challenged my major 

understandings of myself, my values and my preconceptions about what accounts as 

good and bad in educational practice.  The dissonance I experienced in my journey 

was challenging and difficult.  It required me to reflect upon my experiences. In this 

research I set my experiences as a series of narratives laid along side the 

sociological thoughts of James C. Scott’s examination of patterns of resistance and 

control.   The impetus of Scott’s has been to uncover the ‘contradictions, tensions, 

and immanent possibilities’ of politics of power by analyzing the ‘hidden transcripts’ 
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of both the elite and peasant communities in his investigations (1990, p. xii).   This 

work will attempt to uncover the same in the culture of education by examining my 

experiences as an educator in the sites I was engaged amidst the propulsion of an 

overarching reform movement.  I met James C. Scott’s theory, which I am describing 

as his story of control and resistance, much before I began my foray into the 

educational milieu while studying peasant resistance at the time of the Jesus 

movement in a very different context. Throughout my journey of becoming and 

being a teacher, I have used Scott’s analysis as a reflective tool to make sense of my 

own experience, while I continuously engaged his continued writings and work.  

While, at the time, this work did not coalesce with the intent of weaving these two 

stories together, their coexistence temporally is important to this research.  It was 

ultimately the resonance I felt between his work and my stories coalescing around 

my research questions that have led to this study. In my findings section will use his 

theory here as a framing and a literary tool to expose the tensions and possibilities I 

have experienced and to guide the connections to larger issues and imagined 

possibilities in educational reform. I see Scott’s work lying beside my educational 

stories as I struggle with Maxine Greene’s notions of seeing big (the details of my 

daily experience) and seeing small (the theoretical and larger societal resonance 

that Scott’s insights) as I expose the themes of educational reform (1995).  

 I experienced dissonance, as my understanding of the new-to-me educational 

tradition grew.  I was constantly met with situations, experience and stories that 

countered my expectations.  My teacher training and previous experience did not 
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give me the tools to read the patterns of education in meaningful ways.  Through 

repeated dissonant experiences, I began to expand my understanding. 

I entered the charter school building at noon, and went to the math 

classroom to begin my substitute position for the afternoon.  I put my 

things on the teacher desk by the windows and noticed that someone 

else’s belongings were there.  Students began their work on their 

computerized individual workstations. I introduced myself and began 

working with students.  About an hour into class, an angry 

professionally dressed woman entered the classroom.  She stormed 

over to the teacher desk and began grabbing things and slamming 

drawers around.  The students and I just watched.   She said nothing 

to the students or myself.  She stormed out of the classroom.  

This experience was illegible to me.  I had experienced layoffs and even angry 

layoffs in my previous career in the high-tech field, but I was unprepared for 

education to have similar threads of strain and stress that I had experienced in the 

business world.   This incident, while one of my first, as I was not even certified yet, 

helped begin to solidify my concerns about the nature of education in the sites that I 

chose to work.  That day, I saw it as one incident in the life of schools, but as I began 

to see the patterns, I began to question what educational trends were really at work 

behind these incidents.  In a very tangible way, I also saw the aftermath of these 

types of events affect students I cared for, other teachers and myself.  The aftermath 

of this one incident shows how it, and incidents like it can affect students.   
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The two girls came to me a few days after their former teacher was 

fired. I had been working with them on Algebra I since I became their 

long-term substitute. I had instituted a policy in the class, that the 

students needed to write out all quizzes and tests long hand and the 

notes submitted to receive their grade.  This had come after I realized 

that many of the students had figured out a way to manipulate the 

software program to get all the correct answers.  The girls were 

distressed because they needed to graduate in a month and were 

afraid that they would not.  I was upset because they had almost no 

basic Algebraic skills and should not pass. They tried to convince me 

to “just give them a grade”, and I refused, citing their lack of 

knowledge.   

This incident pointed out to me that the school that they were attending had 

not served these children, nor had they been served academically.  As someone new 

to the field, I thought that this might have been a relatively isolated incident, but 

upon reflection, this expressed a series of realities that were a pattern.  The girls felt 

no compunction about asking me to “give” them a grade.  This speaks to patterns of 

education that position teachers as arbitrators of what? There were also the reasons 

why teachers might cave to this request.  What were the reasons that teachers might 

give students this?  Did they feel badly because they know, like I did, that they had 

been underserved previously? Did they feel that the bar to graduation is impossible 

for these students?  Did the previous teacher, who was not certified, not feel 

efficacious when it came to teaching and remediating all of the skills that these high 
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at risk students have?  Did they feel that these students can be successful in life 

without the knowledge of standardized testing, but could not be successful without 

the piece of paper?  Did they feel badly about the majority of homeless youth, served 

in that school, who have little resources to succeed?  Did they not care? Did they feel 

just as beaten down by the very system that let the children down? What were the 

circumstances and contexts that the teachers found themselves in and how did this 

affect their work in the classroom that made them feel so powerless?  

I talked to the English teacher next door. She showed me the ropes 

and gave me that information that only someone who had been in the 

school a while could give me.  She guided me through behavior issues 

that I had with some of the kids and gave me strategies for helping 

reach some of them.  She told me personal stories about most of the 

kids. She really knew who they were.  She told me that her husband 

was very ill and had lost his job a couple of years previously.  She had 

retired from teaching, but needed better health insurance, so she 

came back to the classroom.  She knew she was in danger of loosing 

her job, like the math teacher before her because of low-test scores.  

She taught me to operate in a “CYA” (cover you …) mode, where one 

made sure that all regulations, rules and justifications were at the 

ready if ever questioned by the administration about her 

performance.   

This teacher was fired just as I was getting to know her.  Her constant state of 

agitation at the knowledge of her upcoming firing was apparent to all in the 
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building, including the students.  I wondered at the time how they felt at loosing 

their caring, qualified teacher for another “long-term sub” who was not certified or 

knew them.   The constant state of pressure and stress about loosing not only your 

job but also your colleagues, again, is something that I learned to experience in the 

high tech world of the late nineties. But, I was summarily unprepared for this as I 

entered education.  Again, at the time, I thought that this must be an anomaly in the 

educational world, but upon reflection this incident resonates with me about 

stronger patterns that I have experienced since then. I began to ask the question 

what were the ways that teachers reacted and coped with these pressures?  

The expected behaviors and beliefs of the school were unknown and illegible 

to me. As I entered into the world of teaching, what I would discern was that much 

of the culture and discourse of education has led teachers to become isolated and 

separated, both from the culture of outsiders, but also separated and distinguished 

from the culture of the administration of schools especially “schools of choice”.  My 

use of this term “choice” needs some clarification on a variety of levels.  As a rhetoric 

of he reform movement, choice refers to the ability of families and students to 

choose their schools, from outside of their traditionally zoned public schools 

(Ravitch, 2013, Chaltain, 2014).  As Chatlain astutely observed, “in the past, choosing 

a school for their children was something only the wealthy could do” (2014, p. xiv).  

Choice appeals to the democratic ideals of equality, by allowing those who would 

not normally have good options of education for their children.  My literature review 

traces the history of choice and charter movements.  Current trends in choice 

include public and non-public charter schools, alternative campuses and students 
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applying to public campuses that are not their normally zoned schools (Chatlain, 

2014).  As a discourse that describes a variety of educational environments and 

appeals to a variety of educational motives, choice is a popular term.  My use of the 

term, through my personal narrative, is defined specifically through the lens of my 

experience.  

My teaching experience has been exclusively in alternative “choice” school 

environments.  I worked in three different charter schools, whose mission was to 

serve those not served in ‘traditional’ public schools.  While, many of the students in 

one of the schools were court ordered to attend school.  Others left public school for 

a variety of reasons including: reduced hours, possible acceleration of requirements, 

on site work program, in house day care and easier class loads. This school was a 

‘choice’ for students.  Another charter school that I worked at had an extremely 

good reputation and also served students underserved by traditional public 

campuses.  Its goal was to enter into underserved neighborhoods in urban areas and 

set up an alternative or ‘choice’ for motivated students and parents.  In a public 

district, I worked at another ‘choice’ school (choice was actually part of the school 

name).  This school was set up as an alternative to the traditional campus.  The local 

lore on campus was that students who were hurting the traditional school’s testing 

scores would be given the ‘choice’ to go to this campus, where non-traditional 

school environment and reduced student-teacher ratios would facilitate their 

success in ways that their zoned home campus would not.  This school, while 

designated as a school of “choice”, was not really chosen by the students or the 

parents, but was highly suggested by councilors on their home campuses.  The 
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veracity of the use of the term choice could be contested in this space. This school 

would retain its designation as a school “of choice” throughout my tenure there, 

although the mission and populations shifted slightly. The school continued to serve 

populations traditionally ‘underserved’ by the more traditional schooling 

environments.  I understand that the use of terms like “traditional”, “underserved 

populations” and “choice” is problematic terms that need clarification in usage. My 

use of “choice” refers to the trend in education reform to create options for students. 

The concept of choice has a long history with school reform movements as 

documented earlier in this work (Ravitch, 2013, p. 313).  For this purposes of this 

analysis, I am using the term as a short hand for the schools I described above, 

specifically the ones I worked at, schools that model themselves as institutions that 

serve students who have been traditionally underserved.  Traditional schools, when 

I use that term, refer more specifically to the schools that schools are zoned to.  I use 

these terms throughout the paper for clarity ease of analysis.  

James C. Scott and his Theory 

 
Throughout his career, James Scott has investigated the relationship of 

centralized state control over the lives of peasants in agrarian situations (1988, 

1990, 1994).  In a recent interview, he states that he was “fairly obsessed with 

efforts to understand how it felt to be powerless” (2013, p. 113).  His investigation 

into the notions of powerlessness resulted in him looking specifically at the way that 

rebellions or tensions between the powerful and powerless are enacted.  In his 

research he looks specifically at this site of tension through the centralizing lens of 

the state.  He also looks at the tension through the eyes of the peasant or the 
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oppressed.  He believes by seeing from the position of both sides of the tradition, he 

can elucidate a more in depth understanding (2013).  He analyzes the imposition of 

market and industrial forces, which aim to extract labor from the exploited classes, 

in his analysis peasants (1998). He claims that both the oppressed and oppressor 

have a “hidden transcript” which cannot be verbalized to those outside the group, 

the oppressors, because it masks the “claims of rule that cannot be avowed openly” 

and the oppressed because is a “critique of power spoken behind the backs of the 

dominant” (1990).  His theory aims to examine the “particularities of class, culture, 

and economy in poor agrarian settings … [which] helps us grasp what happed when 

elites and the peasantry come into contact as allies or enemies in political 

movements” (2013, p. 6).  

 I use this space to make the analogy that the reform movement, as outlined in 

chapter two of this work acts as a capitalistic force in education, changing the 

relationship of teacher, or the oppressed worker to that of the elite or the 

administrators and managers of the of the reform movement.  I understand that 

power relations are not solely binary, meaning that in many instances teachers can 

act as oppressors and the face of an elite culture of mass education in relation to the 

students whom they teach (Gay, 2010).  However, for the purposes of this analysis it 

is the relationship that teachers have the context and administration of the context 

that I wish to study, while always bearing in mind that teachers have the foremost 

impact on students’ lives.  This study likens my story, as teacher, to the experiences 

of the peasant, which Scott suggests are underrepresented in stories of power and 

powerlessness (2014, p. 118).  I need to explain that I do not see teachers, nor do I 
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wish to see teachers as powerless or as peasants in our society.  Scott’s analysis of 

peasant communities to examine the tensions of resistance during times of reform is 

an effort to look for “families” of behavior that may point to similarities to the ways 

that that others who experience powerlessness might experience it (1989).  Scott 

himself sees his work as illuminating Western forms of domination and resistance 

through these consistent patterns he sees across time.  I wish only to understand 

how some of the projects of reform, as I have experienced them might have 

resonance (Conle, 1992) with those who have experienced oppression or 

powerlessness in other circumstances.  

 The stories I foreground are both a result of the resonance I have personally 

had reflecting my life as a teacher with my own understanding of Scott’s theory 

developing with me over the years.   I feel that I have been in conversation with him 

and his work both intellectually, as I sought to understand the world, and also as I 

have come to understand myself as a teacher-practitioner-scholar. I hope that my 

stories of educational reform, when laid next to Scott’s theory of domination and 

resistance will resonate with the reader as they glimpse an insight into my 

experience.  

The Great and Little Tradition 

 

Discourse: Leadership 

 
In Scott’s most recent book, he calls the culture of the elite or oppressor the 

“great tradition” and the culture of the masses or the oppressed the “little tradition” 

(2013, p. 9).  He claims that the relationship between these two groups are mediated 
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by an ideology of patronage, characterized by a discourse colored by themes of 

“collaboration, cooperation, mutuality and complementarily”(p. 17).  These public 

themes of patronage hide the deeper functions of patronage, which legitimizes 

inequality and celebrates stratification (p. 17).  Scott discerns these underlying 

functions through the examination of the lives of those from the little tradition.  This 

same process can help illuminate the discourse of education reform by looking 

specifically those affected by these discourses, the teachers or those of the “little 

tradition”. Coming to education from the outside, all of the language of education 

was new to me, however, I very soon began to see a theme of leadership emerge as a 

language of the administration intended to enact compliance among teachers.   

A dominant official discourse of charter schools and schools of choice is 

leadership.  Although the discourse is the same, being based off the society’s current 

use of business ideology to justify educational change, accountability and 

management, the way it functions in the charters and more public districts I have 

experienced is slightly different.  

Very soon after I got certified, I began working in a charter school in 

Houston.  I was the one of two certified teachers on the campus of 

fourteen educators. I was approached almost immediately by part of 

the administration team about her thoughts about me becoming a 

school leader.   She told me that if I wanted to, I could become a leader 

on campus, and perhaps even a school leader (principal) within a few 

years.  She told me that with my experience in the ‘real world’, 
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maturity and background, I was uniquely qualified to be a successful 

school leader.  

I was initially flattered that the school leadership found me worthy.  I was 

enthusiastic towards the idea of becoming a leader to improve the school.  Upon 

reflection, I saw that everyone was tapped for potential leadership roles on the 

campus.  The majority of teachers on campus were Teach for America.  The 

discourse of leadership was prevalent with the training and expectations that these 

young Ivy League scholars are expecting.  We were a community of leaders; we were 

just like the administration. The only difference was that we happened to be 

teachers, for now.  Public schools also used a discourse of leadership, although the 

way this was framed was slightly different.  

When the school of choice I worked at on a public school campus was 

undergoing rapid change, the discourse of leadership was instituted to bolster the 

changes that were occurring.  (Hartley, 2007). 

My principal approached me after the restructuring of the school 

(where almost all the teachers were fired from the school) to help her 

lead the ninth grade cohort.  She was very vague about what my 

responsibilities would be, but she stated that she had hired three new 

teachers in the cohort and she needed me to be her eyes and ears 

there.  She said that she didn’t want the other teachers to know, 

because she wanted them to feel like they were part of a group that 

was run by a committee so that they would feel empowered.  She told 
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me that she knew that I was an amazing teacher, and that if anyone 

could get the job done it was me.  

Like the approach from the charter school leadership, my principal appealed 

to my dedication and hard work to entice me, and like the previous story I was 

flattered. Upon reflection, I saw patterns engrained into the use of this word 

‘teacher-leader’, and many of the patterns I saw gave nominal status to the teacher 

as leader, but in context, had no real or meaningful affect on the status of teacher.  

 The way that teachers, or the little tradition on each campus reacted to the 

discourse of teacher as leader varied in context.  On the charter school campuses, 

teachers really seemed embody the discourse and the way that it was explained and 

indoctrinated.  This can be exemplified both by the ways that the few of us older 

teachers grappled with some of the demands put upon us.  

Every week there was something extra to do.  There were trips to 

organize, Saturday school, field trips, testing schedules and many 

other activities.  We had clubs everyday after school as well as 

detention for the students, after clubs that needed to be staffed by the 

teaching staff.  The busses were notorious for not showing up.  One 

day, the busses did not come at seven, after detention.  I called the 

administrator, who had left a few hours previously.  I told him that the 

busses had not shown up yet.  There were two other teachers still on 

campus that night.  There were only five students left at school that 

the bus had not picked up.  He told us to find out where their bus 



90 

 

stops were, and drive them there.  This was the “do what it takes” 

attitude.  

Most of these teachers had just graduated from high school in a field other 

than teaching.  They had done their teacher training in Teach for America, during a 

two -week summer institute before beginning to work at this charter school.  The 

only experience they had in classrooms was at this campus.  There were two types 

of experiences that these teachers seemed to have.   

The teacher next to me was twenty-three.  She came from Atlanta.   

She expressed often that she hated teaching.  She was an English 

teacher and longed for discussions that incorporated reading poetry.  

She often came to my class to ask me advise on different students that 

she might be having problems with, even though I had almost the 

same time commitment in the classroom as she did.  She expressed 

her desire to leave the classroom as soon as possible.  Her classroom 

was often out of control and I saw administrators oftentimes in her 

room to quell riotous behavior.  She expressed to me that she could 

not wait to go back to school to leave teaching and continue on to 

something fulfilling, where she felt she was capable.  

Several of the teachers expressed attitudes that were similar to this teacher.  

She left after her commitment was over (and she received her educational 

reimbursement).  She was still a leader. She, like the majority of Teach for America 

alumni, can now add to her service resume the almost-volunteer work that she gave 

two years of her life to the school and she is still a leader.  
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 The other type of teacher leader on this campus really came to internalize 

and embody the type of leadership that was expected in the charter district.  They 

were organized, furthering their education in leadership masters and doctorates 

from local universities while simultaneously being given leadership responsibilities, 

like single handedly planning, instituting and teaching in summer school programs 

on a volunteer basis.  These teachers are ambitious, talented and caring.  They also 

do not plan on staying in education necessarily, but if a stint as a school leader can 

be added to an already impressive resume, than a couple of more years seemed 

worthwhile.  The quickly expanding, successful charter district also provides 

alternative success stories to the world of teaching.  

The charter school expected that teachers work longer hours, be available by 

cell phone evenings and weekends and volunteer for activities that were understood 

to be part of what it meant to be committed.  Upon further reflection, I see that the 

discourse of leadership encouraged conformity and willingness to step up to go 

beyond the job description.  By encouraging myself and others to leadership 

positions, the administration effectively guaranteed conformity to the goals of the 

institution.  The carrot of leadership was a way to ensure conformity to the charter’s 

institutional ideals.  I saw leadership discourse look very similar in a public school 

of choice.  

 The public school I entered transitioned to a ‘choice’ school the 

year after I was employed there, meaning that there was a 

restructuring of leadership first, then of staff and finally of methods.  

The first year was a transition year.  The principal kept many of the 
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schools traditional leadership structures that were already in place.  I 

sat on the Campus Improvement Team, which was accountable for 

making any plans and decisions about the school with the principal.  

This team was also responsible for sending members to the District 

Improvement Team to discuss district-wide initiatives.  Campus 

initiatives included hiring; in house teacher training and general rules 

that we wanted children to follow.  We also had various planning 

groups who handled specific issues on campus; the discipline team, 

teacher appreciation team and the like.  The year following, during 

our first staff meeting, we were told (along with the majority new 

staff) that we were now “teacher-leaders” and would be expected to 

be a leader in our own classrooms and within our own departments.  

We would be expected to have more accountability and responsibility. 

Later on we learned that the teacher-staffed campus leadership teams 

had all been disbanded.  It was never mentioned overtly. In December, 

teachers finally realized they were disbanded, because no one ever 

called the meetings together.  

The teachers on this campus did not easily become teacher - leaders.  They 

did not believe that just by calling a teacher a ‘leader’ gave them more power to 

direct decisions than was previously held.  I felt that there was something different 

about the group of teachers on this public district campus and the way that they 

understood their relationship to the administration than I had experienced in my 

charter school campus previously.  The new term of teacher-leader stood within a 
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larger tradition that many of the teaching staff and the more senior teachers 

understood in a very different way.  

Our district had a very long tradition of leadership roles on campuses.  

The leadership roles traditionally came with a title and both monetary 

and temporal compensation; or a stipend and an extra off period to 

accomplish the extra demands of that position.  Teachers would 

traditionally become department chairs and they would become a 

curricular leader and mentor.  These roles would often go to those 

teachers who had good reputations and experience.  Not everyone had 

to like the department chair or even agree with them, but they had to 

have experience with which they could mentor new teachers.  The 

skills they needed to have were primarily a working knowledge of the 

curriculum and also the interpersonal relationship to reach out 

throughout the district to acquire both the communication and the 

items needed to help their teachers.  When our school transitioned to 

a school of choice, these positions were used as enticement to new 

teachers to join the school, rather than the traditional way of giving 

them to teachers who have a proven track record.  

These new measures to change the existing ways that teachers were 

rewarded and ascertained leadership positions were altered from the traditional 

way things were done within the school and within the district. My third year on this 

campus, I was the longest serving math teacher continuously on the campus.  

Another math teacher had over fifteen years with the district.  Our administrator 
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gave a new out-of-district teacher with less experience the position of math 

department chair and the stipend that went with it.  I felt as if my service to the 

district and campus was undervalued.   

In my experience, discourse of leadership has been used in schools of choice.  

Researchers in education cite the prevalence of the term ‘distributed leadership’ and 

its popularity (Gronn, 2006; Harris, 2004; Hartley, 2007).  According to Scott 

discourses of the great or elite tradition function as justification to of current 

stratifications (2013).  The above experiences use the discourse and language of 

leadership, but ultimately function as oppressive, conformist and dismissing 

critique of they system.  The popularity and the “conceptual elasticity” of leadership 

allows for various manifestations of its understanding in differing contexts (Hartley, 

2007). It can easily be used to solidify centralizing decision making while giving an 

appearance of distributed leadership (Hartley, 2007). Just as Scott asserts that there 

is “something systematic about the slippage” between the ideas of the great/elite 

tradition as they are interpreted by the little/mass tradition (2013, p. 9), I see that 

there is something systematic about the ways in which teachers in each of these 

environments come to understand the meaning of leadership in the context of their 

traditions. 

 The little tradition of a distinct subgroup that Scott describes has its own 

‘distinct spheres of perception and meaning’ that differ from the tradition of the 

elite or the great tradition (Scott, 2013).  Scott asserts that the assimilation of any 

ideology is dependent upon the character of the subgroup that it encounters.  

Characteristics like the distance from center, the tension between the two groups, 
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the age of the subgroup and the strength of traditions change the impact and 

imperviousness of the little tradition to the ideological message of the great 

tradition (2013).  In my experience, these same categories changed the way the 

message of leadership was heard, interpreted and disseminated among the 

particular little traditions of teaching of which I was a part.  Scott’s understanding of 

how and to what extent the great tradition is able to permeate the lived experience 

of the little tradition resonates with the teaching experiences that I have had both in 

charter schools, staffed with mostly new to the profession teachers, and in more 

public schools of choice, where the staff has had a longer tenure.  

Administrative distance.  Scott suggests that the permutation of any tradition 

espoused by the great tradition will depend on how close to the center, either 

figuratively or literally the little tradition stands from it (2013).  In my 

understanding, charter schools traditionally have a reputation for less 

administrational layers of bureaucracy. I actually entered into the charter school 

arena in order to investigate the workings of the administration with the hopes of 

learning their structure.  The impression of being close to the decision-making 

center was clear on these campuses. 

The charter school that I was in was a growing district when I was 

employed there.  I initially was interested in charter schools precisely 

because of the lack of administrative bureaucracy.  I was interested in 

seeing how a charter might be run, so that I could determine the 

necessary characteristics to open my own charter school in the future.  

I assumed that a traditional large district would have so many layers 
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of administration that I would not be able to see the ways that 

administration worked.  Physically we were very close to the school 

leaders, and many localized decisions were made by proportionally 

more of the staff than in a traditional public school.   The small size of 

the school represented the closeness to the administration.  The 

school leader had a glass wall to his office that you could see from the 

hallway in between classes.  The leader of the entire charter network 

was often seen on campus, and even came to substitute when needed.  

Getting supplies there also pointed to the lack of bureaucracy. While 

there was very little in the way of supplies (no textbooks, computers 

or even curriculum), what was available was given freely with very 

little concern with accounting for supplies. 

I never really worked in an extremely large school, having always stuck to 

working in schools of choice.  These have been smaller in size in than traditionally 

large schools.  Which fits into the mission of many schools of choice, reacting to the 

failures of schools with bloated bureaucracies.  However, the wheels of power were 

ever distant even in the small public district schools.  Small things like 

administrative set up, closeness to district personnel and how to account for 

supplies all added to the feeling of distance. 

Every morning the administrator (principal) would sit by the cafeteria 

greeting students as they entered for the day.  Most days, that might 

be the only time I would see her.  Her office was in the middle of the 

building buffeted by three administrative assistants who stood like 
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sentries to her door.  She would often have her door closed, to attend 

to the very many meetings that were obviously of a secret nature.  I 

never saw the superintendant on our campus, although his upper 

level assistants, or right-hand people would often come to our campus 

(heard through others).  They would meet with the principal in 

closed-door meetings and the staff would scurry around using their 

connections to try to get any information about what changes could be 

expected in response to whatever happened in the meeting.  Office 

supplies and even copies would be regulated by an administration, 

who would have teachers sign out supplies and we would have only so 

many copies that we could work with. 

The environment in this public district was very different.  In the first charter 

environment, the teachers were made to feel that they were part of the decision 

making structure.  They could see who was meeting, they taught with teachers who 

were on the management team. Even the autonomy of teachers having the choice to 

make about supplies and lesson plans made teachers on these campuses feel closer 

to the central core of the administration and its discourse.  In the public school, the 

structure, administrative bureaucracy and even the school physical structure 

created a physical and mental separation between the administration and the 

teachers.  The beliefs of teachers about the ideology of leadership embrace the 

“steady erosion of faith in the normative order of ruling elites as one moves down 

the ladder of stratification” (Scott, 2013, p. 12).   These factors contributed to the 

way that the charter teachers, en masse accepted more fully the administration’s 
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discourse of leadership.  Teachers in the public school environment were more 

skeptical as mirrored by the lack of transparency of not just the door of the 

principal’s office, but of the larger inner workings and decision-making processes of 

the district as a whole.  

Scott asserts that the distance from the administrative center of the peasant 

affected the timing, the impact and import of reforms set up from the bureaucratic 

center (1993).  In his examples from peasant communities around the world the 

physical distance has a major difference.  In my stories of education reform, the 

distance from the administrative center is much more figurative than literal, but 

physical elements of the environment seem to play a certain impact.  Scott’s theory 

also asserts that the age and strength of the little traditions of the peasants 

contribute to the infiltration of the great traditions reform agendas (2013). 

Age, tradition and tension of the little tradition. Other factors that influence 

the assimilation of discourse or reform throughout the little tradition is the age and 

strength of the existing little tradition when it comes in contact with the new 

discourse (Scott, 1993).  There were very different teaching traditions existing 

within the schools I worked. Charter schools, staffed with young teachers had very 

different understandings of the way things should be, while those in the more 

traditional campuses and those with more experience had very different notions. 

These different traditions, both in age and strength of these traditions affected the 

teachers’ understanding of the tradition and discourse of leadership being 

disseminated by the administration.   
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The charter school teaching staff was very young. Only two teachers 

on campus had any experience outside the charter movement or 

within more traditional public school structures.  All of the teachers 

were trained with the same Teach for America teacher training, and 

the campuses staff development was likewise provided by them.  The 

discourse of leadership was the same in both sites and there was 

continuity between the way they were exposed to leadership both 

from their trainers from Teach for America and their school leaders 

(who were almost exclusively trained there also).  These teachers 

were also transplanted from their mostly northern states to this 

charter school in an unfamiliar part of the country, in which most 

teachers had no ties.  The teachers then by necessity, formed 

relationships with the other teachers and administrators on campus 

who then had the same experiences and the continuity of the 

dominant discourse continued to resonate more powerfully.  Even 

when some teacher went to graduate school, which was paid for by 

their schools (and in some cases the degree program was developed 

by the charter district leaders) most of them went to get degrees in 

Leadership, where the discourse was even more fully engrained.  The 

school itself was new, only three years old when I entered it.  By itself, 

it had no connection to the community or any history to speak of.  Its 

nescience was part of the creative spirit of the staff.  
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The groups of teachers in this charter school had very little discordant 

information to challenge the discourse of leadership in their environments.  All parts 

of their lives continued to support the way that the charter school described and 

extolled the values of teacher leaders on the school campuses, as well as other 

discourses put forward by the leadership.  This was very different than the way I 

saw the teachers’ reaction to the ideas of leadership within the public district where 

I worked.  

The school was in the midst of school reform.  A new administrator 

had come in. But she had not entered into a vacuum.  The school site 

was on the campus of the oldest working school in the district.  Every 

teacher on campus was a certified instructor with many teachers with 

over ten years experience, some nearing retirement, one teacher who 

had taught in some capacity at the campus for his entire teaching 

career.  This building had stories. As a newcomer, the older teachers 

or even original alumni would tell this story to us.  There was even a 

school history museum on campus, run by the alumni association.  

One of the stories of this space was a story of what real collaborative 

leadership can and did look like.  A Campus Improvement Team, not 

an individual, hired me.  The history of collaborative leadership 

contrasted sharply with some of the changes made by the new 

principal, who the first year after her ascendency, disregarded hiring 

decisions of the CIT, and disbanded this collaborative decision making 

body, and did almost all hiring personally.  Most of the teachers that 



101 

 

worked on the campus resided in the district they taught in.  Many of 

them had gone to school in the same district.  One teacher’s mother 

taught at the school.  The connections to the community were strong, 

both with personal connections and educational relationships.  Most 

teachers knew teachers outside of their schools.  They had their own 

stories to compare to those on other campuses and even in other 

districts. 

These varying little traditions are not seen by the majority of teachers or 

even administrators in school who spend most of their educational careers in only 

one or the other school space.  There was much more disdain for the discourse of 

leadership on the longstanding public campus where I worked.  On this campus 

there were stories and practice of collective leadership both within the school site 

itself and within the larger district.  There was more tension and lack of buy-in on 

the part of the staff.  The connections to the larger local community on this campus 

gave further impetus to challenge the discourse of leadership in ways non-existent 

on the charter campuses I worked in.   

Tactics: Isolation 

 
The connection to a larger community and the history of the past with the 

little tradition is a source of resistance to the imposition of centralized ideological 

control.  Scott borrows from Redfield in making the case that the strength and 

consistency of the little tradition depends on the relative isolation of the group or 

individual in question (2013, p. 18).  The more isolation from other subordinate 

groups the greater the ability of the great tradition to have influence over the group 
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in question.  The question of isolation of teachers from others takes on interesting 

dynamics when I began to reflect on the continued imposition of the ideology of 

leadership and other discourses of reform along with the experiences of isolation I 

was beginning to experience.  

Teaching is an isolating activity.  The professional isolation of teachers has 

been examined extensively (White, 2013; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012; Lortie, 1996). 

I experienced this feeling of isolation myself when I began teaching.  I initially 

thought that perhaps the feelings of being alone stemmed from my inability to 

connect with others due to what I felt was an overwhelming workload.  The contexts 

and particulars of isolation change the way teachers adapted to educational change 

initiatives in the schools of choice.   In Scott’s theory, isolation or distance from the 

center situates peasant communities as insulated from the direct confrontation with 

the ideologies and demands from the center or elite traditions (2013, p. 127).  I have 

already analyzed the way that distance from the center has affected the way 

teachers in different schools of choice relate to the ideology of leadership, now I will 

turn to analyze what the impact of the isolation of teachers means both for the 

relationship of the teachers within a campus and with their connection to the larger 

profession.  

Isolation in action. Isolation was a difficult thing for me to identify when I 

first started teaching.  I thought that I was just adapting to a new environment, but 

upon reflection I felt resonance with Philip Jackson’s citation of the 1200 - 1400 

decisions that teachers make a day and the resulting pressure (1990, p. 149).  Scott’s 

theory of domination and resistance addresses the strength of the little tradition as 
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an ability to resist the infiltration of the great traditions ideas (2013).  If the strength 

of the tradition lied in the continuity and tradition, then it is a shared activity.  

Isolation by its very nature would be antithetical to the creation of any tradition.  

The theme of isolation becomes more important to the general scheme of reform 

when seen in this light.  Some of the stories in this section are similar to the others, 

they are retold and relived foregrounding the pieces that conform to the elucidation 

of the theory.  

My first full time teaching job was at a charter campus where we ‘did 

whatever it takes’ to help children get to college.  This whatever it 

took was more than I ever expected.  The charter had extended hours, 

which means that children arrived on campus at 7:00 am.   The official 

end of class time was 4:00, which is not unusual if one takes of one 

hour for lunch.  However, after the school day there was a voluntary 

‘club schedule’.  There was also voluntary manning of the detention 

hall, which students had to attend for not completing homework.  

Both of these afterschool activities ran until the six o’clock bus came, 

if it came.   There was Saturday school every month, which was also 

voluntary and ran the same time as weekday school.  The charter also 

had voluntary summer school and non-voluntary extended school 

year.  These voluntary events were not really considered voluntary for 

“leaders” in the school.  It was made evidently clear that these 

voluntary events were not voluntary for those who wanted to be a 

successful school leader.   
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The time constraints alone had me on campus for close to thirteen hours a 

day.  I have yet to begin to account for the stress of creating lessons for the first 

time.  I was unprepared, even though I had plenty of lesson planning classes, for the 

exhausting amount of work that it takes for the creation and maintenance of a well-

run rigorous classroom in a charter environment.  

I walked into the seventh grade math class for the first time after I 

was hired to a room full of seventh graders three weeks into the fall 

semester.  There were no books, no computers, only a handful of 

mimeographed sheets (we had a mimeograph machine in 2007) with 

some math problems on it.   The district had no lesson plans or even a 

scope and sequence for me to use.  I was to teach these seventh 

graders seventh and eighth grade Texas aligned mathematics, because 

we were an accelerated school.  While I only had one class to prepare 

for, I was the only teacher for that grade/subject, so I had very little 

help or assistance available on campus.  Any concerns that were 

raised were dismissed.  I remember I spent every evening and spare 

weekend moment preparing for my lessons, grading work and 

answering children’s concerns over the phone.  They had our cell 

phone numbers so that they could ask us about homework questions 

they might have that their parents could not help them with.  That 

first semester was a blur.  I remember being extremely stressed out 

and under pressure to perform, when I was barely able to get my 

lesson plans done in time for class.  I was unable to relieve stress 
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through normal channels of friends outside of work.  All of the new 

teachers to the field were dealing with the same issues, with most of 

them only being in the classroom for a year more than myself.  It was 

the veteran teachers who began to validate my feelings of why this 

was not a healthy work environment. They taught me to say no to the 

voluntary extra times and they assured me that teaching did not have 

to be the way that I was experiencing it.  There were other 

experiences and traditions of teaching.  

Another aspect of teaching in classroom environments that was isolating was 

the emotional toll that I felt after working with the students all day.  From classroom 

management issues to stress over student success metrics, working with students 

who are at risk coupled with high expectations of rigor and success take an extreme 

toll on teachers.  

I started in the classroom four weeks after the official start of 

semester began. I was the fourth teacher in that room since the 

beginning of the year.  It didn’t take me long to figure out why.  The 

lack of resources was one thing that most likely, upon reflection, 

caused veteran teachers to not stay in a math classroom.  The other 

was the fact that I was unprepared for the level of behavior issues that 

were present in the urban classroom that I found myself in.  My 

students were majority African American and most of them were girls.  

It was clear upon my first day that the students felt it was a personal 

challenge to get the next in a string of new teachers to leave the 



106 

 

classroom.  A few of them felt it was their personal mission and would 

be their personal accomplishment to antagonize me to get me out of 

the classroom.  Most of the girls were bigger than me and would use 

their physical size to ‘get up in my face’ and try to find out where my 

boundaries were.  I would not admit my stress over some of their 

behavior because I believed that it would show me as not being in 

control.  I had just gotten certified and I did not want my first job as a 

teacher to be tarnished.  Behavior rules were not often talked about 

and most of the training I had received about classroom management 

discussed ways to make lessons more engaging to stem behavior 

issues from arising.  It took me months of getting up, putting my 

lipstick, what I called my war paint, on and get to campus.  I 

remember repeating the mantra in the car on the way to work that “I 

am the adult”.   

No one could have prepared me for the emotional toll that working with the 

urban students that our campus was called to serve can entail.  Upon reflection, I 

realize that much of what I had gone through was chalked up to it being my first 

year.  Again the first three months were a fog of intense pressure, depression and 

determination.  I was isolated in the world of work and the pressure to continuously 

create, make, engage, encourage and be a role model for children in my care.  By the 

time I got my head above water, I realized how alone I was and that everyone on the 

campus was in the same boat.   Upon further reflection and new experiences, the 

intense workload made me isolated from the supports that can offset and recharge a 
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teacher.  Having conversations with the only other person I saw that first year, my 

husband, did little to help me understand the position I was in. I felt truly isolated 

and scared that the training I had spent years completing was going to result in a 

failed project.  The supports necessary for teaching were not apparent on the 

campuses that I worked, but I did slowly stray towards the few veteran teachers 

who worked on the charter schools with me.  They gave me a perspective that put 

much of the distress I felt validation accompanied with an ‘it will be alright’ attitude. 

The individual isolation, resulting from the extreme time commitment and 

emotional pressure of the work on this charter school did accomplish two things. 

First, it continues to support the ideology of the institution or the elite by blocking 

almost all contesting ideologies from its individual teachers view.  Secondly, as Erich 

Fromm determined it is easier to impose undesirable thoughts and actions upon 

groups of people who are exhausted (1964, p. 130).   It is easy to have people follow 

when they are too tired to really consider alternatives and engage the imaginative 

possibilities.  I could not understand how things could be different if I was so 

exhausted and drained.  James Scott’s theory of infiltration of the great traditions’ 

ideology or reform upon the little tradition relies upon the coherence and strength 

of the little tradition.  The stronger the little tradition, the less the ability of elite 

ideology has to infiltrate their understandings (1993). Individual isolation works 

against the coherence of any tradition, which relies upon sociality for transmission.  

As my story of isolation in charter schools shows the practice of education there for 

me was a very isolating activity due to the constraints of time and commitment.  My 

understanding of how isolation worked in education changed and altered after I 
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began working in public schools of choice, had more years behind me and began to 

work in districts and campuses that had more tradition already in place. 

Isolation through policy. The demands of a public school district changed 

many ideas I had surrounding isolation in the teaching profession and the way that 

isolation adjudicated the discourse of reform. The traditions of teachers in these 

public school spaces were longer lasting and more robust.  The public school had 

well rounded curriculum support when I arrived there, both with district supported 

lesson plans, curriculum specialists and varieties of curriculum supplies, textbooks 

and computers.   The time commitment was less, with a traditional eight-hour 

teaching day, with truly voluntary extra time commitments that teachers could 

choose without the stigma of loosing the prestige of wanting to ‘do whatever it took’.  

However, the trend toward isolation seemed to intensify, as our alternative campus 

came under the scrutiny of reforms of choice or change.  This school was looking for 

best practices to improve test scores and they were looking to trends that I saw in 

charter schools as a way to bolster them.  These ‘best practices’ were being bandied 

about by the state education agency. 

As mandated by our state campuses (mine included) that had failed to make 

AYP (adequate yearly progress) needed to begin a SIP (School improvement plan), 

which included a trip by a part of the staff to a School Improvement Conference put 

on by the state education agency.  My principal asked me to join her at the 

conference because the administrators were not able to attend.  The title of the 

session that I sat in on was one entitled “Foundations of Change”.  The description 

for the presentation stated: 
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This interactive and thoughtful session will present the most 

recent research on change agents and their impact on school culture 

through the eyes of faculty.  Learn to identify roles that teacher 

internalize and how to use them to assist int eh implementation of 

school improvement practices on your own campus (Celibi & Huie, 

2009). 

 The audience was mostly administrators sent to the conference because 

their schools were failing.  They needed to implement change in order to facilitate 

the mandates of the state.  

The speaker began categorizing teacher behavior and attitudes for the 

mostly administrative staff.  She told us that there are really only four 

kinds of teachers.  There were the veteran teachers, who like to stick 

their noses in everything and be critical of new improvements trying 

to be made.  They are confident and outspoken and like to convince 

other teachers about their point of view.  These teachers can be 

detrimental to implementation of school improvement practices.  

There are other veteran teachers who may be resistant to your 

improvement aims, but they are quieter and like to stay within their 

classroom and not get involved with the politics on campus.  They are 

content to drag their feet and wait for the improvement measures to 

pass.  These teachers will not support the changes, but they are less 

dangerous than the first ones.  Another group of teachers described 

are the brand new teachers.  The other groups of teachers are newer 
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teachers and these teachers are looking for guidance. Her suggestion 

was to keep the first category of veteran teachers away from and 

isolated from the new teachers because they have the capacity to spoil 

the pool of teachers who are willing and even eager to try new 

changes. She also suggested that administrators actively get these 

teachers involved and buy into the new changes by giving them 

authority and power within the new system they are creating.  She 

stated if this can happen, then they can switch from becoming your 

biggest catastrophe to your biggest supporter.  The speaker was 

bemoaning the fact that some of the teachers in the first category had 

lifetime certifications and were very difficult to get out of principals 

schools, so a strategy of isolation or cooption were necessary.  

My first reaction upon hearing and listening to this presentation was that this 

made sense to me.  Why would you want bitter, cynical, old teachers to influence the 

way and speed at which reforms could be implemented on campuses?  I also thought 

that getting teachers excited about school reform is also a great suggestion. How 

could that be wrong?  As I further reflected upon some of the administrative actions 

on campus that supported the isolation of teachers, I began to change the way I saw 

the practices. I began to see policies of isolation enacted on campuses, including 

isolating the most outspoken member of our staff, a life long certified teacher, and 

local union representative, by assigning her to an online classroom project.  I began 

to question the larger motives of school reform and even what the purpose of school 

reform really was.  
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 Our principal did not go to that meeting, but she instituted isolating yet 

powerful jobs for teachers on our campus who could have fit this category.  She took 

the management strategy of cooption and containment as ways to try to block 

dissent from her message.  Some of my recollection seemed to bolster the idea that 

the administration wanted to isolate us from other teachers and from others in the 

district as pushes for reform began in earnest on our campus.  

The first year of school reform on the campus, everyone on campus 

was fired. We were told that in an effort to restructure and change the 

culture at the school, the principal needed a new start.  We technically 

were not getting fired, because if we were let go, we would be placed 

at a campus of the districts choosing.  Of course, the ability to 

determine what we would teach, or where we would teach it would be 

taken from us as we filled vacated spots around the district.  That year 

I was the only new teacher to the campus.  After all of us interviewed 

for our jobs, only eight of the original staff members remained.   The 

following year, the remaining staff was hired brand new from outside 

the district by the principal with no representation of teachers in the 

heretofore known hiring committee. 

The method of slash and burn restructuring is something that is happening 

all over the country to “failing” schools (Cuban, 2013; Ravitch, 2013; Casey, 2013).  

Besides the immediate dislocation of teachers, this disruption stopped the tradition 

of that schools culture from being transmitted to the new teachers.  Also, 

connections to information outside of the school were lessened because many of the 
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teachers fired had connections in the community and with other teachers 

throughout the district.  The principal must have feared, what Scott calls ‘the 

shadow society’ (1998, p. 126), because she stated in many meetings that “if anyone 

had any problems they were to come to her about them, not go outside the school” 

and not to spread gossip.  Leaders were also supposed to either solve their 

problems themselves or “come to me with a solution”.  She made it very clear that 

we needed to stay within the school and more optimally through her chain of 

informative command. The principal’s version of the great administrative tradition 

became more authoritative as the new teachers had no connection to the older 

teachers or the stories that could resist this discourse.   

 The district also made policy to isolate teachers in a severe way the following 

year.  By pulling supports for alternative authoritative channels that had developed 

in the curriculum departments. 

The district had curriculum departments that were headed by women 

who were housed at the administration building.  There were also 

curriculum specialists who worked under their command that were 

installed on campuses to assist teachers with the implementation of 

curriculum and general teaching strategies in their disciplines.   All of 

the women who were the curriculum heads were well known in the 

district and had been teachers in the district themselves.  I became 

close with several curriculum specialists and knew our curriculum 

head by name.  She seemed very informed and protective of math 

teachers being asked to implement reforms that were antagonistic to 
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the discipline.  She was someone who could be appealed to in order to 

understand curriculum specific needs.  The individual Curriculum 

Intervention Specialists (CIS) were fixtures on campus with a position 

somewhere between administration and teacher.  There in effect 

existed two separate hierarchies, administrative hierarchy with the 

campus leader being the principal and their boss the superintendant 

and the curriculum hierarchy, with the campus leader the CIS with 

their boss the Curriculum head in their department.  The year after 

our campus was disrupted, the district fired the math and science 

curriculum heads and basically did away with the entire curriculum 

department.   They created a new department called iCoaches, which 

were not subject specific and addressed the needs of technology 

integration with all subject.  On our campus the position of CIS was 

eliminated.   

All at once a major source of connection to center and information was 

eliminated.  There was speculation and rumor that the department heads that were 

let go had major disagreements with the superintendant’s vision of change.  I spent 

much time with a CIS who became a new iCoach.  She said that most of the CIS’s 

were placed in new positions on new campuses.  They became isolated from their 

previous bosses, who no longer existed, and also from their physical homes, the 

campuses that they had been on previously.    

Our district-wide alternative authority and connection to information was 

stripped as we became more isolated on our campuses with less avenues for 
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information to counter what was being told was the institutional vision for change 

in our school.  In our public school environment, some channels refused to be 

broken.  Was it just coincidence that as the district started to embrace the discourse 

of leadership and choice that our school was becoming more strained under the 

pressure of reform measures?  Was it also a coincidence that at the time of the major 

restructuring of our district’s curriculum department in order to set the stage for 

the twenty-first century challenge, our principal, along with others were sent to my 

first charter school in order to learn about administrative best practices?  Finally, 

was it a coincidence that as teachers on our campus were feeling less connected and 

less empowered that our district began a well aired partnership that included the 

development of a school within a school with the very charter district that had 

caused such isolation on my previous campus?  

Isolation, according to Scott, undermines the ability of traditions to coalesce 

and form barriers to infiltration (2013).  My stories of isolation, situated both within 

practice of teaching and as those I have seen enacted by administration have 

functioned to disallow teaching traditions to coalesce on charter campuses, where 

traditions have yet to begin and helped disrupt the ongoing traditions from being 

disseminated within the more traditional public spaces.   

It is not just the practices of administration that can be analyzed when 

looking at how reform measures are enacted and can be resisted.  The entire project 

of school reform, as conceived broadly has methods and discourses that can be 

analyzed and uncovered by looking at both the way Scott understands any state 

trying to enact reform upon a people (1998).  By continuing to lay my stories of 
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reform as experienced within schools of choice along side Scott’s theory, I will 

explore the main underpinnings of current school reform practices including 

standardization.  Scott’s theory of how states come to exert domination during times 

of reform,  mostly economic, will be the framework in which I will situate my 

stories.  

Seeing Like a State: Reform as an Improvement Scheme 

 
The characterization of the reform movement was filtering through every 

school of choice that I worked in.  The discourse of leadership points to a larger 

trend in education policy that points to a business model and scientific rationalism 

associated with the reform terms of standardization, competition, accountability, 

marketing and the creation of experts (Lipman, 2011; Mehta, 2013; Ravitch, 2013).  

This discourse is only a set of terms that has been used to speak of making school 

equitable and fair.  However, these terms are used to justify practices that change 

the way education is practiced and how it is understood.  This reform movement in 

education is really a program of improvement.  James Scott characterizes programs 

of improvement as institutions that “change the daily habits” of the individuals in 

question (2013, p. 126).  The terms of reform have begun to be mainstreamed into 

not just charter-type reform schools, but into our public districts and into our public 

consciousness in a major way.  Many of these reform discourses resulting in actual 

change are affect our society in ways that are not new.  James Scott has spent his life 

looking into how implementations of reform made at the center affect change in the 

actions, behaviors and beliefs of those on the periphery (1984, 2013).  His themes 

resonate with my experience as I examine the educational landscape from the view 
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of the center, or through the workings of reform, while contrasting it to the lived 

experiences and stories of periphery, or the tradition of teachers on campuses.  

According to Scott, before a state entity can enact any change of reform, it needs to 

be able to read the society where the reform is to be made. 

Legibility 

 
There appears to be an obvious slippage between the way that teachers and 

administrators interpret the major aims, beliefs and practices of reform discourse 

and practices.  Scott claims that from the eyes of the state or those who wish to 

create engineered change in society, the local practices are illegible (1984, p. 54), 

meaning that outsiders cannot understand certain codes and meanings.   Education 

and the act of teaching itself is difficult to define and agree upon. If you ask someone 

what makes a good teacher, the answers will be as varied as those that define the 

purposes of education.  In some respect, the act of teaching is itself illegible.  Scott 

suggests that for those who wish to create change  or reform, the processes need to 

become legible to those outside of it, specifically the policy makers and 

administration.   The educational reform movement with its emphasis on 

standardization and testing can now say with certainty what makes a good teacher, 

those with good test scores.  Scott suggests that standardization of names, addresses 

and the like is one of the first ways that states become able to locate and identify 

subjects that it wishes to dominate and control (1998).  In my narratives, the 

attempt to standardized the illegible practice of teaching becomes part of the reform 

movement centered on the discourse of accountability. 
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Standardization 

 
Scott claims that creating a society that is legible “creates a kind of national 

transparency through the uniformity of codes, identities, statistics, regulations and 

measures” (1994, p. 78).  The push of the reform movement is creating this same 

kind standardization for the desired values and characteristics of teaching including 

curriculum, discourse, measurement, credentials and even teacher identity.  The 

reform movement, based in the push for accountability, has created the testing 

movement through which a uniform set of codes are enacted to adjudicate the 

values and norms of good teaching, good schools and good teachers. 

Testing. Testing is the most obvious thing to think about when we think 

about educational standards.  Standardized testing is easily the most publicly used 

measure to assess schools, students, teachers, administrators and even whole 

countries for those who can read it.  Testing is a way that standards have come to 

dominate and control the very nature of education.  According to Scott’s theory of 

standardization, the use of standards changes the very nature of the lives of 

individuals (1998).  In my story, as for many teachers, standardized testing becomes 

part of the language of teaching very early. 

My first experience as an educator dealing with standardized testing 

in the current generation of the reform movement was while I was 

getting my masters degree in education.  And it was from an unlikely 

source and content.  We were talking about the pros and cons of 

standardized testing and one of my Master’s classmates said that she 

had never taken a non-standardized (bubble) test during her 
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undergraduate college experience.  I was in shock.  I only remember 

taking one standardized test in college.  Almost all of my exams were 

either timed essay exams, oral presentations or take home essay 

exams.   When the conversation was pushed forward, I realized that 

most of my classmates seemed to have experiences more like this 

student than like myself.  

It was clear to me that education had been changing if learning was confined 

to the bubbles or boxes that one might fill in to answer questions.  I was soon 

introduced to the testing machine at work in my role in K-12 education.  The 

importance of testing was exemplified by the comparison of testing scores across 

district in my first placement.   Scott suggests that standardization is a way for 

comparisons to be made so that more pointed and nuanced reforms can occur in the 

appropriate spots (1998).  The distillation of the results of standardized testing 

scores was one way that these statistics and measurements were used. 

The first time I was going to see the rest of the charter district was at 

the yearly district meeting.  This events purpose was to celebrate the 

successes of the district, while outlining the future direction of growth 

for the district as it planned on opening up new schools at a rate of 

about one a year to continue its dominance of the charter movement.  

While we were celebrating our (I did not quite feel like an our yet) 

successes, charts and graphs were pulled up to exemplify the success.  

All the successes were measurable and data driven.   Then the state 

testing scores and pertinent benchmark scores for each individual 
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campus in each discipline were aired on the screen.  While the graph 

did not name the teachers individually, most campuses only had one 

teacher in each discipline or subject.  People were looking around as 

cheers went up for those at the top of the list.  Our campus, the newest 

one, was on the bottom of the list for the previous years scores.  All I 

could think about was how I could keep my campus and myself from 

being on the bottom of that list.  I am sure that this was also topmost 

on the minds of the school leaders also.  

Similar ways of dealing with test scores were done on the public school 

campus that I worked at.  The impact of the accountability movement had already 

made its way thoroughly through the system of education so that there was very 

little difference between the usage between both the charter and public district. 

We were at the end of the year meeting, after our state test scores 

came in.  Everyone had been on pins and needles wondering when the 

scores would be in.  Students waiting to see if they passed were 

waiting anxiously to see if they would graduate.  Teachers, who had 

put so much effort into test preparation, were now waiting to see the 

fruits of their labor. And the administrators were waiting to see if the 

scores could save the school from previous failure of not making AYP 

(adequate yearly progress).  Individually, I had already gotten my 

scores, and I knew mine were improved.  Our principal began by 

talking about which departments did well this year. Even though it 
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was not stated directly, it was implied that those she did not mention 

needed to be prepared for scrutinizing attention the next year.  

It is clear that these tests have become measures that define not only what 

the children know, but also the way that teachers and administrator come to view 

themselves.  Scott says that “programs of improvement require a set of 

discriminating techniques to locate and classify” the subject (2013, p. 28). These 

tests, whose purported aim is to measure what children know come to change the 

way that teachers and administrators view themselves and by definition each other.  

As I reflect upon my history of the past, it is easy to see how these attitudes come to 

dominate one’s perceptions of others.  

Having always worked with students who have been classified as “at-

risk”, I have always had low mathematics test scores among my 

students.  I believe that standardized exams tell us very little about 

what a child knows.  Every year, I had justified my test scores by 

trying to claim exactly what my children do know, and what I have 

shown them and also discrediting the exams for a variety of reasons.  

However, I did not realize the how the testing environment affected 

my own belief systems until the following two events occurred. First, 

my last year of teaching math, my test scores were higher than I 

expected, and unusually for math, higher than the other content areas, 

including English and Social Studies.   This was very unusual.  Math 

had traditionally been the lowest scoring exam since I had been 

teaching.  Also, I was surprised at some of the children who passed the 
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exam.  I would not have expected them to pass based on my 

experience in previous years.   This was the first year that the exams 

had been changed from the cumulative high school TAKS test to the 

new end of course STAAR exam.  I quickly adapted my belief to the 

fact that either the Algebra I STAAR exam was much easier than I 

expected or that moving the students I taught to a test formatted to 

the end of course exam was easier for many of my at risk students 

who missed class often.  I did not change my beliefs that I was a better 

teacher.  However, when I was praised for achieving such high success 

rates, I actually preened at the attention, even though I knew that I 

had not become a better teacher.   

I had truly rationally believed that tests were not a measure of my teaching 

skill, and that children should not be measured by them solely, yet, the impact of 

how standardized exams affected the way that I viewed and valued myself and the 

way others viewed and valued me was unalterably controlled to a certain extent by 

the apparatus of testing.  Testing had become for me something that managed the 

way that I felt about myself and an arbiter for how I came to see my students, 

despite my beliefs that testing did not measure all the successes children had in my 

classroom.  Scott says that during times of standardization  “Some abstraction is 

necessary to virtually all levels of analysis” (1994, p. 12).  Often times this 

abstraction “flattens particularities” and entails “collapsing or ignoring distinctions 

that might otherwise be relevant” (1994, p. 84).   
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I had been at the school now for three years.  Students who I had my 

first year teachings were graduating.  Most of them were behind when 

I had them the first time and were taking both Algebra I and Geometry 

that first year with me.  Some of them I actually had for two years in a 

row.  They now had another teacher who I heard taught almost 

exclusively test preparation.  She only taught upper level students, 

meaning Algebra II and I think she taught math models.  I had heard 

that she taught exclusively from test preparation booklets and packets 

no matter what the subject was, all students were doing the same 

thing: exit level TAKS preparation for the year.  I had some misgivings 

about this practice, but with a school that had many students not 

traditionally pass the exit level exam upon the first attempt, it was 

hard for me to argue.  My principal, when she introduced the new 

teacher said that she had amazing test passage rates at her previous 

placement and this is why she was hired.   When the end of the year 

came, two students of mine, who had not passed the exit level test, 

came back to review with her and passed it.  Praises were given out to 

her teaching style.  I was mixed about the praise. As I mentioned 

previously, I already had serious misgivings about the ability of tests 

to measure learning.  I also had misgivings about congratulating a 

teacher who worked with a student for three-five weeks to go over 

test questions, when every teacher in the department, including 

myself had worked with them for years.   
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It is actually my bitterness and misgivings about the second story that caused 

me to reflect upon the first.  I had to understand my own implication in the 

bolstering of test scores as measures of teacher success that ultimately is 

detrimental both to my own teaching and my own sense of self worth.  And of 

course all of this doesn’t even speak to how it affects children, whose individual 

scores or lack thereof can alter their life course irrevocably.  If standardized testing 

is a way that administration can see the world of education, then the flattening of it 

rids the results of any particularities that can help administrators make any 

decisions.  In the first story above, by not understanding the context of the tests one 

doesn’t really know why the scores rose.  In the second story, by not knowing the 

history of the students’ study of mathematics, the test scores show that successful 

math instruction belong so someone who had only known them five weeks.  In both 

cases the flattening that is required of standardization tells us less than what we 

want to know to improve instruction.  

 Standardized testing is coming to define the worth of teachers in education 

today. The pressure to perform and resulted in the internalization of the structure of 

testing in my very mind, and perhaps in the minds of other teachers.  I always 

wonder how this standardization has affected those who spent their entire K-16 

educational careers with standardized testing.  However, in order to assure that 

what is being taught is appropriate it is necessary to make sure that teacher teach 

the same thing.  Testing is only one way that standardized practices come to play a 

part in teachers’ lives.  According to Scott, standardization, as a tool of the state, 

comes to have totalizing control in many aspects of life (1998).  
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Curriculum. Scott states that in standardizing and quantifying social and 

natural life “categories that may have been artificial inventions of surveyors can end 

up becoming categories that organize peoples daily experience precisely because 

they are embedded in state institutions that structure that experience” (1994, p. 87).  

In Texas, I was introduced to the TEKS very soon in my career becoming a teacher.  

The TEKS have become a factor that structure daily experience of teachers and 

myself.  In fact, the TEKS became the way that I created curriculum in instances 

where none was available. 

We had no curriculum, textbooks or computer programs to structure 

my teaching.  I very quickly had to find out how to make sure that I 

was teaching what was seventh and eighth grade mathematics to this 

classroom as soon as possible.  I went to talk to the sixth grade 

mathematics teacher, whose job was to teach six and seventh grade 

skills to her class.  She showed me a chart with all her student’s names 

down the left hand side and all of the TEKS, with their numbers and 

skills along the top.   She explained to me that she had the students 

monitor their own progress throughout the year mastering these 

skills.  She then showed me her stacks of previous TAKS state tests 

with their associated TEKS numbers that she had correlated.  She 

showed me how she used these TAKS questions to ensure that their 

students understood the knowledge of the associated TEKS in the 

‘right’ way, by answering the multiple choice questions correctly. I 

printed out a copy of the seventh and eighth grade TEKS (Texas 
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Essential Knowledge and Skills) all of the previously tested seventh 

and eight grade questions and began to plan my instruction for the 

year.  

That first year, on the charter school campus, the TEKS became my only 

anchor as I began to search for ways to instill mastery of the concepts to my 

students.   I felt tethered to the curriculum through my TEKS exploration and 

engagement.  At the time, I had very little other experience to go on, but upon 

further reflection and alternate experiences I came to find that the TEKS did not just 

ground and center my experiences but the system holistically.  

The lesson planning system in the public school was quite new and 

extensive to me.  On the one hand, almost everything you could want 

was there.  A scope and sequence for the entire year had already been 

developed.  For each discreet skill there was the associated TEKS, 

links to resources, suggested lesson plans, suggested length of time 

spent on skills, sample differentiated activities and even integrated 

technology lesson activities.   There were sentence stems and 

questioning strategies, links for what skills needed to be mastered 

before the skill and even ready made lesson assessments that could be 

accessed.  I was amazed by the completeness and fullness of the 

resources available to me.   These resources were only suggested in 

our district.   Of course for each lesson plan we needed to include the 

TEK that we were covering and always included needed to be the 
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TAKS-type multiple choice questions that we needed to include and 

consider.    

It appeared to me after this experience that while I was not spending my 

days looking extensively at the TEKS in order to plan my lesson cycles, the 

curriculum team had done the extensive examining and correlating already.  

However, this did not change the fact that everything in the curriculum had now 

become dominated by the standardization of curriculum to support the state testing.  

This became all too apparent to me the second year I taught in the district.   

The district had been giving released TAKS test questions in the form 

of benchmarks to the students in the fall of the year.  So whatever 

released exams were given from the spring were given to the next 

years grade level in late October.  These benchmarks were used to 

plan district remediation dollars and to help campuses plan for 

individual and school wide plans for tutorials.  We were told early in 

the year, that we could no longer use these TAKS questions in our 

classrooms, before the benchmarks. I had heard from many teachers 

that they used the released test information when it was released to 

the public in their classrooms as soon as they received it.   The district 

administration felt that this would give them skewed data because so 

many children in the district would have already seen the questions, 

making the benchmark a non-accurate tool for their purposes.  Very 

soon after that, the district curriculum specialists began the task of 

creating test questions that were TAKS-like in order to make them 
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new to the students and teachers so bias would not exist in their 

sample.  

As I reflected upon the incident, I realized that there were many reasons why 

a teacher might want to use the test questions so early; it also occurred to me that 

many teachers were using test questions quite often in their instruction.  This 

standardized assessment had created practices in classrooms and on campuses that 

had never existed before.  I was new to the testing environment and was shocked by 

the way all daily experience was structured and constrained by the standards of the 

state mandated tests, including classroom environment and relationships between 

student and teacher.   

 As Scott analyzed the effects of legibility of society on the members he 

pointed out that there was always an attempt to create a new person by having an 

“emphasis on visual or aesthetic forms” (1985, p. 196).  This form helps the legibility 

for those intent on being able to see compliance with norms.  With the advent of 

standardization, testing and curricular conformity many aspects of my life as a 

teacher was managed by the implementation of these visual forms. 

In the charter school the conformity to the mission was emphasized 

by the inclusion of the same mantra and mottos, a ‘do what it takes’ 

attitude.  The methods of conformity were worked out in both the 

ways that classroom should look and how teachers should conduct 

relationships with students.  When I went to training with the 

teachers from my campus, this ritualistic conformity could be seen in 

the meeting.  The leader of the meeting, herself a Teach for America 
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graduate, said lets give a shout out to Susan and in unison, without 

prompting, the entire group assembled of about seventy teachers, 

stomped their feet and clapped their hands in unison, shouting “go 

Susan”.  I was in awe.  It reminded me of the first time I went to a 

Catholic mass my first day of Catholic school. I came from a non-

Catholic family and it was very clear that I was not privy to the 

language of that mass. I did not know when to stand, when to sit or 

kneel.  It was very insulating and singular in its expression of 

conformity.  

I could not figure out what it was about the display of conformity that was 

displayed during our charter district in service training with that ritualistic clap that 

was so off-putting to me.  But then when you couple that with other rituals that are 

on display at the charter school they make a pattern of conformity and separation.  

Classroom control was a very important part of the charter’s unstated 

mission.  The students were taught the SLANT method. Sit Up, Lean 

forward, Ask question, nod and track the speaker.  Students were to 

have all eyes forward and a traditional teacher-led instruction was the 

norm.  A district leader was brought in to help me with the lessons for 

the last month before the state mandated test.  She modeled lesson 

formats with me and emphasized techniques like nodding, having 

students recite and chant.  An administrator could walk into your 

room and know exactly how well you were doing with classroom 
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management by the posture of the students in the class and if they 

were all attending you.   

These alienating methods to give the appearance of student engagement 

speak to ways in which the standardization and legibility of schooling are affecting 

everyday classrooms. At the time I taught there I thought that I was just suffering 

from the first year of teaching, but upon reflection and my further experiences with 

the aims and practices of legibility, I started thinking more deeply about practices. 

Our lesson plans needed to be submitted weekly, before we left for the 

weekend before school got out.  All our lesson plans needed to follow 

the same format.  Not only did the lesson plans need to follow the 

same format, but our lessons, by definition needed to be very similar.  

This was because our teaching assessment was the same.  My first 

assessment was done by the Vice principal.  He had never taught math 

before.  He came in with his checklist and checked for the things on 

the list.  All the teachers know what those things are, and many 

teachers will change a lesson specifically if they know they are going 

to be assessed.  Everyone needed to have the daily objective listed on 

the board. The objective needed to have the appropriate TEKS 

identified and what the students will be tasked with.  The objective 

needed to have one of the higher level of Bloom’s taxonomy in it so 

that our campus could account for the districts newest mantra ‘rigor 

and relevance’.  We needed to tell the class the objective at some point 

during the beginning of class.  If you were being observed you needed 
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to make sure and state it as soon as possible at the beginning of the 

class so that the observer would not miss it if he were distracted by 

something else.  We had to integrate technology as part of our mission 

to create a vision for the 21st century.  The last time I got a great 

review on technology because I was using the document camera to 

display student work on the wall.  It always helped to know the level 

of expertise of the person observing you.  Our campus also had had an 

issue with behavior management campus wide, so we also had to have 

standardized responses that we practiced together following the Boys’ 

Town method of responses.  This lasted until we moved over to Love 

and Logic where we then practiced ways to create relationships with 

our students.   

In both of the above instances, the need for legibility and the response to 

standardized testing has created both a new approach to classrooms, curriculum 

and behavior.  Scott claims that the process of standardization that is done through 

the need for legibility for projects of improvement create a new personas and new 

environments that allow for manipulation through the statistical measuring of 

society (1998). He also claims that how deeply that change is enacted is by a larger 

part determined by the closeness to the center of power that a group resides (2013).  

It appears in my examination of education reform that there are specific differences 

in regard to this phenomena. 

Community Resistance. In Scott’s examination of reforms to create legibility 

are usually started in those aspects of society that are closest to the center of power, 
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with a vision of the process extending, like a spoke to the more remote areas of 

society later (1998).  In my experiences, I have seen different spreading tendencies 

in regard to how standardization of new reforms has come to have more complete 

control over the environment of education.   

In the public district I worked in, I became close with many in my 

curriculum department, both within and outside my school.   I first 

made these contacts through relationships I had with my curriculum 

specialist.  I lived in the neighborhood where one of the more affluent 

schools was located, and became friendly with some of the 

mathematics teachers on that campus.  Four of us went to dinner and I 

they told me stories about their working environments that were very 

different from the ones that I had ever experienced working in the 

schools of choice that I had been working in.  They had just gotten a 

new principal at the high school.  The teachers were unhappy with 

some of the measures that were being implemented in their 

classrooms, including mandatory state testing tutorials.  There was a 

general feeling of disgruntledness that was expressed. One of the 

teachers, who had been at the campus for over twenty years, said that 

she called one of her students’ parents, whom she had had as a 

student to let her know about some of the measures she felt were 

inappropriate.  She expressed that she felt it was her obligation to let 

parents know what is happening, and she also said that she knew this 

mother was a good friend with one of the local school board members.  
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She said she still kept in contact with many of her former students 

who still lived in the neighborhood, one of the wealthiest in the city, 

because many of them volunteered at the school and were a vocal 

presence there. The principal left that campus at the end of the year.  

At the time, I was in awe of the ways that the teacher used the parents to express 

their displeasure at policies of their administration.  None of the schools of choice 

that I had worked in had that level of parent involvement.  Charter schools had 

implemented parent contracts for their students, which were quickly adopted by 

our public school of choice the year after it was restructured for reform measures.  

Upon reflection, the contracts gave the appearance of parent involvement but the 

responsibility and responsiveness of these contracts were always on the shoulders 

of the teachers.  

The contracts were ones that specified what the parent 

responsibilities were in regard to the school.  They were responsible 

for making sure that the students completed their homework, showed 

up to school on time and engaged in appropriate behavior.  The 

parents needed to be available to pick students up late if they received 

detention, show up to all parent meetings and volunteer for one 

extracurricular event a year.  Both the parents and the students 

signed these contracts. 

This pledge of parental responsibility had a very different tenor from the 

parental involvement that parents at the wealthy high school showed. While I met 
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almost all of the parents of my students in all of the schools I worked in, I never 

considered them an ally who would/could become a trusted ally in resistance.   

The year after restructuring, all teachers were expected to become 

online certified.  We were becoming part of a plan to create, use and 

distribute on line classes that would be part of the cutting edge of 

technology.  It was clear that we were going to be trying to compete 

with on line learning academies by selling district-made classes on the 

open market place.  Part of this initiative requires classroom teachers 

to create hybrid classes, where students would go to a learning 

management system in order to access classes.  There was a group of 

students who were in ninth grade, who had come to our campus, 

ready to take Geometry and they were going to be a sort of pilot class, 

where they would work in an online environment completely, with 

the teacher as a facilitator only.  The students really struggled with 

this concept, as I had often seen in previous environments where 

young students struggled with on line learning.  Almost everyone I 

talked to, except for the administration in charge of leading this 

project, felt that this environment was not conducive to student 

success.   The children kept trying to find ways to leave the class, and 

sign up for another one, but because of the size of the school, and 

resistance of administration, this was not accepted.   

I often wondered during the time I was the facilitator of this classroom, how 

the parents at the wealthy public school would react to this imposition upon their 
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children. Upon reflection, the schools of choice often treated parents like they were 

lucky to have such an option for their students.  Even just the signing of the contract, 

I felt, was a way to demean parental involvement, by stressing the idea that they 

could not be trusted to be doing what is best for their children without the contract 

in place.    

 Scott asserts that those closest to the center of systematic reform are those 

who are most affected by plans to make things legible, it appears to me that the 

effects of standardization are also closer to the site of reform, but these school sites 

are the “failing schools”, or by another name, ones in poor neighborhoods.  As I 

mentioned earlier, teacher tradition and community relationship are a factor in how 

quickly and thoroughly reform can alter educational sites.  Those communities 

where wealth and political power are secure, the change of reform can only have 

modest tempo of change.   It is in the sites where there is a crisis that reform and 

change can happen at a more substantial level (Klein, 2011).  Education has been 

working under the assumption that the state of our education in America is in a 

state of crisis, which allows for rapid sweeping reforms (Ravitch, 2013), especially 

in ‘choice’ schools, which are geared towards those already in educational crisis.  

Competition. Another affect of standardization, which is the effect of 

legibility, is the ability to rank and compare at “new levels of discernment” (Scott, 

1998).  This means that those at the top have a “synoptic view” of the individuals 

under their purview and abilities to sustain directed and precise impositions upon 

them (p 76).   At all levels, my experience has shown that these statistics create 
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competition.  This competition manifests itself in the ritualistic displays and changes 

the way that individuals see themselves.  

I went to my first all school district wide meeting.  The first thing I 

noticed was that all of the teachers were in their “spirit shirts”, the 

shirts that represented their schools.  All the campuses sat together, a 

sea of a variety of colors to represent their school.  The high schools 

had the colors of their football team, in polo-style shirts.  Elementary 

campuses had tee-shirts in a variety of colors.   When the schools 

were mentioned at any time during the assembly a cheer from that 

area went up, displaying both the size and enthusiasm of the school in 

question.  

I worked for the discipline campus in the district at that time; we had only 

eight teachers. I felt overwhelmed and inadequate sitting with the few people from 

my campus, but knew that there was definitely a sense of competition to display 

would show the most spirit and sense of belonging.  As the superintendant outlined 

the successes that various schools had accomplished, there was already a sense that 

some schools measured up better than others.  These streams of competition among 

district schools was the only openly voiced in the subculture of the district teacher 

grapevine, while the glaring elephant in the room of the extremes of wealth and 

poverty were never openly discussed.  In the charter district, comparisons between 

districts were openly discussed in the yearly meeting as discussed above. It was 

clear that working in the school that had the best scores was a mark of distinction, 

while those underperforming schools and those in it were viewed differently. Scott 
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states that one of the purposes of statistics is to give the impression that there is a 

“neutrality” of measurement (2013, p. 45).  I experienced this comparison in any 

way but a neutral way. 

 One of the charter schools I worked at used a variety of methods to invite 

comparison and to have students compare themselves to each other and to students 

who did not go to their schools.   

Every student in the charter school was assigned to a homeroom.  The 

homeroom teacher had a sign on their door representing the college 

that they graduated from.  Signs down our hallway read Georgetown, 

Rice, Notre Dame, SIU and Houston Baptist.  The focus on the colleges 

was in an effort to have the students start thinking as soon as possible 

about their graduation and their acceptance to a four-year university.  

Each child was associated with and expected to associate with their 

homeroom teacher’s alma mater.  Even in the picking of the names, 

the ranking of individuals was done.  

Teachers, by expressing their pride in their universities were already getting 

children to start thinking about which successful university they were going to go to.  

There were competitions for everything.  When there was a science 

test for the seventh grade, the homerooms would be pitted against 

each other for whoever got the best grade.  The homeroom that did 

would be singled out for praise or even a prize of some sort.  Those 

children who belonged to a homeroom that was less successful would 

be urged to do better.  This competition was exacerbated when the 
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state test was approaching.  There was a spring trip that was 

promised for successful completion of the state test.  The school 

leaders would make it clear to the students that they had not done as 

well as the other campuses last year and that they needed to be more 

successful, while they implied that the week-long grade level trip 

could be cancelled if they were not successful.  All of the children in 

the school knew which homerooms had been successful and also 

knew that their campuses success was contingent upon everyone 

being successful.  

The emphasis on competition filtered through the district level, down to the 

students, where testing and academic competition held sway as a dominating force 

in the construction of that environment.  Some of this competitive spirit changed the 

way that teachers, administration and students viewed those in the community 

around them, including other children and teachers.  

Every day the entire campus would have a meeting together outside 

our small portable building.  The school leader would tell the students 

everyday how lucky they were to be there.  The message was one that 

centered around the insinuation that if they stayed in this school they 

would be guaranteed a four year college acceptance, that is what the 

school promised. They did have much to sacrifice, but in the end it 

would all be worth it.  They and their teachers had an unbelievable 

drive that could make their success. Many of their friends did not have 
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this ability and they would not make it they way they would.  

Everyday this would be the message to the entire campus.  

At the time, I thought the discussion about drive and determination was one 

that students needed to have and their belief in it allowed them to be successful.  I 

still believe that this is true, but this emphasis has led to an overarching hubris that 

results in a distorted reality. 

I was on an educational trip with the university, when a young teacher 

from my old charter district showed up.  She was soon to be entering 

the university program and this was her first experience with our 

academic group.  The trip included about twenty educators.  She 

stated towards the end of the trip that she was surprised that there 

were so many caring educators in public education; she had no idea.  

This belief she had was a direct result of the message that was disseminated 

by the charter school that we both worked for.  The constant discourse about how 

lucky the students were carried with it the message that if “caring dedicated 

teachers make school successful’ then the ‘uncaring selfish teachers make your old 

school unsuccessful”.  This dialogue and discourse was prevalent in the charter 

school.  It was one of my first jobs, and at the time, I also fell into the trap of judging 

the public system, and those who were within it, based on the reports of failure.  

However, upon reflection, the discourse of singular success must carry with it others 

failure.  

 As Scott says the purpose of making things legible with statistics is to 

compare (1998).  The structure of comparison has led to herculean efforts to bring 
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up those deemed failing and created an entire infra-structure both within and 

without education which has changed the very nature of education itself. Scott’s 

theory is that the process of legibility demands the change of the individual and the 

complete restructuring of society. 

The quantitative technologies used to investigate social and economic 

life work best if the world they aim to describe can be remade in their 

image (1998, p. 348).  

Scotts proposition, is that like Foucault’s understanding of hegemonic 

discourse, society remakes itself in its own image (1984).  Scott believes that the 

process of creating a legible society also aims for the recreation of a legible society 

for continued synoptic observation of that society (2013, 1994).  I have seen that the 

claims I have made above have continued to create and recreate education in the 

image of standardization.  The creation of standardized testing, curriculum, ideology 

and even environment is continuing to reformulate education in a more legible way. 

This new education, synoptically viewed from above requires the creation of new 

roles, the role of expert to read and adjudicate in the world of education created.  

Role of Expert 

 
 Scott claims that the synoptic view from the top benefits specific people who 

have new skills that is to read the world that standardization and legibility efforts 

have created (2013, 1998).  These people are the experts who have a great benefit 

to keep the system and expand the standardization, of which they are the masters.   

In Scott’s theory, these are the administrators who collect taxes in restructured 
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France and read statistics for the crown. In current education reform the standards 

movement has created a plethora of experts who work within all levels of education.    

Extra-Local. Scott claims that the synoptic view from the top benefits 

specific people who have new skills that is to read the world, which standardization 

and legibility efforts have created (2013, 1998).  These people are the experts who 

have a great benefit to keep the system and expand the standardization, of which 

they are the masters.   In Scott’s theory, these are the administrators who collect 

taxes in restructured France, read statistics for the crown. In current education 

reform the standards movement has created a plethora of experts who work within 

all levels of education.    

 According to Scott, in order to enact reform, the standards and those 

responsible for standards need to be extra local, they need to have a teleological 

belief in their vision of the future and must believe that they have some specialized 

knowledge that those in the society and groups that they are looking at do not have 

the correct vision (2013).   In education the existence of extra specialists has had 

multiple implications in practice, structure and even policy.  My first experience in 

the existence of an extra local expert became apparent my first year in education 

My first year, my math students did extremely poorly on their 

benchmarks and the teacher that they had before me, I started 

midyear, was fired for lack of instruction and “passing” kids.  The 

charter school needed to achieve better scores on standardized 

testing in order to continue to receive the private funding they had 

been receiving.  An instructional consultant was hired by the charter 
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school to work with me, as a not-yet-certified teacher, to improve my 

instruction for the students, who were taking computerized math 

courses.  

During the time that the consulting was occurring, I was glad for the help.   I 

had little experience, and I chalked up the need for an outside consultant to the 

small school size and few math teachers on the campus who could help me.  She was 

considered an expert in curriculum instruction. Upon further reflection and other 

experiences with extra local experts, I began to see things through a different lens.  

When I entered public schools, there was an existence of curriculum 

specialists who worked to assist teachers with lesson development 

and practice. These specialists were assigned to the campuses and 

were considered part of the campus.  However, we did often have 

outside “experts” who would come in and complete various in service 

training on various topics.  Our principal had just finished her 

doctorate at a local college and she had her advisor come in to give a 

talk about how to work with black, male youths, as this was his 

research topic.  The staff seemed a bit surprised at the topic, given 

that our campus was majority Hispanic and white, with very few 

black, male students.  We started questioning why this topic was our 

assigned, mandatory in-service training. It did not go unnoticed by the 

staff that there was often monies that change hands for outside in-

service training.  We also had a series of trainings that focused on 
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working with different types of personalities.  The outside consultant 

had no problem marketing his products to us.     

At the time of these campus wide in-services run by outside expert 

consultants, I was questioning why these particular topics were chosen.  These 

decisions came directly from our school administrator.  Upon reflection, I feel that 

many of these choices were made through the personal relationships and even 

interests of the principal. These same outside consultants pervaded the school at a 

district level which points to the prevalence of educational consultants and their 

commonplace position in education.  

I was asked by my principal to go to a meeting at the administration 

building to take notes for her about a new kinesthetic approach to 

learning the basics.  This woman gave us a straightforward marketing 

pitch about the need for and her experience with kinesthetic learning 

in classroom practices. She then showed us her product, a brain room 

that mixed various kinesthetic activities with basic drill type 

computerized activities that reinforced these skills for students who 

struggle. She showed examples of schools that had instituted her ideas 

and showed how successful they were.  

Our campus purchased a brain room, which was installed into an empty 

classroom.  The cost of this room was in the tens of thousands of dollars.  There 

were also district-wide examples of methodological experts who guided the 

planning team. The district initiated visions of expectations called five-year plans.  
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The last year that I was in the district, we went to the district wide 

meeting, and the entire district was introduced to the district’s new 

five year vision.  This vision included technology for the twenty-first 

century.  He spoke to us about ways to incorporate technology into 

curriculum.   

Our district began implementing these practices, by changing the curriculum 

departments, and eliminating subject-based specialists, and replacing them with 

technology specialists, whose sole charge was to help teachers implement 

technology based changes.  

 These examples show that schools are looking outside the traditional 

educational field in order to find “experts” who will help districts and campuses 

instill changes to transform education.  Scott’s theory asks us to “look at who 

benefits from the changes” of systematic reform (1998).  In this instance it appears 

that extra local experts, who sell their skills in the educational field, where millions 

of dollars are at stake for those who can market their educational product to 

districts, especially districts who are at risk of failing. 

Teleology. Scott’s suggest that experts directing any reform or changes have 

a unique relationship to the idea of teleology, or having the end point in mind 

(2013).  To have reform, someone needs to have an endpoint in mind; the question 

is who has the vision of it.  Standardizing movements require a synoptic view.   It is 

from the view of the expert only that one can see the whole picture.  By definition, 

those who do not have the whole picture cannot have the full picture or all the facts 

in order to participate in the decision making process of change (Scott, 1998).  In 
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education, it is clear that there are those that have a vision, but it is rarely in the 

purview of teachers directing the change.  In education, in my experience, the beliefs 

in the future vision of education is always being constantly directed and redirected 

like a marketing event both at the campus and district level. The schools’ experts 

mandate to teachers what the plan is and try to sell both the stakeholders and 

participants.  

In district meetings, at the charter school I was at, part of the 

presentation was the way that the charter district was going to be 

expanding and their growth rates for the next few years.  The goal of 

the charter was to expand at an exponential rate.  They presented to 

the staff a marketing plan, that was similar, it seemed to what they 

would give to specific fund raising events.  This event also was a sales 

pitch to those teachers in the audience, to get everyone on message 

and inspire the message forward. 

This being the first school that I was ever involved in education, I did not 

attach much significance to it, except that it sounded an awful lot like the 

experiences I had had in business when I rarely sat in marketing meetings.  I 

assumed that because the charter school got funding from extra public sources, that 

it was necessary to “sell” the success of the school and planned future expansion. 

Upon experience further marketing type events on public campuses I saw that this 

trend was wider than just an individual experience.  

The public district’s marketing consisted of a five-year plan.  This was 

the plan that all success in the district was measured against. While I 
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was there, one of the goals was changed from getting all students 

‘college ready’ to getting students ready for ‘post graduation 

education’. It was clear that these plans were part of the public face of 

success in the district.  

Marketing did not just reside in the district level, with the publicity of goal 

setting, but also at our campus level in a most intriguing way.  

Our campus housed the e-Learning initiative arm of the district.  An 

On-line academy was set up with its own administration.  The goal of 

this was to create an online environment that could compete with 

some of the privately held online schools that had been popping up 

around the country.  To fulfill this initiative, all teachers on our 

campus needed to build on-line and hybrid courses that were to be 

marketed and sold outside the district.  We were told that in order to 

compete in an educational marketplace where on-line schools were 

desired by students, we needed to create and market these classes.  

Several teachers’ roles were changed by having them be rid of classes 

of students in order to spend their time exclusively writing these 

classes.  The next year, all teachers were required to build on-line 

classes in their relevant fields.  

Even the more traditional parts of classes needed to align with the vision of 

choice that was part of the mission of our school.  

Our campus was considered a school of choice, meaning that our goal 

was to be able to be flexible to give students choice in times and rates 
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of graduation, time of day that they take classes and various other 

aspects of their education.  There were a variety of smaller projects 

that resided on our campus. I was involved in a ninth-grade cohort, 

which was set up to work with students who might need more 

support heading into high school.  The four teachers worked closely 

with each other and a small group of students, who had all the same 

classes.  The second year, the enrollment rates were low.  The 

teachers in the cohort were told that we needed to set up a marketing 

schedule so that we could market the program directly to the students 

in the district middle schools.  We were told that this was necessary if 

we wanted to keep our job.  We, as a campus, needed to justify our 

position through enrollment increases.  

Our school met the mission of the districts desire to align with the vision of 

choice that the district experts had. Teachers very rarely had much say over what 

the vision looked like.  Perhaps in other campuses there was more input from those 

outside of administration, however, our campus was not high profile enough and did 

not have enough enrollment to make our position secure.  

According to Scott, experts are created as a result of the need to interpret and 

adjudicate the standards employed by the state (2013).  They have a privileged 

synoptic position in relation to the oversight of reforms.  As such they are best able 

to determine the ends, teleologically, of reform as well as the means.  The analysis of 

who becomes expert and how one becomes an expert and what they add to the 

educational field need to be considered and reconsidered within the shifting 
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discourses of school reform.  The means of education reform can be defined as best 

practices that can be implemented.  

Best practices. Experts in education use modeling as a way to show ‘best 

practices’.  From the above analysis, it is clear that experts are selling their services, 

from my experiences, to schools, both charter and public districts.  An industry of 

privatized consultants has been evident in my teaching experience.  Curriculum 

practices, professional development opportunities and even managerial expertise 

have been pushed out of the campuses into the private sector.  Schools considered 

failures have more of a need to have these gaps accounted for.  All of the schools of 

choice were ones that were affected by that impetus. Like in the above scenario, if 

students are thought to become a failure, administration will hire expert consultants 

to come into a new environment to mitigate these perceived damages.  This works 

in two ways, it shows that the administration is on board with the centralized and 

standardized mandate to meet goals, it also points to Scott’s assertion that an 

outgrowth of the belief in the efficiency of the outside expert is the corresponding 

belief that the individuals (teachers) do not have the ability to be an expert 

themselves.  Changes in methods and pedagogy must come from without.  One way 

to do this is to mandate curriculum methods changes with ‘best practices’.  

In the four years I had worked at the campus, a variety of curriculum 

changes were implemented.  The first year, we instituted multi-age, 

multi-subject classrooms, with the justification that students’ 

schedules would be flexible so that they could take what classes they 

needed when they wanted them.  We also had training on team 
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teaching, where in our ninth grade cohort I taught with the science 

teacher at the same time, in effort to integrate our lessons.  This was 

also the same year that we instituted kinesthetic learning that needed 

to be instituted and utilized in the new brain room.  We were also 

tasked with problem based learning, where students work on one 

interdisciplinary problem that they investigated that had components 

in all their core classes.   We did our best to institute all of the new 

initiatives in our cohort.  We were less than successful in several of 

them.  I felt at the end of the year that we had figured out ways to 

work together, we began a problem and I had instituted kinesthetic 

learning often in my class.  No one asked what we wanted.  The next 

year, the cohort was disbanded.  Many of the strides and 

competencies that we had started to institute were left forlorn as a 

new structure was imposed.  

These ‘best practices’ had come from a variety of experts who came to help 

us institute some of these novel teaching methods.  By the end of the year, I felt like 

we had done some things very well, and was excited and met with my team 

throughout the summer to begin to investigate new problems we could start on.  

When we returned to school, I felt betrayed.  I felt like all the good work we had 

done was dismissed and we had to start over from scratch. It felt like a failure.  

Our campus had a tradition of being unsuccessful, not reaching the 

standardized goals of testing.  The administration mandated that 

every teacher seek three instances of best practices around the 
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district in order to improve teaching.  We had been through various 

cycles of new ‘best practices’ that had been mandated for us to try, but 

now we needed more help.  So we all had to get substitutes and using 

our curriculum specialists find the ‘best’ teachers around the district 

to observe a class from.  There was no distinguishing teacher who 

might have had ‘good practices’ on our campus.  We needed to go 

outside our campus to find incidences of good teaching.  I went to 

watch a teacher who had amazing test scores.  I sat down.  The 

students came in and took their seats, took out their supplies, 

sharpened pencils and began their warm up on the board without 

prompting.  The teacher greeted the students in a friendly way.  She 

asked for questions about homework and nearly everyone had theirs 

out and completed. What transpired was a traditional lesson that I 

could see my Catholic school nuns giving in 1982.  I left there 

completely confused.  We were told on our campus that children 

should learn everything they know in our class because they were at 

risk.  We were told that math should be relevant through problem 

based learning, it should be kinesthetic so that children will learn 

better, we were told that math needed to cut across the curriculum so 

that there was a relationship. That year we were told that all classes 

needed to be implemented in an on-line environment so that students 

could learn.  This lesson was as far from any of those experiences and 

demands as one could get.  
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It was clear to me at the time that we were mandated to go to see ‘best 

practices’ around the district because someone thought that this would make it look 

like they, not us were doing everything that they could to improve test scores.   This 

modeling of best practices does not just affect teachers, but also affects who and 

what administrators are asked to observe and bring back to their campuses.  

Administrators, like teachers, were asked to observe ‘best practices’. 

This, is not focused on curriculum, but structure and/or management.  

My administrator went often to observe other campuses, primarily 

local charter districts, even the one that I used to work in.  She came 

back from the charter school that I used to work at impressed by the 

structure and management of the classroom.  She very soon after that 

instituted parent, teacher and student contracts for entry into our 

campus, similar to the one’s that the charter school had.  

The charter school became the expert in this instance, for my administrator, 

and I assume for other administrators in the district.  The overall goal of the charter 

district of which I was a part, was to become a model for future educational reform. 

The fact that this is used this way, if we follow up with Scott’s theory, shows the 

educational society’s privileged position of the charter school in the society to put 

forward best practices (1998). 

 Scott’s theory suggests that the creation of a privileged expert stems from the 

way that experts are extra-local from the site of education, has a belief that they 

know what the future will bring and that they alone know how to bring it about 

(1998).  The above analysis shows how these stories privilege the extra local 
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positions position vis-à-vis the teachers in the local sites of education, especially in 

low performing schools.  Teachers have been left with little curriculum and decision 

making power on their campuses and oftentimes in their own classrooms.  Experts, 

according to Scott, become the arbiter of practice in his analysis of peasant societies.  

One of his examples is of the mandate of experts to monocrop fields in Malaysia, 

against the localized knowledge that farmers gave them (1998).  In education, the 

consultants and administrative experts become the arbiter of best practices.  Scott 

goes on to analyze patterns of effects that state run projects of legibility have upon 

the successful outcomes of these projects.  These outcomes can be laid alongside my 

stories of experience in classrooms.  

Effects of projects of legibility 

  

The discourses of reform are structured by the practices of standardization 

and legibility.  Scott suggests that the outcomes of standardization and projects of 

legibility use standard measures and therefore tend to flatten what is seen and 

rarely take into account the textures and nuances that are necessary for effectual 

reform (1998, p. 260).  He also suggests that while the reformers and experts tend 

to have a teleological perspective, there is shortsightedness in the implementation 

of state sponsored reform (1998, p. 271).  Of course, the overarching reason why 

Scott addresses this work is the overarching question of freedom in the face of the 

projects of legibility (2013, p. 12).  He suggests that these centralizing effects of 

legibility discount local métis/practice.  Métis is characterized as “knowing how and 

when to apply the rules of thumb in a concrete situation”, which is “almost always 
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local”, best learned by “daily practice and experience”, which has ‘the ability and 

experience necessary to influence the outcome -- to improve the odds -- in a 

particular instance.  (Italics in the original) (1998, p. 316).   These characteristics of 

the legibility in educational reform have further implications in my experience.  

Flattening. Projects of legibility have, according to Scott, the result of 

flattening the results and omitting pertinent variables that can have a great affect 

upon the practices of implementation (1998, p. 210).  As a teacher, I often felt that 

how we were being judged and compared did not take into account many variables 

of good teaching.   

I feel like my best skill as a teacher was my relationship with students. 

I began working with students who came from parts of society 

considered at risk.  While I worked at a discipline alternative campus, 

I formed many healthy relationships with many students, whose 

normal way of interacting in the academic classroom was through 

rebellion and getting teachers to react.  This often led to these 

students being placed in alternative learning environments, like mine.  

Students stayed in the program between sixty and ninety days.  One of 

the students I worked with expressed that he did not want to go back 

to his home campus because he felt that this was the first time that he 

felt good about the work he had done in the class.  He expressed that 

in his home classes teachers already felt that he wasn’t going to be 

successful and that they stereotyped him academically as well as 

behaviorally.   
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Initially, I was touched and flattered by the interaction with this student.  He 

made me feel like the work I was putting in was valuable and worthwhile.  However, 

upon reflection, I see that this experience speaks more about what is truly valued in 

education.  It is not the effort put in, or the relationship that is created or the growth 

of the whole student, but the value is only put upon the test scores.   If the system 

values scores, the result may be that teachers and administrators value students 

who can give them those scores.   

Educational researchers say that one of the results of standardized testing is 

that certain students, particularly those who are seen as chronic failures, will 

continue to be underserved precisely because of standardization (Neil, 2008; 

Ravitch, 2013).  This is often called part of best practices or data-driven education. 

In practice the emphasis on test scores has been seen in practice in my experience. 

Students were ranked on test scores from the benchmarks.  Every 

student was ranked based from highest to lowest.  I sat with the 

curriculum specialist and the administration in order to create a plan 

to remediate those students who were in particular zones of success 

in test scores.  Those above a certain passing rate were cited as not 

needing remediation.  Those in the middle zone, a certain percentage 

point above and below the line were targeted for extreme 

remediation.  Those below those minimum lines were then discussed 

individually as to whether everyone thought that the particular 

student had the possibility to pass the exam.  Those on the bottom of 

the list, were not brought into individualized remediation, but only 
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participated in the standard test preparation that everyone 

participated in.  

At the time, I remember thinking that the process of ranking students was 

the most efficient way to spend our time.  The practice of ranking students was 

brought to me by two different administrations, and I assumed that it was a 

standard methodology for planning work for busy teachers coming up upon a busy 

testing season.  While I had some twinges of guilt regarding those students who 

were singled out as those who were not academically worthy of practicing more for 

the test.  Upon further reflection, I feel that this process was antithetical to the very 

reason that I became a teacher, a conflict with my personal teacher ethics and 

beliefs.   

I often could get students to try in my math class through both my 

personal relationships with them and my commitment to believing 

that every effort that they made should be rewarded and praised.  I 

often could not promise students that they would be successful in 

terms of the standardized tests that we had to give students, but I 

could help them see that these things did not mean as much to me, 

that I valued their effort and commitment to trying.  I often hoped that 

they would just believe that it was a possibility that they could learn 

the material if they wanted to.  It was always disheartening to have to 

give standardized exams, because no matter how much I tried to make 

them believe in themselves academically, the hopes I might have 
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instilled in them would be dashed when the results of the testing 

would be sent to them.   

It was always my struggle to try to get the students to try.  The 

administration policy and educational systems standardization was always 

thwarting my best efforts, sometimes in my mind, and almost always in the minds of 

the students, who had never experienced success, in this system.  

 Scott’s theory claims that creating legibility through standardization creates 

a society that rewards those who are most like it, those who have the same values 

(1998).  It follows then that those who value success in standardization see children 

who are not successful, a problem.  It flattens what is measured so that it becomes 

only what is being measures (Scott, 1998), students thus become only test scores 

and it follows that teachers are also seen only as their students’ successes.  Another 

effect of standardization practices that Scott elicits is that of shortsightedness 

(2013).   

Shortsightedness.  Scott’s discusses the way that standardization creates 

shortsightedness as well as a flattening of the standards being measured (1998).  

This means that experts who are synoptically viewing the standards being 

measured cannot really truly see the future clearly enough to take into 

consideration the changes necessary to enact appropriate change.  Couple this with 

the notion that there needs to be an appearance of conformity to enact legibility 

measures and the rapid transformation measures, and the results in my educational 

experience are seen in a the practical way that district and campus initiatives are 
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replaced. Campus initiatives changing often have been part of the little traditions, or 

teacher lore since I began teaching in the late nineties.  

During my teacher training, I was a student teacher in a small district 

outside a major metropolitan area in the South.  I remember looking 

for a job in the surrounding schools and campuses.  I was talking to 

the various teachers about which schools did they recommend my 

applying to.  The teachers made mention of various schools and began 

a conversation where they started critiquing different schools.  They 

said that one of the poorer schools was always looking for new 

teachers, but that was because that campus always had a new 

principal and the result of that was that for every new principal new 

initiatives were enacted.  They made mention of the fact that the older 

initiatives were never really disbanded, but that new ones were added 

on top of the ones already in place.  The teachers suggested that I 

work in a campus that was more settled with a long-standing 

principal and that I should not look at campuses that had the 

traditionally underserved because they were always at risk for 

turnover at the top.  

From the very beginning of my teaching career, I had heard of the teacher 

lore and realities of the shortsightedness of implementing new initiatives on 

campuses.  It always appears that the expediency of creating change is more 

important from the point of view of the administrator than looking long term to 

have these initiatives come to their fruition and allowing teachers and campuses to 
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work with the initiative to turn it into something valuable and longstanding.  My 

first reactions to this were that it was a result of needing new administration and it 

was the differences of administration that allowed fro the shortsightedness of 

multiple methods.  Upon further reflection and experiences, I saw that this 

represented a bigger trend than just these instances.  

We were constantly being bombarded by new methods and even new 

structure.  The characteristic of this school of choice meant that we 

needed to flexible. This flexibility included having my schedule 

changed multiple times during the first weeks as well as yearly 

changes of methods of emphasis and school mission.  The first year, 

my schedule changed two weeks into class.  I went from being 

prepared to teach Algebra I to changing to teaching various sections of 

Geometry.  This last minute change of schedule kept the opening 

weeks of transition ongoing into the first few months of school. I did 

not feel that I was comfortable in my classroom until almost 

Thanksgiving break.   

As I discussed at length previously, the campus changed the projects and 

methodology we were supposed to using; first problem based learning and a self-

contained ninth grade cohort to a push for on-line classes and multiple grades in 

one classroom with teacher as facilitator.  These rapid changes in methods and 

structure made me feel unsettled, always trying to adjust to the new demands.   

I also felt that it showed a lack of trust in my ability as a teacher, and our ability as a 

campus to implement these initiatives. It made me feel inefficacious to complete my 
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job.  Upon further reflection and experience, I see that the perceived schizophrenic 

nature of the implementation of new initiatives could be part of larger patterns.  

The district’s five-year plan was never instituted for the full five years.  

The teachers on my campus would often joke about the differences 

between what we knew to be the truth at the local campus level and 

what was represented at the district level.  I often wondered how the 

district could judge the effectiveness of the five-year plan goals if the 

goal never lasted five years.  

The effects of standardization create shortsightedness on the part of those 

who implement goals, according to Scott (1998).  The experiences that I had about 

the implementation of various methods and programs in the school of choice and 

other academic sites where I was located point to a prevalence of not letting a 

project show proof of concept, by allowing the time necessary to carry out the 

initiatives in a meaningful way.  These quickly changing methods and initiatives give 

proof of administration doing something, creating change to improve instruction, 

but left me feeling like I, and my peers, were incapable of completing these 

initiatives. These feelings of inefficacy fed into the larger pattern of the discourse 

that speaks to one of Scott’s results of legibility, which is one needs to infer that 

those who one is managing cannot have the ability to create the necessary changes 

on their own (1998).   

          Loss of métis. Scott’s characterization of métis, as the practical knowledge that 

one achieves after practicing a skill in a specialized location for extended periods of 

time resonates with me as I think about my teaching practice (1998).  It wasn’t until 
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my third full year of teaching that I felt that many aspects of my teaching were 

automatic enough to allow me to adjust myself adequately to the fine distinctions of 

pedagogy, relationship building and curriculum that were required in various 

classrooms.  I began to understand the curriculum and the specific pedagogy behind 

the curriculum much better every year that I taught.  I knew how to manage the 

administrative workload in a way that I could focus on what I saw was important in 

the classroom, as I matured as an educator.   It was through the intense work of 

understanding how to create lessons, delve into curriculum and master paperwork 

that gave me this sense of efficacy as I started to mature into my teaching career.  

My familiarity and expertise in the position I was in has similarities to Scott’s use of 

métis.   

 The efforts of legibility of the teaching profession, as outlined above, has 

created standardized lessons and plans.  Many new teachers are entering the 

profession without having to create lesson plans, because much of the work is done 

for them.  Recently, I heard about this experience while mentoring a teacher. 

The teacher had been teaching about two years.  She was a math 

teacher. She worked in a district where they had scripted lesson plans, 

meaning that they were all doing the same work, at the same time, 

with the same lessons structure and components, throughout the 

district.  She was asked by her supervisor to create tutoring sessions 

to review for the state standardized exam.  This teacher was 

devastated because she had no idea how to go about structuring a 

learning experience. She never had to do this herself.  
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 This illustration speaks to the loss of practical knowledge, or métis, 

experienced by this teacher.  When I first heard this story, I was shocked by the lack 

of teacher-type skills that this teacher demonstrated.  Scott suggests that 

standardizing projects lead to a lack of practical knowledge and that this can 

become lost (1998).  It made me ponder this experience and its relationship to 

others I have seen.  

My co-teacher in school would always have these amazing lesson 

plans, very intricate and detailed.  I often saw her teaching, and did 

not feel there was a congruity with the plans I saw and her teaching.  I 

did not realize it at the time, but her department had suggested lesson 

plans components to choose from to build lesson plan.  She just copied 

and pasted all available resources into her lesson plan template.  The 

resources were so varied that there was no way that one teacher 

could implement all resources effectively.   

 As districts and schools continue to standardized lessons, and choose the 

‘best practices’ of the experts of education, I fear that understandings of the 

practical tools of teaching will be undermined at the level of the teaching staff.   

Scott also suggests that métis is learned through repeated activity, like the repeated 

teaching act and all that accompanies it.   

 Research suggests that turnover in charter schools is significantly higher 

rates that public schools, due to “dissatisfaction with working conditions” (Stuit & 

Smith, 2010, p. 3).  My experience has shown that many characteristics of charter 

schools that I have worked in are now being implemented in public sector schooling 
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sites.  Schools of ‘choice’ have similar aims, discourse and structure, no matter the 

origins.  The turnover described here is antithetical to Scott’s concept of métis and 

the repeated, localized activity needed to achieve this practical knowledge. 

 Scott’s understanding of how standardization occurs and what its effects on 

practical relationships between the great and little traditions resonate with my 

experience in education.  Standardization had the ability to flatten results, so that 

many important details are omitted from what is being observed or what is held as 

important to those experts examining for ‘best practices’.  Standardization also 

tends to be shortsighted in the long-term effects of the programs of reform.  The fact 

that No Child Left Behind (2000) called for one hundred percent compliance by 

2014 is a good example of that.  Standardization also tends to undermine local 

expertise, or métis, those skills that can only be attained through practice.   All of 

these side effects of the standardization and legibility of the teaching profession 

have important implications for it.  The way in which teachers react in the face of 

the imposition of these standardizing practices will be examined next. (Sass et al., 

2012, p. 3).  

Arts of Resistance 

 
             Scott’s research begins to look at the ways throughout history that peasant 

societies have dealt with the stressors of oppression.  He asserts that the tools for 

resistance against projects of legibility reside in the everyday actions of the peasant 

societies (1990).  He calls these resistances the weapons of the weak, and claims 

several instances where these “weapons” have worked in destroying centralized 

claims on them including the overthrow of the policy of imposed taxes in medieval 
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France (1994).  Scott’s examination of these actions and activities is with an effort to 

look at how revolutions and the overthrow of static society can occur as a revolution 

from below (2013). I, like Scott, will examine teacher behavior in an effort to 

determine the relationship to this action and the various reform policies, as 

analyzed above that can be oppressive to teachers and students.  My effort is to look 

to teacher behavior as a possible source for incremental change in the reversing 

some of the more extreme forms of reform, or as a source for more democratic 

control of the inclusion of teacher voices in the educational decision making of all 

aspects of educational decision making.  

Why Peasants Resist 

 
Scott claims that the reason for the resistance to the impositions of the 

products of legibility among the peasant classes have to do with both the physical 

degradation of the peasant populations existence and the realization of a permanent 

inferiority of the system itself (1998).  Peasant classes throughout history have lived 

on the edge of physical existence and the imposition of legibility measures are often 

put into place in order to exact physical resources from them in the form of taxation.  

The peasants in the face of these exactions resisted the legibility measures in order 

to evade these attempts.  Legibility measures are also an attempt to control the 

population, including assigning punishment. Of course, the evasion of these 

measures, like mandatory naming conventions made it more difficult to find and 

persecute transgressions.  These instances of elusion of being identified by the 

peasants in the face of state legibility measures enacted by the state can e compared 

according to Scott to other peoples in the face of oppression.  While, in the state of 
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teachers in the face of reform policy, the stakes are not physical destitution and even 

death as is the case with more extreme forms of elusion, as Scott say these efforts 

map a trend that can expose spaces for resistance elsewhere for other groups.  

 Besides a fear of physical haleness and life itself as a reason for resistance, 

Scott identifies resistances occurring because of the perception of a permanent 

inferiority of a group of people with no hope of reprieve (1998).  Teaching as a 

profession has been undermined both within and without the profession as one of 

inferiority.  Within the field of education, the supplement of teaching experts by 

those from outside the field imposing best practices, methodology and curriculum 

on the individual teacher is described above, as well as the idea permeating 

throughout education that teachers are a problem of education that administration 

needs to overcome (see the experts story above) or manipulated to buy in to the 

new structure of reform.  This ideology of teacher inferiority is also existent in the 

larger popular culture.  

Much of the current public discussion of teacher has been dominated by the 

fights that various administration and policy advocates have had with teachers 

unions amid the reform movements. Famously, Michelle Rhee had to dismiss 

teachers from Washington D.C. in order to “sweep away bad teachers” in order to 

enact her “data driven” reform measures (Ripley, 2008).  Rhee has since stated that 

this remark was not done to undermine her feelings about teacher (MacNeil & 

Lehrer, 2009), but an effort to really make efforts to change the state of education.  

Whether or not her beliefs and/or activities have an effect on teaching throughout 

the country, her appearance ready for battle with the teachers and administration of 
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schooling on the cover of Time magazine, exemplifies the public attitude of what 

Scott says is a “permanent inferiority” of teachers and the resulting values that 

people hold about us.  This battle is only one exemplar of a variety of such battles 

publicized throughout the country between policy makers and teacher unions 

specifically about the need for school reform to enact changes that undermine 

teacher respectability.  This public face of disdain for teaching is one that I carried 

until I saw some of the complexity of teaching in the field. 

I went to private schools growing up.  It was also a very different time.  

I thought I would go into education because I had made very bad 

choices in high school and was lucky to graduate at all.  I was educated 

in a very liberal arts focused college preparatory program.  When I 

decided to go to college in my late twenties, I had enough of a basic 

understanding of academics from that training, that it served me well 

enough to go on to get my college degree. At that time I was very 

thankful for the very rigorous standards of that school, and the 

teachers in it, who gave me the basics despite my stubborn resistance 

to it.  When I decided to go into teaching in my late thirties, I thought 

that I could understand children who struggle and not judge their 

mistakes due to the plethora of my own.  I had also been a steward of 

the media, and knew that schools were failing and that the reason for 

it was the teachers who took advantage of the system only to get a 

paycheck and were unwilling and/or uncaring about their charges. I 

had read the news reports of teachers sleeping at their desks, while 
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unruly children went uneducated.  I also knew that schools were 

failing.  Data showed that we were failing in relationship to other 

countries and that we were loosing our competitive edge 

internationally.  

I was like any other person in our society and saw the publicity surrounding 

new charter schools and the reform that could only be better for the state of 

education, which was in dire straits.  

 The positions of power in educational leadership continue to hold the 

conceptions of teacher as in an antagonistic relationship towards reform measures.  

The belief that teachers in public schools do not care about children was bolstered 

as I entered the charter school movement as an employee.  

There was a general distrust and disdain of the motives of teachers in 

public education among the employees, both teachers and 

administration, in the charter school.  Most of the teachers and the 

administration were trained by Teach for America, which had a vested 

interest to prop up the stories of failing public schools and the ability 

of young go-getters to make impressive changes in short periods of 

time.  Daily, the teachers and students were told that they were 

special and the school believed it.  The greatness of our school could 

only compare favorably if the schools that the children came from 

continued to be labeled as failing with a staff that did not care about 

students.  



166 

 

According to recent research, many graduates from Teach for America have 

become major players in policy in the current reform movement (Kretchmar, Sondel, 

& Ferrare, 2014; Ravitch, 2013).  This discourse of failing schools and the amazing 

results of charter and reform movements continues to bolster both the academic 

and financial interests of those involved.  If current research is correct that many 

decision makers in the reform movement have no experience in school teacher, but 

the value they bring to education is the management of educational enterprises, 

then the value placed on the experience of teaching in education continues to be 

denigrated and devalued in this society (Kretchmar, Sondel, & Ferrare, 2014).  

 When I entered education, I saw many things that confirmed my conceptions 

about the disdain I held for teachers by some of the behaviors that individual 

teachers displayed. What I did not realize at the time that I first entered education, 

was that many of these behaviors were a direct result of the imposition of these 

reform measures and control of bureaucracy over teacher behavior that might have 

been a causal relationship between these behaviors. The weapons of the weak had 

various relationships to power and are much more complex than the naïve and 

simplistic version of right and wrong that had captured my own imagination about 

education before I entered the field.  I did not realize that the hegemony of the 

discourse of reform had come to color my own understanding of the relationships 

needed for educating our youth.  

Head for the Hills 

 
The status of the profession of teaching has been denigrated in the eyes of 

those within the profession. In my experience, there are a variety of ways that 
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teachers deal with the denigration of the profession.   One major way that those 

within the profession handle their permanent inferiority is to leave the profession.  

Scott sees a tendency, for those who can in peasant societies to “head for the hills” 

(2013) when the pressure of imposed legibility measures have become unbearable.   

In today’s society of reform measures teachers are also heading for the hills, by 

leaving the ranks of teachers.  The ways that teachers are leaving the ranks of 

teaching are not always visible, and I believe has become part of discourse of 

reform.  The experiences I have had in education show me that teachers, including 

myself are leaving the teaching, unfortunately almost all of them for greener 

pastures, or if Scott’s theory holds true, they are running for the hills to leave the 

status of permanent inferiority of the job of teaching.  

Leadership. One major way those teachers leave the profession of teaching is 

through the path of leadership.  As mentioned above, both charter and public 

schools rely on the discourse of leadership as a way to make the act of teaching amid 

the discourse of reforms palatable.   

Almost every teacher that I have met in my teaching years has been 

training in or thinking about training in another field or profession. 

When I worked in the charter school, almost every teacher who was 

through Teach for America was planning on going back to complete a 

masters degree, the majority not in their field of education.  My 

neighbor was going back for her Masters of Fine Arts, another for her 

MBA and a third was planning on going back to her alma mater to 

complete a degree in policy studies.  In the public school environment, 
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many teachers had already, or were going to get certified and trained 

in administration or were pursuing a masters in education.  Two 

coworkers were trying to get out of the classroom by pursuing a 

degree in social work to become a school counselor.  Several teachers 

also taught at community colleges and would have easily left the 

teaching job in order teach full time there.  There were only a few 

teachers on campus at the public school that seemed interested in 

teaching as a long-term prospect or career. Two of them had lifetime 

certifications.  Even I was training to better myself, getting my 

doctoral degree. 

Reseach suggests that “teachers with strong academic backgrounds are most 

inclined to leave the profession”  (Stuit & Smith, 2010, p. 1) Most teachers I met 

while teaching saw it as a temporary or transitory profession. Very few seemed 

interested in staying in the classroom and were motivated to move out as quickly as 

possible. I really enjoyed my time as a teacher, but even I, once I left was in no desire 

to rush back in.   

Retirement. Upon my entry into the profession, it was clear that many 

veteran teachers were leaving the field in record numbers.  I later found out that 

there had been a policy change with our state retirement system that stopped 

teachers from double dipping into both their own teacher retirement system and 

theirs or their spouses social security. In 2004 the retirement of teachers was 

increased over 35% over the previous year  Further research suggests that older 
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teachers are the next most likely group to leave the profession than younger 

teachers (Sass, et al. 2012, p. 3).  

In my experience over the past ten years, the charter schools I was in had a 

majority of young teachers.  In fact, I do not recall any teacher who had any 

experience over five years, except for one Spanish teacher.  In my stint in a public 

district, there were several teachers who had years of experience and were close to 

retirement age.   

When the campus teachers were all fired and needed to re-apply for 

their jobs, several veteran teachers chose to retire rather than reapply 

for their job.  Out of the eight teachers asked to stay on that campus, 

two had lifetime certification.  Out of the remaining teachers, only one 

had more than five years teaching experience. 

Teach for America (TFA). The effects of teachers leaving the profession 

increases dramatically with the influx new teachers throughout the system.   

Research suggest that turnover in schools “affects many of the organizational 

conditions important to effective schooling, such as instructional cohesion and staff 

trust (Suit & Smith, 2010, p. 1). Recent authors have pointed to the idea that the 

model for teacher retention for Teach for America is not for longer term retention in 

the field but more of a corps of leaders who will change the face of education from a 

variety of sectors (Kopp, 2012).  Many charter schools have been started by Teach 

for America alumni (Kretchmar, Sondel, & Ferrare, 2014), and it is not surprising that 

they would staff the schools with what and who they know, including those who 

have a similar educational philosophy.   
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During our yearly charter school district meeting, the founder of the 

school reported on the state of the school, including the statistics and 

successes that the district had experienced.  I remember him saying 

that he knew about the reputation that the district had regarding 

teacher turnover and he was good with that.  I remember him saying 

that if he got the best two years of a teacher’s life than that was good 

enough.  I remember sitting there with a sinking feeling in my 

stomach.  I had just spent two years in a teaching program in order to 

transition school and was already feeling like I was completely 

overwhelmed with the workload.  I was thinking about the fact that 

half way through the year, I was almost feeling comfortable in the 

classroom and that by the time two years came along I would be ready 

to really teach in a confident way.  

Upon reflection, that was the time that I knew that I had to leave that 

program because I had more respect for the profession than what the two years 

meant.  This same sentiment has been reflected in a variety of sources (Kopp, 2012; 

Ketchner, 2014).  Recent research suggests that “less than a quarter [of Teach for 

America teachers] stay in their initial, low-income school for more than three years 

(Donaldson & Johnson, 2012, p, 5).  While, some evidence suggests that other 

factors, including socioeconomic status of school and initial commitment to the 

profession influence retention, the short training time and financial incentives of 

these teachers is an impetus to serve the “two years and out” program.   It is not 
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surprising that Teach for America teachers stay in the classroom for a short amount 

of time, enough to have their students loans paid and complete their obligation.  

What is surprising is the influx of teachers non-traditionally trained into the 

ranks of public schools.   

The public school district that I worked in began a well publicized 

partnership with the previous charter district where I had worked 

previously.  I saw the superintendant of that school a year later at a 

local panel discussion, where political leaders discussed educational 

choice, where he paraded the upcoming partnership.  Part of the 

partnership brought in the charter management who was given free 

reign to hire teachers from outside the pool of trained teachers 

already within district. It is not surprising that the advocated for 

teachers trained in their own system, or the system run by former 

Teach for America alumni.    

These public and charter partnerships are not unique in the public district I 

belonged in.  The largest public district in our area had similar relationships.  

 Research suggests that teach for America is meeting its mission to transform 

public education by its management of policy by its alumni in positions of power 

(Ravitch, 2013; Kitchern, 2014).  The federal government and other private financial 

supports give tens of millions of dollars to the organization (Kitchern, 2014).  In my 

experience, the ranks of Teach for America do not plan on staying in the profession, 

partly because it is not respected.  Research suggest that the majority of Teach for 

America corp members “had planned to teach for two years or less” (Donaldson & 
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Johnson, 2012 p 3). This understanding and belief about the state of teaching holds 

sway in the larger discourse of educational reform, which has influenced these 

beliefs and cemented them in the psyche of the society.  This has open a space that 

administration can utilize non-traditionally trained teachers, like those in teach for 

America, in large numbers.  The mission of Teach for America is framed like a peace 

corps that enters into a district or area that is understaffed without a teaching pool.  

The district we are talking about is considered one of the best in the state, with 

three out of its five high schools ranked gold or silver in U.S. News rankings of 

schools.  When I first moved to the area, many teachers spoke of how wonderful the 

district was to work for. 

 One way that teacher escape the pressure of reform and programs of 

standardization is by doing what Scott suggests peasants do when they can; head for 

the hills (.   Some teachers do not leave the profession, but they stay work in the 

field.  This does not represent a compliance and agreement with the systems in 

place, but has more to do with the needs of the individual.  Many teachers in public 

education, who have spent the time and money on traditional university training, 

have much more to risk than those who are non-traditionally certified.  I found that 

many of these teachers have found coping mechanisms to deal with some of the 

educational reform measures.  I found myself having to make accommodations and 

rationalize many decisions that I found to be at odds with what I new to be true.  

Some of these varied strategies to deal with the pressures of reform resist the 

centralizing and conforming demands.  These strategies that I have become familiar 
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with during my time in education resonate with what Scott Calls Weapons of the 

Weak or everyday forms of resistance (1998).  

Weapons of the Weak 

 
Scott characterizes the behaviors of peasants in the face of centralizing and 

legibility methods as the weapons of the weak (1984, 2013).  The characteristics of 

these weapons assume that there is little that the peasant can do to be self-

determining in many of the aspects of the centralizing and tendencies of legibility.  

He states that these behaviors involve little planning, are forms of individual self-

help, avoid direct confrontation and can have ameliorating affects on the oppressive 

demands of the central administration over time (2013).  I have seen many of these 

same methods used by teachers and myself who feel that they have no ability to 

determine the methods, curriculum and structure of the schools of choice and 

reform that they are in.  Over time, the way that I have come to see these behaviors 

in others and in myself has changed.  

Characteristics.  Scott clams that there are specific characteristics that of 

those resistant behaviors of the little tradition when faced with centralizing state 

projects (1994).   These characterizations are that they involve little planning, are a 

form of individual self-help, they avoid a direct confrontation with power and that 

they can have cumulative effects over time (2013).  The behaviors that I have 

noticed in myself and from other teachers have similar characteristics.  In Scott’s 

theory, the reason for the avoidance of a direct confrontation stems from the control 

that the centralizing state has over the individual and group, or to continue to try to 

garner the few favors that being on the good side of the patronage of those 
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mediating power.  In my experience, although the circumstances are not as dire as 

the peasants in Scott’s analysis, the same desires and motivations exist. As I describe 

the weapons and coping strategies that teachers and myself have utilized to combat 

or confront impositions of reform.  

 When I first entered education, I felt that I was a capable professional with 

the ability to voice my concerns and opinions in meaningful ways.  Through a series 

of events and experiences my opinions about my value to the organization changed. 

This change coincided with my slowly evolving understanding of the nature of 

school reform and my disillusionment of my own ability to affect change for the 

students in my care.  Upon entering into the field of education, I saw the everyday 

experience and reactions of teachers to the discourse of reform on campuses of 

choice as moral failures and challenges to the profession.  Below, using Scott’s 

theory as a guidepost, I will share my own transition. 

Scott defines weapons of the weak as everyday forms of resistance to overt 

authority.  Throughout his work he discusses a variety of ways in which peasants 

thwart administrative power by retaining their commitment to illegibility, 

complying with instructions while harboring doubts, feigning ignorance to the 

proscription, engaging in slander or gossip, evading authorities, concealment and 

exploiting loopholes of the system (1994).  In my experience, truthful confrontation 

with authority was always less favored if one felt threatened in their position, or if 

one felt that the imposition was unfair, than many of these other strategies. 

Stories of feigned ignorance.  
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One of the initiatives that our school was implementing was e-

learning.  Every teacher was required to take an intensive on-line 

teaching certification class.  This class was to meet synchronously for 

one hour a week and it had a relatively rigorous course load.  

Throughout the year, all the teachers were to take the course.  My 

team was signed up for the course, which we were told would be a 

great benefit for our resumes and cost the district an incredible 

amount of money.  The course load was quite large.  And this course 

was an imposition on my time.  I already felt that much of my life 

outside of school was suffering because of the time dedicated to 

school.  After the first week or so of a dedicated attempt to stay 

focused on excelling in the course, I dedicated only the hour I needed 

to spend on it, synchronously, while completing my work instead of 

participating in the on line discussion. I only did enough to get credit 

for the class.  I felt horrible about my lack of dedication, but I complied 

with the forced obligation. Towards the end of the course, about two 

months later, our team was called in to the principal’s office, four of 

us.  The principal called us in to ask us about our progress in the 

course.  Out of the four of us, only myself was still engaged in the 

course.  One of my fellow teachers had never even gone on line, while 

the two others had dropped the course, just stopped attending. 

My first reaction was one of disbelief.  How was it possible to take on an 

obligation and then not follow through on it? What kind of professional does that 
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make? Why not just tell the principal that you were unable to complete the course? 

As I reflected upon the incident, I realized that by feigning ignorance, the teachers 

could only be faulted for being inept.  They could not be faulted for disagreeing with 

the implementation of a forced policy upon them.  It also could have been a coping 

mechanism that was not planned in advance, with the onslaught of duties that being 

the one that failed.   Upon even further reflection, I realized that the biggest problem 

on a campus is not inability, but a threat to control.  These teachers did not 

represent a threat, because they can be further characterized by the administration 

as unprofessional, therefore invalidating their future resistance.   The perceived 

failure of policy implementation can now be blamed on the teachers, and the 

administrator’s status as captain of reform is still enhanced.  

Stories of false compliance. 

  

Growing up in a family where workers do what their bosses told them, 

and working in places where one respected those in positions of 

authority. I entered the profession with an extremely active work 

ethic. I felt that when you signed up to do a job, you should do the job 

they are paying you for.  When demands were put upon me, I 

immediately conformed to the expectations without any real thought 

behind the reason why, or without questioning if I should do what 

was asked of me.  My first substituting job, I saw many instances of 

what I considered unprofessional behavior; teachers who would not 

call in when they were absent, who left a classroom with no lesson 
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plans for me as a substitute and even teachers giving grades to 

students without any demonstration of learning.   

My experience with lesson planning is a great example of how my thoughts about 

those teachers I characterized as unprofessional changed, as I saw myself slip into 

similar traits.  

My first year on the public school campus, we were required to have 

lesson plans submitted to our reviewer the week before 

implementation.  I began the beginning of the year with diligence.  

Every Thursday night, I would look at my lesson plans that were 

submitted the previous week; I would look at my yearly scope and 

sequence and begin to plan my lessons.  I made sure to include every 

mandatory requirement, including labeling the state requirement, my 

modifications for special education and English Language Learners, 

my guiding questions, objectives with variegated taxonomies 

addressed and attached documents.  I tried to follow my lesson plans 

throughout the day, and daily would have to alter my plans to address 

the real needs of the classroom.  I began to put less and less detail into 

my lesson plans because I felt they were unnecessary to the success of 

the lesson and wasted much of my time because they would not fit the 

real life experiences of the taught lesson in the classroom.  Some 

weeks, I barely put any detain in them, but always submitted lesson 

plans.  I struggled ethically with my decisions regarding what I would 

have previously understood as unprofessional behavior.  I never 



178 

 

heard anything about my lesson plans all year.  During the week that I 

was to be observed, I put together lesson plans for my reviewer that 

was more in depth. I felt guilty about playing up for the observation.   I 

received my review a few weeks later. In the column for lesson plans I 

received the lowest possible ranking.  I went to my reviewer to ask 

him about the low ranking.  I told him that I knew that I wasn’t always 

consistent with my lesson planning, but surely I did not deserve that 

low of a ranking.  He told me that he never received any lesson plans 

from me at all, the entire year.  I was shocked. I had uploaded them 

into the learning management system weekly the entire year.  He 

walked to the front office and showed me a milk crate hanging file 

folder where I was supposed to be putting the lesson plans weekly.  I 

told him that he had never told me this, and that I had put all lesson 

plans in the electronic learning management system.  He changed my 

ranking.   

This incident showed me how little my diligence was valued to those to whom I am 

accountable.  My immediate reaction was that I felt like I had allowed myself to be 

taken advantage of.  I had allowed myself to worry about being comprehensive 

enough and complete enough to meet some type of standard, whose production had 

very little value to me in a tangible way in classroom practice.  These products also 

had very little meaning to those who I needed to report these to.  Upon further 

reflection, I saw that lesson planning in the standardized, regimented form required 

by my district, and all districts that I worked for, really met some other requirement.  
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It becomes only a guidepost or leverage for those in power to have some type of 

recourse if further projects of improvement are needed.   Lesson plans also serve as 

proof, not only for the teacher, but for the administrator that they have been doing 

their jobs.  Teachers can point to lesson plans as a way to identify the work that they 

are doing, although it may have little to know resemblance to what is happening in 

the classroom due to its flattening tendencies.  For administration, the lesson plan’s 

standardized format, and teacher compliance proves that all mandatory learning is 

taking place under their watch, that they are seeing what happens in the classroom 

without ever having to step foot in an actual classroom.  

 Other incidences of false compliance that I have witnessed in my teaching 

include having other teachers sign people in to meetings, leaving early and not 

showing up for mandatory duty.  

Slander and gossip. When I first decided to go into teaching, I was warned by 

my cooperating teacher to stay away from the teacher’s lounge.  She said that the 

only thing that happened in there was trouble.  I did not know what she meant at the 

time.  My first long term substituting assignment is a great exemplar of its tenor. 

I walked into the teachers lounge to retrieve my lunch from the 

refrigerator.  The talking in the room stopped.  I greeted everyone, 

and one of the teachers began asking me about how long I was getting 

along.  It was clear that whatever they were talking about was a secret 

from me.  

 This behavior was similar to secretive behavior that teachers do not share 

with outsiders, usually having to do with their distress or complaints about an 
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administrator, or other teachers.  I was initially brought into the school environment 

by the new administrator, and by default, I was alienated from the teachers.  After a 

few months, teachers began to try to leverage my knowledge of the administrator. 

The English teacher came to me to ask what the rumors were all 

about.  She had heard that there was going to be a major restructuring 

of the campus.  She wanted to know if I knew anything about that.  I 

told her that I knew nothing.  I’m not sure that she believed me, but 

that interchange began to open doors into the closed culture of 

teaching on that campus.   

 She obviously had more of a relationship with the local teaching culture than 

I did, being considered an outsider.  As my time among those teachers was 

established and they saw that I was not given any special treatment they allowed me 

into their circle.  

E-mail letters and jokes would circulate among the majority of 

teachers on the campus.  Only those who were trusted would be 

included.  Some of them were the annoying types of junk e-mails that 

some of the teachers found cute, like crazy cat pictures or often things 

related to the stress of teaching.  However, another group of emails 

included information from the district rumor mill, often more 

accurate than the official information that we received.  Part of the 

restructuring meant that a woman who was a long time teaching 

assistant on campus was asked to leave.  She put together a 

slanderous e-mail with a goal of getting support for what she saw as 
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unethical practices on our campus by the new administration.    I was 

not a party to the original email, but read a hard copy from a mutual 

friend.  

 Scott calls this group of people a “shadow society” (1998).  The function of 

this society is a permanent critique of the elite tradition, which it only exists in 

relation to.  It’s also to voice of the tradition that is not spoken overtly.  Sometimes 

slander and gossip was unrelated to the structure of the environment. 

The principal had just started seeing a new boyfriend.  She was very 

excited about this and discussed it often in the mornings.  It became a 

running joke among the staff about the way she discussed their 

relationship and her personal life.  The staff also made comments 

about the way she dressed or other physical characteristics the 

administration.  

 Other times the slander had to do with the administrator’s relationship to 

her job and the profession. 

The staff often speculated how this principal got her job through her 

personal relationship with the superintendent of our district.   She 

admitted that she taught with him years ago in a small district north 

of the city.  They often discussed previous jobs she had and how that 

related to her new position.  She had come from highly disciplined 

schools, and there was always speculation that she did not know how 

to formulate relationships with children or teachers that were not 

domineering ones.  They also speculated that her past experience as a 
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self avowed ‘rigid, traditional’ science teacher made her unable to be 

successful in her understanding of how to implement alternate 

methods.  

 When I first began teaching, I felt that these types of interchanges were just 

mean spirited and stemmed from bitterness and jealousy.  Upon reflection and my 

own experience, my opinions changed.  

I had been on the campus for a few years and was very vocal about my 

opposition to some of the administrations plans.  The principal had 

stopped asking my advice a few years previously, mostly because I did 

not go along with her idea of the program.  I feel like she respected 

me, and that my disagreement, like any disagreement was not in 

alignment with what she had to do.   I was in another teacher’s 

classroom, when I made mention of a disagreement I had with the 

ninth graders being placed in hybrid learning environments with two 

other teachers.  I began to outline what I felt was some of the 

reasoning behind the district and the principal going in that direction, 

including financial incentives and personnel decisions.  I was blunt 

about my critique.   One of the teachers, who I did not know very well, 

said that I should be careful what I said, that I never knew who was 

listening.  I was confused.  I told her I didn’t care who heard my 

concerns.  She said that the principal could hear about it. I said that I 

hoped the principal would hear about what I said and I hoped that she 
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would invite me to have an honest, frank conversation with her about 

it.  

 From this example, it was clear that there was a perception that I was being 

slanderous to the administration by my outward critique of school policy.  I felt at 

the time that I had a justifiable reason for my critique and felt that what was in the 

best interest of the students of the school took precedence over perceived slights.   

Upon further holistic reflection, I came to understand that even what is considered 

personal slander is used as a method of critique of a system that does not 

countenance such critique and resistance.   When there is no formal venue for 

critique, all resistance becomes a form of slander in the eyes of the great tradition. 

 Like Scott’s peasants, teachers respond to the standardization of reform 

because they feel they have a status of permanent inferiority.  This inferiority is 

bolstered by current cultural conceptions of the teaching profession.  Teachers who 

can, leave the profession and are doing so through retirement and attrition.  The 

teachers left in the field utilize methods to cope in an ever tightening controlled 

standardized environment.  These Weapons of the Weak (Scott, 1998), need little 

planning, are a form of self-help and avoid direct confrontation with authority.  The 

weapons that I have examined are false compliance, feigned ignorance, slander and 

exploiting loopholes.   Scott suggests that over time, in particular circumstances, 

peasants have had positive results using these weapons of the weak.  He cites the 

example in France of taxes take off the books when peasants continuously refused to 

pay them (1998).  The question if teacher’s daily weapons are enough to overturn, 

reverse or even influence the patterns of school reform are raised if we are to 
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continue to compare Scott’s theory with the state of teacher professionalism within 

education reform currently.  

Conclusion 

 
I have used James Scott’s theory of peasant resistance and his conception of the 

centralizing state’s desire to and ability to create standardized practices to begin to 

answer my research questions.  

1. What is the context of education that causes the feeling of disempowerment 

among teachers in low performing schools?  

2. What are the different ways that we can come to understand or reframe 

those contextual and institutional constraints?  

I have made the comparison to Scott’s theory, which understands the states 

desire for legibility a precursor for standardizing practices which resonate with the 

current reform movement in education that I have experienced in schools of choice. 

I have shown how the characteristics of the traditions of education have come to 

play a part in how standardizing reforms are enacted among teachers in a variety of 

schools of choice.  I have shown how the discourse of leadership, a common 

discourse in current reform efforts, has an affect on the ways that teachers 

understand their roles.  I have also shown how this same discourse can disempower 

by leading to a lack of critique.  I have shown how teaching in isolation mirrors the 

way that Scott’s dissemination of ideology into a society acts.  One of the examples of 

this truth is the efforts to disconnect teachers, both overtly and covertly from 

traditions that resist any change through isolating practices.  
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 I have examined the way that standardizing practices work in Scott’s theory 

and their resonant stories in educational practice in my experience. Standards 

create measures, by which measurement and comparison occur, which leads to 

competition, which affects both teachers and schools.  I have examined the creation 

of experts and the impositions of best practices attest to the outcomes of new 

positions of power at the synoptic apex of teaching.  The way that position of expert 

is achieved and who gets to become the experts in educational practice, reform and 

change has been examined here and needs to be more fully examined within the 

educational landscape.  The prevalence of lay persons insisting on business models 

to structure educational experience is a testament to this.  From the position of the 

secretary of education in this country to those think tanks and educational 

foundations who determine the practices and funding of education are exemplars of 

this trend of moving outside the educational field of teaching to find experts.  Of 

course my conjecture, and Scott’s is that expertness is found in the localized metis 

and teacher practical knowledge that teachers find in their specific and longstanding 

teaching positions.  The outcomes of these practices, which are often unintended, 

include the flattening of measurement to exclude important particular information, 

shortsightedness in goal setting and a loss of métis, or personal practical knowledge 

of teachers.  

Finally, I examine the ways that teachers act following on Scott’s understanding 

of Weapons of the Weak.  Teacher attrition measures only tell part of the story. As 

Scott says, “we can’t assume that surface acceptance means deeper compliance” 
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(1998 p. 137).  Everyday forms of resistance take various forms including false 

compliance, feigned ignorance, gossip and slander.    

My journey through the profession of teaching has changed the way that I have 

come to see the landscape of education.  I never realized how complicated and 

nuanced education and its relationship were.  My simplified version of what was 

right and what was wrong in education has changed to one of ambivalence.   Actions 

that I would at first assume were justified and proper on the part of the efforts of 

administration representing the face of the reform movements, became motives that 

I critiqued as I became more educated as to the real implications in the lives of 

teachers and students.  Actions by teachers, that I would once have considered 

unprofessional, I now consider the actions of a desperate group of people, often with 

no plausible outlet. Dissent from reform measures is an unacceptable position.    

When I entered into this study, one of my overarching aims was to begin to 

reimagine and reconsider the ways that teacher professionalism can be understood.  

This aim was never fulfilled through the completion of this study.  However, on a 

practical level, the work put forward in this study goes a distance to begin to 

understand the contextual considerations of reform in new ways.  This study sets 

the stage for the continued reconstruction of teacher power and agency within the 

examined context.  Friere (1972) suggested that part of liberation included the 

understanding of the context that individuals found themselves in order to clearly 

confront the powers and realities that oppress them in order to struggle for 

freedom.  Scott understands his weapons of the weak as ways to understand the 

resistance of subjugated populations.  
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Scott suggests that peasants can overcome or change the course of standardizing 

reform measures through the use of everyday forms of resistance.  His caveat, 

though, is that all of these weapons only work if there is some room to maneuver 

(1998).  The question of whether these small incremental resistances on the part of 

teachers can be effective in resisting the onslaught of educational reforms is still a 

question.   Testing requirements in Texas have changed recently, some suspect due 

to the tangible lack of continued improvement in testing scores, and the lack of 

increases in graduation rates based on non-passage of these high-stakes tests.  Will 

it take the failure of schools to reinvent or invigorate the teaching profession?   

Although the testing requirements have been eased in Texas, districts, still supplied 

with their plethora of testing ‘experts’ and curricula based on the exams are 

continuing with standardized benchmarks, and ranking teachers based on these 

results.  Some might say that the testing regime has left its mark, so that when the 

actual test has vacated the structure of testing is still in place.   What are the long-

lasting effects to the teaching profession through this process of reform?   

 Scott suggests that the strengths of traditions and dreams of utopian 

freedoms sustain the resistance of the peasant, which occasionally erupts to full 

fledged rebellion (1998).   If we continue the similarities between Scott’s examined 

populations and other subjugated groups, like teachers, the question becomes, what 

are the traditions that teachers can cling to in the time of tightening and stringent 

reforms?  



 
 

 

Chapter 5: Summary Thoughts 

 
 In this study, I have hoped to give new voice and expression to the questions 

of what the context of education is and how it can be understood, in order to more 

fully comprehend the nature of powerlessness that I felt as a teacher.  By using 

Scott’s theoretical frame, I gave my narratives the power of method and phenomena 

to sociological research.  This has given me the opportunity to privilege my teacher 

practical knowledge.  This knowledge has been learned both through my practice as 

an educator and as a reflection of my whole narrative unity, including the 

experience I brought to teaching about a decade ago.  

 Through writing my stories I learned more about, and unearthed deeper 

meanings embedded in both the experiences I have had as an educator and in the 

transformation of my understandings of these teacher landscapes and contexts.  By 

looking deeply at the way that my normative understandings of teacher behaviors 

changed as my experience and reflections began to emerge, I began to see that my 

length of time in the field has had a major impact upon my maturity and clarity as a 

professional.   My stories and research have illuminated the way that veteran 

teacher traditions have been put aside, while simultaneously reform efforts have 

encouraged non-traditionally trained youngsters to engage in teaching as a 

temporary way to give back, rather than a lifelong professional endeavor. This 

finding reinforces the need for continued academic research in the field of teacher 

retention and the need for campus environments that focus decision-making 

practices with veteran educators.   
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 By looking through the lens of my stories, and the accompanied transition of 

my personal reflection about these same stores, I have uncovered the way that the 

discourse of reform had functioned to blind me to larger contextual issues.  

Leadership emerged as a discourse that functioned to engender buy-in on my part 

by appealing to my natural inclinations to success.  By coupling these stories with 

Scott’s stories of discourse and continued experiences, I was able to uncover for 

myself the more practical functioning of the language of leadership.  The rhetoric of 

leadership seemed to functions as a panacea that placated some, disenchanted 

others and left the more centralized, conforming practices in place unchallenged.  

These findings reinforce the need for research to tell more teachers stories of 

experience in classrooms and in the larger landscape of education.  

 Dewey said that democracy needs to be born anew in every generation 

(1936) and that democracy is an associated living together where all individuals 

have a hand in creating the joint projects of society (1991/1922).  My stories, laid 

along side the theories of Scott have elucidated the way that teacher decision-

making had been undermined in my teaching experiences.  Standardization 

privileges both curriculum and managerial experts that thwart efforts at individual 

decisions in classrooms, and joint decision-making on campuses.  Teacher 

discontent and resistance, by necessity is created through non-confrontation and 

self-help amid the isolation of the teaching endeavor.   Teacher discourse of 

discontent has been relegated through the gossip and slander characterized as 

weapons of the weak.  These findings illuminate the need to empower teachers’ as 

self-determining co-creators of best instructional and managerial practices at the 
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localized school site.  More efforts at democratic decision-making practices need to 

be investigated as ways to re-invigorate teachers on campus.  

 My research story suggests that the teacher perspective is a unique place 

from which to view and analyze school reforms measures.  The teacher professional 

landscape that I illuminate through my stories, when laid beside Scott’s sociological 

framework of the little tradition, exemplify this unique contextual position. Scott 

argues that there is a limitation to the understanding of a perspective when viewed 

from outside that tradition (2013).  My story, coming as an adult, from outside the 

profession of teaching, and my initial misunderstandings of the world I entered into 

illustrate the problems that an outsider perspective can have.  This demonstrates 

the need for teacher perspectives to be central to those stakeholders who cannot 

and do not work in the classroom day-to-day.  The continual testimony of honest 

teacher stories of school needs to be shared at all levels of decision making, locally 

on campuses, in districts, at state and national levels.  Efforts to publicize and 

distribute teachers’ stories need to be examined and researched more fully.  

 My research also points to the ongoing isolation of teachers, both as a result 

of the nature of teaching as broadly conceived and as a result of specific policy 

decisions experienced in the teaching site. When I lay my stories of isolation 

alongside Scott’s claims about the resistance that new policies of the great tradition 

have when met with a unified little tradition, I see deeper and more long lasting 

implications of teacher isolation.   My stories can only tell one small part of the 

educational narrative.  There are many other stories that can help elucidate part of 

the educational puzzle, and its only through our joined voices is an impact affected.  
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This research shows the need for teacher stories to be joined in a larger sense than 

individual stories.  Research and study needs to attend to the co-creation of teacher 

narratives and its connection to larger social and political movements in order for 

the teacher not to be a prophetic voice crying out in the wilderness.   

 This study shows that education is changing and the profession of teaching is 

also thoroughly being altered by current neo-liberal reforms.  My review of 

literature shows how Teach for America and its alumni are changing the face of 

education through infiltration into charter schools sites and other groups.  Recent 

research shows how this group is being funded by non-profit and government 

agencies while making inroads into the educational service industry and 

policymaking sectors across the country (Kretchmar, Sondel, & Ferrare, 2014).   My 

story mirrors the trajectory of these influences as they have made their way into 

more mainstream districts in campuses in my area.  The adoption of charter-type 

contracts for parents and students, extended days, standardizing of practices and 

environments are all examples from my stories. As I lay these stories of influence 

next to Scott’s assertions of the “privileged position of expert” is created through the 

practices of legibility enacted by the state, I show how charter methods and 

practices are fast becoming the best practices of a larger part of the educational 

world.  The impact of this is that what is becoming the model for practice is quickly 

located outside the purview not just of teachers, but of the larger tradition of 

education, located more firmly within the managerial ethos dominated by neo-

liberal thinking not pedagogy.  This points to the need for a continued examination 

of exactly what the methods and structure of these model schools are.  The stories of 
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teachers who teach within these schools of choice need to be examined critically as 

well as the methodologies and successes.  Currently, much of the literature of these 

schools of choice, are funded and researched by those with a vested interest in the 

project.  Researchers of all striped need to be engaged with the examination of the 

methods, practices and pedagogy employed by these schools.  Attention must also 

focus on the larger societal impact that these schooling sites have, while comparing 

these affects with the question of the societal aims and purposes of the educational 

project. Also, because this research points to the changing of the educational 

profession, more research is needed into both the short and long term effects of this 

movement to schools of choice upon the teaching profession.  

 Schools of education have a responsibility to ensure that we are engaging 

students who are well grounded in who they are, philosophically and ethically, as 

well as competent in methods and lesson creation.  The new teachers to be are 

entering a world that they have invested much of their time and commitment into.  

We need to give them every opportunity to question their own position in regard to 

hard questions at a meta-level, so that they become used to questioning who they 

are, and who they want to become both as individuals and as teacher-educators and 

professionals.   They need to want to have a hand in the development of themselves, 

their classrooms, students and their future. 

 This study is unique in that it looks outside the field of education to try to 

elucidate new ways to imagine resistance to overwhelming reform strategies.   I 

have seen few educational pieces that attempt to imagine new understandings of 

teaching though this method.  I believe that by looking for comparisons and 
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differences in sociological descriptions in other fields ripe with new fodder, 

educational understanding could re-imagine new possibilities for many problems in 

education. 

 My story is a story of reform in a very specific context and place.  These 

reform stories were chosen because they had resonance with larger themes that I 

felt had resonance both within the little tradition of teaching and also with the 

traditions as outlined by Scott.  Both of these avenues the traditions of teaching and 

the analysis of Scott’s tradition hold open many doors for further exploration.  My 

looking at other teachers’ stories, or weapons of the weak, would be one way to look 

for larger patterns across contexts.  Also, by looking for more resonances from the 

perspective of others about the application of Scott’s ideas to the field of teaching is 

also an avenue for further research. 

 The process of becoming an educator has changed who I am and what I 

believe and hope for.  The process of writing my stories of education have also 

dramatically changed me and how I come to understand both myself as an educator, 

as I come to see my future responsibility to the lives of children.  I leave this story 

told and yet untold with a better understanding of the constraints that have defined 

the contexts of teaching and education, with new ways to reframe school contexts 

and relationship and a better understanding of why and how teachers act and react 

to this context.  I hope that this study resonates with others in the way that Scott’s 

did for me.  His work gave me a new vocabulary to understand my past, a 

framework to describe my present and new unlimited possibilities to illuminate the 

future.  I hope that by finding my voice, I can encourage others to add their voices to 
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the stream of educational data and resist the structurally unchallenged neo-liberal 

reforms in education today. 
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