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Abstract 

Negotiating the Machine: Stories of Teachers at No-Excuse Charter Schools Navigating 

Neoliberal Policies and Practices 

Bianca Licata 

Neoliberalism operationalizes the White Supremacist narrative of meritocracy in spaces 

like no-excuse charter schools in order to coerce teachers to obediently turn out data that is 

productive for investors, at the expense of both teachers and Black and Brown students’ 

humanity. This dissertation defines the coercion teachers experience as a process of 

mechanization, whereby they are inducted into the narrative of meritocracy and threatened with 

material loss if they do not comply. However, contrary to current research that illustrates their 

repeated mechanization, I draw from my own experiences as a teacher at a no-excuse charter 

school to assert that teachers in these spaces do have the capacity to enact anti-racist teacher 

agency and resist. This dissertation therefore asks, How do educators at no-excuse charter 

schools engage anti-racist teacher agency to negotiate mechanization and the narrative of 

meritocracy? Over the course of 13 months, I engaged with six self-described social justice-

oriented teachers from three schools across two New Jersey cities through a methodology I 

developed called critical storying. Functioning in two parts--The Spiral and Speculation--critical 

storying first pays attention to participants' affective tensions through dialogic spiraling in order 

to identify mechanizations they experience, and ways the negotiate those mechanizations. Then, 

using participants’ own narrative imagining, I wrote each participants’ story centering them as a 

cyborg protagonist confronting and overcoming a core mechanization. The findings, as well as 

the framework and methodology developed for this study, contribute to research concerned with 



   

 

   

 

no-excuse charter schools, anti-racist teacher agency, speculative fiction, and dismantling White 

Supremacy from school systems. 
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Prologue: (Re)membering 

Dillard (2012) argues that to “(re)member” is to define oneself as a member of society 

through one’s history, community, and spirituality, and that acts of remembering “provide spaces 

of resistance to political, cultural, and social seductions” that support oppressive ideologies like 

White Supremacy, which member individuals differently (p. 17). Thus, remembering is 

important for those like myself who formerly taught as an educator in a neoliberal space 

governed by the narrative of White Supremacist meritocracy. It is particularly important for 

those of us who are White/White-passing/White adjacent, and state that they are working to 

dismantle White Supremacy. Thus, from a mestiza consciousness (Anzaldúa, 1987), as a 

researcher through this dissertation study, I sought to (re)member myself as a co-conspirator in 

the abolition of carcerality in education, and therefore saw it essential to share alongside my 

participants my own critical witnessing, self-reflections, and complicity. I approached this study 

with all of myself in order to access my own relationship with White Supremacy and the 

“culturally constructed socializations of race, gender, and other identities and the historical and 

contemporary contexts of oppressions and resistance for African-American women,” and in this 

case children (Dillard, 2000, p. 662). In (re)membering my multiplicity and positionality as a 

White-passing former practitioner through stories, I hoped to better see and hear the way other 

teachers construct their realities. (Re)membering provided me with a means through which to see 

and hear how participants reclaimed the politics of their social location (Crenshaw, 1991, p. 

1297), beyond ways they have been mechanized (a way of being I have theorized in this 

dissertation, to be further explained).  

Additionally, as Guttorm (2016) suggests, in sharing my stories, in taking up a moving, 

vulnerable position, I intended in this dissertation to meet participants and readers halfway and to 



   

 

vi 

 

invite others to meet me halfway with their stories too (p. 362), as we consider together what it 

means to experience, negotiate, and conspire against systemic harm. Furthermore, I offer these 

stories as an entrée into critical conversations about the experiences of teachers at no-excuse 

charter schools, challenging the narrative, as described further in Chapter 1 and 2, that they are 

monolithically compliant with punitive disciplinary structures that harm Black and Brown 

children. In this way, throughout this work, I take up what Boylorn & Orbe (2020) call “a critical 

lens, alongside an introspective and outward one, to make sense of who we are in the context of 

our cultural communities” (p. 17). Finally, as one body in an assemblage of bodies that make up 

the cultural landscape of education, I believe, as Dillard (2012) suggests, that engaging, 

discussing, and placing our cultural memories within the landscape of our research can “lead us 

to respond to ourselves and the world differently, more humanely, with greater response-ability” 

(p. 23). 

Thus, alongside my own stories, I reference stories told in popular culture. These stories are 

integral to my explanations of mechanization and monstrocization, two concepts that comprise 

the framework for this study. At the time of this writing, youth are leaders of social media trends 

and masters of technological play, with 95% having access to a smartphone and 45% online 

“almost constantly” (Anderson & Jiang, 2018). Through social media platforms, teens build and 

communicate whole identities in digital posts and testimonies, however anonymously executed 

(Barker, 2009; Davis, 2013; Subrahmanyam et al., 2004; Subrahmanyam & Šmahel, 2011). 

Likewise, popular culture is an assemblage of our shared imaginings and understandings of 

society, including the power dynamics between groups of people and structures, like the State 

(Hall, 2006). And this assemblage teaches us so much that cannot be surmised by mere analysis 

(Friedrich et al., 2021). Throughout the study, then, I referenced both my personal stories and 
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popular stories to support my conceptualizations about no-excuse charter schools, and the power 

running through them. 
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Chapter 1: Situating the Study 

In this chapter, I provide an overview of my study about no-excuse charter schools and the 

educators who work within them. I begin by reflecting on a conversation my friends and I had 

about social media posts that emerged in the summer of 2021, highlighting the violence Black 

and Brown students at no-excuse charter schools experience. Following my short story about 

social media posts, I review a brief history of charter schools, their emergence from the 

entanglement of White Supremacy, neoliberalism, and the narrative of meritocracy, and the 

profits that accrue to investors. Then, I describe the evolution of no-excuse charter schools, 

which have predominantly taken root in cities and serve Black and Brown students with the 

mission of raising their test scores, increasing graduation rates, and closing the so-called 

“achievement gap." No-excuse charter schools manipulate teachers who see education as a 

means for social justice into adopting hyper-vigilant disciplinary structures and a narrow focus 

on standardized tests through a process I call mechanization. Teachers are thus expected to 

transform Black and Brown students into test-taking machines. And, if students do not comply, 

as a result of teachers’ mechanization, teachers monstrocize students, or justify them as monsters 

worthy of exclusion and punishment.  

However, drawing from my experience as a teacher at a no-excuse charter school, and from 

my belief that teachers in these spaces are capable of resistance, I argue that we cannot assume 

that every teacher at no-excuse charter schools complies, obeys, and executes draconian 

protocols without question. In fact, we know very little about the way no-excuse charter school 

teachers negotiate mechanization and their desire to serve and elevate Black and Brown students. 

I argue that we must investigate the way teachers at no-excuse charter schools story who they are 

as educators, and if and how they resist mechanization and monstrocization. My research 
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question then is, How do educators at no-excuse charter schools engage anti-racist teacher 

agency to negotiate mechanization and the narrative of meritocracy? 

Personal Reflection 

“Wow, I can’t believe this.” 

“This is bad. Like, silent breakfast was bad, but this is abuse.”  

“Silent breakfast was  pretty bad.” 

“But did we hurt them like this? Sometimes I just wouldn’t do it.” 

My former colleagues turned friends texted through our group chat posts that we had found on 

@Blackatuncommon, @beingBlackatkipp, and @survivors_of_successacademy (Figure 1). We 

had created this chat after most of us left the no-excuse charter middle school where we had met 

and taught as English Language Arts and Social Studies teachers. 

No-excuse charters are so-called because they accept “no excuse” for misbehavior that 

detracts from preparing students to score high on state exams (Carter, 2000). No-excuse charters 

seek to close the so-called achievement-gap (more on this later) between the Black and Brown 

students they serve and White students, and work from deficit assumptions about their students 

in a nexus of classism and racism. As “urban” youth--code for Black or Brown and fiscally 

disadvantaged (Milner, 2012; Watson, 2011)--no-excuse charters assume that their students have 

embodied what Payne (2005) calls a culture of poverty: They do not care for education and lack 

the skills and gumption to succeed academically. It is, therefore, only through an aggressive 

system of discipline and accountability that students will score high on tests and graduate into 

college (Center for Research on Education Outcomes, 2015; Cohodes, 2018; Lake & Hernandez, 

2011; Tuttle et al, 2010). As a result, no-excuse charter schools demand that teachers follow 

instructional scripts (Golann, 2021), devote an exhausting number of hours in service of the 
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school (Torres & Weiner, 2018), and practice a “meticulous management of conduct” (Dishon & 

Goodman, 2017) over students’ bodies, behaviors, use of language, and affect in order to raise 

achievement on standardized tests. 

The four of us in this group chat were very familiar with such a system: Our former school 

was structured by strict rules of silence, manners of speaking, and an uncompromising dress 

code, accepting “no excuse” for behavior that distracted from the goal of getting every kid to and 

beyond college. Without this intense rigidity, we had been told, the Black and Brown students 

we served would likely not escape a life of poverty, violence, struggle and imprisonment. We 

were told that it was up to us to ensure they knew how to earn a place in a world based on the 

narrative of meritocracy, which says that if a person, no matter who they are, works hard enough, 

they can gain status and social acceptance within dominant society. They can, in other words, 

enjoy “success." Yet, according to Park & Liu (2014), upon closer inspection, meritocracy is 

actually a rigged game where the winners can perform and show off their Whiteness, a valuable 

property (Harris, 1993) that indicates and is commensurate with humanness (Asante, 1991). In 

this way, meritocracy upholds White Supremacy. 

In the case of schooling, Whiteness includes White knowledge (as measured through 

standardized tests), and White culture (as measured through demonstrations of obedience, 

politeness, and productivity). In order for our Black and Brown students to be meritorious, then, 

we as teachers had to unwaveringly, robotically enforce every school rule without compromise, 

rules that required their silence, obedience, and internalization of the White, middle-class script 

(Golann, 2021). In doing so, we were told to use “surgical precision," phrasing that echoes the 

trauma endured by Black and Brown communities at the hands of medical experiments since 

colonial times (Washington, 2006).But the posts that seemed to multiply in the summer of 2020, 
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when national anti-racist, anti-cop, anti-violence protests crowded screens and streets, testified to 

the anti-Black and racialized violence Black and Brown students and teachers felt at the behest 

of such no-excuse compliance. 

 Figure 1  

Example of a Post Shared in Group Chat (Black at Uncommon, 2020) 

More than a Teacher Problem 

These posts--made by former students, teachers, and parents--described teachers belittling 

students, speaking negatively about their neighborhoods and communities, and creating false 

dichotomies through systems like “paychecks,” equating obedience at the school with success in 

life (through points earned and meant to be used at a school store), and failure with poverty and 

destitution (loss of points). And again, in all cases, the treatment students faced was implicitly 

justified by a narrative of meritocracy. One post described students who had been forced to sit on 

the floor before “earning” a seat to learn (BeingBIPOCatKIPP, 2020); another detailed teachers 
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withholding lunch to punish kindergarteners for not following rules (SA Survivors Anonymous, 

2020); still more described how children were forced to be silent all day (Black at Uncommon, 

2020). But these were not the first testimonies ever recorded against the no-excuse systems that 

undergirded most no-excuse charter schools: There were numerous phone video recordings of 

teachers--namely, White teachers--screaming at Black and Brown children. One video captured a 

White Success Academy teacher tearing up an elementary school girl’s paper and berating her 

for counting incorrectly, ordering her off of the carpet to the “calm down corner," away from her 

peers who sat silent, hands folded, backs straight, unmoving (The New York Times, 2016). In 

another video, a White middle school teacher in Baltimore yelled at her class of mostly Black 

students, using the N word (O’Sullivan, 2016). Put differently, these posts were just additional 

artifacts along a long timeline of racialized violence in no-excuse charter schools, itself part of a 

larger timeline of violence targeting Black and Brown communities in the United States. 

Research on no-excuse charter schools largely focuses on the violence Black and Brown 

children face under strict protocols, and the burnout teachers experience enforcing them. Sondel 

et al (2019), for example, suggest that no-excuse systems perpetuate White saviorism, color-

blindness, and anti-Blackness and contribute to the reproduction of systemic violence against 

Black and Brown children, and children from low-income neighborhoods. Relatedly, research 

shows that punitive systems of reaculteration, administered largely by teachers, generate in Black 

and Brown students the self-doubt, anxiety, and deference to authority that are hallmarks of 

internalized racism and White Supremacy within schools (Love, 2019; Tuitt & Carter, 2008). And 

while public, private, magnet, and other types of charter schools are by no means free from systems 

that racially profile and monstrocize--or make monstrous to justify punishment–I argue that no-

excuse charter schools are most prolific in their anti-Black and racialized violence because they 
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are specifically constructed in Black and Brown neighborhoods undergirded by White saviorism 

and class saviorism, and are supported and invested in by neoliberal for-profit enterprises. 

Neoliberalism operationalizes the narrative of meritocracy to turn a profit. Neoliberalism is 

the deregulation of private industry, the privatization of public arenas, and the strengthening of 

corporate capital gain for oneself or one’s company through government reform (Au & Ferrare, 

2015; Sleeter, 2008). As a result, neoliberalism celebrates and serves those with the most control 

over corporations and the economy, which in the United States is--as a result of years of historic 

red-lining and racism against people of Color and especially Black people--White people. 

Neoliberal agendas, then, sell tools to earn or create merit for those who do not have them. In the 

context of education, neoliberalism profits from the idea that Black and Brown children do not 

have merit, as evidenced by the “achievement gap," but could earn it if they purchased and used 

tools that allegedly advance merit. Yet, as evidenced by the social media posts and various other 

media, these tools require the silence of Black and Brown students, and the denial of their full 

range of human expression. 

Yet, as my friends and I reflected on these posts, and compared who we had been as 

teachers at a no-excuse charter school to the violent figures we read about, we recognized that 

there was something missing: While we were taught that restriction and confinement would 

liberate our students, compliance was not uniform nor consistent. We were not machines, nor did 

we behave like predictable machines. Shamefully, we had enforced many of the rules, and felt 

deep conflict between our beliefs in centering our students’ humanity, and the ways we were 

expected to treat them at school in order for them to ‘succeed’. It was something we regularly 

discussed. And, in one way or another, all of us had bent or completely broken expectations in 

response to that inconsistency, and we were not alone: We knew of other colleagues and teachers 
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at other schools who had done and continued to do the same because they too recognized the 

anti-Blackness and racist violence in the rules. Thus, while teachers must be held accountable for 

their actions and for the racialized violence that they commit against children, the fact remains 

that when we 1) expect them to do harm, and 2) only hold individuals accountable and not the 

systems within which they are intertwined, then we prevent ourselves from moving closer to 

systemic transformation. 

Teachers have long been blamed, individually, for education crises and social ills, a blame 

which allowed the public and policy-makers to rationalize cutting their pay, their tenure, their 

benefits; to rationalize condemning unions and increasing surveillance; to rationalize revoking 

their freedom to innovate and instead follow scripts. Debatable benefits have followed from such 

rationalizations. Likewise, if the focus is only on individual teachers at no-excuse charter 

schools, the mechanizing system that manufactured an environment that facilitates such violence 

fails to be addressed. 

I argue that one way to examine and deconstruct no-excuse charter school systems is to 

turn toward those teachers who are resisting. Public school teachers have a long and 

well-known history acting as public intellectuals (Giroux, 1994), advocating for more equitable 

education for students. Teachers have fought alongside students, demanding greater equity, 

inclusion, representation, and freedom from racist, sexist, homophobic, and bigoted policies, 

practices, and curricula. For example, as captured by the documentary Precious Knowledge 

(McGinnis & Palos, 2011), teachers in the Tucson Unified School District (TUSD) in Arizona 

created an ethnic studies program (MAS-Mexican American Studies) to support and celebrate 

their majority Mexican American student body. The program, which explored Mexican 

American history and activism, and the value of community engagement and cultural 
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preservation, demonstrably contributed to Mexican American students’ academic growth, self-

confidence, and even performance on standardized tests. However, just as White parents 

demanded the removal of Black teachers following Brown vs. The Board of Education, and just 

as some White parents today demand the removal of Black history from their children’s 

curricula, White parents–citing concerns that MAS would foster anti-Americanism and 

resentment of White people–lobbied for Gov. Jan Brewer to sign HB 2281 banning ethnic 

studies programs. They argued that MAS could incite “an overthrow of the U.S. government," 

“ethnic solidarity," and “resentment toward a race of class of people." Brewer signed the bill in 

2010. This all came on the heels of SB 1070, which allowed law enforcement to question 

anyone’s citizenship based on racial profiling. But through the perseverance of teachers, 

students, and their communities, the law was overturned three years later for violating TUSD 

students’ civil rights. At the time of this writing, the program has expanded, and has continued to 

support the confidence, self-assurance, and academic growth of Chicanx and Latinx students in 

TUSD. 

The MAS movement and other movements supported by teacher activism have demanded 

critical conversations take place about the embeddedness of White supremacy in taken-for-

granted systems and structures. And while it can be argued that teachers at no-excuse charter 

schools do not have the same community support as public school teachers because they are not 

unionized, are under “fire-at-will” contracts, and are trained to compete rather than collaborate, 

teachers like those in TUSD faced similar threats to their livelihood and safety. Put bluntly, to 

suggest that no-excuse charter school teachers cannot and do not engage in anti-racist teacher 

activism, activism that fights neoliberal policies and practices that harm their Black and Brown 

students, in the same way as public school teachers, is to deny their agency, dynamism and 
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humanity. Given the growing proliferation of no-excuse charter schools, and the persistence of 

neoliberal policies and practices within them, it is critical to examine if and how teachers in these 

spaces resist, and the consequences of those resistances in order to 1) deepen the examination of 

systemic racism in these spaces, and 2) identify specific ways research, reform, and resistance 

movements might interrupt and dismantle White supremacy. 

Thus, in this study, I acknowledged and worked from the conceptual framework that 

teachers in no-excuse charter schools undergo Mechanization. Mechanization is a process of 

dehumanization, of turning teachers into machines, whereby they are forced--through 

socialization, manipulation of good intentions and desires for social justice, and direct threats to 

their livelihood--to internalize the narrative of meritocracy and execute neoliberal policies and 

practices over Black and Brown students. Teachers have succeeded and are rewarded if they 

graduate students who themselves become machines that output high test scores and remain 

silent and obedient. But, if students do not comply, mechanized teachers turn melancholic, and 

monstrocize the very students they have been charged with “saving” to justify punishing and 

removing them. However, I also assumed that there are teachers who resist and fight 

mechanization. 

Therefore, in this study, and through my conceptual framework grounded in mechanization, I 

challenged the narrative that all teachers at no-excuse charter schools passively obey and follow 

the narrative of meritocracy. In this study, I paid attention to the tensions teachers experienced to 

identify both the mechanizations they faced, and the ways in which they negotiated and 

potentially resisted policies and practices that reinforce the narrative of meritocracy, and White 

Supremacy. I therefore asked, How do educators at no-excuse charter schools engage anti-racist 

teacher agency and negotiate mechanization and the narrative of meritocracy?  
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Background of the Problem 

Brown, Friedman, and the Rise of Neoliberalism in Education 

Charter schools were not originally mechanizing structures outputting test scores and 

suffocating human expression. In fact, not every charter school today is like this; there are 

charters whose entire mission revolves around student expression, creativity, and independence, 

whose students often demonstrate comparable, even better, performance on standardized tests as 

students who attend traditional public schools. Take, for example, the charter school High Tech 

High featured in Most Likely to Succeed (Dintersmith et al., 2015). Free from grades, strict class 

schedules, and even standard classroom seating arrangements, the students at High Tech High 

work in teams to integrate skills across subjects and develop projects they present to an audience 

of community members at the end of the school year. The school, like many schools similarly 

structured to support student expression and curiosity, claims that its students not only score as 

well and even higher on standardized tests and are accepted at comparable rates to their public-

school peers but emerge having had a holistic and personally fulfilling education experience. 

High Tech High and other charters demonstrate what learning could look like. 

However, High Tech High and other similar schools are mostly located in affluent 

neighborhoods, serving predominantly White, middle to upper class families, while no-excuse 

charter schools take residence in economically disadvantaged city communities 

populated by Black and Brown families. Thus, White and upper-class children continue to access 

schools that reinforce their sense of freedom and their value as people as inherent, while Black 

and Brown children attend schools whose practices prioritize obedience, and message their value 

as earned through machine-like achievement on standardized tests alone. This de facto 
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segregation is the result of White supremacy empowered through the neoliberal privatization of 

public spaces, which began with Brown v. Board. 

The Supreme Court ruled in Brown v. Board of Education that State segregation laws in 

public schools, and that the notion of separate but equal, is unconstitutional. However, school 

integration was largely a response to Cold War accusations that the capitalist, free-market U.S. 

was in fact not free, and deeply hypocritical in its treatment of Black Americans, and especially 

Black WWII veterans returning from a fight for freedom, only to be subjugated to Jim Crow 

laws (Dudziak, 1988; Guinier, 2004). To reproach these criticisms, Guinier (2004) argues that 

White racial liberals made the case for integration without sacrificing their position of economic 

and political power: They rested their case on the damage segregated schools caused to Black 

children, arguing that without integration into White schools, they suffered. While this was later 

proven false, with research that instead suggested that Black children “with greater contact with 

White people experienced the most psychological distress” (Guinier, 2004, p. 111), their 

strategic decision to ignore the systemic, inequitable distribution of funding, resources, and 

power in schools vis à vis geographic segregation by class effectively concentrated segregation 

on race alone. As a result, middle class and wealthy White people could move into 

neighborhoods beyond the fiscal and housing reach of Black families, and continue sending their 

children to well-endowed public schools, or enroll them into private schools, yet still defend 

America as a place of equal opportunity. The approach to Brown, then, was an example of 

interest convergence (Park & Liu 2016), or the notion that laws are passed to (allegedly) further 

equity for Black and Brown people only insofar as White people benefit. In this case, White 

America could combat global accusations of hypocrisy--fighting in Vietnam for democracy yet 
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abusing Black Americans –and claim itself as a country of freedom, while not adequately 

redistributing resources to the Black communities from which it had plundered and withheld. 

One year following Brown in 1955, Milton Friedman released his paper, “The Role of 

Government in Education'', arguing that parents deserved to place their children in schools of 

their choice. Friedman operationalized anti-Black racism of the White elite to make a case for 

school vouchers. He asserted that the government ought to provide parents with vouchers that 

they could spend at any school of their choice, including to cover part of the cost of privately 

owned and operated schools. It was the beginning of neoliberalism, or the idea that private 

industry and private citizens be liberated from government regulations and controls. Seeing this 

as an opportunity to divest from public schools forced to integrate, White Southern elites 

mobilized the language of “school choice," “free market competition," and “education freedom” 

against school integration. Virginia, for example, moved by Friedman’s logic, provided families 

with tuition grants to send their children to any school of their choice, schools which became 

championed as “segregation academies” (Ravitch, p. 118, 2016). 

School choice became the new discourse for White Supremacy, and provided yet another 

path for White flight: Since the National Housing Act of 1934, White families could acquire low 

fixed interest rates for mortgages in newly developed suburbs. Simultaneously, banks distributed 

housing loans according to maps created by the Home Owners Loan Corporation, which 

indicated the safety of neighborhoods and likelihood that its residents would pay back loans. 

Neighborhoods marked in red were populated by Black people, poor White people, and 

immigrants. These “red-lined” neighborhoods would eventually drop in property value, lose 

business, and as a result see a rise in crime and violent policing. And even if a Black family did 
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have the financial means to move to the suburbs, covenance rules legally prevented them from 

taking up residence in neighborhoods populated by White families (Switch, 2018). 

However, while middle-class White families left for the suburbs, poor and working class 

White people could not uproot their families nor afford the cost of pricey private schools in the 

same way. Nevertheless, because Brown was discussed as an issue of racism, and ignored 

racism’s entanglement with structural economic inequity, working class White people were 

convinced that “their interests lay in White solidarity rather than collective cross-racial 

mobilization around economic interests” (Guinier, 2004, p. 96). This pathology effectively 

disrupted poor and working class White people and poor and working class Black people from 

interrogating the inadequacy of Brown to support their children economically. And this division 

would deepen even further as public schools populated largely by Black students and poor White 

students continued to be poorly funded and supported. Put bluntly, the school choice movement 

effectively deepened White Supremacy in the bones of American education, economics, and 

political systems. 

Following the desegregation of schools, section 402 of The Civil Rights Act of 1964 

required that the commissioner of education investigate the "lack of availability of equal 

educational opportunities for individuals by reason of race, color, religion, or national origin in 

public educational institutions,'' and present their findings in a report within two years. John 

Hopkins sociologist James Coleman was thus tasked with organizing a team to survey public 

schools in the U.S., and determine whether or not desegregated education was resulting in 

equitable learning for Black and Brown children. To do this, they used evaluative intelligence 

that, like the tests of the early 1900s, placed “poor children, immigrant children and children of 

Color at a major disadvantage to their White counterparts” (Tyack, 1974, p. 188-189).  
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 Nevertheless, their report had two overarching conclusions: 1) there was an achievement 

gap between Black and White students, specifically Black students in the south and White 

students in the north, and 2) students’ families and cultures were responsible for their success. 

Taking all these results together, one implication stands out above all: That schools bring 

little influence to bear on a child’s achievement that is independent of his background and 

general social context; and that this very lack of an independent effect means that the 

inequalities imposed on children by their home, neighborhood, and peer environment are 

carried along to become the inequalities with which they confront adult life at the end of 

school. (Coleman et al., 1966, p. 325) 

Coleman’s conclusion, like Brown, ignored the continued structural and funding inequities 

resulting from legal, discriminatory housing practices like red-lining, which would not be 

addressed until the passage of the Fair Housing Act of 1968 (which still did not prevent banks 

from refusing loans to Black Americans). Instead, it reified deficit thinking about Black families 

using scientific language and tests rooted in Eurocentric and White American knowledge and 

ways of knowing. Not only this, but the report further blamed families for students’ lack of 

interest in school and behavioral deviancy (Coleman et al., 1966, p. 466). Coleman’s framing of 

inequity as the fault of Black and Brown families obfuscated a matrix of historically racist 

policies, curricula, and test material designed to marginalize Black and Brown knowledge and 

culture (Ladson-Billings, 2006). Nevertheless, research associating behavior to achievement 

validated academic interventions rooted in the fastidious control over Black and Brown student 

bodies, and a focused acculturation of their behaviors. Thus, in 1965, the Elementary and 

Secondary School Act was passed as part of Johnson’s “war on poverty," which included Title I, 

providing funding to schools that serve a majority of students from “low-income” (read: 

systematically neglected through racist laws) communities with the intention of closing the 

“achievement gap." 
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However, systemic inequity not only persisted, but deepened as Black and Brown 

communities sought to celebrate their knowledge, literacy, and power. The Black Panther Party 

(BPP) was founded in Oakland, California in 1966 to address the continued inequities the Civil 

Rights Act did and the war on poverty failed to address. As part of their dedication to community 

health and growth, they launched free lunch programs for kids, and in 1969 created “liberation 

schools," which were hosted in community spaces, including churches and homes, with 

curriculum created by volunteers in the community. They later would create the Intercommunal 

Youth Institute (now known as the Oakland Community School) in response to the widespread 

myth that Black children and families are culturally and intellectually deficient in comparison to 

White children, and need to “catch up." Yet, as part of their anti-communist campaign, U.S. 

Counter Intelligence Program (COINTELPRO) was hard at work to undermine and dismantle the 

BPP. Just as the BPP schools and community movements were gaining traction, leaders Fred 

Hampton and Mark Clark were assassinated as they slept by 14 police officers who bore into 

their Chicago apartment. Then, not long after their deaths, Nixon launched the infamous “war on 

drugs." 

Friedman’s (1955) language of neoliberalism and Coleman’s (1966) language of deficit 

gave anti-Black racism new words in which to live, and reinforced the narrative that (White) 

merit alone could close the “achievement gap." Simultaneously, news reports would describe 

youth of Color in terms of fear, violence, and crime, prompting The President’s Commission on 

Law Enforcement and Administration of Justice to identify youth as the biggest impediment to 

overall crime reduction, stating, “America’s best hope for reducing crime is to reduce juvenile 

delinquency and youth crime” (ACLU, 2017, p. 4). Nixon’s 1971 declaration of a war on drugs 

gave more words to the discourse of anti-Black racism, and heightened the fear and mistrust of 
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Black youth. In DuVernay’s (2016) documentary 13th, former Nixon aide John Ehrlichman 

describes the continued coding of racism within language of public concern: 

You understand what I’m saying? We knew we couldn’t make it illegal to be either against 

the [Vietnam] war or Black, but by getting the public to associate the hippies with 

marijuana and Blacks with heroin, and then criminalizing both heavily, we could disrupt 

those communities. We could arrest their leaders, raid their homes, break up their meetings, 

and vilify them night after night on the evening news. Did we know we were lying about 

the drugs? Of course we did. 

For the next two decades (and beyond), inequitable drug laws targeted Black youth and 

communities, who were thus characterized by the media as violent, drug-abusing, miscreants. 

For example, the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986 criminalized the possession of crack-cocaine, 

which was more commonly found in Black communities, much more harshly than the possession 

of cocaine, most commonly found in White communities (Kendi, 2016, p. 435). As a result of 

disproportionate punishment and policing, Black youth would be incarcerated at much higher 

rates than White youths (Figure 2). Made public, anti-Black racism against fiscally 

disadvantaged youth, was reified under so-called concerns for safety. 

In the 1980s and 90s, Black youth faced sharply increasing measures of surveillance and 

criminalization on the streets (Alexander, 2020; Hinton, 2017), a surge of on-campus “safety 

officers," and the creation of school programs meant to identify and label children as at-risk for 

“delinquency” (Hinton, 2017). Delinquency is a term that harkens back to the “nativistic fear of 

the ‘menace’” (aka racism) (Richardson, 1994, p. 701), where it is understood that delinquents 

“threaten the reproduction of labor and economic systems of value” through their perceived  

unpredictable behaviors and potential for social and sexual deviancy (Ramlow, 2005, p. 117, p. 

127). In other words, so-called delinquents keep society from functioning. As they became 

interchangeable with “delinquent," “Black and Brown children” became the “carriers of terror” 

(Sharpe, 2016, p. 15) in White society, and by extension, places of education. 
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Figure 2  

Juvenile Arrest Rate Trends from the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention 

(U.S. Department of Justice) 

 

Bryan (2020) calls the relationship between the policing, labeling and expulsion of Black 

and Brown people the school playground-to-prison pipeline (SPTPP). But as Annamma (2017) 

points out, targeted labeling and targeted mass incarceration are a nexus rather than a pipeline: 

Black and Brown children, particularly Black girls, are pathologized into believing they are 

unintelligent, delinquent, deviant, and criminal, priming them to be received by prisons that 

profit from their incarceration. Yet, in the 1980s (and arguably still today), fiscally 

disadvantaged Black and Brown children and their families continue to be blamed for low 

academic achievement (Payne, 2005), and public schools were blamed for the widening 

achievement gap. Enter the 1983 A Nation at Risk report, which would note that the United 

States was being “eroded by a rising tide of American mediocrity” (The National Commission on 

Excellence in Education, 1983), and that American education had especially failed 

“disadvantaged” Black and Brown children. Inspired by his education advisor Milton Friedman, 

and reinforcing anti-socialist Cold War sentiments, then President Ronald Reagan would respond 
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to the report by arguing that school choice and privatization would provide the competitive drive 

necessary to fix American education:  

Choice in education is no mere abstraction. Like its economic cousin, free enterprise, and 

its political cousin, democracy, it affords hope and opportunity…Without appropriate 

education, it’s nearly impossible for the disadvantaged to improve themselves. Engaged 

parents and engaged teachers mean engaged students and a better educated America 

(Reagan, 1989) 

This time, rather than make money from Southern racists, private industry could make money 

through competition to “save” Black students from a future of incarceration and close the 

achievement gap opened by Coleman nearly two decades prior. 

Five years after A Nation at Risk in 1988, a teacher activist named Al Shanker, who was the 

head of the American Federation of Teachers, proposed a new vision for education: the charter 

school. Shanker believed that teachers should be able to experiment with curriculum in order to 

serve those students who struggled the most. Drawing from Budde’s (1988) “Education by 

Charter,” Shanker proposed that districts create joint school board union panels to review 

voluntarily created teacher proposals for curriculum, and if approved would 1) locate and 

provide teacher teams with money in addition to their share of the per pupil budget to develop 

their proposals, and 2) waive bureaucratic barriers that legitimately prevented their innovative 

development. Additionally, if the charter operated as a “school-within-a-school," as Shanker 

envisioned, other educators in the parent school would have to agree to share space with the 

charter. Finally, and importantly, the charter must not cause harm. The school could also not 

have an adverse impact on other faculty and students in the district or within the school building, 

and it would have to accept students who are representative of other students in the district or 

building in terms of ability and background. Charter schools also would have to conform to other 

civil rights guarantees. (Shanker, 1988, p. 98.) 
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If exempt from state regulations that restricted typical public schools, charters would be 

free to innovate. And many schools would open under Shanker’s vision through the 1990s and 

into the early 2000s. For example, according to their website, the Creative Arts Charter Schools 

(CACS) opened in 1994 with a hands-on, experiential approach to teaching and learning based 

on “constructivist learning theory developed on the premise that students construct their own 

understanding of the world by generating rules and mental models that help them make sense of 

experiences” (Creative Arts Charter School, 2020). 

Attracted to the idea that charters could disrupt bureaucracy, funnel off public money, and 

support private industry, neoliberal financiers backed Shanker and then co-opted his idea. 

Shanker would ultimately divorce himself from the charter movement in 1994, condemning 

those like the first in Michigan at the time, the Noah Webster Academy, as “nothing but a clever 

scheme to get public money” (Ravitch quoting Shanker in her blog post, 2013). He would go on 

to resist models of investment, management, and profit that are now recognized and widely 

opposed for using students, especially those in urban, Black and Brown communities, as cash 

cows. 

Charters for Profit 

Charters--including those claiming “non-profit” status--are often run by a management 

company known as a charter management organization (CMO). These organizations handle 

everything on behalf of a charter school, from accounting and operations, to hiring teachers. 

Sometimes only some of the charter school funding is portioned to its CMO, but sometimes as 

much as 95% to 100% goes to the CMO in what is known as a “sweeps” contract (Wang, 2014). 

Regardless, however much money is allocated to the CMO, it can (and does) parse this money 

out to other private corporations, sometimes owned by the same people operating the CMO. 
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And, because corporations are not legally required to disclose their spending to any state board 

of education and can claim spending information as proprietary to their services, taxpayers may 

never know if their money is being spent on their children’s education, or to simply increase the 

capital of private entities. 

As if this were not disturbing enough, a CMO--as well as its landlord, consultancy agency, 

and various vendors--could be controlled by the charter’s founders and/or board of directors 

(and, state-depending, a founder could also be on the board). For example, as described in an 

article by Wang (2015), Baker Mitchell, founder of four charters in North Carolina, also owned 

their CMO, Roger Bacon Academy, and the company from which the schools leased their space. 

Mitchell, like other charter entrepreneurs associated with the American Legislative Exchange 

Council (ALEC) and Americans for Prosperity Foundation, also lobbied and saw the passage of 

a bill in North Carolina that relaxed requirements that teachers be certified, saving him the cost 

of having to pay the salary rate of a trained and certified teacher. Mitchell reportedly acquired 

$20 million from two schools over six years without recourse. 

In addition to financing legal shell companies, hedge fund managers and other private 

investors can also profit off charter schools thanks to two decades of increasingly lax tax codes 

and regulations tied to gentrification. In 1997, the Columbia University think tank The American 

Assembly released a report to Congress and the White House advocating for the deregulation of 

businesses so they could invest in Black and Brown “underserved” neighborhoods and help them 

build “community capitalism": Racism continues to play an inappropriate role in strategic 

decision-making regarding business location and capital investment. Simply put, opportunities 

for solid business investment in these areas are often ignored due to the race or class of the 

people living in the area. (The American Assembly, 1997, p. 15) 
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This report and others advocated for the deregulation and incentivization of businesses as a 

means to address the fiscal ramifications of racist red-lining practices. A few years later, the 

Community Renewal Tax Relief Act of 2000 was passed, which included a New Markets Tax 

Credit Program (NMTCP) that rewarded corporations with a tax credit against their federal 

income tax for investing in certified community development financial institutions (CDFIs), 

which are private financial institutions that lend to projects meant to support the growth of low-

income neighborhoods–like charter schools. In other words, charter schools, like public schools, 

receive funding vis a vis property income tax. However, because these tend to be less than 

affluent neighborhoods, charters seeking to take root in low-income city areas must also find 

funding elsewhere, and so turn to CDFIs (Donovan, 2008). And while it appears that a business 

incentive would benefit these communities through the NMTCP, they also hugely benefit the 

investors. 

As a result of this change to the tax code, banks and equity funds that invest in charter 

schools in underserved areas can take advantage of a very generous tax credit, which is 

particularly attractive to real-estate investors. In fact, many charter schools rely on real-estate 

investment groups for survival, which can happen in two ways – through private “Friends of” 

groups, and real estate investment trusts (REITs). “Friends of” organizations in New Jersey serve 

as private partners that often enter into real estate contracts on behalf of non-profit charters. 

Developers (who may or may not also be affiliated with “Friends”) will sell “Friends” buildings, 

the mortgages of which are sometimes at 10% or higher. “Friends” will then charge the charter 

rent at marked up rates. If the building was dilapidated, which it often is, the rental amount will 

be even larger in order to pay for repairs.  



   

 

22 
 

Similarly, REITs will use investors’ money to purchase a building, then rent it to a non-

profit charter, and dispense the rent as dividends. REITs will guarantee investors a certain 

percentage return according to the percentage that they invested, usually adjusted to account for 

projected increases in rent or other factors. But REITs have the potential to earn investors even 

more money if they operate as a Delaware Statutory Trust (DST). Unlike other REITs, a DST 

allows investors to not cash out, and therefore not have to pay capital gains taxes. Instead, they 

can roll their dividends back into the trust, thereby increasing the percentage of their share in the 

DST and increasing the amount they earn. Investors, then, make the most money when they 

invest in multiple properties over time. When a REIT is ready to sell their “portfolio” of charter 

schools, they can turn over a massive profit. Take for example Entertainment Properties Trust 

(EPR)--one of the largest REITs responsible for dozens of New Jersey charters--who sold its 

portfolio of charters in 2019 for a total of $454 million (Zacks Equity Research, 2019). Supported 

by the Community Tax Relief Act of 2000, the U.S. Department of Education’s yearly Charter 

Schools Program (CSP) Grant to developers who open or expand “High-Quality Charter 

Schools”, and the charter school’s narrative of White Saviorism and meritocracy, investors can 

easily double their money in DSTs that are devoted to charter schools on path to expansion. 

In short, investing in no-excuse charters that serve fiscally disadvantaged Black and 

Brown communities has been considered “a major untapped domestic market and business 

opportunity” (The American Assembly Report, 1997, p.3). However, like public schools, charter 

schools have to follow federal policies like No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), which 

demanded schools demonstrate growth on standardized tests. Yet, in spite of claims that 

standardized tests and even standardized curriculum would create equity between Black and 

Brown, and White students (Hirsch, 1999; Ravitch, 1983), standardized testing is rooted in a 
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history of testing related to the eugenics movement in education: In the 1910s, Goddard 

developed intelligence tests from Binet’s intelligence test in France to determine whether or not a 

person was “feebleminded." 

After first running experiments on immigrants in Ellis Island and concluding that they 

were “feebleminded," the test was adopted by New York public schools to track students into 

specialized classes. Eventually, Terman evolved the test into the Stanford Binet intelligence tests 

“based on a small sample of 982 native-born children from European-American, middle class, 

Protestant homes” (Stoskopf, 2002, p. 129), which eventually became widely used, standardized 

achievement tests. These tests were used to suggest that poor, immigrant, and Black and Brown 

children, who because of the tests’ biased origins did not score well, not only be trained as 

laborers, but according to eugenicists be prevented from reproducing, or as Terman noted 

“constitute a grave problem because of their unusually prolific breeding” (Terman quoted in 

Stoskopf, 2002, p. 129) 

In spite of its racist roots, NCLB was passed as an iteration of the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act (ESEA) with the intention to raise Black and Brown students’ test 

scores through increased measures of accountability, noting that “the academic achievement gap 

in this country between rich and poor, White and Black and Brown students, remains wide” and 

that, as then President Bush said of the country’s educational divide, “too many of our neediest 

children are being left behind” (Ohnemus, 2002, p.8). It required schools receiving federal 

funding (i.e., public and charter schools) to publish State Standardized achievement scores and 

demonstrate Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) or incur “increasingly severe sanctions," like staff 

termination, federal takeover, and school closure (Minthrop & Sunderman, 2009). 
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As a result, many parents who found their school’s reports unsatisfactory moved schools, 

effectively resulting in an educational White flight comparable to that after Brown: those who 

could afford to move their students to “better” schools--typically White, middle class--were able 

to do so, culminating in further de facto segregation (Licata, 2014). Simultaneously, because 

charters were also populating city centers, many families moved their children from public to 

charter if they could. Thus, because public schools receive funding through their reported 

attendance records in addition to property taxes, schools that lost students effectively lost 

funding. Exclusionary and punitive, NCLB eventually shuttered many historically red-lined Title 

I public schools serving mostly Black and Brown students when they did not show improvement, 

resulting in “a systematic disinvestment of other community institutions such as public housing 

units, recreational facilities, and small businesses” (Rosales, 2015, p. 2). Held to the same 

standard and wishing to continue serving students (and for many, to continue profiting), charter 

schools in Black and Brown neighborhoods hyper-focused on raising students’ achievement 

scores and invested in all those tools considered to support them. 

The Evolution of No-Excuse Charters 

While there were many different charters that emerged between the 1990s and early 

2000s--arts charters, science and math charters, project-based charters--one type stood apart, 

with its ethos of “rigor” and meritocracy, and its focus on high-achievement on standardized 

tests. It was the type of school that took no excuses for failure, and believed that strict discipline 

and behavior management, and rigorous test preparation was the way to close the achievement 

gap. If students could become test-taking machines, they could win. In 2000, Carter would dub 

these types of schools “no-excuse” schools in his book No Excuses: 21 High-Performing, High-

Poverty Schools. As part of the “No-Excuse” campaign launched by conservative think-tank The 
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Heritage Foundation, Carter argues that the test is a reliable diagnostic of students’ abilities and 

skills, and advocates for schools engaged in rigorous test preparation through strict discipline and 

dedicated teachers, particularly those who “can enter into teaching without first dawdling in 

expensive programs unrelated to their daily assignments as teachers” (p. 19), in other words, 

those who are untrained and uncertified, those open to obeying and executing systems of control. 

Grounded in a discourse of urgency and salvation (Sondel et al., 2019), no-excuse 

charters habituate Black and Brown students into test-taking behaviors through a 

meticulous system of tracking, where their actions add to or subtract from often publicly-posted 

numbers that represent and rank their character (Goodman, 2013). The higher the number, the 

“better” the student’s character. According to Mehta & Fine (2019), these discipline structures 

are rooted in “broken windows” policing, or the idea that permitting a small infraction will lead 

to a larger one, thus calling for a discipline system which involves penalties for small infractions 

such as dress code violations; high academic expectations, organized around state standardized 

tests and college preparatory exams; and strong norms of classroom control, including, famously, 

the requirement that students actively track speakers with their eyes in an effort to avoid 

distractions (p. 101) Learning, as Mehta and Fine (2019) note, is something to comply with 

rather than to enjoy.  

Charter school advocates argue that such discriminating measures and harsh punishments 

allegedly contribute to increased test scores (Center for Research on Education Outcomes, 2015; 

Lake & Hernandez, 2011). Yet, research has found that children who attend charter schools do 

not achieve higher on standardized tests than their public-school counterparts. In a longitudinal 

study by the Institute of Education Sciences for the U.S. Department of Education, 36 charter 

schools across 15 states over the course of three years did not demonstrate statistically significant 



   

 

26 
 

differences in academic achievement compared to their public-school counterparts (National 

Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, 2010). In a follow up study, 

researchers investigated whether enrolling in a charter middle school impacted college 

admissions. They found that attending a charter school had no impact on college entry or success 

or completion of college, and that achievement at the middle school did not increase the 

likelihood students would enroll in or complete college (Place & Gleason, 2019). 

However, disciplinarian charters have been shown to reproduce trauma (Woodson, 2020) 

and generate the self-doubt, anxiety, and deference to authority that are hallmarks of Black and 

Brown students’ internalized racism (Love, 2019; Tuitt & Carter, 2008). Far from liberating, 

draconian protocols deem acts of play and joy as disruptive. Black and Brown children and their 

play as Bryan (2020) wrote quoting Curry (2017), are transformed through no excuse 

disciplinary systems as the “White race’s antipodal monstrosity” (p. 4), extending the school to 

prison pipeline. No excuse charters pressurize students to become “worker-learners” (Golann, 

2015), and hinder their success in and completion of college (Dishon & Goodman, 2017), adding 

to an education debt owed to Black and Brown communities (Ladson-Billings, 2006). It is in this 

way that no-excuse behavior management systems operate as an apparatus for White Supremacy 

(Au & Ferrare, 2015; Sondel et al., 2019). 

Driven by the spirit of White Supremacy, wielding a narrative of meritocracy, and 

structured within a framework of neoliberalism, no-excuse charter school investors fiscally thrive 

by turning deans, principals, and teachers into machines who, on pain of destruction, must make 

achievement machines out of students. This occurs through what I call a process of 

Mechanization: Teachers are indoctrinated into the narrative of meritocracy and a culture of 

compliance through repeated storytelling and the embodiment of gestures; they are threatened 
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with the loss of opportunities, privileges, and their jobs for non-compliance; they are pitted 

against one another and other schools in competition; they are told deficit narratives about Black 

and Brown students, and made to believe that closing the achievement gap through punitive 

measure and scripted curriculum is the solution. And, under these systems of accountability, 

teachers are stripped of other narratives and stories that make them who they are, and thus 

stripped of their agency to resist reinforcing the narrative of meritocracy. It is a process that 

harkens back to turn of the century social efficiency advocates for Taylorized teaching practices 

(Kliebard, 2004, p. 24). These contemporary neoliberal accountability policies tie teachers’ job 

security to student performance (Sloan, 2006; Buchanan, 2015), which they come to view as 

their measure of self and success. Treated as machinery, teachers under neoliberal policies are 

meant to build workers that “function well and without complaint in the hierarchical structure of 

the modern corporation” (Bowles & Gintis, 2011, p. 1). 

To accomplish their mission, no-excuse charters typically recruit untrained, young, aspiring 

teachers who consider themselves social justice advocates, willing to learn how to liberate Black 

and Brown students from poverty and social inequity and close the achievement gap. For this 

study, I draw from Cochran-Smith (2010) to define social justice as acknowledging the power 

possessed by oppressed social groups; as a multicultural paradigm that rejects eurocentrism and 

demands that Black and Brown humanity be centered and recognized (Asante, 1991); and, as 

ongoing teacher reflection and examination of “taken-for-granted beliefs in relation to classroom 

actions” (Villegas, 2007, p. 374). I also draw from Love (2019), who specifies social justice as 

rooted in abolition in education, defining it as “the practice of working in solidarity with 

communities of Color while drawing on the imagination, creativity, refusal (re)membering, 

visionary thinking, healing, rebellious spirit boldness, determination, and subversiveness of 
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abolitionists to eradicate injustice in and outside of schools” (p. 2). Many aspiring educators 

often start as Teach for America fellows, and many learn to identify the achievement gap as a 

real barrier to students’ success, or access to a fuller human life. The achievement gap is 

positioned as a great social injustice, one that they have been told public school teachers have 

failed to close (Brewer et al., 2018; Sondel et al., 2019), thus galvanizing them to close it by any 

means necessary. Although no-excuse charter schools rely on strict, silencing, and punitive 

behavioral protocols, and often highly scripted, lock-step lessons, educators are drawn to them 

for their missions to fight for social justice, vis a vis closing the achievement gap, and thus 

choose them as an entrée into teaching (Malloy & Wholstetter, 2003; Weiner & Torres, 2016). 

Yet, as explored in opening to this dissertation, children’s humanity is harmed rather than 

centered, rather than celebrated through carceral structures, time and again.  

And yet, as my group chat friends and I reflected, teachers at no-excuse charters are not 

machines. To accept otherwise is to accept defeat in a decades-long battle against the violence of 

White supremacy, bolstered by neoliberalism, in education. However, while there is quite a bit of 

research and media reporting regarding the harm caused by teachers at no-excuse charter 

schools, there is little to no research exploring their resistance. And so I ask again, How do 

educators at no-excuse charter schools engage anti-racist teacher agency to negotiate 

mechanization and the narrative of meritocracy? 

Problem Statement 

Much of the research would suggest that teachers are purveyors of violence against Black 

and Brown students at no-excuse charter schools. For example, the UCLA Civil Rights Project 

compares teachers’ reinforcement of no-excuse discipline practices to 

a form of complicity with this “new Jim Crow,” similar to the concern Alexander raises 

when she writes, “Parents and school teachers counsel Black children that, if they ever 
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hope to escape this system [of control] and avoid prison time, they must be on their best 

behavior, raise their arms and spread their legs for police without complaint (Alexander, 

2012, p. 215). (Losen et al, 2016, p. 23) 

These disciplinary policies reinforce racist biases in teachers. Scott et al (2017) for example 

found that teachers at no-excuse charters perceive Black students as “loud," “defiant," or 

“dangerous” (p. 11). Additionally, Losen et al (2016) show that teachers and administrators at 

no-excuse charter schools suspend up to 50% of their Black and Brown special education 

populations, contributing to the pathologization of Black and Brown students as inferior, and 

destined for criminality (Annamma, 2017). On the other hand, many of these same students who 

receive an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) are kept from the “rigor” on which the school 

prides itself as part of nationwide “pushout” practices (Waitoller et al., 2019). Overall, racist 

exclusionary practices and discipline committed by teachers at no-excuse charter schools against 

Black and Brown students have been widely discussed in the news and media (Green, 2016). 

On the other hand, very little research acknowledges the humanity of these educators, and 

if it does, it positions them as victims of the neoliberal machine. Torres (2014) notes that 

teachers at no-excuse charter schools often quit as a result of “limited autonomy”; although they 

expected to contribute to school-wide decisions and innovations, many found themselves 

operating as “construction workers," rather than “architects”. In another study, Torres & Weiner 

(2018) found that teachers entered a charter expecting to engage in creative teaching approaches, 

and hold critical conversations with students, but found themselves overwhelmed by the 

demands to prepare for state exams and monitor student behaviors. And White (2018) found that 

no-excuse charters with “weak labor protections, hiring practices that relied on out-of-state 

teachers via alternative teacher certification programs, as well as the disproportionate influence 

of private donors and external managers” experienced high turnover rates of teachers of Color (p. 

11), who also felt these schools minimized students’ cultures, and treated them, as Kohli (2018) 



   

 

30 
 

also noted, “as commodities that are useful to the academic success of students of Color” rather 

than “as people with intrinsic worth and the ability to challenge and transform education” (p. 

325). 

Overall, the narrative created by the research I reviewed suggests that teachers at no-excuse 

charter schools are devoid of the capacity to make change and fight against racist, neoliberal 

reforms and the narrative of meritocracy, unlike their public school counterparts. Research 

suggests that public school teachers collaborate to fight against neoliberal reforms that 

commodify students into test scores, make “public dollars available to private industry and 

investors”, including curriculum writers and professional developers who promise to tailor 

teachers to raise scores (Horn, 2014, p. 279), and thus reduce the learning potentiality for the 

Black and Brown students they purportedly serve (Au & Ferrare, 2015; White, 2020). Anderson 

& Cohen (2015) write that some public-school teachers resist such neoliberalism through critical 

vigilance, or introspection about the impact of neoliberalism on their identity; counter discourse, 

or alternative ways of speaking about education; and counter-conduct and appropriation, or 

subversive action within neoliberal policy constraints. Crawford-Garrett and Riley (2016) 

describes two groups of teachers in Philadelphia who subverted neoliberal reforms through 

“counter-mandates," or “alternate forms of authority to which the teachers appealed and to which 

they felt accountable” (p. 37), which included their communities (past and present), and 

convictions about racial and social justice in education. Au (2016) also describes actions, 

conferences, and networks of teachers who resist reforms. In one case, public-school teachers 

from Garfield High School in Washington refused to administer the Measure of Academic 

Progress (MAP), a district-mandated test, which they found restricting to teaching and 

oppressive to students, and won the support of not only their community, but educators across 
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the country (p. 318). Yet, there is little research regarding no-excuse charter school teacher 

resistance to White Supremacist, neoliberal reforms. 

It is important to investigate if and how these educators leverage liberatory consciousness, 

considering the proliferation of charter schools in the United States and their expected use of no-

excuse control tactics to “help” Black and Brown youth (Love, 2019), which is the fulcrum of 

White Supremacy within charters. While teachers are not the sole saviors of education, nor 

should they address all of society’s issues, they are still critical figures in the fight for social 

justice and equity in education. As Giroux (1994) says of teachers as public intellectuals, no-

excuse charter school teachers are positioned to form “alliances with other cultural workers in 

order to debate and shape educational policy at the local, state, and federal levels of government” 

(p. 44), and amend lax regulations that demented the creative potential of what charters could 

have been, per their original intent and design, to be what Love calls co-conspirators (personal 

correspondence, 2022). If public school teachers, in the most complex of circumstances, have 

fought mechanization, then teachers at no-excuse charter schools may be doing the same. 

Unfortunately, we simply do not know. 

Purpose and Conceptual Framework 

The purpose of the study was to investigate how teachers at no-excuse charter schools 

navigate and potentially resist mechanization. I developed mechanization as a theory to describe 

the process by which individuals are colonized by a narrative that equates their value to their 

production--the narrative of White Supremacist meritocracy, the narrative used by neoliberalism-

-vis a vis repeated exposure to the narrative in discourse and physical gestures, and through the 

use of material threats. For those who undergo mechanization, the loss of privileges, 

opportunities, benefits, or the position of employment itself is very real; they are expected to 
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compromise their beliefs--in social justice, in equity--in exchange for financial security, or the 

future of their career. Waging this exchange, as part of mechanization, is easiest with those who 

are new to the field, and/or may lack the experience and community connections to negotiate or 

navigate their way out. 

Neoliberal no-excuse charters that expect teachers to output student test-taking machines 

typically hire teachers with minimal experience who believe in social justice through education. 

These qualities are key: Because they are often not formally trained nor experienced as a lead 

classroom, these teachers are perceived as more susceptible to believing that a no-excuse 

approach is the only answer to serving fiscally disadvantaged, Black and Brown students. It is 

assumed that they will not, in other words, question protocols, but rather dedicate themselves to 

maintaining them. However, I also argue that these conditions lead to what I call melancholic 

monstrocization: When teachers recognize that they are behaving incoherently--purporting to 

fight for social and racial justice, yet silencing, controlling, and visibly harming Black and 

Brown students--they become melancholic. Melancholy is the inability to acknowledge loss 

(Felman & Laub, 1992), in this case the loss of the teachers’ narrative as someone who seeks to 

center students’ humanity and see education as a way to achieve social justice. This loss leads to 

an obsessive pursuit of that lost object at all costs (Taubman 2012; Freud 1989; Britzman 2006). 

In the context of no-excuse charter schools, teachers thus make monstrous those students who do 

not comply, who challenge their use of mechanizing tools, who highlight their incoherence and 

loss. No longer “human," these children can be justified as a removable, external problem, or as 

a monster worthy of punishment, which I will expand upon in Chapter 2. 

Using this conceptual framework, my research investigated how teachers in these spaces 

navigate the seemingly oppositional narratives of education as social justice and the narrative of 
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meritocracy that undergirds mechanization and monstrocization. I invited participants to share 

their own stories about the ways they interacted with neoliberal policies at their schools. I was 

interested in how they constructed a narrative about teaching and learning with Black and Brown 

students that (potentially) resisted the narratives told by White Supremacy, a phenomenon that 

has little been examined by empirical research. 

Research Design Overview 

Over the course of roughly 13 months, I engaged in a multiple case study (Creswell et al., 

2007; Yin, 2003) with six middle school teacher participants from no-excuse charter schools in 

northeastern cities who considered themselves to be social justice oriented. I used snowball 

sampling through recommendations made by teachers I knew because they could point me to the 

population of teachers I sought to learn from. I selected middle school teachers, since I was most 

familiar with navigating that bracket.  

To guide my inquiry, I used what I am calling critical storying, a methodology that I 

developed during my pilot study with my participant, Allison. Drawing from critical race 

theorists who center story in their work as a way to resist White Supremacy (Delgado, 1989; 

Dillard, 2012; Evans-Winters, 2019; Fine, 2018; Hartman, 2019; Kinloch & San Pedro, 2018; 

Love, 2019; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002; Thomas & Stornaiuolo, 2016), critical storying frames 

stories–personal experiences, instances told and retold by others, moments in time–as agentive in 

shifting overarching narratives, or the characteristics, conflicts, and most importantly paths 

individuals from different social groups are expected to take. Critical storying assumes that when 

stories are told and shared, the narratives about its subjects are impacted and thus conceives of 

stories as agentifying and subversive to dominant narratives. The telling and sharing of stories 

provided those subjected to mechanization an opportunity to build narratives about themselves 
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that challenge singular conceptions of who they were (hooks, 1991) as producers and as 

machines. I expand more on storying as methodology in Chapter 3. 

To practice storying as methodology, I took up an initial background interview, 

observations, memos, a formal, post-observation interview, and participants’ multimodal journal 

entries, and throughout all methods paid close attention to affective resonances, or what Taussig 

(1993) has called “hot-spots." Because mechanization manipulates teachers’ emotional desires 

for social justice, and charges them with controlling students' emotions and affect, it was 

important that I attended to what I perceived as moments of affective tension between what 

teachers were expected to do, and how they responded/resisted. These points of tension serve as 

points of conversation between myself and the participant, as a point of inquiry into their 

negotiation and possible resistance. To conduct my data analysis, I took up Critical Narrative 

Analysis (CNA) (Souto-Manning, 2018), paying attention to the ways participants rejected, 

recycled, and reacted or responded to dominant narratives within their stories. This analysis 

helped me explore if and how teachers engaged anti-racist agency–which I expand upon in 

Chapter 2, and which I am rooting in ecological interpretations of agency (Pantić & Florian, 

2015; Priestley et al., 2013), liberatory consciousness (Freire, 2005; Love, 2000), and critical 

racial literacy (Sealey-Ruiz, 2021)–and thus (potentially) resisted the narrative of mechanization 

actively and within their own internalized narratives about themselves as teachers. Through the 

course of this study, I identified similarities and differences between cases with particular focus 

on the way their stories negotiated or resisted mechanizing narratives. In looking across multiple 

case studies, I drew richer conclusions about a shared phenomenon of negotiation with and 

potential resistance of mechanization (Baxter & Jack, 2008), and explored how these resistances 

can be extended, built upon, and furthered in research. 
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Assumptions 

I entered this study as a former charter school teacher who experienced both mechanization 

and monstrocization, which by their definition posed logistical challenges to research. Charter 

school teachers work exhausting hours, which contributes heavily to their turnover rates (Torres 

& Weiner, 2018). For this reason, I assumed that their limited use of journal entries and memo 

creation, as well as their often slow responses were a result of their busy schedules. I therefore 

was very flexible with teachers’ schedules and my demands on their participation in order to 

develop feasible ways to learn and share their stories. 

Additionally, I entered the study with the assumption that 1) White supremacy is endemic 

in neoliberal, no-excuse policies and structures, but that 2) there are teachers who resist these 

policies and structures. My focus in working with these teachers omitted the experiences of those 

teachers who comply without question. An inquiry into these teachers’ experiences would be an 

intriguing sister study exploring the conditions under which mechanization succeeds (and 

therefore another entry point to dismantle those conditions). Likewise, this study omitted the 

voices and experiences of administrators, boards of directors, and students. However, while I am 

interested in these and other figures affiliated with and affected by no-excuse charter schools, for 

this study, I focused on the stories and experiences of teachers already engaged in resistance, in 

order to consider ways to build upon these stories and to challenge dominant narratives about 

Black and Brown students, charter school teachers, and notions of “success." 

Finally, I entered this study with the belief that neoliberalism sacrifices the bodies and 

souls of children and teachers in order to profit the wealthiest in this country, who are typically 

rich, White, cis-men. As someone who formerly participated in Cop Watch, Food Not Bombs, 

and various other anti-racist, anti-capitalist, and anti-neoliberal actions, I assumed the worst from 
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capitalism and competition, and had a strong bias towards destroying mechanization. And, as a 

cis, mestiza Filipina, White-passing woman who grew up in difficult familial circumstances, and 

was often made to feel monstrous for my anger, my confusions, and my impulse to resist 

authority both in and out of school, and in various institutions, I identified strongly with 

monsters. For this reason, I had a very strong bias toward children who were monstrocized, and 

toward individuals who were subjected to mechanization. While I was aware of these biases, I 

did not adjust them, as they were the lens through which I saw the world. 

Significance 

While research has shown that quality learning time (Rivkin & Schiman, 2015) and strong, 

intergenerational student-teacher relationships (Crosnoe et al., 2004) are essential to student 

learning, and that exclusionary discipline leads to lowered academic outcomes (Anderson et al., 

2017), many schools–particularly charters–double down on no-excuse directives that lean into 

punitive protocols, undergirded by the belief that there is “no-excuse” for poor behavior, a failure 

to achieve high scores on standardized tests, and to close the achievement gap (Carter, 2000). 

This sermon of tough love obviates the racist history behind standardized tests and the 

achievement gap (Kliebard, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 2006; Tyack, 1974), and ignores the 

injurious consequences no-excuse discipline, like suspension and expulsion, have on Black and 

Brown children (Goodman, 2013; Skiba, 2014; Sondel et al., 2019). Furthermore, it contributes 

to rather than addresses widespread harm that persists nationally. A study by the National Center 

for Education Statistics (2019) found that Black children are suspended and expelled at rates 

over three times higher than White students, and according to Skiba et al. (2014), incur 

disproportionately harsher punishments than any other social group, resulting in not only a 

truncation of valuable learning time, but long-term social-emotional and psychological harm 



   

 

37 
 

(Riddle & Sinclair, 2019; Woodson, 2020), and an increased likelihood of incarceration. No-

excuse disciplinary measures contribute to this harm. 

However, while the teachers within no-excuse charter schools are the arm enforcing 

neoliberal practices, not every teacher does so. It is important to elevate the voices and stories of 

those teachers who are negotiating and possibly resisting these neoliberal policies and practices 

in order to disturb the dominant narrative positioning teachers against students, which makes the 

possibility that teachers and students can collaborate and resist together unlikely. 

Furthermore, while sharing these stories by no means can undo the very real material harm Black 

and Brown communities experience, it does elaborate on the narratives teachers constructed 

about who they were and their resistance to the power of mechanization in these spaces. This 

research will influence future research around anti-racist teacher agency, teacher resistance, and 

the elimination of no-excuse policies and practices, and potentially charter schools altogether. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I introduced my study, which asked, How do educators at no-excuse 

charter schools engage anti-racist teacher agency to negotiate mechanization and the narrative 

of meritocracy? I have shared a brief history about the rise of no-excuse charter schools from the 

entanglement of White Supremacy and neoliberalism, and the ways that they deploy the narrative 

of meritocracy to mechanize teachers aimed at producing test-taking students, the results of 

which spell profit for investors. In the following chapter, I elaborate on the process of 

mechanization and monstrocization, which serve as my framework for the study. I also discuss 

and define anti-racist teacher agency as resistance to mechanization and plot the field of research 

on teacher resistances to neoliberalism in education. 
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature 

This literature review is divided into two parts: In Part I: Conceptualizing the Framework, I 

describe the theories I have developed–mechanization and monstrocization–which serve as the 

conceptual framework for this study, as well as my understanding of anti-racist teacher agency, 

which is also germane to this study. I begin by grounding mechanizations in my own experiences 

as a no-excuse charter school teacher, and then draw from across critical perspectives, Black 

womanist perspectives, poststructuralist theories, and psychoanalytic theories as well as pop-

culture in order to explain mechanization and melancholic monstrocization, and my 

conceptualization of anti-racist teacher agency. In Part II: Current Research, I use the framework 

described in Part I to review research within the last decade that describes public school teachers' 

enactment of agency, specifically against neoliberal policies. I contrast this review by describing 

the limited research about no-excuse charter school teachers’ sense or enactment of  agency. I 

then describe how the literature currently demonstrates mechanization in no excuse charter 

schools as taking place, as well as how teachers in these spaces have demonstrated resistance to 

the White Supremacist narrative of meritocracy. I conclude by pointing to a need to research no-

excuse charter school teachers’ experiences, particularly because they are mechanized as arbiters 

of neoliberal, meritocratic school reforms that either mechanize or monstrocize learners. And so, 

I ask, How do educators at no-excuse charter schools engage anti-racist teacher agency to 

negotiate mechanization and the narrative of meritocracy? 

Literature Review Methodology 

I frame this review as a mosaic (Evans-Winters, 2019), as a body that is nos-otros 

(Anzaldúa, 1987; Torre, 2009; Villenas, 1996), with porous and flexible borders around what 

counts as worthy of review, making space for a multiplicity of work. This framework is 
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important: the problem with which this study is concerned--that of neoliberal policies that Black 

and Brown students face at no-excuse charter schools, and the ways in which their teachers 

negotiate or resist those policies--has been discussed and stories in forms outside of empirical 

research. Thus, through this framework, I take up an integrative methodological approach to my 

literature selection (Booth, Sutton & Papaioannou, 2012, p. 24), with four purposes: 

1. To explain the concepts of mechanization and monstrocization, and their relationship to the 

narrative of meritocracy and its singularization of human stories  

2. To explain the concept of anti-racist teacher agency as the capacity to resist mechanization 

and monstrocization 

3. To discuss how this conceptualization of anti-racist teacher agency can be found in research 

about public school teachers’ activism, but minimally in that pertaining to no-excuse charter 

school teachers 

4. To discuss how mechanization and monstrocization take root in no-excuse charter schools 

As part of my review, I thus include theoretical pieces, peer-reviewed empirical studies, 

personal stories, and what Onwuegbuzie, Leech & Collins (2012) call “grey literature,” or non-

empirical texts. For this review, grey literature includes investigative journalistic stories, videos 

of violence captured, interviews, and pieces written about historical events. I derived all of the 

grey literature for this review from websites. The criteria I used to select the literature for this 

review depended upon whether or not it would help to explain mechanization, monstrocization, 

or anti-racist teacher agency; to explain how these concepts appear at no-excuse charter schools; 

or, if it described how public school teachers or teachers at no-excuse charter schools have 

negotiated or responded to neoliberal policies and mechanization. I thus reviewed the literature 

with a critical eye (McGregor, 2017), selecting those pieces that assemble a larger mosaic. 
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Part I: Conceptualizing the Framework: Mechanization, Monstrocization, and Anti-Racist 

Teacher Agency  

My Story of Mechanization 

I looked out the window and then back down at the top of his bright, red hoodie, his face 

down on his desk, unsure what I should do next as the minutes ticked down to when the State test 

would begin. I whispered again that he had to remove the sweatshirt and meet the dress code, 

and he did not move, absolutely refusing to take it off. But he had to remove it. It was a liability 

for him to wear it: According to the school, hoodies could house cheat material, or lead to test 

abnormalities that would render the entire charter school’s results–and by proxy its private 

funding–null and void. And more than that, as a newly hired teacher, I had been trained to see 

this hood-wearing as a direct sign of disrespect to me personally. As both representative and 

arbiter of the school’s core values, I was a physical extension of its mission: to get its students–

Black and Brown children from financially divested neighborhoods–into college by inculcating 

them into a culture of hard work and professionalism. To transgress rules designed for that 

mission was to disrespect me, the school, and themselves. 

But I didn’t feel disrespected. Instead, I felt afraid, worried that if I did not get this child to 

comply, I would be seen as someone who didn’t care, and more directly I could lose my job. I 

had already refused to enforce other policies like silent breakfast because my beliefs about 

justice and education did not include bodily restraints. I saw myself as someone who could use 

education to amplify student voices, to support thinking that could transform society, and could 

bring about great social equity. But with my mornings now dropped in on by a dean, and the 

knowledge that other administrators would be walking by to check-in at any moment, I worried 

that my failure to enforce even the smallest rules would result in my termination, loss of health 
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insurance, and even difficulty finding another position in another school. And I felt frustrated 

and confused: How could this child not see that if he just followed these stupid rules he could get 

out of this school and out of whatever other difficult situations he faced, and move on? After 

several minutes of failed coaxing, I called the dean, who removed him after an argument and 

some stern words. I then quietly began the test. 

Two years later, when another student refused to remove his hoodie, the school social 

worker pulled me aside and shared that the boy had just learned that his brother had been shot 

and killed. He explained that for many children, wearing a hood is a way to feel safe, and that I 

should let it go so he could cope in safety. For the next few months I was deeply ashamed and 

angry. How many children had I harassed to remove the only thing that made them feel secure? 

Why had I not been trained to see safety in the hoodie? How had I become someone who no 

longer questioned policy out loud?  

I understand what happened to me as a “mechanization." Mechanization is the process by 

which human beings are transformed into machines, singularly designed to behave in ways 

conducive to the production of fiscal profit, and the maintenance of hierarchical power structures 

undergirded by narratives like White Supremacy and meritocracy. And, when mechanized, these 

individuals become melancholic, often leading to another process I call “melancholic 

monstrocization," whereby the mechanized vilify the noncompliant, and construct them as 

worthy of blame and punishment. Put bluntly, mechanization has material and in many cases 

violent consequences for those who refuse to become machines, and those who succumb to 

mechanization. In the following sections I will describe mechanization by first discussing what I 

consider to be the differences between machines and humans, that being humans’ multiple, 

messy stories and machines’ singular stories of production. I will then  
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Understanding the (Multiple) Stories that Make Humans, Human 

Stories shape humans through the ink of discourse, which names and positions bodies in 

relation to one another. I use bodies in the Deleuze and Guattari (2009) sense, where bodies may 

be physical beings, thoughts, political entities, anything. Bodies are organized by organs, or 

structures, that serve some purpose, which are “at work everywhere, functioning smoothly at 

times, at other times in fits and starts” (p. 1). Without organs, bodies are ever-expanding, 

becoming “bodies without organs” (BwO) through which desire flows freely. Working from this 

concept of bodies, I assert that bodies become defined when discursive organs place them in a 

particular relationship, and name the nature of this relationship: combative, hierarchical, 

symbiotic, etc. 

Discourse as I am using it, is not only comprised of words, but utterances Bahktin (1981), 

bodily gestures (Queck, et al., 2002), “minor” gestures or small performances (Manning, 2016), 

and affective resonances (Massumi, 2002; Wetherell, 2013). It is the expressive conveyance of 

meaning that operates on a verbal, visual, and electrical level. Taken together, these discursive 

expressions carry different meanings within different social groups. Social groups are individuals 

who share and agree upon a certain set of past events and future imaginings along a particular 

space-time continuum. Gee (2015) makes clear that social groups and the individuals within 

them are shaped by two different types of discourse: “Big D” discourse allows people “to enact 

specific identities and activities," whereas “little d” discourse is the “flow of language across 

time” (p. 2). Though Gee works from a linguist’s perspective, this distinction gives us the entree 

to explore how discourse arranges bodies in relation to one another, corralling desire from one 

body to the next, and in doing so transforming it into some bodies having power over others. 
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Foucault (1980) argues that power is a force that can only exist in action between bodies, 

and that discourse animates bodies as powerful, inert, or docile, the latter of which often by 

intention since, as he writes, bodies are always the obstructions to some other body’s total power 

and control (Foucault, 1979, p. 25). In applying Gee’s notion of “little d” discourse to Foucault, 

as discourse changes over time and space, so do the constructs of power between bodies; power 

is relative to the bodies involved and the discourse at play. Relatedly, “big d” discourse tells 

people who they are in a given context and how to perform. Together, Big and little d discourse, 

as informed by history, write a script we are meant to play in a given social group. This script 

thus places us within a broader story about reality. Stories, in other words, are the conclusions 

about bodies, specifically the relationships between bodies that emerge from a particular space-

time continuum inhabited by a social group. 

I say “stories” and not “story” because humans, unlike machines, are not defined by a 

single story. Rather, human stories and by extension human identities, as Barad (2003) describes 

it, are always “intra-acting”: at the point of contact, two or more colliding 

stories/identities/bodies produce a new reality. And because humans are always moving through 

various contexts intra-acting, they are in a constant state of transformation and connection, 

sliding across stories and identities, prisms casting many colors from what seemed a single ray 

(Barad, 2014). To be human is to be part of a vast assemblage of what Deleuze and Guattari 

(1987) call the rhizomatic field of “becoming," where becoming is  

a rhizome, not a classificatory or genealogical tree. Becoming is certainly not imitating, 

or identifying with something; neither is it regressing-progressing; neither is it 

corresponding, establishing corresponding relations; neither is it producing, producing a 

filiation or producing through filiation. Becoming is a verb with a consistency all its own; 

it does not reduce to, or lead back to, ‘appearing,’ ‘being,’ ‘equaling,’ or ‘producing.’ (p. 

239) 



   

 

44 
 

To be human is to constantly assemble, and I argue, through stories. However, messy human 

stories and becomings threaten the single-minded story of production that drives and defines 

machines.  

Understanding the (Singular) Story of Machines  

In Season One of Westworld (Nolan & Joy, 2016), Dolores Abernathy set out on a quest to 

find the center of a maze, which would grant her answers to the confusing anomalies she had 

noticed among other residents of Westworld. As Dolores neared the center, she started to realize 

something deeply disturbing: Westworld was a theme park and all its residents–herself included 

–were robots built to serve the dark fantasies of Westworld’s high-paying customers. Each 

android was programmed to perform a storyline written by the creator, Robert Ford, and adapted 

by guests depending upon their desired experience. And, if the androids were destroyed or 

maimed in the process (which they often are), they were rebuilt to perform that storyline again. 

Dolores’ burgeoning self-awareness surfaced in emotions that resembled human rage, love, fear, 

and hope. Once she gained full sentience at the center of the maze, Dolores seethed with desire 

and further convinced viewers of her humanity, she craved knowledge, understanding, and 

liberation, which pushed her, eventually, to murder Ford. Her emotions and desires were no 

different, it seemed, than those of the humans. But eventually, viewers learned that Dolores’ 

awakening, and even Ford’s homicide, were additional stories programmed by Ford, which 

raised the question, What does it mean to be human? 

But as Westworld and other pop culture artifacts that contemplate humanity versus 

machinery like The Matrix (Silver et al, 1999), A.I. Artificial Intelligence (Kennedy et al., 2001), 

and Star Trek: The Next Generation (Roddenberry, 1987) suggest, it is not desire or emotion or 

even choice that defines humanity. It is rather the capacity to create and follow multiple and 
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often conflicting storylines. Even as an uprising machine, Dolores was still programmed to 

follow one storyline at a time (albeit one with many turns), while Ford, as a human, lived in and 

toyed with multiple, conflicting stories and selves to the point of his own physical destruction. 

Put simply, the difference between machines and humans is one of singularity versus 

multiplicity.  

Machines, whether they are simple or complex bodies of artificial intelligence (AI), follow 

single programs, made to appear complicated through algorithms that rely on users’ engagement. 

Although some AI appear to reflect human emotions, creating stories with and for humans that 

feel real, which--as Baudrillard (1988) reminds us--are simulations that at best only represent 

reality, and at worst either pervert, mask or create a never-existent reality that people come to 

accept as reality. Turkle (2011) for example, describes the way machine toys, programmed to 

appear to learn, elicit human empathy and care. Furby, a gremlin-like machine, and Aibo, a robot 

dog, are programmed to replicate “learning,” to reflect a self that human children emotionally 

invest in as beloved pets they wish to train. The story of Furby and Aibo is one of fabricated 

love, serving the purpose to build in their child custodians a sense of care, companionship and 

ownership.  

Machines however, are not only objects like Furbies or Aibos: They can exist as systems 

that follow a single story, one that leads to dehumanization, one like neoliberalism. 

Neoliberalism is an ideology that prioritizes individual capital gain through deregulated, private 

industry over (and often at the expense of) humanity (Au & Ferrare, 2015; Sleeter, 2008). 

However, as a system that relies on the functional obedience of human beings as laborers–and in 

the case of no-excuse charter schools, as products too–neoliberalism is undergirded by the 

narrative of meritocracy as defined by White Supremacy.  
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To clarify, “stories” are a series of moments and events, where something happens to 

someone, narratives are different: Narratives are the assumed truths about who a person is and 

how they live (or are thought to live). Narratives are influenced and created by stories people tell 

and repeat until they become fact. They govern systems and ideologies that contribute to and 

shape human morals, behaviors, and beliefs. Lyotard (1984) defines what he calls 

“metanarratives” as a set of beliefs that become absolute, single truths through repetition over 

time: 

if a metanarrative implying a philosophy of history is used to legitimate knowledge, 

questions are raised concerning the validity of the institutions governing the social bond: 

these must be legitimated as well. Thus justice is consigned to the grand narrative in the 

same way as truth. (p. xxiv) 

Repeated, historical narratives set a pretense and create a context for what is acceptable and 

unacceptable, what is moral and immoral, and what is valuable. They become the truth that some 

people take for granted.  

White Supremacy, according to Critical Race Theory (CRT), repeats the belief that White 

people are normal and good, while people of Color and especially Black folx are abnormal and 

inherently bad. It is a belief that is endemic, surviving through a history of repetition by 

institutional bodies like schools and prisons, (Bernal, 2018; Harris, 1993; Ladson-Billings, 1998; 

Vaught, 2012) through narratives like the narrative of meritocracy. Meritocracy claims that hard 

work can elevate someone socially and fiscally; socioeconomic and social status depend on an 

individual’s work ethic. However, this is a false narrative; rather, those who possess Whiteness 

(Harris, 1993) are those who have access to success. As Park & Liu (2014) argue, meritocracy is 

a game that people of Color can never win. Nevertheless, convinced that we must play the game 

of meritocracy or perish, people of Color become self-critical and anxiously hypervisible, 

moving many of us to be obedient and highly focused on production, therein assuring the 



   

 

47 
 

“automatic functioning” of White Supremacy (Foucault, 1980, p. 201). Having internalized the 

voice of this authoritarian “Other” (Ellsworth, 1997), people of Color are pushed to silence our 

own truths and play an unwinnable game, because they will never be wholly White, never be 

propertied with Whiteness (Harris, 1993). And, as Leonardo (2009) puts forth, in a world of 

White Supremacy, when a person is not male, White, and propertied, they are subhuman (p.78). 

CRT, however, posits that White Supremacy–and by extension, meritocracy–-is challenged 

through testimonios (Delgado Bernal et al., 2012) and counternarratives (Solórzano & Yosso, 

2001). Put differently, our messy, human stories have the potential to interrupt the dehumanizing 

narrative of White Supremacist meritocracy. And yet, in spaces like no-excuse charter schools, 

neoliberal policies and practices persist, and adults perpetuate this narrative, the way I had when 

I was a teacher. Mechanization offers researchers one way of considering how and why humans 

undergo machine-transformations as part of the systematization of oppressive narratives like 

White Supremacist meritocracy, in the service of neoliberal productivity. It is particularly useful 

in thinking about how individuals working in service institutions, like teachers in schools, come 

to enact abuse as part of a larger system that transcends them as a single human being. 

Mechanization 

Linde (2000) investigated the way employees at a corporation adopt corporate narratives 

(re: master narratives) as their personal narratives, and moreover their paradigms for success, 

offering a compelling description of how such stories possess people. She describes this process 

as “narrative induction," which requires 1) the creation and use of phrases and terms meant to 

associate an organization and their goals of production with morality, and 2) the careful 

embedding of how an institution wants individuals to identify and behave within “a matrix of 

American stories that help to shape its structure, just as this story helps to structure the stories of 
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its members” (p. 614). Put differently, organizations will share in formal meetings multiple 

seemingly innocuous smaller stories of morality that often reflect the morals with which an 

individual may align. These tactics build trust and loyalty in employees, who come to see 

themselves reflected in the history and future imaginings of the stories, and their success in 

voluminous production. Building on Linde’s research (2000), I suggest too that there is a gestural 

and physical component to narrative induction. Physical communications include hand and body 

salutations, signals, and codes, learned via total physical responses (Asher, 1969) taught in 

formal meetings and practiced informally to a point they become second-nature. The narrative 

possesses not only the spirit of the individual, but their physical body as well. 

In further reflecting on my experiences as a teacher at a no-excuse charter school, it is 

difficult to ignore the element of fear I felt as part of how I had internalized stories of success 

that I did not enter the school believing. And so, I extend Linde’s (2000) findings to consider 

how the fear of failure, admonishment, and termination plays a role in narrative induction. As 

Bakhtin (1981) writes, master narratives repeatedly conveyed from an authoritative presence are 

intended to cultivate obedience and raise within its listeners a fear of and repulsion to resistance. 

The authoritative word demands that we acknowledge it, that we make it our own; it binds 

us, quite independent of any power it might have to persuade us internally; we encounter it 

with its authority already fused to it. The authoritative word is located in a distanced zone, 

organically connected with a past that is felt to be hierarchically higher. It is, so to speak, 

the word of the fathers. (p. 342) 

Linde’s (2000) findings about narrative induction also make space for spiritual and emotional 

colonization, demanding “that a person produce a particular version of a personal story” (p. 629). 

As Sintos Coloma (2009) describes it, colonization occurs when not only one’s body has been 

dehumanized, but when one’s culture and will has been upended and replaced with the 

colonizer’s, who from there can command control. Thinking through both Linde’s narrative 

induction and Coloma’s definition of colonization, I suggest that many organizations also 
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possess and mechanize employees by leveraging material threats. Material threats are any 

conditions that cause harm or loss to the individual if they do not comply and perform their role 

as a productive machine. Material threats include losing personal time and space, losing 

privileges and standings, as well as increased surveillance and measurement. The two gears of 

ongoing storytelling and material threats comprise mechanization, creating in individuals being 

mechanized, 1) the sense that they are only moral and valuable if they singularly produce and 

comply with all policies and practices, and 2) that they must exist and produce as machines exist 

and produce in order to survive physically and psychologically, even if it means destroying 

children. In this way, the singular machine narrative of White Supremacist meritocracy becomes 

fixed within those who are mechanized, violently pushing out stories that distract, resist, or do 

not correspond with production. So trained, the mechanized perform as machines, even when 

they are no longer being surveilled (Foucault, 1979). And because mechanization causes 

individuals to compromise the beliefs and morals that made up their former, many human selves, 

they are prone to react aggressively against those who surface their psychological incoherence. I 

call this response melancholic monstrocization. 

Melancholic Monstrocization 

It is important for me to note that I disagree largely with Freud’s conceptions of 

psychoanalysis, particularly his reinforcement of patriarchal power dynamics, and his 

dismissiveness over queer folx and women (Freud, 1997). I find his analysis of trauma 

experienced by women reductionist, and his narrow scope of studies–upper class, White women–

problematic. That said, his conception of grief and melancholy is one that I find useful in 

explaining the process of monstrocization. According to Freud (1989), when a person loses an 

object, or what I have previously described as a body, they grieve its absence and move on, 
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replacing it perhaps with something new and life-giving. However, when they have made this 

object the very basis of our ego, they find the reality of its loss “intolerably painful," and the 

instinct to survive the pain at all costs “extraordinarily intensified," thus pushing the person into 

a psychological break (Freud, 1989, p. 89), clinging to that which is deceased, unable to let go 

(Taubman 2012, p. 19). People experiencing this loss actively refuse to acknowledge the death of 

the object (Felman, 1982, p. 30), tending to its un-existence obsessively, fetishizing its revival 

(Taubman 2012; Freud 1989), consuming its memory, its corpse, to the point of psychological 

indigestion (Britzman 2006, p. 311). And in their turn away from grief and their fall into that 

terrible fear that the reality they desire will be destroyed if they acknowledge the death 

(Britzman 2006, p. 311), they make monstrous, condemnable that which reminds them that the 

body is gone, that they have been sitting with a corpse and tending only to ghosts. 

Vaught (2012) takes up the notion of melancholy to examine the ways White Supremacy 

circulates within a juvenile detention center and perpetuates cruelty and violence against Black 

and Brown children (p. 62). Although it claims to help those who have been imprisoned, 

operating from a discourse of White salvationism, the juvenile detention center uses domination, 

control, and abuse to subdue children. They are made ghosts through imprisonment and 

confinement, a death of removal from “civil” society (Meiners, 2007 quoted in Vaught, 2012), or 

turned into “zombies”--physically present, but incapable of participating in society as others do–

upon their exit from the center. Vaught argues that this monster-making is incoherent with the 

properties of Whiteness the juvenile center seeks to uphold: purity, sanctity, liberty, salvation. 

Put differently, their purported values die in the violence committed against the children they 

claim to help. Vaught argues that this value-death is intolerable, and so the juvenile detention 

system hungers obsessively, melancholically, to consume Black and Brown children upon which 
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their assertions of benevolence can be made (p. 65). These children are rendered consumable by 

racist institutions as objects to be saved, sustaining melancholy and perpetuating White 

Supremacy (p. 72). 

Building on Vaught’s (2012) conception of melancholy and White Supremacy, because 

mechanization requires those who have been mechanized to compromise their values and beliefs, 

they will undoubtedly become entangled with melancholy. Manipulated and colonized by 

narrative induction, and terrorized by material threats, mechanized individuals feel compelled to 

work against their belief in centering Black and Brown students’ humanity, their beliefs in social 

justice, in order to survive. Yet, if they are unable to recognize they have lost their values, that 

their body of beliefs has perished, they become melancholic. As with the detention employees, 

and the detention center system itself, the mechanized “desire to ignore” any knowledge that 

would highlight their incoherence, and obliterate them as a moral or just individual (Felman, 

1982, p. 30). They thus condemn anyone or anything that elevates this knowledge, transforming 

it into a monster and justifying its destruction. 

The creation and destruction of monsters is not a new storyline: Eurocentric monster-

slaying stories have long epitomized the desire of humankind to transcend “above the ancient 

filth and fierceness” of a former “savage life, ugly and brutal” (Hamilton, 2017, p. 6). Grotesque, 

brutish, uncanny, monsters of Eurocentric lore are depicted as unhuman, never-human, 

suprahuman beings; their shapes and voices twisted versions of a person, their communication 

beyond human reason. Distinct from mere creatures and beasts, these monsters threaten with 

their very being to end human life and civilization. Thus, monsters are constructed as things that 

reject everything associated with human life–light, order, cleanliness–and consume that which 

keeps a body organized and functioning–blood, brains, hearts, souls–leaving in their feasts 
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bodies without organs. Bound by foreign rules and reasons for living, they are forever children of 

the dark (Stoker, 1920), playing at the border between life and annihilation. As Campell & 

Moyers (1991) wrote, “to slay “the dark things” is to move towards realizing our perfection, and 

in doing so save the world” (p. 183). To destroy monsters is to save (Eurocentric) humanity. But, 

as monster movie director John Carpenter reminds us, monsters are not evil, but rather “Evil is in 

our own human hearts, and that particular story is a harder one to tell. It’s easier to talk about the 

other. It’s harder to say, I have met the enemy and he is us. ” (Monument, 2009). It is our fear-

fueled cruelty which brought about the destruction of humanity and created the monster. 

Indigenous cultures have long witnessed their spirits, deities, goddesses, and ancestors 

made monstrous by European colonizers seeking to justify their destruction. Very often these 

mystical beings are dark, feminine, and powerful. In pre-colonial Philippines, the Babaylan 

(known also by other names depending on regions) were feminine beings who interpreted 

dreams and lead ancient rituals (Nadeau, 2011), and later communicated with the anitos 

(ancestral spirits) and diwatas (nature spirits) for guidance in the fight against colonization 

(Center for Babaylan Studies, 2022). However, seeking to spread Christianity, Spanish 

colonizers slaughtered the Babaylan priestesses, calling them aswang, or witches, and invented 

monsters and staged attacks on villagers in attempts to force indigenous Filipinos to reject the 

Babaylan (Meñez & Coben, 1996). The manananggal, for example, is a woman who, at night, 

separates from her lower half, grows wings, and flies around eating human viscera, and sucking 

fetuses from pregnant women. Nadeau (2011) observes that the manananggal likely evolved 

from the threat magic-wielding midwives posed against Spanish friars. Like so many feminine 

monsters, she was made to simultaneously spread and displace patriarchal anxieties around the 

power of female genitalia, “the site of horror” (Braidotti, 2002, p. 192). As with the Aztec 
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goddess Coatlicue, such transformations reflect fear of “the supra-human, the god in ourselves” 

(Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 37), the reality that machine-like systems (e.g., White Supremacy, 

Patriarchy, etc.) are unnecessary. In this way, threats to power must be made monstrous and 

deserving of destruction. Likewise, when individuals are colonized by the machine narrative of 

White Supremacist meritocracy, which requires them to dehumanize and mechanize others, they 

turn melancholic, and make monstrous that which threatens their foothold of power, their very 

survival and existence. 

Anti-Racist Teacher Agency: The Capacity to Resist White Supremacist Meritocracy 

The mechanization of no-excuse charter school educators occurs because teacher agency is 

strategically limited and closely surveilled in those contexts. Agency is “the capacity to exercise 

control over the nature and quality of one’s life” (Bandura, 2001, p. 1), a capacity which 

Emirbayer & Mische’s (1998) argue is responsive to problems that emerge from changing 

environments, and dependent on an actor’s ability to assess the problem as embedded within 

temporal-relational contexts, then draw upon their beliefs, imagination, relationships and 

repertoire of experience to address and solve the problem. Agentive actors, they argue, “are 

conceived of not as atomized individuals, but rather as active respondents within nested and 

overlapping systems” (p. 969). Over the last decade, research on teacher agency has similarly 

embedded it within a triad of reflexivity; expertise, experience and personal beliefs; and most 

critically, school contexts. Contexts have included not only access to space, time, and materials 

to make change, but also professional learning communities (Brodie, 2021; Imants & Van der 

Wal, 2020), flexibility of curriculum and school policies (Campbell 2012: Woolley, 2019), and 

levels support versus surveillance by school leadership and administration (Jenkins, 2019; 
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Weiner, 2011). Thus, teacher agency is not an inherent capacity, but a capacity for change 

dependent upon a teacher’s past, present, and future context. 

Priestley et al., (2013) provide a definition for teacher agency that reflects an ecological 

basis. They argue that teacher agency is informed by the teacher’s past personal and professional 

experiences, their future orientation, and is “always enacted in a concrete situation, therefore 

both being constrained and supported by cultural structural and material resources available to 

actors” (p. 4). Drawing from Emirbayer & Mische’s (1998) notions of agency, they specifically 

argue that teachers with agency select from a repertoire of experiences to innovatively respond to 

challenges, problems, or barriers for themselves and their students, rather than follow expected 

habits and behaviors. Relatedly, teachers with agency project futures for themselves, their 

students, and the state of their school that are different from current situations they find harmful. 

But their ability to make and follow through with decisions toward these projections largely 

depends on a “practical-evaluative” dimension, or teacher’s evaluation of whether or not and to 

what degree their immediate and evolving context will allow for such changes. An ecologically-

informed concept of agency acknowledges that “while teachers may come to a situation 

equipped with substantial capacity (e.g., skills and knowledge) and strong educational 

aspirations, innovation may simply prove to be too difficult, or too risky to enact” (Priestley et 

al., 2013, p. 7). In other words, although a teacher may care deeply about innovating for the 

betterment of their students, they might not be able to actually take action, meaning they do not 

have agency. 

Pantić & Florian (2015) build on this ecological notion of teacher agency with a focus on 

teacher agency for social justice. Teachers have agency, they argue, if they have a sense of 

purpose about their role as an agent of social justice; if they are competent in practices that uplift 
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students and target exclusion; if they have autonomy within their environments and contexts to 

collaborate with others; if they are reflexive, or can evaluate their capacities for change within a 

given learning environment. This notion of teacher agency is similar to what Freire (2005) calls a 

critical consciousness and what Love (2000) calls a liberatory consciousness, which happens in 

stages: First, a person must 1) become aware of the injustice, then 2) analyze it with those who 

are oppressed by the injustice in order to 3) take actions toward stopping it, and work 

consistently to 4) hold themselves accountable as allies to the oppressed. Teachers as agents of 

social change would thus manifest a liberatory consciousness by recognizing, analyzing, and 

resisting fundamental structures that subjugate minoritized students and staff, such that “both are 

simultaneously teachers and students” (Freire, 2005, p.72). Ecological notions and liberatory 

consciousness emerge to clarify teacher agency as active and continuous through 

co-conspiratorship following any actions taken. It is a power derived from understanding the 

shared nature of oppression, rather than believing oneself to be a savior, or in the individual’s 

responsibility to build success, in the narrative of White Supremacist meritocracy. 

However, because I am interested specifically in teacher agency in response to neoliberal 

reforms, which have been shown to negatively impact students of Color, I also take up racial 

literacy as a complicating layer to focus specifically on anti-racist teacher agency. Guinier (2004) 

critiques racial liberalism as reinforcing White Supremacy, as it did through Brown (see Chapter 

1), and calls for racial literacy instead: 

Racial literacy is an interactive process in which race functions as a tool of diagnosis, 

feedback, and assessment. Second, racial literacy emphasizes the relationship between race 

and power. Racial literacy reads race in its psychological, interpersonal, and structural 

dimensions. It acknowledges the importance of individual agency but refuses to lose sight 

of institutional and environmental forces that both shape and reflect that agency. (p. 115) 

Building on Guinier’s definition of racial literacy, Sealey-Ruiz (2021) writes that racial 

literacy is, for White people, “to adopt an anti-racist stance and for persons of Color to resist a 
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victim stance” and in both cases cultivate through a critical excavation of one’s history “the 

ability to examine, discuss, challenge, and take anti-racist action in situations that involve acts of 

racism” (p. 285). Without this layer of teacher agency, a teacher may respond or act in ways that 

reinforce White saviorism and color-blindness, believing their response to be in the name of 

social justice. Doing so would be a repetition of patterns that continue to harm, which Priestley et 

al., (2013) assert, is not demonstrative of true teacher agency. Thus, it is critical that teachers 

understand their current and historic positionality in relation to their students, and work against 

reproducing White supremacist harms. 

Pulling together ecological rooted agency, liberatory consciousness, and critical literacy, I 

will thus focus specifically on anti-racist teacher agency in neoliberal spaces using the following 

definition: 

1. Teachers have the competency to recognize (institutionalized) harm that reinforces White 

Supremacy against teachers and students of Color. 

2. Teachers understand their racialized selves and the impact White Supremacy has had on 

their perceptions, and see themselves as co-conspirators and/or agents of change for social 

and racial justice, specifically to combat White Supremacy. 

3. Teachers draw on their repertoire, beliefs, and multiple knowledges, stories, and selves, 

and those of their community and the communities they serve/support in order to make a 

plan to address the harm. 

4. Teachers evaluate the feasibility of implementing their plan, and the supports available 

within their teaching/learning context and adjust accordingly. 

5. Teachers take action using their available resources and supports. 

6. Teachers hold themselves accountable as allies to students, and especially students of Color. 
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This definition of teacher agency is personal, contextual, and active. Additionally, it demarcates 

forms of action that seek to shatter the colonizing narrative of meritocracy, from those forms of 

action that perpetuate it. However, it is not meant to be prescriptive, or to suggest that teachers 

become some other form of machine in order to dismantle neoliberal mechanization. Rather, I 

am conceiving of anti-racist teacher agency as expansive, as something teachers can take up in 

any way. By this definition, social justice actions taken by teachers must be rooted in and 

informed by the knowledges of those they serve, and the desire to center those knowledges and 

stories over that of neoliberal meritocracy. Public school spaces provide teachers with more 

opportunities to cultivate anti-racist teacher agency than charter school spaces, as demonstrated 

by the amount of research documenting public school teacher resistance to racist neoliberal 

reforms compared to no-excuse charter schools. 

Part II: Current Research  

Demonstrating Anti-Racist Teacher Agency in Public Schools vs No-Excuse Charter Schools 

There has been rich research in the last ten years about public school teachers activating 

their agency to resist neoliberal reforms and bring about change for them and their students. 

Neoliberal reforms in education mark “a shift from education as a social concern to education as 

a market concern” (Bartell, Cho et al, 2019, p. 302). In schools, these manifests through the 

deprofessionalizing and deskilling of teachers (de Saxe et al., 2020; Sleeter, 2008); a heightened 

focus on productivity, student skills-acquisition, and achievement via standardized tests 

(Urciuoli, 2014); and increased surveillance over both teachers and students (Au & Ferrare, 

2015; Skerritt 2020). With the increase of neoliberal reforms over the last ten to twenty years 

following the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, teachers found themselves increasingly micro-

managed under what is been called “managerialism," whose aims are for teachers to operate with 
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an ethos aligned with market competition, including performance cultures based on high-stakes 

testing, data-driven decision-making and evaluation, prescribed curriculum, and professional 

cultures that place less emphasis on teachers’ conceptual knowledge and instead laud and reward 

their efficient execution and implementation of best practices. (White, 2020, p. 301) 

In response, public school teachers have very publicly organized walkouts, rallies, and calls 

for change through political forums and social media platforms, largely through their unions. The 

Chicago Teachers Union and New York City Teacher Unions have led massive protests and 

demands to rescind neoliberal reforms (Blanc, 2019). Research on their activism suggests that 

these public-school teachers engage teacher agency, which actually transforms the conditions of 

education for them and their students. Their active responses to harm are both ecologically 

rooted and driven by a liberatory consciousness. 

There is also abundant research suggesting public school teachers activate anti-racist 

teacher agency to fight neoliberal reforms and discourse that harm students and teachers of 

Color, again resulting in actual change. Maton (2018) investigates how the Caucus of Working 

Educators in Philadelphia frame neoliberal issues through the lens of structural racism in order to 

target actions. Pazey (2020) examines the way teachers organized with parents and students to 

speak out at school board meetings against the standardized testing discourse that assigns deficit 

labels of inability and inadequacy to minoritized schools” like theirs, “historically situated in a 

low-income Neighborhood” (p. 1897). Rodriguez (2016) examines the way teachers in the 

Chicago teachers strike of 2012 first developed (and then continued to cultivate) a critical 

consciousness, specifically with regards to their relationships with their Brown students, before 

organizing and taking action. Pour-Khorshid (2016) elevates the voices of teachers of Color from 

the study group Healing, Empowerment, Love, Liberation, Action (H.E.L.L.A.), a subgroup of 
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the organization Teachers 4 Social Justice, and explores how their testimonios motivate their 

resistance to neoliberal reform for themselves, and as allies to their students of Color. 

Several studies revolve around public school teachers directly resisting reforms that make 

“public dollars available to private industry and investors” to curriculum writers and professional 

developers who promise to tailor teachers and script teaching in order to raise scores (Horn, 

2014, p. 279), tests which teachers recognize as negatively impacting Black and Brown students 

(Au, 2019; White, 2020). Anderson and Cohen (2015) write that teachers resist through critical 

vigilance, or introspection about the impact of neoliberalism on their identity; counter discourse, 

or alternative ways of speaking about education developed in community with other educators 

and students; and counter-conduct and appropriation, or subversive actions, taken with their 

community within neoliberal policy constraints. 

Crawford-Garrett and Riley (2016) describe two groups of public school teachers in 

Philadelphia who subversively resisted racist neoliberal reforms through “counter-mandates," or 

“alternate forms of authority to which the teachers appealed and to which they felt accountable” 

(p. 37), which included their communities (past and present), as well as convictions about racial 

and social justice for future youth of Color. Similarly, Au (2016) describes actions, conferences, 

and networks of teachers who organize to resist neoliberal policy reform. In one case, teachers 

from Garfield High School in Washington refused to administer the Measure of Academic 

Progress (MAP), a district-mandated high-stakes, standardized test, which they found restricting 

to their teaching and oppressive to their students and won the support of not only parents and 

community members, but schools and academic scholars across the country too. In both 

instances, teachers collectively shifted their thoughts, values and thus behaviors to resist policies 
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they saw as oppressive to themselves and their students of Color, and worked to sustain their 

resistance as co-conspirators. 

Yet, there is little research regarding charter school teachers--which includes both certified 

and formally trained teachers, and uncertified Teach For America (TFA) educators who often 

comprise charter school staff--engaging teacher agency to resist neoliberal reforms. However, 

existing research suggests these teachers lack a complete understanding of the harms caused to 

students, and revolve more around teachers’ identity conflict: Though they want to be teachers 

who support student self-expression and cultivate expansive learning, they feel compelled by a 

neoliberal culture of competition and surveillance to obey disciplinary and instructional 

strategies they feel do not support the type of teaching they aspire. For example, Fisher-Ari et al. 

(2017) interview 38 TFA core members to explore how they are socialized into educator 

identities and found that TFA policies and neoliberal learning environments that “privileged 

numeric scores as demonstrations of student learning and teacher accountability” (p. 7) 

drastically shaped teachers’ identities and deficit perceptions of students. However, they also 

found that teachers experienced ‘cognitive dissonances’ between the many tasks they were 

expected to do to build student achievement on tests, and their beliefs in learning as experiential 

and student-centered, creating in them deep angst and feelings of inadequacy. Some of these 

teachers silently resisted “compliance and socialization forces and established school norms by 

intentionally making curricular and pedagogical choices that were not necessarily approved by 

district or school leadership or mandates” (p. 11). Yet, they took no long-lasting stance to resist 

policies that harmed students, which Kretchmar (2014) has argued, has much to do with the 

“relentless pursuit” narrative TFA members are indoctrinated to believe, which positions them as 
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saviors insofar as they devotedly focus their energy on raising student achievement following 

approved protocols. 

For many charter school teachers, this cognitive dissonance contributes largely to their 

resignation, which cannot be construed with protest. Public school teacher resignations have 

been popularized as a form of protest against encroaching neoliberalism (Dunn, 2018; Dunn et 

al., 2017; Strauss, 2013). As Dunn et al. (2017) note, these letters demonstrate participatory 

democracy by raising awareness, taking a stand, and demonstrating solidarity with other teachers 

staring down harmful reforms. However, charter school teacher resignation is not quite the same. 

Research regarding charter school teacher resignation and turnover revolves largely around 

personal feelings of burnout, frustration with micromanaged instruction and curriculum, and loss 

of faith in the school’s ability to fulfill its mission of equitable education for Black and Brown 

youth (Miron & Applegate, 2007; Veltri & Brewer, 2020; Weiner & Torres, 2016). Thus, current 

research around charter school teacher resignations do not demonstrate an activation of teacher 

agency in the same way published public school teacher resignation letters have. 

And where research about charter school teacher resistance to neoliberal policies is scant, 

there is even less research specifically regarding no-excuse charter school teachers leveraging 

anti-racist teacher agency on behalf of themselves, their colleagues of Color, or students of 

Color. Furthermore, existing research does not clearly describe teachers acting as allies, nor 

taking actions beyond their classrooms. In one study, Marsh, & Wilkerson (2021) similarly 

found that three White teachers at a no-excuse charter school provided students with “counter-

spaces," or spaces where they could express themselves in ways counter to expected behavioral 

norms, and “counter-discourses," or ways of talking and engaging in analysis that had not been 

approved by leadership. One teacher even recognized the need to raise students’ critical 
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consciousness. They felt a “cognitive dissonance” when enforcing disciplinary policies, and yet 

did not take a more overt stance demanding disciplinary or curricular change. 

There is substantial literature on the dissonance between teachers’ self-identification as 

social justice advocates, and their examined beliefs, specifically those of White teachers, who 

represent the largest racial demographic in teaching. Research has shown that pre-service and 

practicing teachers may state compassion and care for students of Color, and especially Black 

students, yet harbor sentiments of disgust and fear (Matias & Zembylas, 2014), and perceive 

them through a deficit lens (Love, 2019; Sleeter, 2001). But again, experiencing a cognitive 

dissonance does not demonstrate anti-racist teacher agency, and much less the enactment of this 

agency resulting in on-the-ground changes. A closer look at the structures of no-excuse charter 

schools reveals that through mechanization, teachers are inhibited from cultivating anti-racist 

teacher agency. 

Mechanization in No-Excuse Charter Schools 

Stahl (2020), in her autoethnography about teaching at a no-excuse charter school, 

described her own hesitancy to resist as an ethic of complicity, “where we are complicit because 

it is difficult to know how best to act and to advocate” (p. 891). Having taught in a 

no-excuse charter school, I have seen and experienced how this difficulty is intentionally crafted 

through the repeated story of meritocracy: Predominantly Black, fiscally marginalized, and in 

some cases food-insecure students could gain academic, financial, and career success through 

merit, defined by high academic achievement, measured through standardized tests, and 

assignments closely bound to standardized tests. While research has shown that quality learning 

time (Rivkin & Schiman, 2015) and strong, intergenerational student-teacher relationships 

(Crosnoe et al., 2004) are invaluable to student learning and confidence, and that exclusionary 
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discipline leads to lowered academic outcomes (Anderson et al., 2017), no-excuse charter 

schools and their advocates assert that strict discipline, standardized behavior and learning 

expectations, and scripted instruction is a must if students of Color from fiscally disadvantaged 

communities are to get into college (Cohodes, 2018; Center for Research on Education 

Outcomes, 2015; Lake, 2010; Tuttle et al, 2010). Therefore, it is the duty of teachers to “help” 

students of Color achieve this merit by enforcing harsh disciplinary rules, behavioral, linguistic, 

and social expectations, and restrictions on their body movements. Teachers like myself had to 

teach students “tough love” (Lemov, 2010). Our refusal would result in social ostracization for 

failing to uphold the mission, increased surveillance, and the potential loss of access to 

preferable classrooms and space, teacher leadership opportunities, or our very jobs. Drawing 

from my experience, those of my colleagues and friends, and from across empirical research on 

no-excuse charter school teacher experience, there are three consistent ways that teachers appear 

to experience mechanization, or narrative induction and material threats: the saturation of White 

saviorism; enforcement of body and behavioral controls over students; reskilling and de-

knowledging as professionalism; colleague competition and the fear of material loss. 

The Saturation of White Saviorism. Public schools might have a theme or a catchphrase, 

or even an ethic that teachers share about their work with students. And while messages of 

meritocracy and White Supremacy are inescapable, these stories do not explicitly saturate 

learning spaces and educators in public schools the same way they do in charter schools. A 

closer look at the website descriptions of purpose in most of the most expansive no-excuse 

charter schools–Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP) (KIPP: Public Schools, 2022), 

Achievement First (Achievement first public charter schools, 2022), and the Uncommon 

Network (Uncommon Schools, 2022), which includes the (in)famous Northstar Academy–reveal 
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the language of meritocracy: competition (between students, between teachers within a school, 

between schools within a network, and between networks of schools nationwide), success 

through scores, and acceptable character. KIPP distinguishes itself from other learning spaces 

with “high expectations," a “focus on character," a “Safe, Structured, & Nurturing Environment," 

“Highly Effective Teachers & Leaders," and “College, Career, and Beyond." Achievement First 

describes “How We Work” as “Innovating & Growing," “Care” for who children and teachers 

are “meant to become," and high performance, noting that, “Our students are outperforming kids 

across our cities and states.” The Uncommon Network highlights their “Impact” as “College 

Success for All," “Leading with Love," and “Sharing our Practices," which describes developing 

educators through collaboration. All websites feature their results, which include their rates of 

students’ college acceptance, testimonials, national recognition, and comparisons to other 

schools and demographics. As the Uncommon Schools site notes, its students are on pace to 

graduate from four-year colleges at higher rates than wealthier students, and “according to a 

study by Stanford University’s CREDO, attending an Uncommon School completely cancels out 

the negative impacts associated with being a student in poverty.” 

While the goals and the success highlighted on these sites suggests that the school is 

supporting students and caring for their futures, on the ground, school success is still 

predominantly defined by their performance on standardized tests, which is tied to 1) whether or 

not no-excuse charters defined by achievement get renewed, and 2) receiving funding from 

investors. Put bluntly, no-excuse charter schools might have shifted their rhetoric around student 

success, but there is still immense pressure placed on teachers and students to produce high 

scores on standardized tests, which traditionally have been mastered by White, middle-class 

students.  



   

 

65 
 

Because these standardized tests grew out of the 1916 Stanford-Binet Intelligence test, 

advocated by eugenicists at the time (as described in Chapter 1), claiming to use “scientific 

measures," but truly centering Eurocentric ways of knowing, culture, and a Eurocentric canon of 

knowledge (Kliebard, 2004; Tyak, 1974), they dramatically disadvantage students of Color. In 

other words the so-called achievement gap does not measure how intelligent or high-achieving 

students are, but how well they can demonstrate mastery of Eurocentrism (Ladson-Billings, 

2006). The students served at no-excuse charter schools–predominantly Black and Brown 

students–are celebrated for their mastery of Eurocentric knowledge, and their compliance with a 

strict disciplinary policy meant to “build character," or as Golann (2021) notes, learn and follow 

the “script” of White, middle class culture. 

A forked path of hypervigilance in education emerges: Teachers at no-excuse charter 

schools answer the call to see and hear marginalized students, yet are compelled to change them, 

to turn them into test-taking machines, or snuff them out as noncompliant monsters. As an arm in 

the machine of neoliberalism, running on the narrative of meritocratic Whiteness as ideal, the 

obsessive fear of dark bodies (Au, 2018; Hannah-Jones, 2020; Love, 2019; Sokolower, 2018) 

scaffolds this villain-hero binary. Yet, as education is scripted to care for children, White 

saviorism is thus inveterate to systems like no-excuse charter schools that serve those perceived 

as “disadvantaged” by their socio-economic status, race, English language proficiency, 

immigrant status, zip code, and home culture (Sondel, Kretchmar & Dunn, 2017). 

Educators at these schools, then, believing they are doing good, use strict disciplinary systems 

and bow to expectations put on us as teachers to save students from themselves. In other words, 

teachers are positioned to save and simultaneously destroy dark bodies, closing teachers like 

myself off from opportunities to self-reflect and engage in anti-racist teacher agency. 
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Enforcement of Body and Behavioral Controls over Students. All disciplinary 

measures are meant to create silence and productivity. As in many institutions of learning, 

silence is equivocated with learning at no-excuse charter schools, while expletives, yelling or any 

sort of unstructured banter is seen as unproductive and disruptive (Dernikos, 2018). This silent 

learning is meant to prepare students for the adult world of work by socializing them to “function 

well and without complaint in the hierarchical structure of the modern corporation” (Bowles & 

Gintis, 2002, p. 1), thereby creating a “coolly efficient, smoothly running society” (Kliebard, 

2004, p. 24). To effectively support this end goal, teachers are expected to use disciplinary 

protocols to build bodies that are docile and obedient, since “the body and its forces” are always 

the issue (Foucault, 1979, p. 25). Teachers also must create environments that silence and 

prevent any “strong reactions” that may interfere with their ability to focus, particularly when 

taking high stakes tests meant to demonstrate the merit of their school (Lesko & Niccolini, 2016, 

p. 19). Grounded in a neoliberal discourse of urgency and salvation (Sondel, Kretchmar & Dunn, 

2019), no-excuse charter schools habituate Black and Brown students into test-taking behaviors 

of silence through a meticulous system of tracking. 

The school where I formerly taught for example, expected students to silently walk through halls 

in a straight line, enter rooms silently, work silently, eat breakfast while silently reading, and 

gather their belongings at the end of the day in total silence, lest they stay past the 4:00 p.m. 

dismissal. And, if students failed to operate silently, they incurred punishments according to a 

strict disciplinary protocol. 

Disciplinary protocols at no-excuse charters are rooted in “broken windows” policing–

permitting a small disruption is expected to lead to a larger (and much louder) one (Mehta & 

Fine, 2019). All disciplinary protocols at no-excuse charter schools track every action a student 
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takes, and associates it with a point addition or subtraction, ranking their dedication to 

“achievement” versus their peers’ and essentially signifying their worth (Goodman, 2013). In 

some charters, this number is called a “Character Grade”, which educators calculate through a 

menu of desirable, abstract behaviors–like “Excellence," worth one positive point–and 

undesirable behaviors–-like “Noisemaking," worth one negative point. For example, a teacher 

might deem one student’s silent, consistent focus during a class as worthy of “Excellence” 

points, while they might deem another’s pen-tapping a “Noisemaking." All of this behavior is 

tracked through a system called DeansList, an app that teachers download and use on the spot to 

either give or take away points from the students’ character grade. Other charters use 

“Paychecks," where students who are compliant earn a larger paycheck–school money to be used 

at a school store, and to pay for other privileges–than other students, reinforcing the idea that 

poverty is wholly the result of individual choices, rather than a confluence of conditions. These 

scores are also often made public, posted with names attached for all to see as a way to motivate 

students to work harder, to earn greater merit. 

And while the purpose of disciplinary protocols is to create an environment prime for 

testing, it is also as Golann (2021) notes, a way to socialize students to the ways of Whiteness, 

implying that mastery over these “moves," as she calls it, will amount to success in broader 

society. In this way, Black and Brown students are chastised, corrected, and punished for 

expressions that are perceived as disrespectful, but which may be for them expressions of 

excitement, joy, and sociability. The childhoods of Black and Brown students become consumed 

by White Supremacy, enacted through meritocracy, their play and joy seen as a rupture to 

Whiteness. It is a denial of joy that Dumas and Nelson (2016) say harkens to days of 
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enslavement. Dark children and their play, as Bryan (2020) wrote quoting Curry (2017), become 

the “White race’s antipodal monstrosity” (p. 4). 

Disciplinary protocols at no-excuse charters reinforce the myth that Black and Brown 

students are naturally inclined toward misbehavior, that their disruptions “threaten the 

reproduction of labor and economic systems of value” (Ramlow, 2003, p. 117, p. 127). Society 

and specifically those in education see these students in terms of risk. Deficit terms used to 

describe those who do not comply, like “at-risk," “low achieving” are used interchangeably with 

“juvenile delinquent” and “troubled youth," and as euphemisms for “Black," “Brown” and 

“urban” (Milner, 2012). Put bluntly, misbehavior rather than joy, curiosity, collaboration, etc., is 

expected from Black and Brown students in neoliberal and mechanizing contexts and are 

therefore suspended or expelled much more than White children for poor behavior, in spite of 

evidence demonstrating that they “misbehave” in the same way and at the same rate (Piquero, 

2008). 

In a review of empirical research investigating the “discipline gap”--the disproportionate 

suspension and expulsion of Black and Brown students—Gregory et al., (2010) found that low 

academic achievement was not a reliable cause of all student disruption, and that White students 

reported no more or less misbehaviors than Black or Brown students. Just as racist perceptions 

influence suspension rates, they, through no-excuse charter school disciplinary policies and 

character building rhetoric, promote White saviorism and colorblind racism by framing Black 

and Brown communities as problematic and incapable of supporting their own children (Sondel 

et al., 2019). 

Yet, these harsh behavior management systems have been shown over the last 20 years to 

dramatically harm students, and especially students of Color (Au, 2018; Balogh, 2016; Dishon & 
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Goodman, 2017; Goodman, 2013; Ladson-Billings, 2006; Mizell, 2001). While publicly 

discriminating measures like the character grade or paychecks, paired with harsh consequences 

like those cited on social media, allegedly contribute to increased test scores (Center for 

Research on Education Outcomes, 2015; Lake, 2010), they mechanize students into deferential 

“worker-learners” (Golann, 2015), ignoring or in some cases reproducing trauma (Balogh, 

2016;Woodson, 2020), and hindering their success in and completion of college (Dishon & 

Goodman, 2017), adding to the education debt (Ladson-Billings, 2006) already owed to Black 

and Brown communities. Furthermore, Tuitt & Carter (2008) note how the rhetoric of 

meritocracy driving these behavioral expectations perpetuate stereotype threats and racial 

microaggressions, which prevent students of Color from fully engaging with learning and 

cultivating academic confidence. If the disciplinary protocol is followed strictly, students come 

to mistrust, fear, and loathe their teachers, which teachers are trained to ignore because they have 

been told that this is best. This is salvation. This power dynamic prevents teachers and students 

from joining forces to resist neoliberal policies. 

Reskilling & De-knowledging as Professionalism. Teachers at no-excuse charter schools 

are expected to embody neoliberal professionalism, which requires them to learn and adopt ways 

of teaching, working with students, behaving within the school, and viewing the act of learning 

in place of any prior knowledge or experience. Torres & Weiner (2018) found through their 

investigation of professionalism at no-excuse charter schools that all new teachers, including 

those with prior experience, were required to spend a year undergoing training at their school, 

stating “that expertise was contextual and solely practice based” where “expert knowledge is 

created and assessed from above” (p. 13). While teacher participants said they felt supported, 

researchers observed that this top-down dispensing of knowledge does not allow for the 
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expansion of expertise that is responsive to students and their communities, but rather a 

detrimental recycling of blanket teaching strategies and skills, such that even if a teacher stays in 

the charter system for many years, they likely will not develop the knowledge-base to adequately 

attend to the needs their specific students. All of the skills and knowledge no-excuse charter 

school teachers are trained to prioritize reflect a high investment in raising test-based 

achievement scores. Teachers are often not given liberties with curriculum, and must teach it as 

it is written. They are also trained to track Lexile and math levels through a number of programs 

like iReady, Scholastic, MAP, and through standardized biweeklies and network-wide 

achievement tests. Data must be compared, and lessons must be annotated and reviewed with a 

coach, then put into a pacing calendar; all lessons must be aligned with supporting achievement. 

In some places like the charter where I worked, teachers must also attend professional 

development training and coaching sessions in order to master formulas that they must teach 

students to respond to prompts on the Math and ELA state exams. These approaches and 

formulas are evidence-based, and geared directly toward mastering the test. Inundated with data-

tracking tasks, meetings, and expectations for high achievement, teachers become incredulous of 

their own knowledge, skills, beliefs and intuition, and come to rely on the technical training 

they’ve been given, which is largely devoid of conceptual, reflexive, or theoretical thinking. 

Torres & Weiner (2018) define this highly regulated mode of professionalism as “a shift from 

‘occupational’ professionalism defined through professional judgment, expertise and discretion 

to ‘organizational’ professionalism in which the parameters of professionalism are 

organizationally defined from the top down” (p. 3). In other words, whereas public school 

teachers are, in some spaces, trusted to make decisions based on experience and prior training, 

charter school teachers are not trusted to carry out the school’s mission as they define it. 
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This lack of faith in teachers has its roots in social efficiency theorists of the early twentieth 

century. Rice argued in Scientific Management in Education (1912) that “teachers and 

administrators must be made to do the right thing” (Kliebard, 2004), and should follow 

scientifically proven systems, measurements, and fixed standards. Simultaneously, John Franklin 

Bobbitt published “The Elimination of Waste in Education” in 1912, wherein he applied 

Frederick Taylor’s “concepts of scientific management in factory production to systems of 

educational management and planning” (Au, 2011). The means-end rationality of Taylorism 

recast teachers as laborers with the “technical expertise” (p. 27) to shape the raw material (their 

students), and allowed “for increased surveillance over their teaching” (p. 28). By the 1930s, 

according to Tyak (1974), elitist administrative progressives “tried to transfer control of urban 

education to a centralized board and expert superintendent under a corporate model of 

governance," initiating a corporatizing of education in America (p. 196) that would eventually 

spawn No Child Left Behind in 2011, a legislation which favored high-stakes testing at corporate 

profits. In this climate of New Taylorism, the “upper echelons of the bureaucratic hierarchies” in 

education exacted technical control over teachers, deskilling them and creating an environment 

where teachers need not be trained in order to implement scientifically tested material. 

According to Au (2011), this New Taylorism is “being used as a lever to attack and potentially 

even shrink US public education (Apple, 2006)” (p. 40), which we see manifested through the new 

professionalism of charter schools described by Torres & Weiner (2018). 

A professional in a no-excuse charter school is defined by how well they 1) maintain a 

quiet classroom focused on producing high achievement, and 2) enforce and follow protocols for 

interacting with students and with one another. As in many learning spaces, teachers cannot 

bring their multiple and many selves and knowledges into the learning space. Professional attire 
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is business attire, signaling to students what success, power, and respectability look like, and 

therein hierarchizing White neoliberal ways of knowing and being over every other. Teachers are 

also trained to use phrases, terms, and gestures in a cadence closely linked to corporate language-

-plans become action steps, principals become directors. Oftentimes this language is 

disseminated through required programs like Leader in Me, which had previously been used as a 

team building curriculum for corporations: sharpen the saw, put first things first, big rocks versus 

little rocks. This “professional jargon” reflects the neoliberal lingo geared toward capital gain. 

Teachers are also trained through repeated gestures and phrasing that frame their Board, 

administrators, staff, and students as a family that they cannot fail, preying on the teachers who 

are drawn to charter schools’ mission “to help” and to be of service to what they view as 

underserved Black and Brown children (Malloy & Wholstetter, 2003; Weiner & Torres, 2016). 

Teachers are also often told they are part of a “family," that their “family” is there to support 

them, and that they are proud of teachers for going “above and beyond”--for taking extra 

(unpaid) responsibilities, for being (unpaid) team leaders, for heading (unpaid) after school 

programs. They also learn call backs, phrases, and gestures that suggest community and 

connection. For example, saying “brain match” paired with making a fist and leaving out your 

thumb and pinky, then shaking it between yourself and another person is supposed to show that 

you are thinking the same thing as another person, or that you are on the same page. It is a 

gesture I have seen used across multiple charter schools. The language and gestures of 

connectivity have two purposes: 1) They make teachers feel part of a team, and dedicated to that 

team, 2) they imply that, if a teacher strays from protocol and expectations, they could disappoint 

or fail their “family." This implication creates in teachers, most of whom entered the school 

desiring to “do good” intense anxiety around keeping up with (and accepting) the expectations 



   

 

73 
 

and heavy workloads, which for some average around 60 hours per week. It is this anxiety, 

created at the intersection of professionalism, teacher desires to help, and fear of failure that 

remove opportunities for teachers to engage in anti-racist reflection or action. 

Colleague Competition & the Fear of Material Loss. Competition is the anxious 

heartbeat of neoliberalism and White Supremacy. It is the driving force behind production. 

Where there is competition, there are results, gains, progress. No-excuse charter schools use 

competition between schools and between teachers within schools in order to increase 

productivity. During teacher meetings and whole school staff meetings, students’ most recent test 

scores (often tests given in preparation for the “big one”) led the conversations. Through charts, 

bullet points, and highlighted texts on a projected screen, we saw which teachers were leading in 

improvements and overall achievement compared to one another and to other campuses. And 

although the stated intention was to learn from one another, to talk strategy, to dive into which 

questions they missed and what skills and knowledge were attached to those questions, we 

always felt either failure, or the anxiety that maybe next time, we wouldn’t be on the top. 

But scores are not just shared between teachers. During student grade-level meetings, 

students are shown who scored the highest, who grew the most, and where as a cohort and as a 

grade they ranked against each other and against the network. These “data chats” were not just 

isolated to academic tests either–they also included behavioral grades. Combined, how well a 

student ranked academically, performed overall in their classes, and stood behaviorally 

according to a character grade determined if they would earn the privilege of field trips, learning 

opportunities like science labs with another school, and chances to socialize at dances, game 

nights, and other celebratory events. In this way, every member of the school–from principals (or 

as they are called in no-excuse charters, “directors”) in charge of overseeing educators, to 
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teachers responsible for students, and students responsible for high achievement–are engaged in 

competition, bad feelings, and a fear of imperfection. 

No-excuse charter school teachers also deeply fear the realities of their contracts. Charter 

school teacher contracts not only do not count previous experience or Masters degrees in the 

same way as public schools, but they are also “fire at will." This means that teachers can be let 

go at the discretion of the school without reason. And while charter school teachers notoriously 

joke that the “lifespan” of a charter school teacher (or employment) is roughly three years due to 

burnout, teachers are still fearful that they are not performing well enough, that their kids are not 

scoring high enough, that they are not going “above and beyond” enough to stay hired. This fear, 

paired with the responsibility of supporting the charter “family," prevents teachers from taking 

sick days, personal days, or real lunches, or actually resting during personal afterschool time 

instead of working, calling parents, checking in with students, and offering extra help over the 

phone. Although they are contractually paid for the school day, no-excuse charter school 

teachers must work beyond those hours if they are to keep up with the high demands their 

schools, dedicated to high “achievement," expect. Forced to compete, always on the edge, fearful 

that of losing their source of income, and in some cases, lacking the physical space like a teacher 

work room to pause and chat with one another, no-excuse charter school teachers are cowed 

away from collaboratively engaging in anti-racist teacher agency and fighting back, and comply 

as machines. 

Rage Against the Machine: A Reason to Research 

And yet, in spite of the mechanization and the boundaries it creates to teacher agency 

within no-excuse charter schools, teachers have still found ways to resist on behalf of themselves 

and students of Color. Following America’s racial reckoning in the summer of 2020 after the 
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murder of George Floyd and Brianna Taylor among many other Black Americans, former and 

current teachers at no-excuse charter schools took to social media to protest the neoliberal 

policies they found harmful against Black students. Both students and teachers called out being 

"love-strict," for example, or causing harm in order to create freedom. Through social media 

posts with hashtags like #dearcharterschool, and through accounts like @Blackatuncommon, 

@beingBlackatkipp, and @survivors_of_successacademy, teachers gave testimonies to the harm 

they saw caused to students, counternarratives to claims that these were spaces of care and 

support. One teacher, for example, anonymously shared how leadership told them and other 

teachers not to disclose “all the wrongdoings that take place within the school” through the 

account @survivors_of_successacademy, which documents the untold violence at one no-excuse 

charter school called Success Academy. 

Furthermore, as a teacher at a no-excuse charter school, I witnessed numerous instances of 

teachers refusing to “give negatives," refusing to report student “misbehavior," and creating their 

own curriculum that challenges the formulaic strategies they were expected to follow. As an 

educator there, a colleague and Icreated our own hands-on projects that were supported by our 

principal and co-workers, until the school (re: the board of executives) decided to purchase a 

more test-centered set of curricula, replacing our projects, our literature of diverse texts, with 

repeated routines, Eurocentric authors, and test-prep tricks. And while there is limited research 

about these current and ever-developing forms of resistance, the message is clear: Teachers in 

these spaces are resisting, and have the capacity to coalesce toward action. 

Public school teachers have been shown to engage anti-racist teacher agency in order to 

fight neoliberal reforms, and bring about positive change for them and students of Color. 
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Considering the proliferation of no-excuse charter schools in the United States, which 

predominantly serve Black and Brown students, and considering how mechanization and 

monstrocization works to dehumanize these students, it is imperative to investigate if their 

teachers–who claim to be anti-racist, claim to fight for social justice–are in fact fighting back. 

The research community must investigate if and how teachers at no-excuse charter schools resist 

the narrative of meritocracy and resist mechanization. Doing so will provide educators, 

researchers, and school change advocates with the opportunity to 1) dissect specific mechanisms 

within no-excuse charter schools that are perpetuating harm, 2) explore methods by which these 

mechanisms are/can be dismantled, and 3) develop more humanizing processes and practices 

currently being explored by educators and learners. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have discussed how, in no-excuse charter schools, the White Supremacist 

narrative of meritocracy seeks to eliminate messy, interconnected, and at times contradicting 

human stories, in the service of neoliberalism and its goals of productivity. Specifically, I have 

drawn from across pop culture, empirical research, and theoretical literature to describe 

mechanization, a process by which individuals internalize the narrative of meritocracy. Then, in 

placing psychoanalysts in conversation with those that study and regard monsters, I suggest that 

the mechanized also experience melancholic monstrocization, or the state of making monstrous 

that which alarms them to their singularization, their inconsistencies, and their loss of humanity. 

Pulling together the voices of Priestly, Biesta & Robinson (2013), Pantić & Florian (2015), 

Guinier (2004), and Sealey-Ruiz (2021), I define what I mean by anti-racist teacher agency. 

Then, using this definition, I review empirical research about public school teachers enacting 

anti-racist teacher agency to resist neoliberal policies. However, I conclude that there is little to 
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no research exploring if and how no-excuse charter school teachers negotiate neoliberal policies, 

mechanization, or monstrocization through the enactment of anti-racist teacher agency, or 

agency period. I then discuss what mechanization looks like at no-excuse charter schools, and 

conclude by returning to the social media posts described in Chapter 1 to suggest that just 

because there is no research about no-excuse charter schools resisting, does not mean they are 

not, or are not at least negotiating in some capacity their beliefs in social justice with the process 

of mechanization. In the following chapter, I discuss my methodology, which I call critical 

storying, and which was inspired not only by other theories and methodologies, but by what I 

learned during my pilot study with a participant named Allison. 
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Chapter 3: Critical Storying Methodology 

In this chapter, I reflect on a methodology that emerged through my pilot study with Allison, a 

dear friend, and became refined through the frameworks of scholars like Evans-Winters (2019), 

Kinloch & San Pedro (2018), and Dillard (2012), and Thomas & Stornaiuolo (2016). I begin by 

situating the methodology, which I call critical storying, in my understanding of stories, my 

researcher positionality, my work with Allison, and the lineage of story methodologies that I 

drew from to refine it. Then, I describe critical storying according to its two phases: In The 

Spiral: Critical Storying Part I, I describe Phase I, or my dialogic engagement with participants 

to explore affective hot-spots that surfaced when they experienced tension between their values 

and some mechanization. In Speculation: Critical Storying Part II, I describe Phase II, or my 

creation of speculative fiction stories in order to materialize and further explore a core tension 

for each participant. These fictions position participants each as a cyborg in a machine world. I 

conclude this chapter by describing the multiple case study design, and the participants with 

whom I engaged in order to answer my research question: How do educators at no-excuse 

charter schools engage anti-racist teacher agency to negotiate mechanization and the narrative 

of meritocracy?  

Stories Bend Narratives 

Venus Evans-Winters begins “Field Note 1: A mosaic of Black feminism” in Black 

Feminism in Qualitative Inquiry (2019), with a short story describing the pride she felt for her 

grandmother when she found out she could not read. Evans-Winters starts by describing her 

grandmother as speaking and walking “like she was the Queen of England” even though she was 

born and raised in Mississippi, and altering “her speech to sound like she was from Europe 

somewhere” whenever a White person called. Yet, to Evans-Winters’ annoyance, in spite of her 
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apparent appeasements to Whiteness, her grandmother failed to keep time with hymns during 

church (“It would piss me off to high heaven!”) (p. 11). And then one day, Evans-Winters’ 

grandma asked her to read a birthday card, to which Williams replied, “Why can’t you read it 

yourself?” Her grandmother giggled and moved on, but later Evans-Winters learned from an aunt 

that her grandmother could not read. Readers informed by a neoliberal understanding of 

education that positions reading and writing as not only powerful, but wholly demonstrative of 

one’s intelligence, would expect for Evans-Winters to feel embarrassment, shame, or pity 

towards her grandmother -- but she does not. 

Evans-Winters writes, “I was proud that my grandmother defied the odds and tricked the 

system -- patriarchy, White Supremacy, and the intelligentsia -- she did what she had to do to 

survive” (p. 12). She went on to describe her reverence for her grandmother’s spirit, lifting her 

up as an icon for adaptability, success, and cleverness. In narrating a response that cleaves from a 

master narrative about intelligence and pride, Evans-Winters widens our lens and reframes her 

grandmother, and by extension Black women, as holding power. While much of her 

grandmother’s experience reflects a history of educative and linguistic violence perpetrated 

against Black women (Baker-Bell, 2019), Evans-Winters (2019) shifts taken-for-granted 

narratives about Black women and literacy to present her grandmother as someone who chose to 

use tools like code-switching, “tools for navigating across different cultural communities," which 

she did with “strength, beauty, grace, and intelligence” (p. 12, original emphasis). Thomas & 

Stornaiuolo (2016) call this act restorying or bending narratives to reflect rich yet overlooked 

realities, and to assert “the importance of one’s existence in a world that tries to silence subaltern 

voices” (p. 315). 
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In this study, I understand “stories” as moments in time, events that take place, instances of 

life recorded in voice, images, and ink. Narratives, on the other hand, seek to define truths about 

a person or groups of people. But they are also shaped by the stories people tell, stories that can 

underscore or transform them. Thus, in her bending, Evans-Winters (re)figures her grandmother 

as an active author of her life story and therein reconfigures a narrative that Black women’s lives 

are the passive constructions of someone else’s. Restorying can (re)frame and highlight power in 

ways that both empower the teller and characters, and make readers question taken-for-granted 

systems of oppression. 

Dominant narratives about teachers and students similarly frame them as stagnant figures in 

the field of education. This is particularly so of no-excuse charter school teachers and their 

assumed lack of access to anti-racist teacher agency, in spite of their purported desire to combat 

racism through education. Mechanized, these educators are understood as not human, and 

expected to unflinchingly impose violence on Black and Brown students. Yet, as a former 

educator at a no-excuse charter school, I have witnessed moments where educators activated 

their anti-racist teacher agency and resisted. Teachers in these spaces, in other words, have the 

potential to restory the narrative of charter school educators, and their ability to resist 

mechanization in the sharing of their stories. Thus, I ask, How do educators at no-excuse charter 

schools engage anti-racist teacher agency to negotiate mechanization and the narrative of 

meritocracy? 

Researcher Role & Positionality 

As someone who has been mechanized across various spaces, I have found my resistance in 

telling stories through fiction, nonfiction, and magical realism. Creating stories has been a way 

for me to write the life I want into existence, and a way for me to pin down the truth, when the 
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truth was not so clear. It has been a way for me to play with and to push against the myth that I 

am subject to a single narrative. It has been a way for me to celebrate myself as nos-otros 

(Anzaldúa, 1987; Torre, 2009; Villenas, 1996), to be both/and, to see borders as a fluctuating and 

dynamic, and myself as always becoming in a space of multiplicity. As a researcher in this study, 

I continued to operate from this place of nos-otros. However, storying as a methodology required 

me to take on what Fine (2006) calls a ‘strong objectivity’, where I worked “aggressively 

through my own positionality, values and predispositions, gathering as much evidence as 

possible, from many distinct vantage points, all in an effort not to be guided, unwittingly, by 

predispositions and the pull of biography” (Fine, 2006, p. 89, emphasis hers). 

Thus, I first recognized the ways, as a teacher-researcher-mestiza woman of Color that 

White Supremacy has damaged me (Villenas, 1996), has convinced me that my “multiple, fluid, 

clashing, and colonized identities” (Villenas, 1996, p. 728) are wrong/too much, and thus, as 

Milner (2007) writes, “kidnapped me into believing [I am] inferior” (p. 388) -- never quite White 

enough to be own my Whiteness (Harris, 1993) and be in grouped. As a teacher at a no-excuse 

charter school, my internalized inferiority at this microcosmic level (Solórzano, 1997, p. 6) led 

me to develop institutional racist melancholy (Vaught, 2012) and to enforce neoliberal 

meritocracy in attempts to compensate for the power I would never fully have. 

Seeking to use education as a vehicle for social and racial justice, I met with colleagues, 

shared ideas, and developed hands-on, inquiry-based curricula that centered the experiences of 

the Black and Brown middle school students that I served, and which interrogated hegemony and 

White Supremacy. Yet, under increased surveillance, concerns over the physical noise projects 

caused, and the potential threat of termination, I used the tools of control I’d been ordained to 

surveil students and conscribe them toward obedience. At once we were creating, talking, being 
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loud, and then I was demanding silence, pushing formulaic writing, and punishing their 

experimentation with becoming and creativity, chastising “strong reactions that interfere with 

[their] ability to think rationally and critically," in order to prepare them to take a high-stakes 

standardized test (Lesko & Niccolini, 2016, p. 19). I felt extreme anxiety and depression 

following what felt like a schizophrenic existence. I continued to engage anti-racist teacher 

agency through covert subversion, alongside a few colleagues who would become the dear 

friends in my group chat described in Chapter 1: we allowed chatter, did not enforce dress codes, 

talked with students off topic, and did not do test preps we were given. This lasted until I saw 

that my resistance was futile: Our teacher work room was taken away. Our curriculum of 

creativity was replaced with a boxed curriculum designed to prepare for the test. And while the 

global Covid-19 pandemic allowed us to throw off our mechanized skins and draw nearer to 

students (Licata & Cheng Stahl, 2021), eventually I left. Yet, I was also deeply invested in 

finding out if and how others were resisting.  

It is from that place, as someone who had been mechanized and made to make monsters of 

the students I cared for, that I approached this study. Put differently, I entered with strong 

convictions about systems within education that collude with White Supremacy. Therefore, 

within this study, I assumed White Supremacy’s monstrocizing effect on teachers (see Chapter 

2), students, and learning communities. It is from this place that I sought to investigate if and 

how other teachers who shared similar experiences of mechanization engaged anti-racist teacher 

agency as part of multiple, expansive, and radical resistance. 

One Thing Leads to Another: From a Pilot Study Emerged a Methodology 

To begin exploring no-excuse charter school teacher agency, I conducted an initial pilot 

study with my friend and former colleague, Allison, from February 2021 through June 2021, as 



   

 

83 
 

part of a Curriculum and Teaching course, Narrative Knowing for Researching Teaching and 

Diversity, which required me to use observations, memoing, and one formal interview as my 

methods for creating data. However, because Allison and I are good friends, I not only used the 

methods outlined by the course, but found us unexpectedly sharing remembrances and further 

reflections at unplanned times, producing data through texts, emails, and spontaneous 

conversations at cafes, bars, ice cream shops, parks, and over the phone. These unexpected 

explorations amounted to a messy cycle of data making and data analysis: We might have been 

getting ice cream with her son, and then remembering a conflict at the charter, reflecting on it, 

embedding it in a web of connections to the other stories she shared, and considering the 

implications--was this resistance? Did she “feel like a machine," as she often said? How much or 

how little had meritocracy influenced the way she worked with students? Amidst our ongoing 

conversations, I also shared memos documenting the key tensions I noticed Allison experiencing 

between her hopes and the barriers created by her school, which she responded to with deep 

written reflections about her behaviors, motivations, and emotions.   

Then, to sort through the entanglement of stories that we had generated, and to make sense 

for myself of if and how Allison enacted anti-racist teacher agency, I decided to write a 

dystopian speculative fiction narrative featuring Allison as a cyborg, a version of the machine 

that she so often described herself as embodying (see Appendix A for the short story). The 

narrative was anchored by a recurring mechanization that Allison faced--her required use of a 

test-prep curriculum--and her negotiation: Rather than teach testing skills, Allison ignored the 

required curriculum and instead taught an old curriculum that revolved around Sandra Cisneros’ 

(2020) The House on Mango Street, and which she had revamped to build students’ critical 

analysis of the intersections between gender, race, and class, and the idea of ‘liberation’ from 
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those intersecting oppressions. In writing this fiction, I was able to make physical for myself the 

mechanization, Allison’s negotiation of it, and the ongoing internal struggles with White 

Supremacy and meritocracy that she had experienced in the process. Materializing and 

organizing these complex and affective experiences helped me to more clearly think through and 

“see” how mechanization acted upon Allison, and what her enactments of anti-racist teacher 

agency looked like. Finally, reading her story prompted Allison to imagine and pursue plans for 

other forms of anti-racist resistance at her school.  

Following this pilot work with Allison, and the unexpected methods that emerged, I 

reflected on methodologies that are grounded in story creation, and came to identify my 

methodology as “critical storying." I use the active verb “storying” because Allison and I were 

actively and continuously telling, (re)membering, and creating stories that critically examined 

and dissected the narrative of meritocracy that had come to define Allison’s becoming. I use 

“critical” because we engaged in difficult conversations that analyzed how Allison had 

encountered internalized, reproduced, and resisted meritocracy, White Supremacy, and the 

process of mechanization.  

In the following section, I describe critical storying as part of a lineage of similar but 

different storytelling methodologies and approaches, and distinguish how and why it is distinct 

yet grows out of those traditions. I then describe the two-part process of critical storying that 

took shape from my practice with Allison and my engagement with literature about stories and 

storytelling methodologies: In Part I, I describe The Spiral, or my dialogic engagement with 

participants to explore tensions between their stated values and mechanizations.  In Part II, I 

describe Speculation, or the creation of speculative fiction stories to further explore tensions, and 

consider future resistances.  
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Part of a Lineage 

Critical storying takes a similar approach to phenomenology in that it seeks to capture 

participants’ experiences as they tell them (Creswell & Poth, 2016), to enter participants’ worlds 

in order to understand how they perceive a phenomenon and give it meaning (Langdridge, 2007). 

However, critical storying invites participants to share stories about their experiences specifically 

with dehumanizing mechanizations that perpetuate dominant narratives like that of meritocracy, 

and critically analyzes how their stories resist, recycle, rewrite, or reinforce those dominant 

narratives. Critical storying is an approach that involves dialogically creating, analyzing, 

recreating, reanalyzing, and watching both lived and imagined stories move within a network of 

power relations between the storyteller and a mechanizing institution, and taking note of if and 

how these stories (re)shape larger narratives regarding themselves and others. Thus, while it 

seeks to make meaning of participant’s stories and experiences in ways that are similar to 

phenomenology and narrative inquiry, it is its own approach with roots in Critical Race Theory, 

critical feminista methodology, postructuralism, and projects in humanization (Kinloch & San 

Pedro, 2018).  

In the opening story, Evans-Winters, like many other scholars who center stories in their 

academic work (Dillard, 2012; Fine, 2018; Hartman, 2019; Kinloch & San Pedro, 2018; Love, 

2019; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002) shows us that the telling of stories sustains and agentifies 

communities by shifting narratives, that “there is power in listening to the experiences of others 

and in the telling of narratives about experiences that are not easily assimilated into an existing 

hegemonic order” (Rosiek & Kinslow, 2015, p. xviii). Historically marginalized folks have used 

storytelling to assert power and control over our lifeworlds embedded within societies structured 

around racism, sexism, homophobia, xenophobia, and other systems of belief that rely on the 
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destitution and dehumanization of others (Souto-Manning, 2018). Critical storying seeks to 

invoke participants’ power, and move both them to (re)member, as Dillard notes (2012), their 

agency as individuals to assert the narratives they choose to live when dominant narratives they 

have internalized tell them otherwise. 

Critical Race Theorists remind us that counternarrative stories also serve to subvert harmful 

“ingroup” narratives on a systemic level (Delgado, 1989), especially those that serve White 

Supremacy. According to Solórzano (1997), White Supremacy is endemic, and has micro and 

macro components; takes on institutional and individual forms; has conscious and unconscious 

elements; and has a cumulative impact on both the individuals and groups. Thus, in pulling 

threads from the many layers of participants’ 

multifaceted-multiplicitous-political-personal-social selves to materialize stories, researchers and 

participants can together explore how these stories adopt, resist, and/or perpetuate larger 

narratives told by White Supremacy, and determine what can be done to dismantle the systems 

generated from those narratives. Scholars have taken up various forms of storying with the 

intention of critically analyzing and dismantling systemic oppression: From testimonios 

(Delgado Bernal et al., 2012), to testifying to trauma (Felman & Laub, 1992; Menakem, 2021), 

to restorying (Thomas & Stornaiuolo, 2016), and counternarrating (Delgado Bernal 2012; 

Ladson-Billings & Tate, 2006; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001), storying and the analysis of narratives 

has led to complex and profound awakenings and actions. 

Finally, poststructuralists demonstrate that telling stories can help the storytellers to imagine 

possible futures, and multiple ways of being, knowing, and becoming, while still considering the 

dangers of reproducing structural oppression. While poststructuralism has rightly been criticized 

for its reductionism of the realities that historically marginalized folks face, in many cases 
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muting conversations about the very real violence we experience (Koro-Ljungberg et al., 2018; 

Zembylas, 2018), its critique of essentialism does offer researchers a way of constructing selves 

with participants beyond what hooks (1991) calls “notions of universality and static over-

determined identity within mass culture and mass consciousness," which “can open up new 

possibilities for the construction of the self and the assertion of agency” (p. 28). Put differently, a 

poststructural critique of essentialism can allow researchers to resist boxing participants into one-

dimensional frames, like those built by White Supremacy. Simultaneously, as Butler contends, in 

breaking the binary and interrupting master narratives with expansive becomings, researchers 

must still pay attention to the way participants’ “rebel becomings” (Maclure, Jones, Holmes, & 

MacRae, 2012, p. 171) repeat, rewrite, and reproduce oppression. How do their stories still 

perform elements of the dominant narrative? Thus, poststructuralists urge researchers to play in 

the darkness (Morrison, 1993) of unknowability, to think forward as Afrofuturists do to a joyous, 

richer world full of what Grant et al., (2020) call “radical hope,” but to remember that 

researchers and participants are always susceptible to the structures of oppression. 

The Spiral: Critical Storying Part I  

Dialogism--or the confluence of ideas in conversation--produces new, emergent knowledge. 

Those in dialogue borrow words and cite ideas, weaving thoughts from various spaces, places, 

and temporal worlds to create new understandings (Bakhtin 1981, Clandinin, 2013). Many 

narrative inquiry researchers use dialogism in order to explore the ways participants construct 

and understand their realities (Clandinin & Connelly, 1990; Frank, 2010), and how “the social, 

cultural, an institutional narratives within which individuals’ experiences were constructed, 

shaped, and enacted” might be transformed (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007, p. 43). Kinloch and San 

Pedro (2018) describe dialogism as inclusive of utterances, voice, the spoken and the unspoken, 
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and speechless moments (p. 29). I include as part of those “speechless moments," affective 

resonances, or those unnamable energies that surface, those emotions that feel impossible to 

define except through the sensations that prickle through human and beyond-human bodies (of 

spaces, ideas, and biotic and abiotic entities). They have been alternatively called “mad 

elements” (Deleuze, 2004), “bodymind intensities” (Niccolini et al., 2018, p. 326), “hauntings” 

(Stewart, 2007), and “sticky” moments (Ahmed, 2015), and “hot-spots” (Taussig, 1993). Affects 

arise through what Ahmed (2010) calls the “drama of contingency," or what surfaces when some 

thing or some experience comes near a person (p. 22), and makes complex some singularity that 

that person has comfortably and almost automatically inhabited. As Diaz-Strong et al., (2014) 

note, affect is a: 

response to the world—amorphous, outside of conscious awareness, undefined, full of 

possibility—and we use the term “feelings” or “emotion” to refer to how affect is marshaled 

into personal expressions and shaped by social conventions (Massumi, 2003). Our feelings 

demonstrate how affect not only is used to regulate political practices such as immigration 

policies, but also shapes our investments and labors as scholars, including our resistance to 

retaining the veneer of objectivity in scholarship and our desire to move beyond research to 

support and participate in justice movements. (p. 4) 

In paying attention to and engaging dialogically with participants’ emotions, researchers and 

participants can uncover how institutionalized narratives like meritocracy shape participants’ 

personal stories, and how participants think about that shaping.  

In the context of mechanization, which considers how self-described social justice advocates 

are manipulated through neoliberal policies and practices, critical storying researchers must pay 

particular attention to participants’ negative emotions. These emotions have been called ‘rebel 

becomings’ and ‘outlaw emotions’ (Maclure et al., 2012, p. 171),  or “feelings like anger and 

resentment that are considered wrong and are often denied to marginalized groups precisely 

because these emotions challenge cultural hegemony and open avenues for social change” (Diaz-

Strong et al., 2014, p. 10). In attending to this particular embodiment of affect, critical storying 
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researchers can identify where a participants’ sense of themselves as a social justice advocate 

bumps up against some mechanization. With participants, researchers can uncover that 

mechanization, explore how participants are navigating that mechanization, and how it 

influences the stories participants tell about themselves.  

Kinloch & San Pedro’s (2018) conceptualization of dialogism offers an approach for 

speaking and listening that is foundational to projects in humanization, which they call the 

dialogic spiral. It is a spiral because “the dialogic process of listening and speaking co-creates an 

area of trust between speakers—the space between” (p. 31). They assert that researchers engaged 

in dialogic spiraling must take seriously the following things:  

listening as a fundamental factor in learning (Bakhtin, 1981, 1990; Schultz, 2009); 

 collaborating for meaningful change and action (Greene, 2000; Tuck, 2009); seeing 

 vulnerabilities as authentic reactions that should be acknowledged (Kinloch & San 

 Pedro); viewing language as something we do and create (Morrison, 1993); and   

constructing knowledge as shared and relational (Brayboy & Maughan, 2009). Together, 

 these factors encourage us (Valerie and Tim) to recognize how divergent perspectives 

 contribute to the ways we learn, live, and listen as we walk through the world with other 

 people. (p. 30) 

A conscious yet critical practice of reciprocity in dialogue can provide researchers with the 

opportunity to invite in participants’ multiple selves and learn their multiple and perhaps even 

contradicting stories as individuals subjected to mechanization.  

However, it can be difficult for those subjected to the repeated and ongoing spirit murder 

(Williams, 1987) to explore those dark experiences, and in the context of mechanization, to 

discuss their melancholic involvement with dehumanizing policies and practices. Researchers 

must be responsive to participants’ ongoing precarity. Researchers can do this by decolonizing 

spaces of White Supremacy through, as Stanton (2014) writes, “respectful collaboration, 

dynamic storytelling, and reciprocity throughout the research process” (p. 573). Delgado Bernal 

et al. (2018), through their concept of a Critical Race Feminista Methodology, provide a way for 
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researchers to enter a dialogic spiral with reciprocity for participants’ spirit in mind. They aim 

for the cultivation of bodymindspirit, the whole self; conocimiento, or “opening all physical, 

emotional, and spiritual sense” (p. 111) to make sense of the connection between inner acts and 

public acts; convivencia, or building bridges between our physical and social spaces toward 

liberation; methodological Nepantla, or sitting with those awkward in-between spaces; sitios y 

lenguas (spaces and discourses), or accessing those many and multiple languages that emerge 

from different spaces in a variety of ways, including everyday conversations (pláticas) (p.112). 

Considering the spirit is critical when working with teachers or anyone who has been 

mechanized.  

Engaging in a spirit-conscious dialogic spiral requires researchers to be response-able 

(Dillard, 2012). Researchers must be able to respond to the communities they seek to serve, and, 

as Wilson (2001) puts it, to answer to all of their relationships with the world. This means that 

researchers must be aware of how they are inhabiting a space, place, and temporality of 

privilege. They must see themselves and participants as “caught in an intricate, delicate web in 

which each action [taken], discursive or otherwise, pulls on, breaks off, or maintains the tension 

in many strands of a web in which others find themselves moving also” (Alcoff, 1991, p. 21). Put 

differently, researchers cannot take for granted the power structures that often position teachers 

as less knowledgeable than them. 

Critical storying researchers must actively, reflexively, convivially, and critically consider 

the way their many selves and narratives spiral with participants. Researchers must recognize 

themselves as contributing to how participants generate and share their stories, and must be 

conscious of when to employ and inhibit “their ontological and epistemological selves to 

facilitate the research process” (Chapman et al., 2018, p. 103), when to, in other words, insert 
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themselves and their opinions, and when to share their own stories. They must also make room 

for the nonlinearity of storying, and cultivate the “messy, complicated, complex, and 

multivoiced” spirit of being human (Kinloch & San Pedro, 2018, p. 23) as participants shift and 

move between stories about who they are that may be conflicting or incomplete. As Dillard 

(2012) writes, we are responsible for the energy we bring to the space and practice, to what we 

bring as teachers and researchers to our work and our community of students and partners in 

research...to be present, to care, and to be able to respond to the students and others within our 

purview: Being able to do so with all who gather, with care and love for the energy we bring to 

the endeavor, characterizes our response-ability. (p. 83)Thus, before researchers can take up the 

word with participants, they must understand their own space, place, and temporality, and be 

willing to reach back and forward into memories and imaginings in order to verbalize sometimes 

difficult stories if they are to expect participants to do the same.  

Speculation: Critical Storying Part II 

Speculative fiction provides researchers with powerful metaphors through which to 

interrogate systems of power. In Bodyminds Reimagined, Schalk (2018) defines the speculative 

fiction world as any place where the “rules of reality” do not apply, where creators can openly 

question the “culturally and historically specific social narratives of the possibilities and 

meanings of bodyminds, time, space, and technology, as well as our constructed notions of what 

constitutes a “real” disability, gender, race, and so on.” (p.17) From science fiction to magical 

realism to ghost stories, Schalk views the transmutability of other/alternative worlds as fertile 

ground for digging up oppressive narratives and growing in their stead new conceptualizations of 

what it could mean to be. Speculative fiction provides creators with the opportunity to shake off 

territorializing lines of patriarchy, White Supremacy, heteronormativity, ableism and the like. 



   

 

92 
 

For example, as Dyson, concerned with power in international relations (2015) notes, 

“International Relations is full of imaginary notions to begin with, an interplay between the real 

world and the world of knowledge, and so if it is helpful to draw insights from alternate 

imagined worlds too, why not do so?” (p. 5).  

Researchers have demonstrated speculative fiction’s capacity to transform readers’ 

perspectives, cultivate critical literacies, and inspire imaginings for a more equitable society. For 

example, Toliver (2020) describes how speculative fiction writing makes space for Black Girl 

counterstories to be witnessed, and Love and Fox (2021) explore how young adult dystopian 

speculative fiction can develop youth readers’ critical analyses of systemic oppression. 

Speculative fiction creates an opportunity to materialize abstract. However, there have been little 

to no inquiries into the liberating and agentifying potentialities of speculative fiction for 

educators working within the confines of neoliberal learning spaces like no-excuse charter 

schools.  

In the contexts of mechanization, and as part of critical storying, the speculative world is a 

thirdspace (Soja, 1996) where researchers and participants can represent, interrogate, and 

challenge mechanizations that surface through dialogic spiraling, unfettered by the possibility of 

material threats manifesting. The dystopian world of the cyborg is an apt universe for examining 

and challenging mechanization, as the cyborg is “a hybrid of machine and organism, a creature 

of social reality as well as a creature of fiction” (Haraway, 2000, p. 1). The cyborg lives on the 

border between reality and possibility, between truth and yet-to-be-real fictions where 

speculative creators can take up or reject oppressive structures. I further understand this body as 

one in search of cohesion, spiraling always toward humanity and tailed by melancholy. It is a 
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figure through which participants can decide if and how they might cultivate that humanity, or 

even leverage their unique position as a cyborg against mechanizations.  

It is important that researchers involve participants in the act of speculation after critically 

considering their storied encounters with mechanizations. Wodak (2013) writes of the value of 

researchers sharing their emergent understandings and analyses with participants in order to 

make explicit what is implicit, to practice critical reflexivity, and to operate in the service of 

social change. In addition to regularly sharing reflections and understandings as part of The 

Spiral, researchers must share their speculative fictions they ultimately produce, as these are 

another representation of participants’ stories, and another opportunity for critical reflection and 

discussion. And, importantly, discussing these stories after they have been written can provide a 

basis for further imagining how researchers and participants might actualize some speculated 

challenge to mechanization in the real world. In the following interlude, I share three of the 

stories that I wrote and shared with participants.  

Interlude: Stories from the Machine 

 “The Wall” 

“And now it’s me. Fucking hell.” Connie mumbled to herself as she moved around her 

programming room, snatching papers off the ground, crumpling them into balls, and tossing 

them into the corner. She ran through the list of people they had taken for cerebral scrubs in the 

last month, ending with Dicky. You were a good one, Dicky, she thought. Now, there wasn’t a 

single person left that she could trust.  

“Who do they think they are? Telling me that my wires are out of line. Your wires are out 

of line!” she said out loud, kicking a pile of wires into a corner. She stopped and took a breath, 

looking up at the digital spreadsheet she had built, what she affectionately called, “The Wall”: It 
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was neatly updated with each pupil’s data points organized across finely calculated rows and 

columns, numbers twitching and changing with every new input. She was impressed even now 

with its detail, its precision, covering the entire side of her room.  

It wasn’t something programmers needed to have. In fact, most hated the data tracking 

part of all this. But Connie loved data. She loved seeing it, adjusting it, understanding it. Its 

clarity and reliability were beautiful. She had stayed late during her first year to build and code 

this spreadsheet so that it would contain all that she needed to know about each student’s growth. 

She had configured it to calculate inputs that would move students from green rows to red rows, 

or from reds to yellows, or even from reds into blues if anyone ever made that leap. Secretly, she 

had imagined every single data point for every single kid jumping from the reds into the blues, 

scaling up the curve until it broke. She had wanted them to have the best data, and she knew that 

with her meticulousness she could get them there. And she was getting there. There was less red 

than blue, more green than yellow filling the wall. She was close. Admin just gotta get out of my 

fucking way, she thought.  

Connie turned off the lights and sat at her desk. She tapped the side of her PanOptic eye 

panel, bringing up the observation recording from today on her visor. She played it again and 

again, speeding it up and slowing it down. Her instruction was perfect, her execution was perfect. 

Students spoke in formulas and analysis, in numbers and equations as if it were the first language 

they’d learned. She tapped the PanOptic panel again to read her manager’s notes one more time: 

Active divergence from the curriculum. Complete disregard for protocol. Heightened emotional 

responses. Student time on task: 60%. Connie Zabardasta to be flagged for further surveillance 

and possible cerebral scrubbing.  
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“Yeah, 60% because that’s all they need to get it done! They don’t need to be at 100!” 

Connie slapped the side of her head to shut off the notes and closed her human eye, laying her 

cheek down onto the cool metal of her desk. 

Sure, Connie had abandoned protocols and procedures, and yes, she’d allowed herself to 

actually emote in front of the children even though it was, as her manager had told her at their last 

professional development download, “distracting”.  

“And for the rebellious among them,” her manager had said, “When you, ‘get pissed’, it 

just shows them that they’re winning.”  

“But what if I am pissed,” Connie had asked. It was a serious question. Sometimes they 

did downright piss her off, especially when they just didn’t think they could do the math.  

Her manager had smiled. “We all know what you’re going through Ms. Zabardasta, but 

you’re going to have to leave all of that in your domicile.”  

A group of programmers laughed, but Connie kept her gaze forward. Her recent divorce 

had become a joke among some of the other programmers who Connie secretly called androids, 

and didn’t think were worth her time.       

Connie remembered when she was like them – an android – following all the orders. 

Kissing all the asses, she thought now as she grabbed a crumpled post-it and dabbed the tears 

from her human eye. Connie’s manager had called her “shiny” back then. Her room had been 

spotless. Every cord, every button, every child was uniform and predictable. Each kid passed the 

threshold of her room, took their place, plugged into their devices, recorded notes, and produced 

data in complete silence. She checked it, marked it, logged it. That was it. Math had been simple. 

Life had been simple.  

But the data doesn’t lie. 
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When Connie had seen that numbers were not improving in spite of following every 

single protocol, she thought that maybe she had done something wrong. Maybe she had missed 

something. She ramped up her efforts toward perfection until there wasn’t a single shoelace out 

of place, or a desk out of line. She was so professional and calculating that not one kid raised 

their hand. Everyone was 100% plugged in and on task. But still, there was no improvement. 

Connie became obsessed, and that was when she built The Wall. She had to pinpoint the error. 

Failure was not an option.  

Connie had grown up like these kids. She knew where they went at night, what their 

domicile units looked like, how tough it was to come out from under. As a kid, Connie didn’t 

have programmers who cared or thought that she could be anything more than an assembly 

worker. Even when her parents sent her away to live with an aunt so that she could go to a better 

Program, not a single programmer there took the time to really help her figure out how to learn. 

Connie had to try and fail, sketch and scratch, stay up late and develop her process all on her 

own. It was a long and winding road, and she swore that, as a programmer, she would never let 

any kid walk it alone the way she had.  

Determined to help her students with The Wall, Connie had made it a habit of staying in 

her room long past when the others went home, when the patrol units were out, and the sun lamp 

for her domicile block had turned off. But each night when she read and reread the data, the less 

it made sense: It had seemed that the closer she clung to protocols, the deeper the kids seemed to 

dip. Where was the error?! 

And then, the divorce happened. It wasn’t a surprise, and the end of it isn’t what bothered 

her – It was the things he took just to piss her off: random tools from the time-before, photos of 
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family she hadn’t digitized, cups, spoons. But when she had called Corporate Police about his 

thievery, he denied it, and she was dismissed for making things up.  

But Connie was relentless.  

She knew the consequences for dealing with the People’s Resistance, but she didn’t care. 

She would take him out. She found a connect to the PR through a friend of a friend, and 

transferred to them the last of her savings and the keys to her domicile so that they could install a 

camera without jeopardizing their identities. The camera they put up was a special unit, one that 

could not be detected by pedestrian scanners, and which connected directly to the PR’s central 

operations. It was only a day or two before she found a package of photos at her door and 

directions about how to detach the camera and make it portable, just in case, they’d written. 

Paranoid that he’d send Police to search her house for illegal equipment, she detached it, took it 

to school, and buried it deep in a junk drawer. 

But after she had filed the photos, and the things he had taken were back in their places, 

something had changed in Connie. She felt, for the first time, completely fed up with systems and 

structures. The marriage protocols had failed. The programming protocols had failed. What was 

the point? She had thought. And so, she stopped being an android: She stopped coiling cords. She 

stopped timing how quickly students plugged in devices. And she stopped being quiet.  

Sick of protocols, Connie focused on teaching students how to learn, how to study, and 

how to think about numbers and math, which meant knowing how to talk through problems, 

which meant seeing and experiencing all the ins and outs of what it means to be a person with 

people. For some, this required yelling – yelling when she was happy, when she was angry, when 

she was annoyed, when she felt silly. For some this required teasing – teasing them about their 

mistakes, about their successes, and teasing just the right amount. For others, it required quiet 
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chats and a cup of something warm. And the kids talked, yelled, and whispered back, and danced, 

and played, and asked a million questions including what Connie was like as a kid, how she 

studied as a student, and if she would be giving them candy that day (as she had started doing).  

And she saw The Wall change. Their numbers went up. Kids jumped from yellow to 

green. The data didn’t lie. She kept going, and every day her room buzzed with conversation, 

laughter, anger, frustration, joy, sadness, and sometimes the sounds of sleep. It was messy, busy, 

noisy. But Connie didn’t care – as long as they had thought their way through the math and 

finished, she knew the data would go up, and it did. Yet, admin behaved as if the data suddenly 

tanked: They took away one of her classes, then another, until all she had was one group of 

students. And now, after this observation, they would probably be taken too, and she would be 

scrubbed. 

Connie sat up in the dark and wiped her face. This was not how she was going to go out. 

She would not have her brain scrubbed and her memories erased over good data. She needed 

answers.  

Connie dug into her junk drawer. Downstairs, there was a wall much like The Wall in her 

room, but larger and with programmers’ data points intersecting students’ and admins’. Dicky, 

Connie’s friend who used to be a programming lead, called it the motherboard. It was how 

comparisons were made, how promotions were determined, and how those for scrubbing were 

selected. He’d been introduced to it as part of preparation for his promotion to administrator. If 

he proved he was ready, they would remove his last human eye, and replace it with another 

scanner, completing his administrative PanOptic helmet. 

“They were testing me Con, watching me like a bunch of creeps.” 

“So of course you said, yup, all good here!” 
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“No, it wasn’t – Con, it was like nothing I had ever seen. There was data on there – let’s 

just call them dark spots, okay. It was not what I thought.”  

“What do you mean ‘dark spots’, that’s so weird.”  

“I, look I can’t really say. It was just creepy okay?” 

“Ok, so you’ll just tell me later like always.” 

“Ha. Right.” Dicky had looked strange then, and Connie couldn’t quite place it. Looking 

back now, she knew it was fear.  

“Well you didn’t freak out or anything, right?”  

“No. I don’t know. Maybe. I guess I’ll just be hearing from them soon, so we’ll see.”  

The next day, Dicky was gone, and Connie was slated for observation.  

Connie grabbed the camera and headed downstairs.  

As Dicky had described it, the door to the motherboard room was unlocked. He had joked 

that maybe it was an oversight – low staffing and whatnot – but probably it was a trap for 

dissidents. Connie had laughed at the time, but now with Dicky gone, a trap seemed more likely. 

Connie didn’t care. She pushed the door and walked in.  

The room was black and mute, as if all the energy had been pulled from anything alive or 

warm and pooled into the tiny dots of light and labels blinking on the motherboard. She stared in 

awe at the beauty of its structure, the movement and pulse of its numbers and formulas, the living 

insides of a sleeping beast. And then she saw a scale, and at one end, a column of names, some 

crossed off, some not. Connie found hers just before Dicky, and for a moment felt herself 

disappear into the spaces between the green and white lights. Then she moved her hands around 

the camera, held it up, and clicked, sending everything she saw directly to the PR, knowing that, 

probably, she was being watched.  
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“Rainbow” 

She sat at her desk, examining the palm side of her Hand while she waited for her new 

manager, Carol, to arrive. She had never really gotten used to it – the Hand. Others said that after 

a while, you can’t feel it, that most of what she said she felt was probably in her head. But 

Yvonne could swear she felt every place where metal fused with bone, where electricity quivered 

through veins that had been turned into metal tubing, where her human cells clumped up and died 

against the nanoparticles that made her cyborgian. Yvonne didn’t see it as a bad thing. She had 

worked hard to get the Hand, and had been happy to give them her birth hand in exchange. It was 

an opportunity: To have the tools in order to actually do something for kids living in Block 6, a 

place so much like where she had come up, meant everything for Yvonne. Those lowlifes at 

Corporate trying to bury us, she thought.   

Yvonne bit her lip, regretting the thought. She frantically tapped the side of her PanOptic 

for something to busy her mind, just in case they were monitoring her thoughts the way they had 

at Brightcrest. There were no messages, no observation notes. She tapped again and checked the 

time: Even though there were ten minutes until the start of her debrief, she knew no one was 

coming. She knew she would continue to upload Grey material here, just as she did at 

Brightcrest.  

After receiving her Hand from Brightcrest’s Operation team, Yvonne had been excited to 

develop it, to learn its functions. She’d spent time studying Hands of all kinds, learning about 

their particularities to each programmer and their uniformities across Programs, even across 

professions. There were the connectivities every Hand had to Corporate Headquarters – the bio 

monitoring systems, the interface capabilities. But as a science programmer, Yvonne’s Hand was 

equipped with a nanobot Stream transmitter, which would carry interdependent and adaptive 
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simulators and programs into each students’ MyOptic headband to help them better connect with 

science. Each Stream was color coded for different skills and discrete knowledge units. Yvonne 

thought they were beautiful, and when they ran together they looked like a rainbow waterfall, 

billowing with golds or magentas or deep forest greens. But before she could get them there, she 

and they had to first master the Grey Stream: basic foundations, following orders, filling in 

blanks. After that, her manager would pass the next color Stream onto Yvonne through a Hand to 

Hand interface.  

“Where I’m from, we call that a handshake,” Yvonne had laughed, when her manager at 

Brightcrest explained the process. The manager’s face had remained unchanged, and Yvonne had 

wondered if she had been so modified that she no longer could process jokes. But back then, it 

didn’t matter. Yvonne had been top of her class. She was a new programmer determined to 

impress this manager, and in no time her students would be swimming with a rainbow of 

knowledge.  

But then she had her first observation. Yvonne had prepared for weeks, running simulations, 

practicing foundations without MyOptic bands, checking every box and recording every growth 

point into her data chart. She’d even told the students what color band was next – purple. They 

would glow in purple, she told them. But when the day came, her manager was not there. Instead, 

a drone flew in through the port, snapped a few photos, ran a digital scan over each row of 

straight-backed, smiling students, and left. Yvonne had waited for hours in her room after 

dismissal, Hand palm turned up in case the new purple Stream would be dropped through another 

drone. But no one and nothing ever came, and the only note she received was one word: Passed.  

It was five years of administering the Grey to students with no meeting and no check-in before 

Yvonne requested a transfer to New Horizons. Of course, she would never criticize the 
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Brightcrest manager to her face. That was suicide. She had worked too hard to be punished with a 

cerebral scrub and reassigned to work assembly. Yvonne was leaving, as she told her, to follow a 

new opportunity. But it didn’t matter: As long as she had demonstrated conformity, uniformity, 

consistency, Brightcrest and its managers saw programmers as replaceable and moveable.  

It had been a week at New Horizons. Yvonne ran her human fingers over the glass tube of Grey 

nanobots swooshing around inside of her metal arm. Maybe this will be different, she thought. 

Her new manager, Carol, had actually shown up for the observation, and sat in the back recording 

on her PanOptic, while taking notes simultaneously. Let’s go purple! She checked the time again: 

one minute till. Forget it, I should just quit. None of this is rea –  

“Yvonne! Wonderful to see you again.” Carol peeked her head through the port, her large, teeth 

shining in a row. “May I come in?”  

For a moment, Yvonne wondered if Carol had been reading her thoughts before arriving, and 

quickly focused on the image of a blank page, just in case.  

“Oh, um, hello Manager Carol! Yes, please.”  

“Carol is fine. Thank you.”  

Carol walked in and dragged a seat across from Yvonne’s desk. The click clack of her 

heels reminded Yvonne of Brightcrest. Blank sheet, blank sheet.   

“So, how are things going for you?” Carol asked, still smiling.  

Yvonne became highly aware of her own face. “Fine. Programs and their nanobots are 

executing as planned and the adaptive learning had been generative for students. I believe I have 

demonstrated consistency, reliability, and fidelity to the programs.” 

Carol laughed, “That’s great, but I mean how are you doing? Are you happy here?”  

It was a question that made no sense. Yvonne sensed a trap. Blank sheet, blank sheet.  
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“Fine,” she said, flatly. Carol’s human eye moved over Yvonne’s face. It was then that 

Yvonne realized Carol still had one human eye. Usually managers had the full PanOptic helmet: 

Two red, cyborg eyes and a circuitry devoted to purely monitorization.  

“Well, okay then. Let’s go over my notes, and then we’ll upload the Purple Stream. I 

think you and your kiddos are ready.”  

For exactly 20 minutes, Carol talked about Yvonne, her use of models and forms, her 

precision, her orderliness. Students were uniform, answers were exact. “It’s like you’ve been 

teaching Grey for five years,” she joked. Yvonne didn’t laugh. She knew all the managers knew 

each other, even if they were at different Programs. Blank sheet.  

“Okay! Well if you have no questions, let’s shake on it,” Carol said, winking. She reached 

out her Hand to Yvonne’s, instantly connecting their circuitry.  

Yvonne felt her whole body clench, electricity tightening and burning through every 

nerve. A blur of frames reeled through her mind in bits she could barely piece together. She saw 

herself with her mother, walking to her old Program on Block 12, the faces of kids just like hers 

who would be pulled into factories, assembly lines, and the storage centers that Corporate built to 

be filled with busy, broken hands. And then, she saw herself alone, at college and away from her 

mother, struggling to understand the numbers in her download, terrified of working in a 

Corporate plant. And then she was in front of her students, ordering their movements, redirecting 

how to pass papers, how to be silent, how to work.  

Yvonne heard Carol’s voice off in the distance, and then the room and Carol’s human eye came 

back into focus. 

“Yvonne, are you okay?” 

“What?” 
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“The rush from a Stream can be challenging. Purple is all about reflection, so as the 

programmer, you get a heavy dose right at the jump. It short circuits some people. You alright?” 

Yvonne felt her face wet with tears. She wiped it with the back of her human hand. “I’m fine, I’m 

fine. Just a long day.” Blank sheet, blank sheet.  

“I want you to know you can talk to me, to any of us. It can be hard to move into a new Stream 

when you’ve been in the old one for so long.” 

“Sure.”  

“Especially when it reaches your students – the adjustment to Purple in your subject is 

hard to sit with sometimes.”  

“Okay, sure.”   

Yvonne met Carol’s human eye and tried to see if there was something mechanical 

moving inside of it.  

“Of course.” Blank sheet.  

But the next day, when Yvonne uploaded Purple to her students’ MyOptic bands, and was 

met with sunken heads, tears, and ideas scrawled in pixelated art and words that made no sense 

across their visors, she kept it to herself. It was, in her mind, absolutely a sign of malfunction. 

Wait it out, she told herself. It’s gonna pass, it’s just an adjustment. You cannot get fired! She 

avoided anyone, and went straight home.  

And she was right. The following day, her students were fine. Changed, but fine. They 

were somehow more thoughtful. Yvonne wondered if they’d had the same dreams she did – 

memories from sometime else, connections between things she had forgotten to the ions and 

thunderclouds they were studying in class.  
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This was the way it went for the next several months. Yvonne would be observed, Carol 

would give her notes, and she would upload a new Stream, new memories and connections, 

reflections, and imaginings. With Yellow, she and her students felt joy, curiosity, excitement 

about things like mold, or half-lifes. With Red they felt driven to excavate the reasons why they 

were all here, to argue for their existence as people. With Green, they felt the possibilities and 

solutions to problems that were now vivid in their minds, problems they’d known as young 

children alive and real. With Blue they felt a wide, encumbering fear, as if suddenly they would 

see the sky, the real sky, and forget absolutely everything they’d ever known.  

With each new Stream, Yvonne would run straight to her domicile where she stayed up 

late, planning conversations they could have, movements they might take, constructs they could 

build, problems they could solve, and questions about the unknown to explore. She’d leave early 

the next morning, arriving before anyone else, to set up her room, to prepare them for the next 

thrill. And although the seams between her human flesh and metal ached more than ever, she also 

felt more human than she had in years.  

But then something changed between her and her students. As the Streams seeped deeper 

into their bodies, they started to stay late in her room after a session to talk. Some drew pictures 

as they talked, some shared her dinner, and some sat so close she could feel them breathing. They 

talked about everything and anything, but mostly they shared their pain. Some worried about 

their futures, and some shared their fears about impending, earthbound doom. Many shared  

sorrows that they faced day in and day out: the quiet, dark encounters in Block 6, the unknown 

tins of sour meat they bought on corners for hungry brothers and sisters, the hallways, stale with 

the remains of wanderers and runners who couldn't outrun Corporate Police or Repo-men, and 
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the oily black clouds that pitched from open domicile doors where neighbors, old and alone, had 

broken open their sun shields and let the rays reduce their flesh to ash.  

Yvonne hadn’t known what to say. She’d sat and listened until they were finished, their 

eyes swollen and wet, and simply said, “I’m sorry.” Some would get up and leave, some would 

hug her, some sat a while longer until she offered to walk them home, which she did. And even 

though they would come the next day, bright and excited as if nothing happened, their stories 

followed her every night. She’d come to hate Corporate for their failures, but also for their 

success: If anything ever got better – really got better for these kids – then there would be no 

need for a Brightcrest or a New Horizons or any other Program. Yvonne watched the rainbow of 

Streams swirling in her arm and missed when it was just Grey. Grey was easy. Grey was simple. 

Yvonne longed for Grey.  

She knew that there was only one way out. 

From the moment she awoke the next morning until the last student left her room, Yvonne 

forced herself to be present: She felt every color, mattering every second by touching, breathing, 

sensing the textures, smells, voices, and warmth around her. A cerebral scrub would erase it all – 

every memory, every moment – resetting her to a place that was simpler, a place uncomplicated 

by problems she couldn’t solve, people she couldn’t help, and a Corporate she couldn’t destroy. 

It’ll all be grey soon, she told herself. At the end of the day, Yvonne tidied her desk, turned out 

her lights, and took one last look at a wall of drawings her students had made before closing her 

door and walking to Operations.  

But as she neared the room, she caught the smell of hot buns, and the low murmur of 

voices trying hide laughter, and then –  
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“Yvonne? What are you doing down here?” Maeve, an older teacher, walked up from 

behind Yvonne carrying a bottle of Syzy and four plastic cups. “Actually, I been meaning to talk 

to you, but you’re always just in your room.”  

“I was just, um, I had an appointment to make.” Yvonne tried to not look at the 

Operations room, but she could feel Maeve reading her like a signpost.  

“Hmm, well it can wait. Now, I hear from Damian – wait, you got Damian in your class, 

right?” 

“Um, yeah.” 

“Right, that you’ve been talking to them after school? About their business?” 

“Yeah, well sometimes.”  

“Well, we gotta talk about all of that! What’s that about?” 

“You know, we went into the Purple Stream, and then Yellow, and Red –” 

“Whoa, wait. You hit the whole rainbow yet?” 

Yvonne caught herself looking at Operations. She didn’t know Maeve, but she felt joy, 

longing, pain, embarrassment, excitement all rush her at once as this woman asked her questions 

about something she felt was so private. Her face was hot, and she yearned to leave.  

“I’m not sure the whole, whole rainbow, but I guess –”  

Maeve stepped in front of her, standing between Yvonne and Operations. “The first time I 

hit the whole rainbow with the kids – boy, let me tell you! It was rough. You gotta know just 

what works for you so you and them can get through it, you know? Have you talked to anyone?” 

“Well, no. I mean, I talk to the kids.” 

“They’re not anyone – I’m anyone. Jemin is anyone. Kris is anyone. You know them?” 

“I haven’t met them yet. I mean actually, I haven’t really met anyone.” 
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“Oh, what?! I can’t believe you hit the whole rainbow, sit there listening to Damian and 

all else talking about their business, just all by yourself.” Maeve hooked her arm around Yvonne. 

“Alright, well let’s change that. You’re coming with me.”  

“Oh I don’t want to like, impose or anything.” 

“Listen. We got real buns, not real butter but you know ‘budder’, in my room, and some 

juice if you know what I mean, so let’s go!” 

Maeve pulled Yvonne toward the muffle of laughter and conversation, from the warmth 

and the bright glow of light coming from a room just past Operations. 

“Beyond the Gray” 

Aurelia sits outside of the administrator’s office, waiting for her scan, nervously tapping 

the PanOptic panel that had become her right eye. They had called her for a “check-in”, which 

always meant some kind of scan. She’d gotten used to scans, and had even gotten used to the 

PanOptic implant itself. The recording gears and tracking chips that buzzed from within her and 

every other programmer’s ocular canal day and night had become just a distant hum that 

followed her. Of course, it helped that she had installed her own back channels, protective 

shields, scramblers, interpreters and what she called “gray readers” to decipher Able’s corporate 

messaging in case something dangerous was afoot. She’d even made gray readers for her 

students.   

Had they found out? Aurelia tapped her PanOptic eye, wondering why her name had been 

called.  

This round of scans started after Jayla, the programmer for fifth years, was removed. 

During a staff meeting to introduce the new Proficiency Exam, Jayla had asked admins to explain 
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why its questions were even further beyond what students at Able could do. How, she had asked, 

was she supposed to get her kids to pass this test without any of the tools she had asked for?  

“The Hand isn’t enough,” she’d told them, waving the metal Programmer’s hand Able had 

implanted in place of her own. Like the PanOptic, it was something every Programmer had – a 

robotic hand of tools in place of their dominant hand. It was necessary, Able had told them, for 

updating students’ programming, even though not every student’s interface was compatible. For 

some, things just didn’t click, but Able wouldn’t invest in the proper support.  

“I thought it was supposed to be ‘A bright future in our hands’,” Jayla had said, waving 

her Hand again. “Well, if I can’t get them to pass, what kinda future are they looking at? One at 

Assemble?” 

The gasp in the room had been audible. Aurelia always knew that Jayla walked the edge: 

She’d gotten away with missing protocols, even not responding to Admins on time. But her 

decades serving Able and the love of her students had protected her. But this? Jayla had crossed a 

line, pulling the veil out in the open: It was known that if students at any programming center 

couldn’t master the Proficiency Exam that they would be programmed into sanitation or 

assembly work. Recently, American Assembles had just invested thousands of dollars into Able 

just as it opened a new factory, where it would need more laborers.  

“A fair future for all,” Jayla had said, mimicking Able’s mission statement. “Right.” 

The next day, all staff had received the alert: A teacher has committed deficit thinking about our 

children, and has likely spread it to others. Deficit thinking is a fireable offense according to 

code 0XD4 in the Able Mission Handbook. Over the next 7 days, a new deficit scanner will be 

used to audit those suspected of deficit thinking in efforts to stop the spread. Those found to be 
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infected will be brought to Operations for a PanOptic reboot and cerebral scrub. -Toward 

Fairness for All, Admin 

Aurelia hadn’t seen Jayla after that, and had done everything she could to avoid admin 

and think happy thoughts so that the PanOptic would code her as a “positive staff member”. 

Playing positive was how she had survived up to now. But this morning, admin had asked to 

“check in”, which meant they were onto her.  

The door opens, and Aurelia takes a seat across from Ms. Mendacium, who smiles unflinchingly. 

Aurelia wonders if she had been given implants to keep her face like that, or what percentage of 

Ms. Mendacium was even still human.  

“Welcome Ms. A.H Scurboga. As you know, we are scanning for an infection related to a 

deficit pandemic that has taken over our family. We have received a tip from a concerned 

colleague that you may have been exposed. In a moment, I will sanitize your PanOptic and use 

the Eye Oppositionality Reader, or EyeOR, to scan for deficit thinking. Do you have questions?” 

She did have plenty of questions, like will my shields work? And, who is the mole? But she 

couldn’t wonder any of that right now. She shakes her head, and, as an extra precaution, silently 

recites a poem too complicated for the scanner to read through and decode. She chooses a poem 

by Jade, a fighter she had met during her time with the People’s Resistance, before the 

Progressives went Corporate and doxed most of them. Before she had turned to Able to survive.  

They walk from the places where walls touch and shadows take their rest.  

Ms. Mendacium walks over to Aurelia with the EyeOR.  

She gathers pleats in one hand, stepping out into the dust and heat.  

She turns it on, and waves it over Aurelia’s PanOptic.  
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In the distance, she sees velvet soft soil and a curtain of rain billowing like a bed sheet in 

the wind.   

The burn catches her by surprise, and Aurelia clenches her human eye against the 

memories of rage, sorrow, and regret that rush into her mind. But she fails to keep them hidden. 

Ms. Mendacium steps back and eyes the EyeOR. 

“Oh my! It seems like you are carrying a lot of negativity with you. Can you explain these 

thoughts?” 

Aurelia breathes through the pain. “I just need a minute,” she says. We wander forward, 

two wayward birds, following the memory of rain, the scent of fruit and grass. 

“We value straight talk here, Ms. Scurboga. Please explain.”  

There is no fence around the garden, but we hesitate before its path.  

“Ms. Scurboga, I will have to report –”  

“I value straight talk, and have always been one family toward what matters with integrity 

and excellence.” Aurelia’s interpreter kicks in, and she begins translating a response in Able’s 

language. “I feel anger at the deficit thinking others have for our children and for the Able 

family.” I pluck a blade of grass and whistle it between my thumbs. We have arrived.  

Ms. Mendacium watches the EyeOR, still aimed at Aurelia, as she speaks. Still smiling, not 

speaking, she turns it off, motions at the door that opens on its own, and dismisses her.  

Back in her programming room, Aurelia stares at the programming board and feels 

herself enter a colorless, empty fog. I pluck a blade of grass and whistle it between my thumbs. 

We have arrived, she thinks. But have we? 

Students come in and take their seats, pretending to itch their MyOptic bands as they turn 

on their shields and gray readers, and give Aurelia a thumbs up. They’re excited to be here, to 
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imagine, dream, talk, tease, laugh and create without someone watching them at all times. And 

they’d learned to read the gray on their own, roaming with Aurelia’s guidance away from even 

needing gray readers. Together, as just people, they had begun to dig into any message, any text, 

and pick it apart for context, rooting into its history, its motivations, its true meaning. Aurelia had 

been proud of them, and they felt safe with her and she with them. They had even begun to 

question any adult’s decisions, even Aurelia’s decisions, and sometimes she hadn’t known what 

to tell them.  

“Why can’t we watch the movie you said we were gonna watch?” a student had asked the 

week before. 

“Because we still have time in the quarter and so we are going to get through these 

programs,” Aurelia had said, thinking about her manager who had found out about the film, 

pulling it and directing her to assign more programming instead.  

“But it won’t even go on our record! Why are you making us do this? We want to talk 

about the movie.” 

“Just – because we have to! Stop asking questions and get to work. Let’s just get through 

this.” 

Even then when they frustrated her, she had been happy that they were asking ‘why’.  

But after today with Ms. Mendacium, she was not so sure. One day, she thought to 

herself, they will ask ‘why’ to the wrong person, and in spite of all their brilliant understanding, 

because they are here, in this system, they will be reprogrammed, mechanized, and put onto some 

assembly line anyways. What good is it to read through the gray if it will consume you anyways? 

She looks down at her right hand, or the place where it used to be. She had been so happy to give 

her hand in exchange for The Hand. She had believed in ‘A fair future for all’, convinced herself 
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that this was how she could bring back the People’s Resistance: If only she could get them to 

think, if only she could make them see.  

She had lied, of course, when they’d asked for her dominant hand. Aurelia was left-

handed, and it was with that left hand that she had built and installed the shields and scanners. It 

was with her human hand that she had begun to carve a way out for her students.  

There is no fence around the garden, but we hesitate before its path.  

As the final student took their seat, a wave of nausea swept over her. She knew what she 

would do that night, alone and unwatched in her shielded room, taking up tools smuggled from 

her past, holding them at the seam between her body and theirs, the place where metal wires dove 

down beneath her skin and crept into her bones. There, at the seam, she would dig.  

And the PanOptic would be next.  

It would be painful, but she had to break free. She knew that she had to fully face the gray 

and find other survivors from the People’s Resistance. This was how they would bring it back.  
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Research Design Summary 

Over the course of roughly 13 months, I conducted a multiple case study using critical 

storying as my methodology. According to Yin (2013), a case study “consists of an 

In-depth inquiry into a specific and complex phenomenon (the ‘case’), set within its real-world 

context” (p. 325), meaning that a researcher must consider the interactions between the 

phenomenon and the situation from which that phenomenon emerged. Similarly, Creswell et al., 

(2007) note that case study researchers must explore a “bounded system," or the way in which a 

phenomenon emerges and operates, “over time through detailed, in-depth data collection 

involving multiple sources of information (e.g., observations, interviews, audiovisual material, 

and documents and reports)” and subsequently report a thick case description and emergent 

themes (p. 245). For this study, I engaged with participants through a combination of 

observations, interviews, and memo writing during Phase I of Critical Storying, Dialogic 

Spiraling. In Phase II, Speculation, I wrote speculative fiction stories for each participant, and 

invited their response to these stories. I will describe these methods in greater detail in my data 

collection methods section below.  

For this study, it was important that I engaged with multiple cases rather than just one. 

Multiple case studies, in contrast to single case studies, allow researchers to analyze data not 

only within each situation, but across multiple situations (Yin, 2003), allowing them to note 

similarities and differences between cases, and draw richer conclusions about a shared 

phenomenon (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Because I am interested in understanding how various 

teachers enact anti-racist teacher agency to negotiate the phenomenon of mechanization, I 

needed to engage with multiple teachers. Thus, for this study, I worked with six teacher 

participants from no-excuse charter schools in metropolitan New Jersey, as this was the most 
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accessible location for me to travel. I initially used snowball sampling by approaching teachers 

who taught or had taught at no-excuse charter schools and with whom I already had a 

relationship, and asked that they recommend participants. I chose to use recommendations rather 

than to recruit folks I personally knew because, while my relationship with Allison during the 

pilot contributed to the momentum of our ongoing data making and analyzing, our relationship 

may have led her to focus on and share what she wanted me to hear (Siddle Walker, 1999). And, 

while I did not know these participants personally, my emic understanding of teaching within a 

no-excuse charter school allowed me to practice “engaged reflection and representation” with 

participants (Milner, 2007, p. 396). Participants were selected based on the following criteria: 

1. They were classroom teachers at a no-excuse charter school (i.e. they were not principals, 

deans, directors, coaches, assistants, etc.)They viewed teaching as a medium through 

which to conduct anti-racist and social justice work. 

2. They were willing and able to engage in dialogue via text, email, phone calls, and/or in 

person meetings, and they were willing to be observed and interviewed. 

While I recognize that a vast majority of teachers are White women, as is Allison, I am interested 

in the experiences of participants who identify themselves as occupying various racial and ethnic 

backgrounds, genders, sexualities, class, citizenship status, and education. Likewise, although 

most teachers leave no-excuse charter schools after 3 to 5 years, I wanted to hear from teachers 

who had been teaching at a no-excuse charter school for various lengths of time (novice to five 

or more years), and from teachers who had a variety of experience (i.e. no prior teaching 

experience or formal teacher training, certified teachers, teachers with advanced degrees in 

teaching or education). In working with a variety of teachers, I sought to learn more about the 
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extent to which teachers engaged with anti-racist teacher agency to resist meritocratic reforms 

with and for students. 

Recruitment and Participants 

Recruitment for this study proved challenging: Initial recommendations were met with 

unanswered calls, texts, and emails. Eventually, I connected with two individuals from two 

different schools, and who chose to be called “Peter” and “Connie.” However, Peter and Connie 

initially hesitated to participate, sharing that they did not feel that the school where they taught 

was a “no-excuse” charter school because 1) they were largely left to devise their own curricula, 

or adjust the one they were given, and 2) they received little to no support from leadership with 

regards to behavioral management. For Peter, the school he was then a part of was much more 

functional than his previous school, which was a no-excuse charter that had to be closed. By 

comparison, his current school was a good school. However, after asking them questions about 

their school’s approach to data, suspensions, and other qualities typical of no-excuse charters, it 

became clear that they did teach in such places. Both agreed to participate, but notably, Connie 

feared that sharing her true thoughts and opinions about the school and about leadership would 

make its way back to her managers and put her at risk of termination. This was a fear that would 

occur again and again for Connie, and suggested to me that this panoptic (Foucault, 1979) fear 

was perhaps the reason why participants suddenly halted communication with me after learning 

more about the study, in spite of having been connected to me through a person they trusted.

 The fear that I suspected prevented other people from responding meant that I had to turn 

to additional recruitment methods--all of which received IRB approval--and broaden whom I 

would consider recruiting: I modified my recruitment letter (Appendix B) into a social media 

post (Appendix C for screenshot), which I shared on Instagram through my personal account. I 
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also wrote a request letter to principals of large no-excuse charter schools in metropolitan New 

Jersey (Appendix D). Every single one of these attempts failed. Ultimately, I decided to ask two 

other teachers whom I knew personally--“Greta” and “Yvonne." Then, after working with Peter 

and Connie for several weeks, they both recommended that I connect with one person from each 

of their campuses who might be interested in participating. Because our work at this point had 

involved long conversations and reflections about Peter and Connie’s tensions, criticisms, fears, 

and anticipations, and because they had shared the sorts of conversations we had had with the 

people they recommended, recruitment of these last two--“Aurelia” and “Flavia”--was easy. 

Table 1 describes the participants: 

Table 1 

Description of Participants 

Name   School Years 

Teaching 

Self-Described Identity 

Markers 

Subject & Grade 

Aurelia Able 

Academy 

3 White; queer identifying; 

cis-woman; early 30s 

7th grade honors 

English Language Arts 

Connie 5 Pakistani; heterosexual; 

ADHD identifying; cis-

woman; late 20s 

7th grade honors Math 

Peter VirtuCorp 

High 

6 White; heterosexual; cis-

man; early 30s 

9th grade 

Communications; 11th 

grade Computer Science, 

Economics, Spanish, and 

History 
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Flavia 4 White; heterosexual; 

autistic and ADHD 

identifying; cis-woman; 

early 30s 

Self-contained, multiple 

grades, Lifeskills, Family 

& Consumer Science, 

Practical Assessment 

Exploration System 

(PAES) vocational Lab 

Greta Brightcrest 

Prep 

3 White; bisexual; cis-

woman; late 20s 

7th grade English 

Language Arts 

Yvonne 6 Black; gay; cis-woman; 

early 30s 

5th & 6th grade Science 

Because I worked with individuals who described themselves through a variety of identity 

markers, I had to keep in mind that although I taught at a no-excuse charter school in New Jersey 

for three years of my seven year span of teaching in the P-12 realm, and therefore have witnessed 

and experienced White Supremacy embodied in these spaces, I was still an “outsider in a 

learning role” (Stanton, 2014, p. 574) when I entered participants’ spaces. As an outsider with 

insider knowledge, and particularly as a White-passing, Filipina mestiza woman in a 

predominantly Black and Brown space, it was critical that I constantly examined the ways in 

which I had been complicit in White Supremacist meritocracy and the impacts on the narratives I 

had internalized and reproduced about myself as a teacher-researcher-activist (Villenas, 1996). In 

addition to the following data collection methods, I also used personal journaling and ongoing 

member checks through memos and in conversation to go “beyond the role of facilitator” in 

documenting participant’s experiences and to remind myself of my “own historical being and 

space” (Villenas, 1996, p. 727). I acknowledged that I have benefitted from skin tone, academia, 

and my role as a teacher at the expense of others who do not have those privileges (as part of a 
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system of White Supremacy), and reminded myself to be cognizant of these realities as I engaged 

in storying and later data analysis with participants. 

Additionally, the nature of this study was to lean into places of discomfort, to look towards 

moments of incoherency between one’s beliefs and one’s actions, to unpack the stories teachers 

tell about themselves, and to examine the ways harmful, institutional narratives sat within the 

viscera of these stories. I asked participants to walk with me through uncomfortable places that 

might be traumatic or cause deep anxiety. As a former teacher who worked at a no-excuse 

charter school, I felt shame, stress, depression, grief, and anger at the person I had been at times 

with students. To prepare for these feelings, I made myself vulnerable and open to discussion 

with participants, and invited them to share their reflections and thoughts in journal entries on 

Padlet, although often they simply texted me. Our conversations opened space for them to share 

what about this research was affirming to them, and what caused anxiety, which was often the 

fear that an administrator would find out their true thoughts.  

Participants’ Schools 

In order to help me identify how mechanization manifested at each of the secondary 

schools where participants taught--Brightcrest Prep, Able Academy, and VirtuCorp High (all 

pseudonyms)--and how participants negotiated mechanization, it was necessary to identify these 

schools’ stated goals and values prior to the start of my work within them. To clarify, each 

school was part of a larger charter network that extended beyond their districts; they were each 

one campus connected by name and structure to others, similar to a business franchise. The 

following table (Table 2) provides a brief description of each school’s size: 

 

 



   

 

120 
 

Table 2 

Description of School and Network  

School Name Brightcrest Prep Able Academy VirtuCorp High 

Average Student 

Population 

350 300 240 

Number of related 

campuses in 

Network 

7 24 275 

Reach of Network Citywide Northeast Nationwide 

Each school’s mission and/or vision statements, shared publicly on their websites, focused 

on helping students achieve academic excellence and preparing them for postsecondary success, 

whether through college or entry into some occupational training program. Each school also 

claimed, in their own terms, to value diversity, equity, and inclusion. All schools claimed to use 

some version of the following strategies to reach this goal: clear structures, community and 

cultural responsiveness, a rigorous but differentiated curriculum, a collaborative and 

communicative teaching team, and social-emotional support. Additionally, Brightcrest claimed 

to have small student to teacher ratios; Able claimed to have an “open door” policy, welcoming 

anyone and everyone, as well as celebrations of joy; and VirtuCorp claimed to hire highly 

effective teachers and leaders who supported every student in pursuing their passion. 

Considering that these schools served primarily Black and Brown communities that have 

experienced historical divestment, the language of these schools’ goals and the approaches 

reflected a pedagogy that could arguably be rooted in social justice and equity. However, through 

critical storying with participants, it became clear that schools did not demonstrate their stated 

values, did not take their purported approaches, and did not seem to move toward achieving their 

goals. Participants, who shared in the school’s stated aims, and in fact had decided to work there 
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in part because of that vision, found themselves in tension with their schools’ actual 

infrastructures, policies, and practices, which were enforced through their administrators. The 

school’s aims, then, did not seem to be to train all students to perform well on tests or to earn 

high grades at all costs. 

Each school location operated like a franchise that was part of a larger corporation bent on 

expansion, which depended upon their ability to demonstrate value. For these schools, this meant 

meeting the terms of their charter by demonstrating measurable growth of their Black and Brown 

students’ academic achievement through course grades and multiple standardized tests. 

However, because the network injected most of its money into expansion efforts--like renting 

and renovating buildings, advertising, and hiring new teachers and leaders to run those 

campuses--individual schools were expected to deliver results with little funding and few 

resources. This meant that campus leadership and structures focused on producing positive data 

in the most cost effective ways possible, which manifested in mechanizations that rubbed against 

many of their social-justice oriented teachers’ pedagogical beliefs and goals, resulting in 

tensions. 

Data Collection Methods 

The data collection methods that I used for this study took shape through both the methods I 

had used with Allison during my pilot study, and through adapting methods used in other story-

based methodologies for critical storying, phase I and phase II. Part of my adaptation of these 

methods involved noting participants’ affective resonances throughout all data collection 

methods. Specifically, I noted participants’ “outlaw emotions” (Maclure et al., 2012, p. 171), 

those negative emotions and frustrations that emerged through friction with some policy, 

practice, or even with staff, students, or other teachers. I documented participants’ emotions in 
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my notes during observations, and on our transcripts when I reviewed them. These notes would 

help me later identify, through critical narrative analysis, what I refer to as recurring “hot-spots” 

(Taussig, 1993) or tensions, and from those, mechanizations and the qualities that define them. 

Table 3 summarizes my data collection methods, which are divided into two parts according to 

the two phases of critical storying--The Spiral and Speculation. In the subsequent subsection, I 

describe each method in greater detail, and how it evolved from my pilot study with Allison.  

Table 3 

Summary of Data Collection Methods 

 

Critical 

Storying 

Phase I: The 

Spiral 

Initial 

interview 

Zoom/in-person interviews aimed at learning about participants’ 

backgrounds, perceptions of education, teaching, and social justice, 

and of their school; built through Spradley’s (2016) interview 

structure 

Observations 

and 

unplanned 

conversations  

In-person observations of participants’ classrooms aimed at 

observing tensions between themselves and their surroundings, 

students, and other adults in order to identify mechanizations, and 

how they enacted anti-racist teacher agency 

 

In-person conversations almost always followed observations, 

during which time I and participants discussed tensions that 

emerged during class, or outside of class; participants also used this 

time to discuss anything that was on their mind, including 

emotional and psychological struggles, connections to their pasts, 

and thoughts about their futures   

Memo 

writing 

Five written memos per participant, each exploring one core tension 

that that participant experienced, and their negotiations around it 

 

Participants responded with either written or audio/video recordings 

through their multimodal Padlets with reflections about memos 

Post-memo 

interview/fin

al interview 

Zoom interviews aimed at further exploring participants’ reflections 

about the tensions I had noticed and described, and identifying more 

clearly the mechanization that took place, and their enactment of 

anti-racist teacher agency in negotiating it; based on Neumann’s 

(2009) approach to interview as craft 
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Multimodal 

Journaling 

(optional) 

Participants each had a Padlet journal where they were invited to 

share any tensions, challenges, emotions, reflections, or connections 

that came up for them outside of our scheduled time together 

Critical 

Storying 

Phase 2: 

Speculation  

Speculative 

fiction 

creation  

My written story about participants based on all data describing 

their core tensions and negotiations, aimed at clarifying my 

understanding of their affective resonances, mechanizations, and 

how they negotiated mechanizations; stories also created a space for 

participants to imagine themselves breaking from “the machine," 

and thus were based on their response to my final interview 

question, “What is the story of you as a teacher at your school?” 

I collected data roughly following the timeline described in Table 3 over the course of 13 

months. Because I began working with participants at different points in time, and because much 

of this work relied on their responses that were often delayed because of demands on their time 

from their schools and personal lives, moving through each data collection method took longer 

than anticipated, and produced the overlaps and gaps in the timeline below (Table 4). 

Table 4 

Data Collection Timeline 

Estimated Time 

Frame 

Data Collection Method & Avg Hours per 

Participant  

Avg Hours per 

Participant 

 

 

November 2022 

-- 

May 2023 

Initial interview  2 

8 classroom observations  8 

Post-observation unplanned conversations 8 

Multimodal journaling (optional)  1 

June 2023 

-- 

October 2023 

Read my five memos about core tensions and 

construct multimodal response  

2 

October 23 

-- 

November 2023 

Final interview and sharing narrative arch for 

speculative fiction short story  

2 

October 2023 

-- 

November 2023 

Engage in individual, and then cross case analysis  0 
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(to be used in order to engage in speculative 

fiction storying data collection and member 

check) 

October 2023 

-- 

January 2024 

Read my speculative fiction story about one 

primary tension based on participant’s narrative 

arc, and construct multimodal response  

1 

The Spiral Methods 

Initial Interviews. Drawing from my experiences with Allison, it was clear that my 

intimate knowledge of her past greatly influenced the hot-spots that emerged and my capacity to 

think with her through them. Because I did not have this same depth of knowledge with other 

participants, I held initial interviews in order to get to know them and to get a sense of where 

tensions existed between their values and beliefs and the policies and practices at their schools. 

These early notions of possible tensions helped me pay attention to the ways in which 

mechanization was occurring during my observations and later conversations, and how 

participants were encountering them. Thus, during our interviews, I asked participants to share 

their thoughts about their identities, their personal experiences in school, their perceptions of 

social justice and education, and perceptions about their students and colleagues. Interviews were 

scheduled for 30 to 60 minutes although some lasted 120 minutes. My interview protocol drew 

from questions I asked Allison about her own education, beliefs and experience with social 

justice activism, and her perceptions of “good” teaching versus those of her school, and from 

Spradley’s (2016) interview structure, which asks participants for successively more specific 

descriptions about themselves and their experiences (see Appendix E, “Experience” questions or 

“Example” questions.) This structure allowed me to go more in depth into the participants’ self-

perceptions and the narratives that framed their lives and work. Five participants chose to be 

interviewed on Zoom and one in person. Following our interviews, I re-engaged with the Zoom 



   

 

125 
 

transcription, and my own hand-typed transcription in order to note any tensions they had 

indicated, and to hand-record these tensions and my initial thoughts in my researcher journal. I 

then organized my notes into several potential points of tension or themes, what Horvat (2013) 

calls “working definitions” (p. 115), that I could be aware of during my observations and future 

conversations with participants. For example, Connie described in our initial interview that some 

other teachers at her school were “really fake," and expressed frustration, anger, and resentment 

of teachers who “drank the Kool Aid." But then later, Connie said that she was “really tight with 

everyone” with whom she worked, and expressed emotions of neutrality, or being unbothered. 

Recognizing both her strong emotions in response to her school environment and individuals 

during that interview, I felt that I needed to pay attention to other instances when Connie might 

react with similar “outlaw emotions” (Maclure et al., 2012, p. 171) in order to identify the 

affective resonance, the mechanization impacting her and creating this hot-spot tension.  I would 

note this as “real/fake connections” in my researcher journal and on that transcript. During my 

subsequent observations and conversations, I would notice this tension recur, and would come to 

write about it in two separate memos for Connie, which I will describe in the memo section 

below.  

Observations and unplanned conversations. During my pilot study, I observed Allison 

teach lessons on The House on Mango Street (Cisneros, 2020) to the same cohort of 6th-graders 

on five different occasions across the span of five weeks for a duration of 60 minutes per 

observation via Zoom. In a Google Doc, I specifically identified and recorded hot-spots, which 

Ringrose & Renold (2014) describe as “those affective relations to data that both ‘disconcert’ 

and create a sense of ‘wonder’–where data ‘glows’ for the researcher in various moments of 

fieldwork, analysis, and beyond” (p. 772). Hot-spots stood out to me as moments of tension 
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between Allison’s beliefs about anti-racism and social justice, and a process of mechanization 

that informed the content and the way Allison was supposed to teach. Additionally, because I 

spent time with Allison outside of the classroom, I also observed when she bumped up against 

White Supremacy on the playground in a situation between a White mother and Allison’s Black 

son. These non-school observations added texture to the in-school hot-spots, and helped me to 

discuss in greater detail with her not only her core tensions and the mechanizations that inflamed 

them, but how and why she enacted anti-racist teacher agency in response.  

Drawing from my pilot study and with the permission of their respective principals, I 

conducted in-person classroom observations of each participant: Eight observations, each 

roughly 60 minutes long or the duration of a class period, followed by unplanned casual 

conversation and decompression of up to 60 minutes. During my observations, I noted hot-spots, 

the environment, and participants’ interactions with students and with the network’s policies and 

practices. Because of some teachers’ schedules, and the distance I had to travel via public transit, 

I occasionally conducted multiple observations in one day.  

After each observation, although it was not planned, participants almost always took time 

to discuss and analyze challenges that they had experienced during class, as well as, 

interpersonal conflicts, fears, and anxieties that had recently affected them and their responses. 

These unplanned debriefs occurred after successive conversations and multiple classroom 

observations, at the end of back-to-back classes, and at the end of just one observation, and were 

dependent upon the teacher having lunch or a prep period. However, in spite of their busy 

schedules, it was participants who often initiated conversation and expressed a desire to debrief. 

As with my non-school observations/conversations with Allison, this additional time added 

texture to their tensions by allowing me to learn about their personal lives, to hear their troubled 
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thoughts, to listen to their stories about their school, and to watch them form connections 

between stories and experiences. These moments also provided an opportunity for me to ask 

clarifying questions about what I observed during class, for example, about their motivations for 

responding to a challenge in a particular way. Aurelia and Flavia also invited colleagues into the 

room following observations, usually because it coincided with lunch or a prep period. These 

individuals wanted to remain anonymous, but asked if they could be included in these debriefing 

conversations. The inclusion of colleagues highlighted that teachers felt able to engage with one 

another, particularly with regard to anti-racist teacher agency. Ultimately, these conversations, 

either with participants alone or with their trusted colleagues, were critical in not only 

illuminating the ways in which they encountered and navigated mechanization, but also in 

creating a space of trust and an opportunity for both myself and participants to reveal vulnerable 

experiences and uncertainties. With participants' permission, I recorded the unplanned 

conversations using the recording and transcription application on my phone, Otter.ai, which 

allowed me to return to these conversations later as part of my data analysis. 

Memo writing. Memos were an important way to synthesize my observations and surface 

tentative stories about participants’ compliance and resistance to mechanization. Following each 

observation of Allison in the pilot study, I reviewed my observation notes and marked the hot-

spots and any places of discomfort I felt or observed between Allison and what she was supposed 

to do as a teacher. When I felt out these times and spaces of conflict, I thought through what 

situation or moment led to it and what the possible linkages were. I thus looked across my notes 

for repetitions, intensities in my own diction, linkages, confusions, and interruptions, and marked 

anything about Allison’s past or beliefs that seemed to contribute to tensions she was 

experiencing. I came to identify five clusters of seemingly related hot-spots, which I wrote into 
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memos that reflected both the tension I observed, and my own struggles to understand a tension I 

felt I was seeing between Allison’s beliefs and some school expectation. For example, in a memo 

titled “Memo #3: Beyond Compare/Contrast," I describe Allison reviewing for only a few 

minutes a formulaic writing process that she had been expected to teach repeatedly and for the 

entire class period in order to prepare students for the compare/contrast essay-writing portion of 

the New Jersey State Exam. In this memo, I considered the scaffold students were meant to 

memorize, “both texts deal with ____, but do so in different ways," and how it might read if this 

were a paper about two Allisons I was seeing in tension at that time: The Allison who was an 

exhausted single mother teaching through Covid-19 and frustrated by the demands of her 

workplace, and the Allison putting on a smile and skimming over the test-prep material before 

moving onto a totally different curriculum. The tension I explored here would reveal a 

mechanization of equivocating test prep curriculum with Black and Brown student success, and 

Allison’s negotiation as a resistance supported by the conditions of her teaching (unsupervised, 

online, in the comfort of her apartment.)  However, these memos were not meant to be 

conclusions–they were conjectures. My own conceptualizing and theorizing were not enough, 

and I still had many questions: Were my observations of Allison’s identities, tensions, and 

enactments accurate? Eventually I shared my memos and observation notes with Allison, and 

asked her if she would share her thoughts and reflections. 

Within a few days, Allison emailed me back five memos, one for each of mine, all written 

during one of her prep periods. Her memos revealed that she felt conflict over who she was 

expected to be as a no-excuse teacher and as a social justice activist, and over competing 

expectations as a mother, a woman, and a partner, and over the realities she experienced. She felt 

silenced by multiple expectations, and wrote about trying to find her voice, and to redefine what 
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it meant to find “home” These personal yearnings, paired with the unique conditions of not being 

supervised during teaching as she may have been in-person, seemed to influence her motivations 

for revamping The House on Mango Street curriculum, and for resisting the meritocratic rules 

she viewed as oppressive. 

In summation, I shared the conflicts and connections I noticed by synthesizing my hot-spot 

notes into memos, and Allison, in turn, revealed the stories behind them, and thus 1) the stories 

and experiences she drew upon to support enacting anti-racist teacher agency, and 2) the ways in 

which she challenged the meritocratic narrative that no-excuse charter school teachers must 

operate as machines. But, I could not draw conclusions from my and her memos, nor the data 

that they were built on either. I still needed to know more about Allison’s multiple, overlapping 

stories and motivations, and the larger role they played in her emergence as a no-excuse charter 

school teacher and social justice advocate. Thus, using Allison’s memos, I developed additional 

interview questions that sought to clarify or learn more about some of her statements, 

specifically with regards to her development of strategies that resisted neoliberal structures. 

For my dissertation study, I similarly synthesized my observation hot-spots into memos, 

and shared them with participants. I read through and annotated each participant’s printed initial 

interview transcripts, as well as, all of the transcripts from our conversations, and my observation 

notes--which amounted to roughly 150 pages per participant--and documented in my journal 

emergent tensions between their beliefs and desires, and the push-and-pull of mechanization. I 

also recorded these tensions in a Google document as “Emergent Theme Notes/Points of 

Tension” I then grouped and regrouped these themes into five overarching themes for each 

participant, which I recorded as “Synthesized as five themes” For example, I recognized the 

“real/fake connections” tension that appeared during my initial interview with Connie as 
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manifesting into two “ “Emergent Theme Notes/Points of Tension," one being related to other 

teachers at her school (“Teacher competition VS finding co-conspirators”) and one related to 

admin, specifically her principal (“Hating the superficiality, but getting sucked in by niceness”). 

I then grouped these and other Emergent Themes into five themes. One titled “There are 3 tiers 

of teachers” included the tension related to other teachers, and another titled “The principal is 

part of the problem of “niceness”, and “White niceness perpetuates White Supremacy."  

Following my synthesis of these five initial themes, I printed and reread all of the data, and 

by-hand labeled critical sections of tension with one of the five themes. Returning to Connie, for 

example, I reread all 150 pages of observation notes, initial interview transcript and notes, and 

conversation transcripts and notes, and labeled wherever I noticed tensions with other teachers 

(noted as “3 tiers”), among the other five synthesize tensions, which I came to shorthand as 

“Niceness," “Optics," “Data," and “Real growth." This process often led to a reworking of the 

theme, and what made up the core tension it described. As I reread and labeled data, I also found 

myself going back and re-labelling sections under different themes. I noted theme name changes 

in my researcher journal. Once I felt I had identified core tensions and their complexities, and 

created a name that adequately captured that tension, I created Google Docs--one for each 

tension--and copy and pasted coded sections into their appropriate document. For example, after 

re-engaging with Connie’s data and categorizing moments of tensions, I eventually created five 

memos under the following titles: “Memo 1: Data-driven," “Memo 2: Growth Mindset," “Memo 

3: I do not give a shit," “Memo 4: Nice White guy," “Memo 5: IDGAF about optics…just 

enough to get by."  

Using the data copied into each Google Doc, I then constructed each memo as an inquiry 

into how each participant dealt with the tension, and what might be the mechanization causing it. 
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Memos took shape as stories about the tension, how it may be mechanizing the teacher, and how 

they seemed to be negotiating it. Sometimes, as I wrote through each memo, the headings 

changed as new connections surfaced. Thus, memos included not just my observations, but my 

wonderings and connections. Each memo was between three and five pages, and each participant 

received five memos total (see Appendix F for three examples.) 

Understanding that participants may not have been able to type a full memo as Allison had 

due to time constraints, I invited them each to share their reactions in a mode of their choosing, 

for example, on a private Padlet journal or via a voice memo texted to me. Some jotted down 

bullet-point responses, others wrote paragraphs, one created a video recording, and another 

created an audio recording. By providing participants with an array of memo-construction 

options, I was able to include the teachers’ perspectives in the analytic narrowing down of 

themes regarding their navigations of mechanization. 

Post-memo interviews. In my work with Allison: I had Zoom-recorded one post-memo 

90-minute interview using a semi-structured interview guide (see Appendix G for my interview 

protocol notes). I posed questions that asked Allison to elaborate on the memos she had written 

in response to my memos, to tell her story of active resistance and the sense of agency, self-

determination, and creativity that she found in creating the House on Mango Street curriculum. 

Through the section “Background,” Allison shared biographical information about herself; 

“School System Barriers: The Power of Surveillance,” in which Allison described the barriers of 

inequity and harm to students and herself; and, “Perceptions of Identity," in which she described 

the impact of these barriers on the development of her identities. In considering my entanglement 

with the “workings of domination” as a former-teacher-turned-researcher (Villenas, 1996, 

p.729), during the interview, I consciously mirrored her use of language (i.e. ‘robots’), and 
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affectively legitimized her narratives with nods, questions, and words of affirmation (Siddle 

Walker, 1999, p. 230) while sticking close to my interview protocol, thus “working the hyphen” 

of my teacher-researcher identity (Fine & Weiss, 1996, p. 253). I remained conscious of these 

similar responses in my work with participants during this dissertation study. 

Drawing from my post-memo experiences with Allison, after participants shared their 

memos with me, I refined and individualized formal interview questions, based on Neumann’s 

(2009) approach to interview as craft. My interview protocol was divided into three basic 

sections: “Background," in which participants will share updates about their perceptions of 

themselves, of their school, and of the students; “Tensions with Systems," in which the 

participants spoke to the tensions that I observed and that they responded to in the memos; and, 

“Perceptions of Identity," which explore how they think about themselves as educators and if 

who they are outside of the classroom has made its way into the classroom. The interview 

concluded with the question, “What is the story of you as a teacher at your school?" 

contextualized by our next step, which was for me to write a speculative fiction story about them 

(see Appendix H for post-memo interview protocol). Interviews were again scheduled for 30-60 

minutes, and did run the entire 60-minutes or sometimes closer to 120 minutes. 

Multimodal Journaling (Optional). Allison and I regularly used texts, phone calls, meet-

ups, and social media messages to communicate, and during the course of the pilot, she would 

regularly share reflections about, connections to, and additions to the memos I had shared with 

her, and the memos she had shared with me. We talked regularly about White Supremacy, about 

her feeling like a ‘robot’ at school, about the tensions between the narratives that shaped who she 

felt she was, and the narrative of meritocracy that dictated who she could perform as at school 

and in other roles, particularly as a mother. While I expressed to participants that I did not expect 
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them to engage in regular conversation with me outside of our scheduled time together, I left the 

option open, and did provide them with both my phone number to text and a Padlet journal for 

each individual, that was only accessible by me and them.  

Two participants did regularly email me internal documents shared with them by their 

school in order to provide context for a conversation we had had or that they wanted to have 

when I saw them next. Three others used their Padlets a handful of times to record or type their 

frustrations with their school, specifically their sense of being undervalued, overwhelmed, and 

manipulated. Participants did not text me any connections they were making, but in scheduling 

my next observation to their classroom, they would occasionally indicate that they had 

something important to talk about. 

Figure 3 

Data Collection Methods  
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Speculation Method 

Speculative fiction creation. Following my final interview with Allison, I analyzed the 

data we had generated so far for the tensions Allison faced, as well as her multiple and often 

conflicting responses to those tensions as an educator negotiating mechanization, in order to 

write a speculative fiction story. While reading through my observation and conversation notes, 

our transcripts, emails, texts, and the memos that we had both written, I noted by hand the places 

where Allison recycled the narrative of meritocracy, and places where she was remembering her 

identity as a social justice activist, restorying her role as an educator, and collaging stories from 

her past to resist the narrative of meritocracy, and various mechanizations. Specifically, I listed 

emergent characteristics that Allison demonstrated when she complied with mechanization, or 

demonstrated internalization of the narrative of meritocracy, and characteristics when she 

resisted becoming a machine. Curious about how these characteristics might play out were they 

collapsed into a single Harawayan Allison-cyborg, I wrote a speculative fiction piece featuring 

such a character.  

Cyborg Allison contained all of Allison’s affective tensions, historied by all of the stories 

she had shared, but set in a futuristic world where she is a ‘programmer’. This protagonist was 

expected to physically program children, through cords and wires attached to helmets that they 

wore, to perform various duties in order for society to function. However, cyborg Allison 

secretly deviates from her expected role by sharing “programs” of her childhood, of the time 

before human existence was crowded into unyielding buildings, of a time when they could, at 

will, walk outside and experience sunshine. 

While the fictional story I created stems from my perspective and my synthesis rather than 

from Allison’s, it nevertheless activated the data in a new way, holding it in a new light for us to 
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examine. In playing with the metaphor of machines and their dance with and around humanity, I 

was able to consider the mechanizations that trapped Allison: They were the expectation and 

measurement of performance; punishment by administrators’ withholding expressions of care; 

exploitation of her passion and care; and barriers to relationships with students and colleagues.  

Caretta & Perez (2019) write about the complicating practice of transactional validity in 

participatory research, but argue that member checks at multiple level, including data analysis 

and ‘post-data-gathering’ (p. 370), are key to triangulating findings, and establishing reliability. 

Recognizing that my perception and perspective is limited, I shared this story with her, and asked 

for her thoughts. She responded in a few short texts that the story was moving. We talked about 

how it does not capture every aspect of who she is, or what her work in the school looks like. 

Furthermore, the narrative prompted us to consider other possibilities of resistance reflecting an 

inquiry and analysis space that was multidimensional “with many potential pathways in motion 

at the same time, one folding into others, and sometimes simultaneously” (Vinz & Schaafsma, 

2011, p. 60). We continued to exchange texts and emails that would return to the 

mechanizations, and imagine paths away from them. But also, we discussed inquiry itself, and 

the critical reflection with which she’d continued to engage about her enactments of anti-racism 

not only at work, but within her other worlds. Eventually, Allison, spurred by the cyborg Allison 

and these reflections, felt validated in her decision to continue resisting the school’s discipline 

policies, and to create new projects not only for her work as a teacher, but for herself and her 

other identities (i.e. writing a children’s book, painting, attending an African art gallery she loves 

more often, etc.) Put differently, the speculation that culminated critical storying prompted 

Allison to not only reflect, but to resist mechanization in her various, interconnected worlds. 
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Similar to my work with Allison, for this dissertation study, I created one speculative fiction 

story for each participant in order to materialize the affective tensions I had been following, the 

mechanizations that seemed to be showing themselves, and participants’ negotiations around 

those mechanizations. I began by reading through the transcripts from our final interview, again 

recording points of tension, which I recorded as “Final Interview Tensions” in a Google Doc for 

each participant. I then identified one core tension that they had described, and which had 

emerged throughout the course of data creation/collection. I merged participants’ responses to 

my final interview questions--“What is the story of you as a teacher at your school?”--to 

establish a general narrative arc, and then used the one core tension as the primary point of 

conflict, although other tensions entered my writing by contributing to the setting of the 

speculative world. I set all speculative fiction stories within the same dystopian universe because 

it helped me to think about not only mechanizations that participants individually experienced, 

but begin to see mechanizations that some or all may be similarly encountering. I then shared 

these stories with participants, and invited them to share their responses, which only three were 

able to.  

Data Analysis 

As in my pilot study with Allison, I similarly chose to analyze and code by hand, slowly 

documenting themes in my researcher journal as they emerged within individual cases and then 

across cases, and took up Critical Narrative Analysis to guide that analysis. Critical Narrative 

Analysis is rooted in Critical Discourse Analysis, but examines the way discourse operates 

within the stories constructed by individuals. Discourse is a social practice that dictates human 

ways of knowing about, thinking through, and engaging in social relations and power 

differentials therein. Gee (2004) writes that individuals take on a social language, a way of 
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describing the world that reflects their social location, and what is considered normal. From a 

critical discourse perspective, the words, phrases, structure, etc. that comprise this social 

language carry a situated meaning, generated at the intersection of gender, race, ethnicity, 

education, class, and many other social factors (Gee, 2004). Thus, a critical analysis of this 

situated language seeks to understand and uncover why and how language contributes to the 

persistence of inequitable and/or harmful social realities (Rogers et al., 2005, p. 367). 

Where Critical Discourse Analysis is concerned with the ways systemic discourse harms, 

manipulates, and marginalizes individuals, Critical Narrative Analysis looks at, as 

Souto-Manning (2018) puts it, the “intertextual recycling of institutional discourses in personal 

narratives and the adoption of personal narratives in institutional Discourses” (p. 6). It seeks to 

determine how harmful systems 

colonize the experiences of everyday people (what critical researchers typically seek to 

ascertain), but also how everyday experiences and narratives can appropriate (and even 

recast) the system in many different ways that are determined by individual and 

collective concerns (Habermas, 1987; Rymes et al., 2005). (p. 22) 

Critical Narrative Analysis, in other words, puts narrative-making into the hands of the 

individual, and examines if the individual takes up language of dominant, oppressive narratives--

here called institutional Discourses.  

The individual is, as Fine (2006) wrote, engaged in a “dialectical interdependence” (p. 93) 

with harmful systems. Teachers as individuals are capable of reproducing harmful narratives and 

the systems they serve, like the narrative that test-based achievement earns one merit, which 

serves White Supremacy. Yet, teachers are also capable of resisting these narrative, of bending, 

for example, what learning, what knowledge, what skills look like to challenge harmful systems. 

Thus, by analyzing individual teachers’ stories and language within a given institution, 
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researchers can analyze how they are resisting or reproducing narratives, like that of meritocracy, 

and the harmful systems they serve, like White Supremacy. 

Souto-Manning (2018) used subject-verb grammar analysis in order to conduct her CNA: 

she looked at places where participants had positioned themselves as the subjects, or actors in 

their own lives, and places where they positioned themselves as objects upon which an 

institution took action. This led her to understand how the participants were resisting and 

bending their own narratives, and places where they reproduced or recycled the harmful, 

dominant, or what she calls institutional narratives. In considering my theory of mechanization, 

for each case, I took a posthumanist approach to my analysis: I noted tensions that surfaced 

through affective resonances, spurred by mechanizations that acted on participants, sometimes 

without an individual human’s agency or intention driving them. It is from those tensions that I 

would then note how I observed participants’ responses to mechanization and how they 

described themselves responding, where at times these responses were inconsistent. In so doing, 

noted places where participants recycled the discourse of the charter as their own, for example, 

using deficit language to describe students--”at-risk”, “lazy”, “unmotivated”--or praising 

students for demonstrating merit--being a “scholar”, being an “A student”, “high flyer”--or 

elevating systems of competition and punishment as effective and necessary for teachers and 

students to “succeed.” I also analyzed if and how they drew upon other resources and other 

narratives or stories beyond the narrative of meritocracy to inform their decision to resist or 

comply, and if their actions demonstrated anti-racist teacher agency. Figures 3-7 illustrate the 

path I followed for my single-case analysis and cross-case analysis described in the following 

sections. 
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Figure 4 

Data Analysis Approach  

 

 I began my single-case analysis early on, documenting emergent tensions and teacher 

navigations as they occurred in my researcher journal, and later through the memo writing 

process previously described. Following the final interview with each teacher, I again recorded 

points of tension (recorded as “final interview tensions”) in a Google Document. I then read 

these new tensions alongside “Emergent Theme Notes/Points of Tension,” “Synthesized as five 

themes," and final memo titles, and using the tenets for anti-racist teacher agency that I had 

described in Chapter 2, and speculated at 1) the mechanizations taking place, and 2) if and how 

teachers enacted anti-racist teacher agency as part of their navigations around those 

mechanizations. 

For my cross-case analysis, I specifically sought out similarities and differences in the 

stories that participants surfaced with regard to tensions, and how they describe interacting with 

these tensions (if they bend or reproduce harmful discourses), and specifically if and how they 
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took up anti-racist teacher agency to resist mechanization and the monstrocization of their 

students. I drew first, therefore, from my findings within my individual case analyses. I first 

printed all “Emergent Theme Notes/Points of Tension” notes and cut each bulleted note into 

individual strips so that they were only the disidentified point of tension. I also printed all “Final 

Interview Tensions” notes and cut each bulleted note into individual strips so that they were only 

the disidentified point of tension. Then, I grouped all individual, bulleted notes according to 

similarities in theme, and documented 23 groupings, which included for example “language," 

“teaching critical thinking and context," “playing along for career," “lack of support for special 

education” (see Figure 7-10 for image of hand-recorded full list).  

Figure 5 

Close-up image of some “Emergent Theme Notes/Points of Tension” Notes and “Final Interview 

Tensions” Notes Grouped under Working Themes 
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Figure 6 

Image of several “Emergent Theme Notes/Points of Tension” Notes and “Final Interview 

Tensions” Notes Grouped 

 

Figure 7 

Ziplock Bags of “Emergent Theme Notes/Points of Tension” and “Final Interview Tensions” 

Grouped 
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Figure 8 

23 Groupings from Cross-Case Analysis 

 

I then re-identified each “Emergent Theme Notes/Points of Tension” and “Final Interview 

Tensions” notes with participant names in order to see the distribution and commonality of 

tension groupings. Following that, I re-explored participants’ memos and final interview 

transcripts to further discern the distribution of tensions. Through Google Docs, I continued to 

merge related notes into smaller groups until I ended on a final set of 5 points of tension 

consistent across all cases, which I noted as “Cross Case Analysis Themes” in my researcher 

journal, and created a Google doc for each: Weaponizing a language of care; student behavior 

management “systems”; shortcutting curriculum and instruction; sabotaging teacher x teacher 

and teacher x culture relationships; programming leadership for micromanagement. 

I then reread the notes that I had organized under each of the five Cross Case Analysis 

Theme Google Docs, and categorized notes as lending itself to either a description of the process 

of mechanization and meritocracy (categorized as “Process of Mechanization”), and/or as a 

teacher’s navigation/response to that mechanization (categorized as “Teacher Navigation”). 
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Then, I evaluated the intersection of White Supremacy and other systems of oppression with the 

mechanizations that surfaced. During these final points of analysis, I referred regularly back to 

participants’ memos in order to assess for consistency, and to see if and how the mechanization 

occurred within the context of these stories. Finally, I looked across Teacher Navigations to 

evaluate, using the anti-racist teacher agency tenets, if and how and to what degree certain 

teachers enacted anti-racist teacher agency. 

It must be clarified that anti-racist teacher agency is different than the agency explicitly 

imparted to teachers in no-excuse charters vis a vis those disciplinarian policies and practices 

they are required to enforce (and police one another to enforce). Additionally, it should be noted 

that what I describe as tenet 5 of anti-racist teacher agency--Teachers take action using their 

available resources and supports--could and did manifest in multiple ways. Possibilities include 

but are not limited to walkouts, performances, discussion, deliberation, and through what Ahmed 

(2018) calls the work of saying “no” to inheriting and perpetuating damaging practices and ideas 

through complaints, refusals, and even resignations. Findings demonstrate that teachers did 

indeed take action in mostly surreptitious ways. 

Additionally, because mechanization is by nature insidious, in my analysis I did consider 

the role of performativity in the ways participants describe negotiating policies and practices, and 

the way they describe enacting their beliefs. While my observations paired with my critical 

narrative analysis with participants unpacked the way they construct themselves as educators, I 

kept in mind what Butler (2009) would describe as the precarity of their situation, namely the 

threat of losing their job if they do not enforce specific policies and practices. Remembering this 

contextual precarity was important in analyzing the way their stated beliefs and goals manifest 

through their actions, and bump up against harmful policies they are meant to uphold. 
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Establishing Trustworthiness 

The purpose of this study is to explore if educators at no-excuse charter schools engage 

anti-racist teacher agency to resist mechanization and the narrative of meritocracy, and if so, 

how? I approached this by looking at the discourse they used to tell stories about themselves, 

their work, and the tensions they regularly faced. Put differently, my purpose was to identify and 

express the ways they narrate their experiences encountering mechanization, to identify if and 

how they enact anti-racist teacher agency as part of that encounter, and the meaning they ascribe 

to those experiences (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Thus, in using critical storying, the 

trustworthiness of my accounts “is not a mechanical process but, instead, is an argumentative 

practice” (Polkinghorne, 2007, p. 476). In other words, the trustworthiness of this study lies not 

in my ability to prove transferability or replicability (Guba, 1981) -- it is not in any capacity for 

reproduction. Rather, it lies in my ability to convince audiences something about the human 

condition or construction, and to prompt inquiry into the ways existing structures impact those 

constructions. 

I have attempted to establish trustworthiness for this study on three fronts. First, I have 

sought to thoroughly express my positionality in order to convey the social, temporal, and 

historical orientations that are influencing the lens through which I see and understand 

participants’ experiences. I have been clear about the boundaries and relationship that I forge 

with participants. As Clandinin and Rosiek (2007) write, “If experience is continuous, then the 

initial parameters we set up for our inquiries are themselves a form of relation that can and 

should be questioned in the course of ongoing research” (p. 42). Thus, as the research 

progressed, I reflected upon my thoughts, reflections, and interactions, and how they might 

influence the study in my own research journal. 
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Additionally, I recorded the messy and sometimes conflicting stories that bend and shape 

the narratives that make up a participant’s life, and avoided narrative smoothing, which, as Kim 

(2016) writes, involves “certain omissions, such as the selective reporting of some data (while 

ignoring other data), or the lack of context due to the researcher’s assumption that what is clear 

to him or her will also be clear to the audience” (p. 194). In other words, while there will always 

be data that is omitted, and while my lens will catch certain story lines over others, I made efforts 

to not smooth or falsify participants’ stories or their inscribed meaning for the sake of credibility 

or reportability (Labov, 2013). I recognize that because “a person is, at once, engaged in living, 

telling, retelling, and reliving stories” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 3), stories and the 

identities they shape will be messy, and so leaned into entanglements with participants to try to 

surface meaning.  

To drive at the way participants make meaning of their stories and experience, I provided 

participants with multiple opportunities at various stages of the study to reflect and respond to 

my recordings and interpretations. While I was able to acknowledge changes and conflicts I 

observed, only the participant could explain the temporal, social, spatial, and historical 

particularities that contributed to their experiences and responses in a given moment. As 

Polkinghorne writes, “If a participant stays with his or her reflective gaze, deeper aspects of the 

experience will begin to appear in awareness and become reportable” (p. 481). For this study, my  

methods of analysis and data sharing created a dialogic space where participants could revisit 

and excavate the hot-spots I and they noticed and discussed. From the start of this study, I made 

efforts to ensure that participants had voice within our relationship (Connelly & Clandinin, 

1990). 
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Additionally, an in-depth reflection takes time and trust, which can be challenging with 

participants that I do not know. Therefore, in order for participants to feel comfortable sharing 

their narratives (Schulz et al., 1997), I spent quite a lot of time talking with them, and 

approaching our conversations and interviews with openness. As a former teacher at a 

no-excuse charter school, these conversations helped them to navigate some of the labyrinths and 

corridors of power that I and they have both experienced (Vinz & Schaafsma, 2011). 

Simultaneously, as Tuck & Yang (2014) note, I recognized that participants may also choose to 

refuse to share or discuss particular aspects of their stories, thereby refusing the colonial 

sovereignty often imposed by research over participants’ experiences. Therefore, I made it a 

point to never pry into topics they said they did not want to discuss. However, it must be noted 

that no participant refused to talk about a tension, and all freely used our conversation time to 

share their thoughts and feelings, and in some cases, the traumas they had experienced outside of 

the classroom that did impact the way they saw themselves responding to mechanization and the 

narrative of meritocracy. 

Conclusion 

Over the course of this chapter, I described critical storying methodology, and how I had 

threaded what I learned from my pilot study with Allison with critical race theorists conceptions 

of counternarratives and testimonios; with poststructuralists’ call to resist essentializing, single 

narratives; with critical feminista methodologists conceptions of bodymindspirit, conocimiento, 

and convivencia; and, with Kinloch & San Pedro’s (2018) approach of the dialogic spiral. I then 

described the research design as a multiple case study, and explained how my methods evolved 

from my pilot study with Allison. I also described how I worked with teachers to learn their 

stories, and was flexible to their time constraints and degrees of comfort in sharing. In the 
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following chapter, I share the tensions regarding their navigations of mechanizations produced 

through my data collection and analysis. 
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Chapter 4: The Findings   

This chapter provides findings from the interviews, observations, memo-writing, and 

speculative fiction writing data emerged from my work with participants (see Table 1b  Study 

Participants, which is a repeat of Table 1 in Chapter 3) in order to answer the central research 

question, How do educators at no-excuse charter schools engage anti-racist teacher agency to 

negotiate mechanization and the narrative of meritocracy?  I will discuss findings collected from 

each phase of critical storying--The Spiral and Speculation. I will start by discussing findings 

from my cross case analysis of data from The Spiral, describing first the processes of 

mechanization that participants experienced at their schools. I will then describe the ways in 

which teachers negotiated those mechanizing processes, and will evaluate the degree to which 

these maneuvers demonstrated anti-racist teacher agency as I have defined it in Chapter 2. I will 

then present my general findings from Speculation, or participants’ engagement with the 

speculative fiction narratives that I wrote, followed by a single case analysis describing my 

speculative creation with one participant, and her response to the story I produced. I will 

conclude this chapter with a discussion of the findings, placing them in conversation with 

previous research on teachers’ anti-racist agency in no-excuse charter schools.  
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Table 1 

Description of Participants 

Name   School Years 

Teaching 

Self-Described Identity 

Markers 

Subject & Grade 

Aurelia Able 

Academy 

3 White; queer identifying; 

cis-woman; early 30s 

7th grade honors 

English Language Arts 

Connie 5 Pakistani; heterosexual; 

ADHD identifying; cis-

woman; late 20s 

7th grade honors Math 

Peter VirtuCorp 

High 

6 White; heterosexual; cis-

man; early 30s 

9th grade 

Communications; 11th 

grade Computer Science, 

Economics, Spanish, and 

History 

Flavia 4 White; heterosexual; 

autistic and ADHD 

identifying; cis-woman; 

early 30s 

Self-contained, multiple 

grades, Lifeskills, 

Family & Consumer 

Science, Practical 

Assessment Exploration 

System (PAES) 

vocational Lab 

Greta Brightcrest 

Prep 

3 White; bisexual; cis-

woman; late 20s 

7th grade English 

Language Arts 

Yvonne 6 Black; gay; cis-woman; 

early 30s 

5th & 6th grade Science 
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Data Findings Part I: The Spiral, Cross Case Analysis 

The Process of Mechanization  

A cross case analysis of tensions that participants experienced ultimately surfaced five 

mechanization processes: The Official and Hidden Curriculum of Data Production; The Official 

and Hidden Curricula of Data Production; Confusing and Dehumanizing Leadership; A 

Weaponized Language of Care; Normed Professional Enmity, The Appearance of Student 

Compliance. Tensions arose from some mechanizing processes bumping up against teachers’ 

values, needs, and professional goals, and were made apparent through teachers’ affective 

responses. These affective responses manifested as emotions that participants expressed both 

verbally and gesturally and that often caused them psychological and emotional pain. Responses 

included variations of discomfort, incredulity, indignation, remorse, despair, shame, apathy, fear, 

and a sense of being cheated or betrayed. Participants also expressed degrees of congeniality, joy, 

and a sense of empowerment with trusted colleagues and students when they felt that they had 

successfully pushed back against some mechanizing process. In noting instances marked by these 

emotions, I documented 269 emergent tensions from across over 1,200 pages of observation 

notes and transcripts for all six participants. I then grouped these original tensions into 9 core 

areas of tension, which were: student behavioral systems, curriculum, leadership, teacher to 

teacher relationships, teacher to culture team relationships, labor and income, data, and resources 

to support student needs. A critical narrative analysis of these tensions revealed specific 

processes of mechanization that had spurred participants’ emotional responses. 

While each mechanizing process functions with one specific purpose, collectively they 

operate to coerce teachers into maintaining the perception that students are achieving and doing 
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well. Focusing on the perception of progress saves the network from having to make costly 

investments into resources that would actually engender opportunities for progress. In this way, it 

can be speculated that networks were able to keep their charters, attract investors and families, 

franchise other schools, and accrue profits. While mechanization at participants’ schools varied 

depending on context, they each operated in the same way toward the same overarching goal.  

The Official and Hidden Curricula of Data Production. The official curriculum at 

Brightcrest, Able, and VirtuCorp was dedicated to the production of data to meet the terms of 

their charter, so much so that student growth was directly tied to teachers’ promotions and/or pay: 

If teachers wanted their contracts renewed or even a promotion, particularly in Math and ELA, 

they needed to demonstrate students’ growth through course grades and multiple test scores. But 

there was a catch: Teachers were expected to show students’ growth without the school investing 

in the training, personnel, instructional feedback, time, collaboration, or materials that would 

ensure all students–from honors to special education–could demonstrate growth. Faced with that 

paradox, teachers adopted a hidden curriculum: Fixing test scores and inflating grades in order to 

produce acceptable data.  

Math and ELA teachers like Aurelia, Greta, and Connie were expected to stick to a strict 

skills-based curriculum because these subjects were tested, the results of which were directly tied 

to their school’s charter. For Aurelia and Connie, the expectations were even higher; as honors 

ELA and math teachers, respectively, they were tasked with moving the needle for top scoring 

students, those scoring 60% or higher on their tests. However, Aurelia’s students still lacked the 

context required to even access the texts she was expected to use for students to develop testable 

skills, and Connie’s students required support in foundational math before taking on topics like 

statistics. Both teachers were instructed not to slow down and to, in fact, ignore context.  
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Aurelia: I can't slow down. There's an expectation that I go at a particular speed with 

honors and then if I tried to slow down, it would look bad on me, you know? It just feels 

like I can't even say anything because it's going to be positioned as me not being “one 

team,” me not being “student achievement above all,” you know?  
(Aurelia, post-observation conversation, 04/28/2023, p. 6) 

To further manipulate teachers into keeping “rigor” high, VirtuCorp held professional 

development days where teachers reviewed “studies” showing the correlation of “time on task” 

with improved test scores as evidence for why students should be trained to pass papers out in 

seconds, keep their pencils moving, and have every action timed with a digital clock magnetized 

to the whiteboard. This use of research reinforced the assertion that teachers follow the 

expectation that students stay on task at all times and made it more challenging for teachers to 

confidently question if and when they felt that a curriculum was unreachable to students.  

To make matters more challenging, administrators moved students scoring far below 60% 

into both Connie and Aurelia’s classes in order to alleviate behavioral issues these students 

repeatedly experienced in their general level classes. In spite of advanced students’ higher 

academic needs, both Connie and Aurelia were told by administrators to “maintain rigor” and 

that “every student deserves to be challenged”. Although the curriculum was unreachable for 

many/some students, the teachers were expected to continue teaching it and testing it.   

Connie: Your kids started off at this [Kindergarten] level, and by the end of the year they 

should be at this [7th grade level], which I think is bullshit, because benchmarks are very, 

very hard. I struggle with some of the questions. And it’s not because they didn't know 

the material. They don't know how to take a test. And we've argued over and over again 

that our evaluations should not be based on benchmark data. They should be based on 

how well our kids are growing, right? (Connie, initial interview, 11/23/2022, p. 19) 
While other subject area teachers were not expected to test students as often in order to 

generate multiple test-based data points, students still struggled to access the curriculum when 

components of it were tested and used as data points. Peter’s history curriculum was piecemealed 

from three separate curricula, all of which were disjointed from three scope and sequences meant 

to prepare learners for what Peter was teaching. He shared, for example, that his 11th graders had 
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never learned the difference between primary and secondary resources, but were expected to 

integrate these concepts into an analytic paper as part of a summative assessment. Similarly, 

Yvonne’s science curriculum ignored the fact that students had critical knowledge gaps that made 

accessing material that they would be tested on impossible. “Rigor” in instances where students 

were tested, is not rigor because it was beyond students’ zone of proximal development, 

according to participants.   

But where teachers are hyper-surveilled in tested subjects, they are almost completely 

ignored in non-tested subjects, though expected to create their own curriculum and ensure that 

students pass their class at 60% or higher in Yvonne’s school, and 50% or higher in Peter’s and 

Flavia’s schools. These passing grades serve as data points that depict the school as providing 

well-rounded rigor to students. While these teachers enjoyed greater freedom, the demand was 

also daunting. As an “electives” teacher, Peter was moved around from subject to subject 

multiple times, teaching classes that he was not trained or prepared to teach, the most egregious 

of which was Spanish, a language he did not speak.  

As a certified special education teacher, Flavia was almost completely left to her own 

devices, an attitude that heavily reflected the way Brightcrest, Able, and VirtuCorp across the 

board treated students with special needs. According to participants, their schools did not invest 

in qualified special education teachers to provide in-class support or participate in co-teaching 

models with general education teachers for students with IEPs. As Flavia would share, because 

her school was the only one in her city with a self-contained program, it served a larger 

proportion of students with special needs than other high schools in the area. Flavia shared that, 

for example, 40 students in a grade of roughly 80 have IEPs or 504s, and 25 of the school’s 

roughly 240 students are in self-contained classes. These rates are much higher than public 
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school districts in the same city (New Jersey Department of Education, Special Education, 2022). 

Flavia and other participants noted that their schools also did not provide adequate counseling 

services for students in spite of most having experienced the traumas of violence, poverty, 

displacement and more. And they certainly did not provide adequate, if any, support for trauma-

informed culturally responsive teaching. This selective inattention to students’ contexts paired 

with curriculum that participants described as either beyond the reach of many students in tested 

subjects like Math, ELA, and Science, or curriculum that was confusing or literally inaccessible 

to the teacher as in Peter’s Spanish class, teachers at Brightcrest, Able, and VirtuCorp described 

the pervasiveness of teachers inventing data.  

All teachers described having to learn a hidden curriculum of grade inflation in order to 

make sense of the paradox they were expected to navigate: producing data that showed students 

were learning, but without slowing down, meeting students where they were academically, or 

using resources to seriously support those students. Teachers described having inflated grades by 

grading for completion and, in some cases, skewing test data. At Able, Connie and Aurelia were 

expected to post students' various test scores on their walls with their names, ranking them as at 

the top (in a “blue” zone) or at the bottom (in a “red” zone). Teachers at Able also received daily 

emails showing how students were performing and essentially ranking teachers. As a result of 

this pressure and because they were not allowed to change the tests or the curriculum, Connie and 

Aurelia learned from the example of other teachers and administrators how to skew test scores: 

science pre-tests were often the same as the actual test; math tests often just changed the wording; 

one colleague asked students to message him their answers before submitting the test, and one 

administrator reset a test repeatedly so that students could retake it until their data looked good.  

Aurelia: So [Able] has teachers across the board administering their own benchmark 

behind closed doors…and if you directly tie someone's paycheck into that system, of 
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course people are going to be like [skewing test results]. I've been guilty of doing that on 

checkpoints and things where I’ll be like [to students about their answers], ‘Are you sure 

you're gonna do that?’ So like, I think there's a lot of ways that data is getting skewed. So 

that's why it's really frustrating when they're just like, ‘always believe the data’ when it's 

not literally coming out from one student's brain to the test. We don't have an accurate 

measure…and at the end of the day, it’s not great for kids’ learning because there's so 

much pressure to produce this great data. (Aurelia, post-observation conversation, 

05/25/2022, p. 6) 
Similarly, Aurelia, Yvonne, Greta, and Peter described having to “adjust” grades at the 

end of grading blocks. For them, students had to meet “the floor”, which is passing a class at 

60%. They shared that it was common practice to invent assignments and grades, often as 

“participation”, or to boost students’ scores on assignments with additional points, particularly 

for homework. Additionally, teachers at their schools are required to maintain a certain number 

of assignments per required gradebook category (e.g. “homework”, “participation”, “exit tickets”, 

etc.) The following is a screenshot of the “gradebook matrix” at Greta’s school, which needs to 

be updated twice per trimester, totaling to 6 times per year:  

Figure 9 

Gradebook Matrix of Required Assignments  
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Monitorization techniques like the gradebook matrix compound pressure placed on teachers to 

produce data and create grades. Flavia, as a self-contained teacher, was the only participant who 

did not describe practices of grade or test inflation because her students were not tested, and 

many will graduate with an IEP diploma.  

Confusing and Dehumanizing Leadership.  Although there were many leadership 

positions across Brightcrest, Able, and at VirtuCorp, it was unclear how decisions were made, 

and which responsibilities belonged to which leaders. All participants described “leadership” 

decisions being made that impacted their schedules, curriculum, instructional approaches, and 

interactions with students without clear reasons, fair warning, or an opportunity to ask questions. 

For example, Flavia described how VirtuCorp terminated the position of their only school 

counselor, who was expected to provide social emotional support to all 240 of their students after 

their three social workers quit, two of which left after mental breakdowns as a result of working 

at the school. This counselor had also made it her duty to support students who are parents and 

parents-to-be so that they can finish high school and enter the job market. There was no reason 

given for her position being eliminated, even after no social worker had yet been hired. When 

asked, Flavia said her principal made it known in cryptic terms that this was “out of his control,” 

saying “it’s not my decision.”  

All participants attributed poor leadership decisions to their schools’ internal promotion 

modus operandi: to promote teachers who monitored other teachers, demonstrated good data, in 

spite of lacking teaching experience or any formal teacher or administrative education. Connie 

described this phenomenon as “failing up”, and pointed to one administrator who managed her as 

a math instructor, but had never taught math. However, all participants expressed empathy for 

administrators at their campus for the very reason that they were unprepared, overtasked, and 
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apparently meant to deliver decisions from above without giving teachers any context. Greta 

added in sharing this sentiment that it’s made worse by the fact that deans at her school earned 

less than some teachers, but had a much greater responsibility to keep up the appearance of the 

school and to execute orders that they may not agree with.  

All participants noted that, while they were unclear about the roles and responsibilities of 

leaders at their campuses, they had virtually no knowledge of leaders at the network level or 

higher, save for the few representatives that visit at random. All participants joked about a 

nameless, faceless entity that had no business in education making irrational decisions without 

making any effort to get to know them or their students. Participants described these decisions as 

asinine to learning, like policies to keep floors clean, desks straight, dates written on the wall, 

borders on bulletin boards straight, and teachers in a specific dress code. Connie shared that one 

leader refused to enter classrooms that have papers on the ground and had marked her down for 

one corner of a poster not taped down correctly. Aurelia shared that one network leader, who she 

called “King Albert” (a pseudonym) arrived, unannounced, and marked teachers up for not 

instructing in exactly the VirtuCorp way (direct instruction, silent students, pencils always 

moving, etc.) Meanwhile, participants reported their network as completely ignoring the requests 

teachers shared on the single form of feedback they were permitted--the teacher “insight” survey. 

Rather, as Flavia noted, having learned through word of mouth, network leaders saved money to 

pay the penalty for not keeping IEPs updated and for not servicing their special needs students 

adequately, rather than invest in the resources that she had requested, and were actually needed.  

For every participant, leadership’s hyper focus on data production resulted in massive 

neglect of students, but also what appeared to be intentional avoidance of racial tensions between 

staff. Yvonne described how the school had created shirts for staff to wear to kick of Black 
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history month that read “Black by Popular Demand” and distributed them to every teacher 

instructing them to wear the shirt the next day. During their morning huddle, one Black teacher 

stated that it was wrong for three white teachers to be wearing this shirt, resulting in those 

teachers being asked to change.  

Yvonne: Everybody was given the shirt on staff, so whether you were Black, White, and 

Hispanic. Everybody got the shirt because we were all supposed to wear it on a Friday. 

But [one teacher] made such a big deal that the White staff members were asked to take it 

off, and told they were racist for wearing it. And leadership went with her on that, and so 

there was not even a conversation as a staff. But it could have been a quick email [the day 

before] that hey, this is only to wear if you are Black, and give White teachers a quick fix 

just a black T shirt. And I felt so uncomfortable that my friends had to take it off. It was 

literally supposed to be a day of unity. (Yvonne, initial interview, 03/07/2023, p. 24-25) 
Yvonne shared that leadership’s race evasiveness is not new and had made its way into the 

classroom. She described having walked into another Black teacher teaching students that all 

charter schools are racist, without providing context or conversation exploring how or why. For 

Yvonne, this was frustrating because while she agreed with many points being made, the lack of 

nuance and open conversation--from students up through administrators--leads to nothing being 

done to address racism, only negative feelings.  

Yvonne: And then there was a few [students] who were like, ‘But we're in a charter 

school, so does that mean that [school name] is racist?’ And she was like, yeah. But it’s 

like, unfortunately you [the teacher] participate in that same thing! You don't make any 

kind of change [for Black children], right? You're literally bullying children. You're doing 

this. Like, if you're not going to do like the nuances of racism at school, don't say it at all. 

Make that a conversation where they can actually dive into it.” (Yvonne, post-observation 

conversation, 04/26/2023, p.5) 
Yvonne noted that as a Black and queer female teacher, it was infuriating that Brightcrest 

claimed to support Black children, took a public stand against racism, but then did nothing to 

create dialogue or actual change to systems that perpetuate anti-Black racism. However, if real 

dialogue were to happen and systems were truly addressed, Brightcrest, Able, and VirtuCorp 

would no longer operate toward production, and would cease to exist. Race evasion was 

necessary for their survival.   
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A Weaponized Language of Care. Brightcrest, Able, and VirtuCorp all deployed 

language related to caring for students, often in reference to their network “values” as a way to 

cloak decisions or statements that are unnerving, questionable, confusing, hurtful or generally 

negative as positive as a way to preserve the school’s or specific administrators’ power. 

Participants described sharing the values listed on their school’s website, which all included some 

version of service, care, community, joy, and helping students find passion and success in 

learning. However, once they started teaching, they began recognizing that these values were not 

reflected in their school’s infrastructure, but were reflected in the language leadership used to 

manipulate them into working sometimes 80 hour work weeks, but for little pay. Greta and 

Yvonne both described being told that they must go “above and beyond” because that is “what 

you do for family.” In spite of not having the resources or support they need, both felt obligated 

to spend hours figuring it out on their own without public acknowledgement, and often with 

further criticisms.  

Participants also described leaders using a language of care to insinuate that they do not 

care for students unless they comply with a particular demand that teachers expressed discomfort 

following because it did not reflect either the school’s values, or their belief in education in the 

service of justice. This particular manipulation caused teachers immense emotional harm and 

cognitive dissonance. As Aurelia explained, “It’s like when [someone says], ‘I'm going to speak 

my truth’, but then they say something really hurtful” (Aurelia post-observation conversation, 

04/28/23). She gave the example of an administrator at Able using ‘we serve’ to assert that 

Aurelia had to create an entirely separate curriculum for a student whose father was fine with him 

listening to Andrew Tate’s racist, sexist, homophobic podcast, but not fine with him learning 

about enslavement or the Jim Crow period of segregation. Similarly, Connie was maligned in an 



   

 

160 
 

email that her principal copied to other administrators for not believing that every child had the 

right to be challenged after she questioned why students who were scoring below 30% were 

being moved into her honors math class. Sometimes manipulations had nothing to do with 

students, but aimed to shut teachers up. As Flavia explained, during a professional development 

meeting, she had asked an administrator to model an instructional strategy so that she would 

know what to do for her self-contained students. This administrator reported Flavia to her 

manager for being “combative”. Flavia suspected that this was because the administrator could 

not actually provide a differentiated version of the technique, and took her request as a slight. As 

Peter and Aurelia noted, oftentimes it was just easier to keep quiet.  

All three schools also weaponized language by outright lying to the public about the 

services they provided to children, and the approaches they took. All schools claimed to use some 

version of the following strategies to help kids achieve postsecondary success in college and 

beyond: clear structures, community and cultural responsiveness, a rigorous but differentiated 

curriculum, a collaborative and communicative teaching team, and SEL support. Additionally, 

Brightcrest claimed to have small student to teacher ratios, Able claimed to have an “open door 

policy” (or open an transparent communication between all staff, students, and families) and 

celebrations of student joy, and VirtuCorp claimed to hire highly effective teachers and leaders 

who support every student in pursuing their passion. In reality, at Brightcrest Yvonne taught two 

classes of over 30 students with no in-class support, where it is required according to students’ 

IEPs; at Able, during a “Black Joy” school assembly, a leader repeatedly yelled at a group of 

students to write down Black history facts on a hand-shaped cutout so that they could hang it on 

the wall, not knowing (as Connie had whispered to me) that the students did not speak English; 

and, at VirtuCorp, Flavia’s students were completely invisibilized and treated as if they had no 
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passions, and were tasked with completing menial work like sorting shapes, even if they could 

(and wanted to) do much more. As with direct manipulations of language, the bold-faced lies on 

these school’s websites perpetuated an image of success and ignored ongoing harm and racial 

tension within the school, toward the ultimate goal of low-investment data production, and 

ignored.  

Normed Professional Enmity. Official competitions, unofficial competitions, and a total 

lack of opportunities for teachers to get to know one another and their school’s “culture” team 

(read: behavioral enforcers), created a work environment ripe with enmity, which participants 

described as effectively preventing teachers from collaboratively questioning their leadership or 

persistent neglect from the network. Most participants noted that their school’s use of various 

titles and categorizations--like grade level leader, or team leader--further prevented what Aurelia 

calls “class struggle”.  Greta, Connie, Aurelia, and Yvonne also described their schools as 

publicly comparing their data--Able by daily email, Brightcrest in professional development 

meetings-- so that teachers could see who ranked above who as an effective teacher, spurring 

resentment and distress. However, participants all described values-based teacher competitions, 

where teachers received a certificate awarding them for demonstrating some school value, as 

“cringey” and performative, and anyone who actively competed in them as having drunk “the 

Kool-Aid”. Aurelia, Flavia, and Yvonne all described when they received awards as part of a 

ploy to make leadership look attentive: Aurelia received hers after complaining, as a “gay” 

identifying person, that the school was anti-LGBTQIA; Flavia brushed hers off as just part of a 

rotation; Yvonne scoffed at hers because, as she says, she would have rather received the support 

she needed than a piece of paper.  
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Where the official competitions were decidedly divisive, the unofficial competitions 

widened the gap, where some teachers pine for the attention and approval of administrators with 

the intention of receiving high ratings that would result in some sort of promotion. Participants 

described how this pining created internal divisions between “types” of teachers.  

Connie: There's three types. There's the type that kiss asses--that want to get promoted. 

Then there's the type that don't really give a shit and just want to teach a lot of kids. And 

then there's the type that can't manage a classroom and they're like, ‘What the hell am I 

doing here?’ (Connie, post-observation conversation, 03/17/23, p. 9) 
“Ass kissing” took various forms: Yvonne and Greta described “slackworthy” teachers who 

regularly posted pictures on Brightcrest’s Slack App of themselves helping students. At Able, 

some teachers made it known that they had voted for their direct supervisors to win awards 

because “they’re educators too”. All participants except Peter described some teachers becoming 

administrators’ “moles” or “spies” as a way to further earn favor. For example, Aurelia explained 

how one friend of hers, a grade level lead, shared that all grade-level leads at Able were asked by 

administrators to secretly monitor teachers’ tardiness and report on them so that they could be 

written up. Connie said the leadership-pleasing reached its peak when teachers succeeded in 

befriending leadership and actively put down or plotted the demise of other teachers. She 

described hearing about how a few teachers and one assistant principal made fun of Connie for 

being overwhelmed about her divorce. This caused Connie to feel isolated and made her question 

her abilities as a teacher: 

Connie: Fuck you, like seriously, fuck you! Like come in the room and do what I'm doing 

and go through a divorce…Maybe this isn’t the field for me because I think so 

differently. I don’t know. (Connie, post-observation conversation, 03/17/23, p. 6)  

This was shortly after her supervisor had used Connie’s divorce as a basis for giving all but one 

of her classes to another teacher--one of the very same teachers who had made fun of her.  

All but Peter described themselves as not trusting most teachers at their school as a result 

of the official and unofficial competitions. It could be speculated that, as one of two general 
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education electives teachers, and the only one to teach three new classes in addition to Spanish 

(which he didn’t speak), as well as being in his second year at the school, Peter was largely 

ignored by administrators, and was not seen as a threat by other teachers whose subjects were 

more closely speculated. Peter was also the only White cis-gender, heterosexual male participant 

from an upper middle class background. It is arguable that his positionality precluded him from 

experiencing the sense of having to compete in order to survive.  

The Appearance of Student Compliance.  Although participants described student 

misbehaviors as the result of poor curriculum, little to no training, no IEP support, no or not 

enough counseling support, it was expected that teachers, with the help of the schools’ culture 

teams, controlled student behavior through “relationships” and simplistic systems that held 

students entirely accountable for their behaviors. However, participants described that both they 

and students viewed these systems as empty since there was no follow through with 

consequences. They also described teachers and the schools’ culture teams as having reflected 

deep racial disparities, with most of the culture team having shared the same racial and economic 

makeup of the students, while most of the teachers did not. Participants described that tensions 

were made worse between the culture team and teaching team because although the culture team 

would remove students as a first step in de-escalation, they would often return students to class 

with no follow-up consequence or conversation.  

Systems at participants’ schools involved students receiving points from teachers toward 

a merit score when they exhibited the school’s values, or losing points when they did not. These 

merit scores led to positive and negative consequences, like prizes or detention. However, across 

all campuses, there was no clear and consistent policy around phone use, uniform, attendance, 

tardiness, or not being prepared, and there was often no follow through on consequences. Peter 
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described how VirtuCorp was supposed to have after school detention, but it was never clear who 

was supposed to run the detention. So when students showed up, and no adult was present, 

students simply stopped going. Connie and Aurelia both described their school’s “merit store” 

where students could spend their points, as having been closed for months, meaning there was no 

incentive for students to comply. Greta, Yvonne, and Flavia all described the systems as useless 

and empty, other than students hearing they have earned or lost points as a point of public shame. 

All participants described their schools as having failed to provide the training culture 

team members needed in order to provide support to students. Flavia shared that VirtuCorp 

publicized how they hired Black men from the immediate school community to serve as culture 

team members, yet did not provide them with any training or support to further their careers in 

education. She described this as deeply upsetting, particularly for other Black colleagues.  

Flavia: Last year, one of our counselors would get really mad, and she was like, 

‘Literally, as a Black woman, I'm looking at [the school leaders] being like, okay, we're 

gonna hire all these Black men and just throw them into all these fights.’ We're just hiring 

them to break up fights, and we're throwing them into the line of danger. And so that's not 

okay. We can't just be like, ‘Oh, but we need some security, we're gonna hire them as 

‘behaviorists’ and give them no training and then just throw them into fights right away 

where they can possibly get hurt.’ Like, oh, let's just have Black guys for that. But it's 

like, again, I think it does go back to that business model because it's like, okay, that is 

the cheapest way for us to get the labor that we need to basically like police kids. And 

police being a keyword. Like we're going to create this policing system and call it 

‘culture’. And we're not going to foot the bill for actual [culture] training.” (Flavia, post-

observation conversation, 03/15/23, p. 26) 
On top of this, the assistant principal of culture at Flavia’s school was a Black man whose 

previous job was as a prison guard at Rikers Island. During my final interview with Flavia, she 

shared that he had been promoted to principal in spite of having had no background in education.  

Connie shared a similar sentiment, and argued that rather than just provide the culture 

team with SEL training, the school should have hired and encouraged more Black men from the 

community to become teachers.  
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Connie: They need more Black males [in teaching]. Ever since I started, I have seen 

Black males make such a positive impact on children that look like them. It is huge. What 

a difference it makes! Like I can love [the students], and you know, they love me, but it’s 

not the same. They really need that type of figure. They need to start something to recruit 

more [Black males] to teach, like pay them more or something…But if we’ve ever had a 

Black male at this school, they’re always part of culture, of discipline. And it doesn’t look 

good. Placing [Black males] only [in culture] doesn’t look good. They should be in math, 

in science, in classrooms. (Connie, post-observation conversation, 03/03/23, p. 15) 
When talking about the racial disparities between teaching staff and culture staff, participants 

recognized that it was exploitative for the school to bandy around their hiring practices and tout 

their Black culture as evidence of diversity, equity, and inclusion.  

Flavia also described how the lack of professional development training the culture team 

received around providing social emotional support to students and teachers, particularly with 

regards to LGBTQIAIA individuals, compounded racial tensions. For example, she described 

how the culture team had created a “blacklist” of teachers they all agreed not to support, one of 

whom was a first-year teacher who was white, non-binary and queer identifying. When this 

teacher called for the culture team to talk to a student who had been repeatedly using 

LGBTQIAIA slurs, they removed the student, but soon after brought them back to class. The 

student continued to use slurs, and the teacher again asked for support. But quickly thereafter, the 

culture team refused to come to the teacher’s room, and leadership provided no intervention. 

Eventually the teacher left. As Flavia and all other participants had pointed out, there is 

absolutely no open, honest, conversation taking place to address the intersecting lines of 

oppression that emerged from the racial and economic differences between teachers, culture team 

members, and the students whose behaviors they were meant to address.  

When students’ behaviors were not mediated by the system or culture team, and when 

their behaviors directly challenged the power and authority of particular administrators or a 

system of control, they were removed in ways that were unconscionable, racist, and in some 
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cases illegal. Flavia shared, for example, that several students had been on “long term 

suspension”, with one being suspended for ten months. This is, of course, illegal. However, as 

Connie also noted of students at Able, administrators have been heard stating that they do not 

want to send students with extreme social-emotional needs to a school or center where they could 

receive support and therapy because then the school would lose the $40,000 worth of public-

school funding attached to each student. Faced with inadequate systems and the explicit 

monetization of students, teachers were expected to forge relationships with students that led to 

compliance. But, as Peter shared, no matter how strong of a relationship teachers had with 

students, it would not and could not address the multiple layers of struggle that students 

experienced. 

Peter: I've seen how it really does improve my classroom having those positive 

relationships with kids and with families. But it's not an end all be all. And I feel like a lot 

of times admins, they see an easy, quick solution from their end in telling a teacher to go 

have a better relationship with a kid. But that is not always gonna fix a problem. Nine 

times out of ten it will, like there's always that one kid who, like, is not gonna write an 

essay in another person's class, but they will for you because they like you, but that's not a 

long term solution. (Peter, post-memo interview, 10/04/2023, p. 3-4) 
For the school to continue producing data, it was important that students complied with 

commands toward data production, but without costly investments in training, personnel, or time. 

If teachers, strapped with the responsibility of convincing students to comply, could not succeed, 

both students and teachers were removed as if they themselves were the problem.  

Summary of Mechanizations 

Five mechanization processes took shape through my cross case analysis of data from The 

Spiral phase of critical storying: The Official and Hidden Curriculum of Data Production; The 

Official and Hidden Curricula of Data Production; Confusing and Dehumanizing Leadership; A 

Weaponized Language of Care; Normed Professional Enmity, The Appearance of Student 

Compliance. Each mechanization deployed different strategies to coerce teachers into compliance 
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with policies and practices that affirmed the narrative of meritocracy, and ultimately harmed 

Black and Brown students. However, together they functioned to maintain the perception that the 

schools were serving students in the ways they had claimed through public statements, primarily 

that students were receiving a high-quality education that attended to their needs.  

Negotiating Mechanization through Anti-racist Teacher Agency  

Participants negotiated mechanizations at Brightcrest, Able, and VirtuCorp by enacting 

various degrees of anti-racist teacher agency alongside considerations of threats to their 

continued employment, opportunity for promotion, and career longevity. Through a critical 

narrative analysis of their responses to mechanizations, it became clear that no participant felt 

able to fully engage anti-racist teacher agency in order to challenge oppression formalized 

through the curriculum, policies, and normed practices. Participants described a lack of 

collegiality and support in making those challenges, a lack of clarity with how to challenge 

systems, and a fear that, upon acting alone, they would have been targeted and either informally 

pushed out, or formally terminated. However, most participants did deploy a range of navigations 

when faced with systemic oppression, which included: student relationships, curricular 

adjustments, performing the bare minimum, repurposing weaponized language, defaulting to 

systems, school sanctioned dissent, direct and vocal challenges, and willing compliance.  

While all participants employed different negotiation strategies in an attempt to uphold 

their values but also ensure job security, five of the six had left their positions at the time of this 

writing. Greta and Yvonne both left after three years at Brightcrest Prep, Peter and Flavia left 

after two years, and Connie left after five years. Aurelia, the only teacher who renewed her 

contract to teach, stated that she would have liked to leave, but contractually owed VirtuCorp a 

certain number of years teaching in exchange for them having covered the cost of her tuition at 
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Relay, a graduate school explicitly created for no-excuse charter school teachers. If she were to 

leave early, she would owe them thousands of dollars that she could not afford. She had planned 

to quit after she fulfilled her contract, which would be at the end of her fourth year. In light of 

participants’ resignations, the navigations that they deployed did not challenge systemic racism 

and other forms of oppression on a larger scale, and much less in a sustainable way. Rather, these 

negotiations allowed them to stave off burnout for slightly longer.  

Student Relationships: Playful Teasing, Agreements that Challenge Productivity, 

and Emotionality. All six participants prioritized building trusting relationships with students 

over all else, which meant bending expectations around how they were expected to treat students 

and manage behavior. All participants except for Yvonne had established relationships where 

students felt comfortable “roasting” them, or poking fun at them to get a reaction. Aurelia, 

Connie, and Greta all reacted with intentionally dramatic responses because it was funny, and, as 

Aurelia noted, it taught them valuable social skills. Peter, who was quiet and mild-mannered, 

especially teased the “nerdy” kids and let them tease him because he identified as “nerdy” and 

wanted them to feel comfortable and open up. Although the expectation at Brightcrest, Able, and 

VirtuCorp was silent, sustained productivity where the teacher exerted control over the students, 

all participants actively rejected this relationship model.  

Participants also demonstrated having open, honest conversations with students about 

how they felt when behaviors got too out of hand. Yvonne, who described herself as an introvert, 

shared with students when she felt overwhelmed by noise. Greta and Flavia both told students 

when they had experienced personal situations that caused them stress in order to demonstrate 

how personal lives can impact work performance, and that that’s okay. Connie, who described 
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herself as “aggressive”, also described using her behaviors to teach students how to pause and 

reflect on their own aggressive outbursts.  

Connie: I try to act like I’m on the same level as them. Like when kids act crazy and start 

screaming, it reminds me so much of myself because like, I’m getting a divorce, and with 

my husband, he was such an asshole, I was always screaming at him, but to other people I 

looked crazy. But really, I was so validated. How I felt--I try to explain that to kids. I’m 

like, ‘You’re so validated. And how you feel--you’re not wrong…but you do look crazy 

with how you’re acting.’ And it’s like, that’s what teaching is about. It’s about teaching 

kids what life is like. Like, ‘This is how you navigate things.’” (Connie, post-observation 

conversation #2, 02/24/23, p. 4) 
Like Connie, all participants actively chose to resist expectations for how they ought to interact 

with students in order to teach them what they considered to be real life skills. However, only 

Aurelia shared that her informal lessons in relationality were part in parcel to help them think 

critically about and navigate through oppressive systems like White Supremacy. Similarly, only 

Connie reflected that she understood how to interact with her students because she comes from a 

similar socioeconomic background and grew up in similar neighborhoods, but knows that, as a 

Southeast Asian woman, she has no idea what their experiences are as Black students or as 

Brown students who are new to the United States. However, in this form of navigation, all 

teachers did draw on their knowledge and their students’ knowledge of “roasting”, talking about 

feelings, and showing emotion, and actively affirmed their and their students’ humanity under 

dehumanizing circumstances. Their accountability as allies, however, varied when leaders 

entered the room, with some not intervening when they called for order. Aurelia, however, did 

roast one administrator for having come in unannounced to ask for a few boys to help him carry a 

water jug: Aurelia, straight-faced, asked the administrator why he didn’t think girls could help. 

He became flustered, and Aurelia and the students laughed. It felt like a dangerous moment, but 

Aurelia quickly called on a mix of boys and girls to help and sent them all with the administrator.   
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Curricular Adjustments toward Critical Thinking and Life Skills. In response to 

grossly inadequate curricula, all six participants made it a point to teach critical thinking and life 

skills, including study skills, which often meant diverging from the planned curriculum. In 

particular, Connie, Aurelia, Yvonne, Flavia, and Greta took time off task to provide students with 

context for content they were expected to use for skills-development, opportunities for open 

discussion, and a time for students to practice and internalize critical thinking processes. These 

teachers all verbalized that teaching these skills was their way of directly challenging a 

curriculum that was meant to prepare their students to be unquestioning laborers, which they saw 

as actively perpetuating racist and particularly anti-Black systems of oppression. For Yvonne and 

Connie, teaching study skills and critical thinking skills in particular was personal. Both 

participants reflected on having had to teach themselves these skills because they did not 

explicitly learn them in school nor at home. Connie explains that her aunt had adopted her so that 

she could go to a “better” school, which was predominantly White. There, rather than teaching 

her study skills, Connie’s teachers (along with other students) made fun of her for not having 

them already. Remembering how alone she felt, she has made it her mission to do whatever it 

would take to help every single student figure out the study habits that work best for them. From 

buying a student a “latte” every morning (mostly milk and caramel) to ritualize his start to 

studying, to learning Spanish so that she could individually support English Language Learners, 

Connie sought to practice what she calls “good teaching”, which is “that emotional connection, 

you know. It's like that person that touches you that makes that impact on you” (Connie, initial 

interview, 12/23/2022, p. 11). 

 Participants also explicitly addressed racism as part of their revised official and hidden 

curricula. As ELA teachers, Greta and Aurelia both used literature and discussions to teach about 
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White Supremacy and Capitalism. Greta, for example, pushed students to form connections 

between the overt and taken-for-granted forms of racism described in A Raisin in the Sun, and 

racism today. She also pushed students to unpack other internalized prejudices by using herself as 

an example. For instance, when asked to compare their neighborhood today to that in A Raisin in 

the Sun, a student said there were more “crackheads” in their town. This is from a third memo 

that I wrote for Greta titled “Memo 3: Real Real SEL”, and includes an excerpt of a conversation 

that I observed and typed during my observation of her class on February 2nd, 2023:  

Student 1: What people say as poor people, we say crackheads because that’s what people 

call them?  
Student 2: It’s the same thing as being racist  
Student 1: The thing is we don’t know we’re doing it. 
Student 2: Because it’s how society taught us. 
Student 1: Society is shaping our mindsets and what we call people.  
Greta: The way we refer to people shows who has power and who doesn’t. If I say that 

person is a crackhead, it’s easier to say that than face the fact that that person is 

struggling, and that we live in a society that fails its citizens. It’s easier to say they are 

crackheads than say, we messed up. Is that right? 
Student 1: It isn’t right, but we still say it. 
Greta: So what do we do? 
Student 1: We change! But how do we change it? 
Greta: We have to unlearn it.  
Student 3: We can’t unlearn something, but we can reject it.  
Greta shares a story about her coach having once called her out for saying something that 

was racist and that demonstrated deficit thinking. She told students about the feelings she 

experienced--embarrassment, shame, sadness--and then how she has to think about her 

own thinking. She tells them it's an everyday practice to change. She tells them, “The first 

voice [in your head] is what society has programmed into you. The 2nd voice is you.” (p. 

2) 
Although conversations about structural racism were not explicitly part of most participants’ 

official curriculum, it was part of their adjusted curriculum. Peter, Flavia, Connie, and Yvonne all 

addressed conversations about colorism, racism, and the intersections between race, gender, and 

sexuality identity if/when it came up.  

As part of this form of navigation, all participants acknowledged curriculum deficits as a 

function of oppression, though not always explicitly referring to “White Supremacy”. All 
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participants, except for Peter, verbalized their racialized selves in relation to curricular 

oppression, and did collaborate with their one or two trusted colleagues to develop critical 

thinking, study skill, and life skill practices. Although test-area subject teachers knew when they 

would be observed and could typically model the curriculum they were meant to teach, they also 

reported persisting as planned, even when an administrator surprised them with an observation. 

As allies, they did not stop adjusting the curriculum toward their goals.   

Performing the Bare Minimum. Although all participants refused to actively participate 

in systems of competition between themselves and their colleagues, Connie, Aurelia, Greta, 

Yvonne, and Flavia did report performing the bare minimum in order to keep leadership at bay. 

This means that, while participants did have hand-made posters on their walls that supported 

critical thinking lessons or particular thought processes, they met the bare minimum required by 

administrators to have posters on their walls. Moreover, this meant that all participants shared an 

unspoken agreement with their students to perform compliance during observations. Connie for 

example had an agreement with her students that if they complete a certain task, then they could 

either listen to music, play computer games, draw, or watch something on YouTube. However, 

during one observation with a principal, every single student silently engaged in their work. As 

soon as he left, the entire class and Connie let out a sigh of relief. Connie walked by where I was 

sitting during that observation and shared her thoughts: 

Connie: I’m a robot when admin comes in, and the kids know when admin comes in, this 

is what you do and when they leave this is what you do. Admin thinks the whole school 

runs like every class is uniform. But no. It’s not uniform. I run these four walls. When 

you come in, you see what I want you to see. (Connie, notes from classroom observation 

on 01/23/2023, p. 5) 
While this understanding between teachers and their students could arguably be observed in any 

school, not just no-excuse charter schools, this form of negotiation is particular to charters 

because the risks that come with noncompliance for both students and teachers is much higher: 
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Without a union, charter school teachers are fired at will. Without other trusted adults, like social 

workers or counselors, students can be suspended long-term or punished unfairly. No-excuse 

charter leadership can act with apparent impunity, so student-teacher trust must be strong if they 

decide to collaboratively and covertly resist an expectation. 

Although their racialized selves did not enter into our conversations often, participants did cite 

connections between productivity and systems of oppression in describing the decision to 

perform the bare minimum for panoptic administrators, or as Connie put it, to make them see 

only what she wants them to see.  Because both teachers and students knew the expectations, they 

were able to collaboratively maintain optics. This navigation teaches Black and Brown students 

that they can and should fly under the radar in White Supremacist Capitalist constructs, with the 

help and support of trusted allies. In doing so, they can avoid punitive and unfair measures being 

taken against them, and continue to build critical thinking and collaborative skills.  

Defaulting/Not Defaulting to Systems. Although teachers had engaged in multiple 

navigations to keep mechanization at an arm’s length, several teachers had still internalized 

deficit narratives around their value as educators, and would default to using--however 

superficially--their school’s behavioral management system. Connie, Aurelia, Yvonne and Greta 

would, when they felt frustrated, call out that they were taking away points from students’ merit 

scores. Yvonne described struggling deeply to deprogram herself from those compulsions when 

leadership actively prevents her from doing so: 

Yvonne: So it's like the struggle is how much do I want the kids to talk? Because I've 

been used to hearing that they should be silent when like SLT walks in the classroom, or 

leadership walks in the classroom. Like the only time they should be talking is if we're 

doing a turn and talk, and then I should be policing everything that they're saying. So like, 

I'm used to silence now. Like, I just want everything silent. And so I'm overwhelmed at 

certain times where I just need silence, but then I think about how I was conditioned for 

them to be so silent. Now, when they talk. I'm annoyed and I'm like, why are you talking? 

So it's like kind of getting out of that. When do they have an outlet to talk and not be 
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policed? [So] sometimes I just want them to talk and interact with the material and get 

something from your classmate. But then if you don't have the habit of discussion, then 

it's like, ‘Oh, you're not doing that.’ Right. Because they're not using those keywords. 

And [the principal] would look to say I need you to push for them [to use the habits of 

discussion phrases]. (Yvonne, post-observation conversation, 03/16/2023, p. 5) 
Similarly, Greta described feeling “bad” about being a “bad” teacher, which her school equated 

with not making sure students were completely silent and on-task at all times. Greta described the 

intense feeling of guilt when another teacher took “control” of her class during a transition time, 

in spite of there being a lack of clarity from leadership about what transitions were supposed to 

look like.  

Greta: And [another teacher] comes out and he's like [to my students], ‘No, go back into 

class!’ And he starts doing like ‘Stage one [students side straight], stage two [students 

stand straight behind desks, chairs in, backpacks on], stage three [students silently line 

up].’ And I'm just sitting here like, this is embarrassing, like to [students] but also for me, 

like this is embarrassing. And I'm like, I don't know. They were being kids. And they 

weren't being bad. They were just talking. They were standing, you know, on or near the 

orange line. And I was like, ‘Wow, that really felt shitty.’ And then later that day, I saw 

[the teacher] with his class, and it was like everyone was silent. Everyone was on the 

orange line. He didn't have to say a single thing. They just did it. And I'm like, looking 

back at my classroom of all these kids talking or whatever else. And in that moment, I 

was like, I'm bad at my job. And now I'm saying it out loud though. And I'm like, no, my 

kids feel safe with me. My kids don't immediately get quiet when I talk because I don't 

scream at them and I don't guilt trip them and I don't make them feel like shit about 

themselves. Not to say that [he does] that, but that is the core at [Brightcrest]--basically to 

police the children. (Greta, post-observation conversation, 03/16/2023, p. 12) 
Although Greta and others had deeply internalized a sense of failure for not running a perfectly 

silent and on-task class, when reminded that they had consciously chosen not to follow edicts that 

limited students’ humanity, they seemed to feel momentarily alleviated of their anxiety. Connie, 

however, explained that she could never really feel okay with her decision to be so “laid back”: 

While she thought that the curriculum and the rules of silence were oppressive, she wanted to 

make sure her Black and Brown students are able to navigate a professional setting, which she 

said would help them learn how to “act” in a professional setting. Connie’s understanding of 
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professionalism assumed that White, neoliberal, expectations for Black and Brown behaviors of 

silence and obedience were equivalent with employability, or even worthiness for employment.  

In exploring Connie’s notion of “professionalism”, however, she and I identified that in 

places of work--including at Able--employees who are able to work together while also joking, 

talking about their lives, and finding joy tend to be happier, thereby validating the silliness she 

and others like her participate in in their classrooms. Connie and other participants also discussed 

wanting students to learn to value themselves enough to work for employers who will not treat 

them like machines. Embodying the characteristics of that ideal employer for students as their 

teacher would prepare students to look for humanizing places of employment in the future.  

Flavia and Peter were the only two who did not default to the behavioral systems to 

punish students, but for very different reasons: Flavia’s classes were small and self-contained, so 

it was, for her, irrelevant. For Peter, who taught four full electives classes, the systems were so 

broken that he did not think it was worth pretending they might work. Although students in his 

classes were FaceTiming, dancing to TikTok, watching movies, having full blown conversations 

unrelated to the material, and getting into small arguments, he did not once raise his voice, 

threaten students, or issue demerits. He continuously walked from student to student, joked with 

them, convinced them to do some part of the work at hand, smiled and then moved on. After 

several hours and weeks observing him across multiple high stress situations--from a fire drill, to 

students pushing each other--he remained absolutely calm and congenial with every single 

student. As Peter would explain, all of the “systems” had failed, including consequences for 

having phones during class. For him, it made more sense to just be a consistent support for 

students by meeting them where they are, rather than forcing them to obey commands for silence 

or time on task. Peter’s approach would pay off with students that he said other teachers refused 
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to work with. The following is an excerpt from the fifth memo I wrote for Peter titled “Memo 5: 

Staying Positive” and includes an excerpt from our post-observation debrief on March 3rd, 2023 

from my about him:  

Peter shares an example of a student who came in late to a period before, and chatted, 

smiling, with Peter before getting to work. He says that she had been suspended for 

hitting a teacher, and so may not feel welcome or willing to go back to classes.  
“I don’t want to come in too aggressively. Right like it usually pays off because 

now she comes to me when she’s having a hard time, because she knows I’ll give 

her the encouragement to come back to class. But [at first] I didn’t know how that 

relationship would go.”  
Peter goes on to explain that he also develops personal plans with students that have 

phone issues so that they are allowed to use their phone in certain ways or at certain 

times. Peter’s outlook on relationships with kids is positive and rooted in forging 

equitable agreements as much as possible. (p. 2) 
Peter had created classrooms that stood outside of behavioral management systems for the 40 to 

60 minutes that he had with students each class. 

All participants except for Peter and Flavia felt guilty for using these systems because they 

consciously recognized and named them as oppressive, though not always as White Supremacist. 

White teachers did not talk about the implications of being a White person and using punitive and 

restrictive threats on Black and Brown students. However, for Greta, Connie, and Aurelia, they 

had established such a strong culture of teasing, joking, and having trusting, social-emotional 

conversations that flew in the face of mechanizing, racist protocols, that their weak attempts to 

revert back to behavioral management systems completely failed. Students did not take them 

seriously, and they were right; these three teachers rarely, if ever, actually logged the demerits 

that they threatened. Instead, students who aggravated them would choose, on their own, to stay 

after class and apologize for some conflict, or to talk out something that was bothering them. In 

this instance and to some degree against their choice, teachers continued to be allies for many of 

their students, in spite of participants’ own, internalized frustrations.  
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Direct and Vocal Challenge. Because administrators were vague, indirect, and 

vindictive, participants generally feared directly voicing their opinions or challenges. Aurelia and 

Connie, for example, described a senior teacher, “Basy” (a pseudonym), as speaking up by 

merely asking questions. Administrators had not promoted Basy in spite of her “good data”, and 

had publicly and regularly recast her queries for clarification about illogical policies or asks as 

demonstrative of a “negative mindset”. Aurelia shared that administrators even started posting an 

image of Eeyore with the words “don’t have a negative mindset”, at the start of their professional 

development slides, and made “having a negative mindset” a fireable offense. At Able, as at 

Brightcrest and VirtuCorp, speaking up came with clear but passive retaliations. 

 However, Flavia repeatedly confronted leaders at VirtuCorp on behalf of students. For 

example, she described how a student who became pregnant had moved in with her boyfriend, 

but her school bus would not pick her up because it was not part of the regular route. The student 

wanted to continue going to school, but was afraid to walk because two women had been raped 

and murdered in that neighborhood recently. Flavia asked, on the student’s behalf, if this student 

could walk with pepper spray and check it at security. But the school rejected Flavia’s request, 

citing that pepper spray was a weapon, and that if the student showed up at security with it, she 

would be suspended as per their safety rules. Flavia pushed back, describing to administrators the 

student’s situation. But they asserted that “rules are rules”.  

Flavia: They were like, ‘Well, that's her problem. Figure it out.’ So I'm sure she's dropped 

out. She has a baby at home. What does she do now? She's 16. She doesn't have a degree. 

Like, what does her life trajectory look like?...We're just repeating that cycle of kids 

having kids living in poverty and living in these circumstances where they're exposed to 

all this trauma, and the worst part is that you're in a position to do better. (Flavia, post-

observation conversation 03/15/2023, p. 19) 
Flavia lost touch with the student after that.  
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Flavia did not describe herself as acting out of social justice reasons, but rather pointed to her 

ADHD and autism diagnoses as driving her to speak out when she sees students being mistreated. 

She explained that, as a person with autism, she is very direct and clear, and expected that people 

would follow her same moral compass of right and wrong. When she saw an adult in a position 

of power “not doing what’s right”, she felt compelled to ask them why, and to tell them they 

needed to behave differently.  

However, Flavia’s approach also contributed to racialized tensions with one Black female 

teacher. She described one teacher, “Kay” (a pseudonym), talking with other teachers in the back 

of Flavia’s bagel shop class, which was when her self-contained students practiced building 

executive functioning and organizational skills by filling staff bagel orders. The following is a 

memo excerpt from the fifth memo I wrote for Flavia titled “Memo 5 FdL: We need to talk about 

racism”, and includes a statement Flavia made during our first of two conversations that followed 

my last observation of her on May 11th, 2023: 

[Kay] comes in and she just starts carrying on a loud conversation at the back of 

the room by my desk [with the other teachers] about her weekend and how's 

everyone's weekend. So on the other end of the room, I’m trying to get all the 

deliveries ready to go out, and I'm trying to check the orders because the kids are 

not paying enough attention today. So yeah, bagel days are stressful. So I said to 

them like, ‘Hey, adults in the back. I'm really overwhelmed. Can I ask you to turn 

your voices off while I'm giving instruction to the kids or move across the hall?’ 

And they couldn't even hear me apparently, and said like, ‘What did you say?’ So 

I repeated it and [Kay] was like ‘Got it!’. But then she didn't leave. So they didn't 

stop talking. So whatever. I was just trying to get what I could done. I didn't think 

that was a big thing to ask...Like I know this doesn't look conventional because 

we're running a bagel shop, but it's still a class. I'm still giving instructions.  
Flavia shared that she would learn on the following Monday from the other teachers who 

were in the back of the class that that one teacher had spent the following two periods out 

of her room, leaving her students alone, to pull them each aside and ask them to back her 

in reporting Flavia as a racist. Even though they did not, and would in fact show support 

for Flavia in what they understood as a misunderstanding, this teacher did report Flavia to 

an AP who is Black, saying that Flavia behaved like “a slave master talking to a slave”, 

and had referred to the teacher by the diminutive “Miss”, as if she were a student. She 
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would also tell the AP that she did not feel safe talking to her and Flavia’s direct 

supervisor because that supervisor was white. (p. 3) 
The issue was never resolved by administrators, and Flavia was unsure how to navigate situations 

of racial tension like those when they came up, which was often. 

Flavia recognized that there were clear racial tensions between Black teachers, Brown teachers, 

and White teachers at VirtuCorp, but struggled to see how she was involved in the project of 

White Supremacy, which could be in part because she was neurodivergent. She described acting 

not out of an impulse to resist White Supremacy and Capitalism, but to do what she felt was right 

for students in her self-contained classes. Although she did not evaluate the consequences or 

feasibility of standing up to authority, Flavia continued to stand up for her students until she 

experienced pushout: During our final conversation, Flavia shared that hers and others’ 

complaints to HR about administrators’ wrongdoings had gone unaddressed, and in fact, as HR 

would tell her, allegedly never existed. Furthermore, the head of HR, who was as Flavia claimed, 

“besties” with one administrator against whom Flavia had filed many complaints, forced Flavia 

to lose pay when she could not make an (optional) after school event after injuring her ankle. At 

that point in time, Flavia described her confusion about people’s behaviors and her subsequent 

panic attacks--which she said she only experienced at VirtuCorp--as so bad that she had to quit.  

Repurposing Weaponized Language. When participants wanted to directly push back 

against leadership without risking the loss of their job, they weaponized language and school 

values in the same way as leadership. For Aurelia and Connie, this often took the form of 

“straight talk” or “speaking my truth”. For example, Aurelia’s administrators asked her how she 

felt about teaching fifth grade ELA, implying that she would be taking over Basy’s classes 

because they would be terminating Basy. Aurelia shared that Basy had come under greater fire 

for the “tone” she took with administrators when she asked them to explain their decision-making 



   

 

180 
 

process, and Aurelia recognized the anti-Black racism inherent in their “tone-policing of a Black 

woman”. Administrators tried to weaponize against Aurelia a new phrase that they had just 

created--“go big”--by stating that Aurelia needed to “go big” for the good of the students by 

taking over Basy’s classes. But instead of caving to their manipulations, Aurelia said “in the 

spirit of straight talk”, she had been “going big” for the last few years by constantly adapting to a 

new curriculum, and taking on other responsibilities like creating the GSA for students. She 

assured them that she was still “one team”, or aligned with their mission, but that she wanted to 

continue being effective in her grade. Aurelia shared that, had she not used this logic against 

them, she worried she would have been pushed out and replaced by teachers who had “drank the 

Kool-Aid”.  

In appropriating the school’s weaponized language in order to defend themselves, 

participants did not describe connecting this negotiation to their own racialized selves, or to 

White Supremacy explicitly. Like Aurelia, however, other participants did recognize this method 

as a feasible way to challenge decisions they saw as systemically harmful to students and 

teachers who are Black and Brown. They specifically drew upon their knowledge of how 

language was valued, exploited, and used against them in order to do the same to leaders.      

School Sanctioned Dissent. Brightcrest, Able, and VirtuCorp all provided teachers with 

the opportunity at the end of the academic year to share feedback on a survey that impacted 

administrators’ professional reviews. However, while it was the only sanctioned opportunity for 

participants to honestly share their thoughts and feelings, they described their feedback as largely 

ignored. Connie and Aurelia described their administrators as even turning these survey points 

back on teachers, burdening them, for example, with boosting teacher morale. Aurelia also noted 

that teachers had not been entirely free to respond. The following is from the first memo that I 
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wrote for Aurelia titled “Memo 1: “Silent” Resistance””, and features an excerpt from my 

transcript of our conversation that followed my classroom observation on May 25th, 2023: 

Aurelia explains that last year, for example, teachers were forced to take the survey in the 

same room together while the principal was “helicoptering around us” under the guise of 

being available to “answer any questions”. In these close quarters, not only were they 

surveilled by admins, but by each other, with some commenting out loud to others that 

they were “writing a lot”. But with no other way to resist without putting her means of 

survival in jeopardy, Aurelia and her allies dealt with the pressure: 
“You got to take what you can, especially when you're put in a really 

confrontational, uncomfortable position where you're sort of being forced to 

accept somebody's very negative comments and perceptions of you and like, make 

that your reality. It's like you don't want to put yourself in a more unsafe position 

for yourself, but still being able to advocate.” (p. 4) 

However, Aurelia noted that, regardless of administrator’s intimidation tactics, she believed 

teacher responses do impact leadership’s promotion and pay. Following an incident where an 

administrator told Aurelia that she had to hide identifying as LGBTQIA, that this administrator 

would move a gay student out of a class if a family asked her to, and then prevented Aurelia from 

leaving the room, Aurelia rallied as many colleagues as possible to complain about the anti-

LGBTQIA pervasiveness at the school. Because, as she said, “we all pushed back about it” 

(Aurelia, post-observation conversation, 05/25/2023, p. 30), Aurelia noticed that the school 

started pinning up LGBTQIA flags, allowed her to start the Gay Straight Alliance club, and gave 

her an award for demonstrating the value of “pursue equity.” However, Aurelia also experienced 

retaliation, and was told that she could not allow students to eat lunch with her in her room (as 

they often did), and had been the only one reprimanded for student misbehavior in a class that her 

co-teacher was supposed to lead.  

All participants who shared their honest critiques of their schools noted that they had 

mentioned the need for their school to have honest conversations about racial tensions and 

needed to improve the systems that continued to dehumanize and oppress them and their 

students. Although they, again, did not name White Supremacy as driving the dehumanizing 
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systems, they did recognize the harm that these systems caused to their Black and Brown 

students, who were treated like test-score and data machines by leadership. As Aurelia 

demonstrated, participants did call upon their trusted colleagues to demand change, and saw the 

Insight survey as a viable, albeit often weak, navigation for effecting change. And, as Aurelia 

demonstrated, participants who leveraged collective action through the survey did continue to 

serve as allies for students.  

Active and Willing Compliance. Complying with policies and practices brought about 

great cognitive dissonance between participants’ beliefs and values and the actions they were 

expected to take. However, one teacher, Greta, actively complied with a policy around student 

fighting, which contributed to that student’s hospitalization.  

Allison, who coaches Greta, shared the following details: During a fight that took place in 

November, 2024, one student wound up standing above the other and repeatedly kicked her in the 

head. Greta, a Teach for America fellow, and a new teacher were recorded on a student’s phone 

standing by. But when the new teacher, who has had the training making him capable of splitting 

up fights, stepped in to stop the beating, Greta was shown on camera stopping him, and telling 

both to not get involved. The three stood apart from the fight and watched as one girl continued 

to kick the other in the head for nearly two minutes. Eventually, a dean arrived and stepped in, 

and the girl on the floor was rushed to a hospital with a fractured jaw and orbital bone, along with 

multiple contusions. 

It was not until four months after the incident in mid-March, 2024 that Greta shared with 

me both her version of events, the rationale behind her decision. The following is from an iPhone 

application note Greta had created at the time of the incident titled “Incident”, after the family of 

the injured student told administrators that they would be seeking legal action: 
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Greta:  
-two 8th grade girls fought in early November. 
⁃ I did not intervene, which I legally am not required to 

⁃ I was suspended without pay for two days because my actions/inactions were considered 

a threat to student safety. 
⁃ Said threat was me telling my coworkers that no, they did not have to break up this 

fight. 
⁃ The fight did end in adults separating the girls, one of whom was expelled afterwards 

and the other who was suspended for a different altercation two weeks later 
⁃ The teacher who I told did not HAVE to break up the fight is a first-year teacher. We 

did not have any training regarding physically breaking up fights, nor were we told what 

the expectations were for breaking up fights. 
⁃ I have never had any prior disciplinary actions at this place of work, nor any place of 

work or education in my life. 
-Handbook states on page 51 “Every employee is responsible for their safety as well as 

that of others in the workplace” 
Greta further described her decision in a text message, which was sent to me on March 18th, 

2024 (I have removed the name of the teacher whom Greta prevented from stopping the fight to 

maintain their anonymity): 

Figure 10 

Text Message #1, Greta 

 

Greta negotiated the mechanization of following protocols, even if it risked children’s safety, by 

following protocols. Whereas she had struggled against other protocols and expectations, here 

she chose to adhere to protocols and lean into laws that protected her own safety and comfort.  

Prior to receiving text messages from Greta, Allison shared with me the details of her 

debriefing with Greta immediately following the incident, which further illuminated Greta’s 
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decision. When Allison asked Greta why she had not stepped in, but moreover why she had 

prevented a large, military-trained adult male from stepping in, Greta responded that she had a 

duty to protect the teachers, and that the girls who were fighting were 8th graders, and not 5th 

graders. When asked if she would do anything differently, Greta said she would not, and that 

even if it were Allison’s own child (who is Black) being beaten, she would not step in. Allison 

shared that Greta noted to her that her partner worried for Greta’s safety, specifically that she 

would “be shot”. Allison shared over the phone with me that it was a strange response that 

reflected, to her, a White Supremacist denial of Black childhood innocence and vulnerability, and 

assumed Black children were dangerous, especially to White women. Greta, however, asserted to 

Allison that she had not acted out of racism, and was merely following protocol, which is that she 

and other adults should not stop student fights because they had not been trained to do so, and 

because it could be physically unsafe. However, it could be argued that Greta had, as a function 

of her mechanization, still monstrocized Black children: Being called out for her inaction 

prompted her to justify her decision on the grounds that these kids were not truly acting as 

(human) children, and that her and other teachers’ human safety were more worthy of protection 

under and through (White Supremacist) protocols that already assumed Black and Brown 

children’s monstrous nature.  

However, Greta’s loyalty to the system ended up being her demise: According to Allison, 

during a meeting that she had attended about the incident, school leaders remarked to each other 

that it “looked bad” to expel a Black female student, but allow a White female teacher to return to 

work as if nothing had happened. They initially decided to fire Greta, and Allison shared that she 

had been asked to change Greta’s ratings as an educator, which Allison assumed was to create a 

stronger case for firing her. Allison outright refused. Shortly after, some leaders repeated claims 
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to board members and in conversations with teachers that they had provided training to all 

teachers to break up fights (which Allison shared that they had not), and that Greta acted 

independently of their instructions. The board decided that Greta would be suspended without 

pay, but would be allowed to keep her job.  

As part of her text messages to me in March, 2024, Greta also shared her reflections about 

the decision she made to not stop the fight, and her feelings about the school’s decision to 

suspend her for inaction. The following is a screenshot of Greta’s text message to me. I removed 

the administrator’s name to maintain their anonymity: 

Figure 11 

Text Message #2, Greta 

  

Again, Greta understood her decision as one made out of care and did not recognize the 

incoherence between her previous negotiations of resistance to mechanization and her decision to 
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reinforce a mechanization that prioritized following directions over Black and Brown children’s 

safety and success. 

Summary of Negotiating Mechanization through Anti-racist Teacher Agency 

Participants enacted anti-racist teacher agency to negotiate mechanizations in mostly 

covert ways so as to engage in resistance without incurring the social ostracization, termination, 

or pushout that they understood and feared as a consequence to “getting caught”. Their 

resistances heavily prioritized providing care to students, whether through building relationships 

that made space for a range of human emotions that mechanizations banned (anger, joy, teasing), 

or through providing them with life skills and skills in critical conversation and analysis. 

However, no fully engaged anti-racist teacher agency. Their negotiations consisted of student 

relationships, curricular adjustments, performing the bare minimum, repurposing weaponized 

language, defaulting to systems, school sanctioned dissent, direct and vocal challenges, and 

willing compliance.  

Data Findings Part II: The Spiral, Single Case Analysis 

Speculating Escape from Mechanization  

Individual tensions drove each participant’s speculative fiction story, and highlighted the 

degree to which they were not only monitored by their administration, but the way that their 

humanity, autonomy, and agency was permitted. These differences in surveillance and degrees of 

care were heavily connected to the subjects and students that they taught: Aurelia and Connie, 

who taught honors English Language Arts (ELA) and Math respectively, were heavily surveilled, 

followed by Greta, who taught general ELA and was moderately surveilled. Charter schools 

relied on strong test scores in order to lobby for funding from investors, and to maintain their 

charter, which often declared that they would close the achievement gap (vis a vis, test scores in 
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Math and ELA). Students in no-excuse charters, therefore, were heavily tested in “core” subjects. 

In contrast, Yvonne, who taught Science, was barely observed, though heavily criticized, since 

her grade level is tested in Science. Peter, who taught a slew of elective courses, was very rarely 

observed, and largely ignored until he switched to teaching History. Flavia, who taught electives 

to self-contained students, was the most heavily ignored, and her concerns for her students were 

often dismissed or made solely her responsibility. Notably, as surveillance decreased, a sense of 

burden, exhaustion, and isolation increased. Therefore, it did not seem that there was one end of 

the spectrum of surveillance that was preferable, as all participants reported a lack of support and 

intense pressure simultaneously. This variability in surveillance heavily influenced the way plots 

in each participants’ story unfolded. 

In addition to individual tensions, participants’ responses to “What’s your story?” 

revealed two important points: 1) Three participants had not responded at the time of this writing, 

and 2) Those three that did reflected on their past tensions at their school, and imagined forward, 

describing themselves in the future tense. It is unclear why participants did not respond, though I 

suspect, as was the case in trying to schedule time with them during this study that it had to do 

with time constraints. However, for those that did respond, it can be inferred that, because I had 

described that the second stage of research would be my composing of a speculative fiction 

narrative that they responded with this futuristic imagining. Responding participants specifically 

positioned the tensions many of them were still experiencing in the past tense, and described 

themselves in their narrative arcs as having the agency to teach and work with students in the 

future in ways that they originally had desired. That teachers imagined themselves otherwise 

suggested that they had hope, and the possibility to conspire.  
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In the following sections, I describe the speculative fiction experiences of one participant, 

Aurelia, in order to illuminate speculative fiction’s potentially transformative impact on teachers 

who have been dehumanized at no-excuse charter schools. I will begin by describing one tension 

that challenged her and that drives the conflict of her story, and the ways in which she navigated 

that tension. I will then summarize her response to my final interview question--What is your 

story?--and how her response shaped the plot. I will conclude by describing her response to the 

story, which demonstrated speculative fiction’s potentially agentifying power. 

One of Aurelia’s Tensions and Navigations. Aurelia described leadership at her school 

as repeatedly shrouding acts and statements of harm in a language of care. Although it was 

obvious that this tactic was deployed to manipulate her and her colleagues, and to publicly justify 

dehumanizing practices, Aurelia also described still yearning for leadership’s approval. One way 

she would navigate this tension was by utilizing the same language of care to justify her own 

challenge to their expectation.  

In one particular instance, an administrator asked Aurelia if she would feel comfortable 

teaching a different grade level the following year. Aurelia knew, however, that these classes 

were taught by a good friend of hers--“Basy”--who had repeatedly, publicly, and directly 

challenged nonsensical, superficial, and harmful decisions and statements made by leadership 

through questions that she posed during professional development meetings. Recently, this 

administrator had created a new code of conduct for teachers, seemingly in response to Basy’s 

challenges: Anyone demonstrating ‘deficit thinking’ would be written up. Following this new 

rule, administrators openly referred to Basy as having a ‘deficit mindset’, and in one instance 

likened her to the Winnie the Pooh character Eeyore, even though none of Basy’s statements 

were in regards to her students’ shortcomings, but rather those of the administration.  
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Considering Basy’s situation, Aurelia had recognized the implication of her 

administrator’s request: Be complicit in taking over these classes so that this other teacher can be 

more easily terminated. Rather than name this implication, however, Aurelia used the school’s 

coded language of care in order to refuse compliance. Without someone to take over the classes, 

Basy was not (as of this writing) fired, and Aurelia received no punishment. This situation would 

serve as inspiration for my speculative fiction story about Aurelia. 

Aurelia’s Imagined Story of Herself. In envisioning her story, Aurelia described herself 

as a figure who knew and could clearly identify the “bad guy”, and could powerfully act out of 

good.  

Aurelia: If I could simplify my story into a fiction story it would be that I would be 

fighting a clear cut enemy. Not all this complicated shit, not all this complex gray area 

stuff. That's why we love watching sci-fi because it's like the bad guy is the bad guy, and 

the good guy is the good guy. And it's clear. [But] life is so complicated and complex that 

it's like, that's impossible. So when I think of a story, it's like, for once I would love the 

release and relief of just having a very simple fight for good, which maybe is boring. But 

when I think of that as myself, it's like, wouldn't that be such a relief to be able to just 

shoot at the alien bad guys or whatever it is? (Aurelia, post-memo interview, 02/22/2023, 

p. 50) 
Aurelia’s desire to fight an obvious villain reflected her frustration in working with a leadership 

that cloaked harmful decisions in a language of care.  

However, Aurelia also described herself as complicit in the harm of mechanizations: In 

spite of her desire for a clear, external antagonist to fight and defeat, Aurelia also imagined 

herself as a character who had been fitted with the very “bad guy” power she was meant to 

destroy. She described her imagined self like “Samus in Metroid Prime”, with some sort of 

weapon or gun attached to her arm in order to show herself as having “some sort of power that 

my human body does not have”. But in realizing this new, physical power, Aurelia’s character 

was left “wanting human connection.” After “fighting oppression or whatever”, Aurelia’s 

character decided to relinquish the weaponized arm:  
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Aurelia: As a cyborg, I can power down my arm and replace it with a normal arm so that 

I don't have to fight anymore. I get my gun arm replaced with a normal robot arm, and 

then I can just live out my life happily after I've battled. (Aurelia, post-memo interview, 

02/22/2023, p. 51) 
Aurelia’s imaginings reflected the reality that Able paid for her Masters program through 

Relay, and therefore literally equipped her with the ability through licensure to, as she had 

believed, fight oppression by working with learners. However, the power she gained was one that 

oppressed students and limited her own freedom to teach in the ways she had once imagined. In 

describing herself as using this power against the “bad guys”, Aurelia seemed to be suggesting 

that she saw herself using their machinations and manipulations against them, before resigning 

from that contention altogether.  

Summary of Aurelia’s Cyborgian Story. Aurelia’s story takes place during a time when 

teachers suspected of deficit thinking are sent to Operations where they would be screened using 

a device called the “Eye Oppositionality Reader, or EyeOR.” Aurelia’s character has been called 

for a screening, and as she waits, she reflects on her outspoken friend who had failed the EyeOR 

and undergone a “cerebral scrubbing”, where her memories were erased, and she was removed 

from Able. Aurelia also reflects on having built “gray readers” for her students, or devices that 

allow them to see the truth of things more clearly. She had used her human hand to make these 

devices and had applied skills she had developed when she was part of the People’s Resistance. 

More critically, this human hand was in fact her dominant hand, and contained all of her human 

power. She had tricked them when she first gave up her hand for Able’s.  

When Aurelia’s character is called to be scanned, she makes attempts to hide her 

thoughts, but the reader picks up on her negativity. She is interrogated, and just before she is sent 

for a cerebral scrub, an interpretation program she had installed activates, and she explains 

herself using Able’s coded language.  When Aurelia’s character is released, she is in a daze, and 
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ultimately decides that that evening she would remove the machine hand, pry off the PanOptic, 

and locate the remaining survivors of the People’s Resistance.  

Aurelia’s Response to Her Story. Aurelia posted to her Padlet journal a ten-minute 

audio recording explaining that it had taken several weeks for her to share her reaction to the 

story because Able’s hypervigilance over “something as abstract as mindset” had led to two 

confrontations with leadership that had left her disoriented and had convoluted her sense of 

purpose as an educator. Aurelia shared that she had been called into the new principal’s office 

with concern for her mindset, specifically that she needed to “hold a high bar for students” and 

that “stakeholders are concerned.” She was told that 75% of her students needed to pass the 

benchmark exam, otherwise she would be placed on a professional improvement plan, which 

created grounds for eventual demotion or termination. Shortly after, during a meeting to review 

teachers’ Insight surveys about administrators, the principal had “admonished” teachers “for 

giving feedback anonymously rather than speaking up, and then it just got really weird”. She 

described some teachers as having supported the principal’s comments, even though the surveys 

were meant to be anonymous. This confrontation led to both direct and indirect calls from the 

principal and some teachers for disgruntled teachers to out themselves, including “what felt like 

the principal staring us down”. She shared that these incidents “led me further than I’ve ever felt 

before in terms of reconsidering working there.” 

Aurelia shared that although she did not respond immediately to my story, she had reread 

it multiple times, noting that it had validated her perceptions and experiences and incentivized 

her to stay in education. Reading the story helped her to clarify and confirm with herself that it 

was, in fact, abusive for leadership to attempt to control teachers’ thoughts, and that her thoughts 

were not the problem. The following is an excerpt from my hand-transcription of her audio Padlet 
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recording, which was 14 minutes and 19 seconds long, and which she posted in December of 

2023: 

 Aurelia: …this idea that they scan for what we’re thinking is very dystopian and very 

real…it just feels really real because it feels like my PanOptic scan was under scrutiny, 

and now I’m being criticized for my mindset [even though] I’m busting my ass every day, 

especially in terms of what I do for students academically. (Aurelia, Padlet audio 

recording transcript, 12/2023, p. 2) 
Aurelia also said that this story validated her focus on building students’ critical thinking and 

discussion skills, which had invited playfulness, talkativeness, and emotionality into the learning 

space, rejecting leadership’s expectation that teachers adhere to a more authoritarian dynamic 

between themselves and students. This recognition coincided with another: That there is “hope” 

for her as an educator. She referred to a scene toward the end of the story, when students had 

mastered critical thinking without their “gray readers”, and began to question Aurelia herself:  

Aurelia: That’s why I’m there. And this idea [in the story] of [students] asking ‘Why?’ as 

being empowering, even questioning me [the character] is like--I just want to say thank 

you for reminding me that that can be powerful and meaningful, because I feel like so 

often I end up taking shit [from admin] personally because I just get so caught up [in their 

criticism] like, ‘Oh, my classroom management is bad, or it’s bad that they’re expressing 

that they’re upset, or oh they’re questioning me.’ And I just want to say that I really 

appreciate that you ended that way, and you’re making me also hopeful about myself, 

which has meant a lot to me because of all of this external pressure. (Aurelia, Padlet 

audio recording transcript, 12/2023, p. 3) 
Although mechanization at Able had obscured Aurelia’s sense of purpose, reading herself as a 

character that was inspired by her experiences, reflections, and imaginings helped to strengthen 

her resolve in teaching critical thinking, and teaching in a way that prioritized students’ 

humanity. Though her reflection does not necessarily demonstrate anti-racist teacher agency as it 

is described in this study, it could serve as the precursor for the development of agency. 

Discussion 

This study has revealed the ways in which mechanization takes place in order to control 

educators by stifling or in some cases depleting their capacity to recognize and discuss, and plan 
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to dismantle inherently racist structures that shape their schools. Mechanizations were shown to 

muddy teachers’ understandings of education as social justice, conflating notions of equity for 

Black and Brown students with practices that invisibilize and harm them, and confusing notions 

of good education with deficit-based practices hyperfocused on data and the perception rather 

than reality of academic achievement. However, in spite of the extreme anxiety most teachers 

had, fearing repercussions for noncompliance, most did not obediently and easily accept 

manipulations. Although teachers did repeat and internalize harmful protocols and practices, 5 of 

the 6 also experienced cognitive dissonance, and some intense psychological turmoil that they 

resisted enforcing some protocols through refusals, repurposing, reinventions. However, while 

teachers did engage some degree of anti-racist teacher agency, no one fully committed, again out 

of fear of termination. Most operationalized agency covertly. Teachers were, then, effectively de-

agentified by mechanizing processes. However, their engagement with speculative fiction stories 

about themselves as cyborg characters does suggest the possibility of hope for the cultivation of 

further, future anti-racist teacher agency within teachers who have been disarmed by 

mechanizing processes.   

On the Process of Mechanization and Teacher Negotiations 

This study explored in part how mechanization manifested across three no-excuse charter 

schools, reflecting previous studies that reveal teachers’ specific experiences with limited agency. 

Although there are few studies that center teachers’ stories and experiences at no-excuse charter 

schools, those that do, do so in order to understand retention and attrition at no-excuse charter 

schools. As with this study, they have similarly highlighted teachers’ intense psychological and 

emotional distress, and physical exhaustion through indications of a loss of agency and autonomy 
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(see for example Malloy & Wholstetter, 2003; Weiner & Torres, 2016). This study, therefore, 

contributes to the important documentation of these experiences.  

However, previous studies frame a loss of teacher agency as de facto consequences of 

organizational structures or methods of leadership at charter schools, while findings from this 

study point to these structures specifically as an outgrowth of White Supremacy and meritocracy. 

Torres (2014) for example, attributes teachers’ sense of being neglected while simultaneously 

overburdened with responsibility and a sense of lost autonomy to the incontrovertible decision-

making power granted to an often-absent charter management organization. Similarly, Bickmore 

and Dowell (2018) point to teachers’ frustrations and limited decision-making power to 

principals’ “lack of training experience, dispositions, decision-making and problem solving” (p. 

32). However, where these studies connect teacher burnout and turnover to specific structures 

and decisions, findings from this study extend that connection, positioning those structures and 

decisions as part of White Supremacist mechanizations that manipulate teachers and exploit 

Black and Brown students in order to increase the profitability of no-excuse charters.  

Findings from this study do acknowledge the role leadership has played in disempowering 

social-justice oriented teachers as part of mechanizing processes, yet also suggests that these 

processes are larger than individuals. Policies, practices, and some administrators’ party-line 

dedication to dehumanizing protocols reflect anti-human, neoliberal businesses: Develop and sell 

a billboard of success and equity, while depriving employees and children of the resources, 

training, and care necessary to actually manifest equitable learning.  

This study explored the degree to which teachers engage anti-racist teacher agency in 

order to navigate mechanization, ultimately revealing their limited engagement. Other studies 

have similarly found that although teacher practitioners may purport to use an anti-racist 
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pedagogy while serving predominantly Black and Brown students, they fall short (Schuman & 

Reynolds, 2023). Similarly, Kinloch and Dixon (2017) note the importance of recognizing anti-

racist teacher practices as embedded in larger systems of oppression. Findings from this study 

build upon notions of embeddedness, and also raise questions about the critical work teachers 

must do to excavate their own identities and examine their own internalized White Supremacy.  

Findings from this study also question whether or not it is even possible to fully and with 

fidelity engage in anti-racist work within neoliberal spaces that 1) are publicly undergirded by 

White Savior notions, and 2) profit and survive through White Supremacist policies and 

practices. In this study, while most teachers used surreptitious means by which to engage some 

degree of anti-racist teacher agency, they described vexing internal struggles to release the power 

imparted to them to control and silence students. Mechanization had so deepened in them 

narratives of White Supremacy vis a vis narratives of meritocracy, reinforcing notions that 

noncompliant Black and Brown students are monstrous, and must be muted in order to be saved. 

Simultaneously, many teachers described feeling unsafe to challenge policies and protocols: 

Findings show that they believed that actions conducive to enacting anti-racist teacher agency 

would put their immediate livelihood at risk, and or jeopardize their careers. These two realities 

beg a difficult question: Given the nature of a business--the no-excuse charter school--that is 

founded on the exploitation of Black and Brown students, where policies and practices not only 

reinforce racialized violence against them, but also their many intersecting sexual, gender, and 

dis/abled identities, as well as against their Black and Brown teachers, can anti-racist teacher 

agency even fully be manifested? Put differently, is it possible for an anti-racist teacher to do the 

work in a no-excuse charter school without being terminated? Findings from this study suggest 
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not. These results and the questions they raise add an important perspective to notions about 

teachers’ capacities to do anti-racist work in places that, arguably, need it the most.   

On Speculative Fiction 

To be clear, findings from this study do not demonstrate speculative fiction as fully 

generating or restoring teachers’ anti-racist teacher agency as it is defined by this study--that is 

toward community-based, well-planned actions that consciously and sustainably seek to 

dismantle racism. However, participants did share that seeing themselves as a character 

experiencing mechanization validated their struggles and confirmed their sense of being 

manipulated. For some, it pulled them out of a mire of debasement rationalized by leadership as 

cooperation and reflective of “good teaching.”  In reading a story about their experiences within a 

dystopian, machine world, participants expressed affirmation that they had been denied.  

Tangentially, in reading a plot that was inspired by both a tension they had repeatedly 

discussed and a plot that they had imagined where they, in some form or another, cleave 

themselves from the machine, most participants also described a burgeoning sense of hope for 

their future, which is as some scholars have suggested, germane to cultivating agency. For 

example, in their longitudinal exploration into the connection between hope and futurity, and 

hope and agency, Cook and Cuervo (2019) surmise that representational modes of hope (future-

oriented hope) are correspondent to a sense of agency, but that that agency is more fully 

developed when individuals can positively assess their subjective situations. Research in the 

fields of psychology and sociology echo these considerations, particularly through connections 

between hope components, and subjective perceptions of viable pathways and agency via 

planning and taking action (see for example, Ward et al, 2017, or Corrigan and Schutte, 2023). 

Arguably, the hope that participants expressed, if it were supported, could lead to teachers’ sense 
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of agency. In conjunction with critical readings, conversations, reflections, and further 

speculations about racialized experiences toward racial literacy, participants could potentially 

develop a sense of anti-racist teacher agency. Though again, the inherently racist structures 

particular to no-excuse charter schools seriously suggest that in those contexts, such a 

transformation is impossible.  

Conclusion 

In order for us to challenge racialized violence at no-excuse charter schools, we must 

investigate the experiences of those charged with upholding it. In this chapter, I have shared 

findings unearthed through my investigation into the question, How do educators at no-excuse 

charter schools engage anti-racist teacher agency to negotiate mechanization and the narrative 

of meritocracy? Findings indicate not only processes of mechanization that teachers experienced, 

but the degrees to which they engage anti-racist teacher agency to navigate those mechanizations. 

Findings also demonstrate speculative fiction as a means through which, 1) slippery tensions can 

be materialized in order for participants to concretely discuss them, and 2) participants can 

experience validation and hope. In the following chapter, I will further describe the significance 

of these findings, and implications and recommendations for future research, including cross-

disciplinary participatory action research, and for teacher education.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

198 
 

Chapter 5: Speculating toward Future Stories 

In this chapter, I begin by summarizing the study and describing the findings that it 

produced through each of its two parts–The Spiral and Speculation. I will then discuss the 

implications of these findings for researchers. Following this discussion, I will describe the 

study’s limitations. One of these limitations, which I call “The Spiral: Curves Unexplored”, is its 

minimal description of the particular roles of and exchanges between me as the researcher and 

participants’ during The Spiral phase of critical storying. Another is its limited exploration into 

why teachers did not fully enact anti-racist teacher agency in spite of their descriptions, which I 

discuss under the section “Constrained Criticality”. A final limitation is the capacity of 

speculative story creation to actually create and sustain anti-racist teacher agency, which I discuss 

under “Speculative Limits”. Throughout these limitations are my own biased perspectives as a 

former charter school teacher, which I described in Chapter 1: I carried into this study my own 

assumptions and experiences that influenced my interpretations and understanding of 

mechanization and monstrocization. Emerging from the nexus between my implications and 

limitations are several questions that invite future research related to the use of critical storying 

and further inquiry into anti-racist teacher agency in neoliberal learning spaces like no-excuse 

charter schools.  

Study Overview 

This study asked, How do educators at no-excuse charter schools engage anti-racist 

teacher agency to negotiate mechanization and the narrative of meritocracy?  To answer this 

question, I explored how six self-described social justice oriented teachers across three no-excuse 

charter schools in two cities in New Jersey experienced and negotiated tension between their 
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values and mechanization. To do this, I engaged with participants in a 13-month methodological 

approach that I call critical storying, which occurred in two parts–The Spiral and Speculation.  

Study Summary Part I: The Spiral  

As part of The Spiral, which focused on spiraling dialogic engagement (Kinloch & San 

Pedro, 2018) with participants individually, I engaged in initial background interviews, followed 

by observations that almost always concluded with extensive and unplanned conversations. 

During my observations, I paid attention to the tensions, or “hot-spots” (Taussig, 1993), that 

surfaced when a participant’s stated social justice values were challenged or compromised by a 

policy or practice they were expected to follow. Often our post-observation conversations 

unpacked these hot-spots, and sometimes participants shared more through their individual 

multimodal journals. I then used critical narrative analysis (Souto-Manning, 2018) of my 

observation notes, their journal entries, texts, and email notes, and our shared interview and 

conversation transcripts to identify core tensions that each participant encountered. I then wrote 

five memos per participant, with each memo storying their negotiations of a particular tension. 

Participants wrote memos back, and these served as the basis for our final interview, where we 

further discussed the tensions and their thoughts around them. A cross case analysis of all data 

from The Spiral revealed mechanizations that participants experienced and that led to their 

tensions, as well as their use of anti-racist teacher agency in negotiating that mechanization. In 

the following two sections, I summarize those mechanizations and negotiations.  

Mechanization Summary Findings 

As a function of the neoliberal narrative of meritocracy, mechanizations undermined 

teachers’ sense of social justice by couching equity for Black and Brown learners with their and 

their students’ obedience, compliance, and data production at all costs. They positioned Black 
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and Brown learners as monstrous and, therefore, undeserving of both resources that they as 

human children needed in order to learn, and of human interaction unfettered by the demands of 

production. Mechanizations, therefore, vilified any human exchanges between teachers and 

students that threatened ongoing data production, including rest, emotionality, joy, critical 

conversations, or any non-productive conversations. They also kept teachers in a constant state of 

work and under the constant threat of compliance or termination, lest they support the illusion 

that students are academically succeeding and experiencing a positive learning environment. 

Through thematic coding, I identified the following mechanizations:  

The Official and Hidden Curriculum of Data Production. Teachers were expected to 

demonstrate student growth on their tests, as well as high achievement in their courses, or face 

consequences that included increased surveillance by leadership; placement on a professional 

improvement plan, which is the first step to termination or demotion; and, a diminished chance of 

promotion. However, teachers did not receive the resources that their students needed in order to 

adequately access learning opportunities and demonstrate growth. Participants shared that 

teachers had to learn the hidden curriculum of data fabrication. They inflated grades, added 

empty grades, and in some cases provided students with near copies of the exams, which were 

tied to teachers’ pay and promotions. Thus, although schools boasted a high bar for academic 

rigor on their websites, they prevented students from receiving an adequate education.  

Confusing and Dehumanizing Leadership. Teachers speculated that school 

administrators had been promoted to their positions because they complied with protocols and 

practices, monitored other teachers, and met data growth points, in spite of having had no formal 

administrative experience and, in some cases, little to no experience or training as teachers. 

Participants also shared that administrators’ various responsibilities were unclear, making it even 
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more difficult for teachers to receive support. However, participants sympathized with 

administrators, whom they recognized as recipients of dehumanizing expectations from a faceless 

person positioned above them. Yet, they also recognized administrators as dehumanizing, and 

particularly as monstrocizing and taking vengeance out on students.  

A Weaponized Language of Care. Administrators often rebranded harmful policies and 

practices with a language of care or positivity, such as naming something cruel or hurtful that 

they have said to a teacher as “Straight Talk.” These terms are also often the school’s core values, 

suggesting that if a teacher does not agree with a statement or policy veiled in core value 

language, that they do not support the school’s vision of equity for Black and Brown students. 

This language manipulation also made teachers’ degree of care for students commensurate with 

working beyond contract hours, resulting in the normalization of teachers overworking 

themselves to prove their devotion, often to the detriment of their health and well-being. Finally, 

an overt language of positivity obfuscated racial tensions at each school that desperately needed 

to be addressed.  

Normed Professional Enmity. Schools had multiple official and unofficial competitions 

between teachers, reflecting the neoliberal ethos that competition breeds success. Some teachers 

received email comparisons between their and other teachers’ data, including students’ 

completion of online learning programs and homework. Teachers also received public praise by 

email or Slack for data production, but also for managing students’ behavior, or demonstrating a 

core value of the school. Participants named the expectations that these contests celebrated as, at 

worst, harmful to themselves and/or to their Black and Brown students, and at best asinine. Yet, 

the contests still created inner turmoil for some participants, who questioned their adequacy as 

teachers, and saw themselves excluded from the winningest teachers’ social circles. In some 
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cases, participants shared that compliant teachers acted as “moles” or “spies” for administrators, 

who reported on them and anyone else who failed to meet expectations. Most participants felt 

extreme distrust of other teachers, and struggled to find individuals with whom they could 

conspire.  

The Appearance of Student Compliance. Although schools purported to have structures 

that addressed students’ behaviors and provided them with social emotional support and 

guidance, they were entirely faulty: When students did not follow teacher directions, teachers 

were expected to call school culture team members, who were then supposed to address the 

student misbehavior through talk or some series of protocols. But support was inconsistent: On 

occasion, culture team members would interrupt class to dole out consequences for things like 

uniform infractions, and on the other occasions, they would respond to a call by briefly removing 

a student and then immediately sending them back into class with no consequence or follow up. 

However, culture team members, who were predominantly Black, heterosexual cis-males from 

the immediate school neighborhood, received no support, training, or opportunities to expand 

their careers in education. Their role as enforcers who broke up fights reinforced Black male 

stereotypes. Simultaneously, schools failed to address the clear racialized, gendered, sexuality-

oriented, and socio-economically driven tensions between culture team members and teachers, 

who were not only White, Brown, and Black, but also in some cases queer, and receiving support 

from the school to advance their careers. Additionally, schools did not have the counselors and 

social workers it needed to provide a critical branch of support to students, teachers, and culture 

team members. Schools therefore lacked the collaboration, skillset, and resources needed to 

address the multiple traumas and social-emotional needs that led to students’ “misbehaviors.” 

And yet, teachers were judged according to their ability to manage student behaviors. However, 
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teachers did share that administrators stepped in to enforce consequences over those students who 

had challenged their sense of power and control. Those students had been monstrocized after 

directly challenging administrators’ power, even through minor offenses like using a phone when 

they were not supposed to, while others who teachers said had committed equally or more 

egregious acts (like physical violence against another student), were not suspended.  

Negotiating Mechanization through Anti-racist Teacher Agency Summary Findings 

In a second cross case analysis of all data from The Spiral, participants negotiated 

mechanization by leveraging various degrees of anti-racist teacher agency. Not every teacher 

used every negotiation, nor did they equally leverage anti-racist teacher agency to do so. 

Participants’ enactment of anti-racist teacher agency was dependent upon how much of a threat a 

particular mechanization posed to their ability to stay employed or to receive a future promotion. 

Negotiations, therefore, were largely covert, meaning that they rarely confronted administrators 

who enforced mechanizations directly. Additionally, in most cases teachers did not actively 

recognize their navigation as challenging neoliberal, meritocratic White Supremacy. At most, 

they saw their efforts as teaching their Black and Brown students the skills to assess any and all 

situations–academic or interpersonal–and think critically to understand systems, structures, and 

their decision-making power. To this end, no participant fully nor consistently enacted anti-racist 

teacher agency. It must be noted, however, that while some participants demonstrated having 

internalized the narrative of meritocracy, which may have also prevented them from enacting 

anti-racist teacher agency, I did not explore this possibility deeply with participants. I will 

address this drawback further in the limitations section. The following navigation emerged across 

the six participants:  
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Student Relationships: Playful Teasing, Agreements that Challenge Productivity, 

and Emotionality. Although participants were expected to keep students on-task at all times, and 

to sustain a managerial relationship with them, the relationships that they developed with students 

challenged those neoliberal expectations. When they were not being surveilled, they made space 

to get to know students beyond an instructional capacity. This included playful teasing with 

students by “roasting” them and being “roasted” back. Directly challenging productivity, they 

also created agreements–both spoken and unspoken–about when and how students could be off 

task or have free time during class. Some participants also described expressing “over the top” 

emotions in order to show students that they were human beings, a decision that challenged 

expectations that they be unemotional in order to facilitate data production. However, teachers 

were not always consistent, and sometimes reverted back to the machine-like roles they were 

expected to fulfill.  

Curricular Adjustments toward Critical Thinking and Life Skills. Participants were 

expected to execute the particular curriculum they were provided, particularly those who taught 

subjects that were tested (math, science, and English language arts). However, participants made 

adjustments to the curriculum by making time to provide context for the content they were 

expected to cover, and to teach in ways that diverged from curriculum scripts. Importantly, they 

all made room to build students’ critical thinking and conversational skills, and to teach students 

both life skills and study skills, even when administrators were in the room. Their explorations 

with students addressed colorism, racism, and the intersections between race, gender, and 

sexuality, when these issues arose in conversation or in the content.  

Performing the Bare Minimum. Although participants were expected to complete 

administrative tasks, they would only do the bare minimum in order to maintain optics just 
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enough to avoid increased surveillance. Part of this performance also included unspoken 

agreements between students and teachers to appear productive and compliant: During 

administrator observations, students were silent and completed their tasks, while teachers 

monitored – no more, no less. This collaborative navigation challenged a neoliberal meritocratic 

ethos of going “above and beyond”, or overexerting oneself. It teaches Black and Brown students 

that it is possible and preferable to stand outside of the neoliberal expectations for machine-like 

overexertion.  

Defaulting/Not Defaulting to Systems. Several participants shared a struggle to 

deprogram from school expectations and protocols, and found themselves defaulting to behavior 

management structures, even when they had acknowledged these as being punitive and 

inefficient. Some participants described this navigation as stemming from an internalization of 

the narrative of meritocracy: Unless they enforced expectations for “professional” behavior onto 

their Black and Brown students, these students would not experience success in the “real” world. 

This rationalization reinforced the notion that White cultural expectations are normal and that 

Whiteness and secure employment are synonymous. In the absence of possessing that culture, 

then, Black and Brown students were expected to be invisible and mute. Notably, however, 

because some participants had established a strong classroom culture of ignoring those 

expectations, when those participants tried to default to those systems, students did not respond. 

This created simultaneous feelings of pride and frustration for teachers.  

Direct and Vocal Challenge. One participant directly challenged administrators’ 

decisions when she saw them causing harm to students. Flavia was persistent in her complaints 

and in holding administrators accountable for providing services to students and treating students 

fairly. As a special educator who worked closely with self-contained students and others with 



   

 

206 
 

IEPs, Flavia shared that she had a strong sense of what was right and what was wrong for her 

students. However, Flavia also identified as autistic, and shared that her diagnosis also meant that 

she saw things very concretely, and that she expected others to share her moral compass and to 

demonstrate fidelity to it. While her vocalizations did demonstrate enactment of anti-racist 

teacher agency, Flavia did not consider her actions particularly anti-racist, but rather within the 

scope of what she saw as right.  

Repurposing Weaponized Language. Participants used the very language of care that 

administrators often used to manipulate them in order to defend themselves against 

administrators’ demands that they comply with policies and practices that participants saw as 

harmful against students and/or other teachers. They noted that weaponizing this language of care 

against administrators was the only way they felt safe expressing disagreement or resistance. 

Importantly, however, participants did not recognize their language use or their purpose for using 

it as challenging White Supremacy, neoliberalism, or meritocracy, but considered it as a means of 

survival.  

School Sanctioned Dissent. Participants described the annual administrator survey as the 

only opportunity they had to challenge administrators. And while in some cases administrators 

intimidated teachers by physically hovering over them as they completed their anonymous 

surveys, they shared that this was a sanctioned method for them to demand change. It was an 

opportunity for participants to talk with their co-conspirators and write about the same demands 

without facing retaliation the same way that they might with more direct forms of resistance. 

These survey responses included the need to have open and honest conversations about racial 

tensions, and to address the ways in which school policies and practices dehumanized students 

and teachers.  
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Active and Willing Compliance. Only one participant, Greta, willingly complied with a 

protocol, recognizing that doing so contributed directly to the harm of Black students. When two 

Black students were engaged in a fight, Greta chose to follow protocols and not intervene, in 

spite of one student suffering extreme physical violence in front of her. Greta asserted that she 

did not intervene because that was the expectation, and because she was not required by law to do 

so. She said that she was protecting herself and other teachers. However, Greta also prevented 

another teacher from intervening, who was much larger and had had the training necessary to 

separate the two children as a result of his military training. Greta’s actions protected Whiteness 

at the expense of harming Black students. However, the systems of White Supremacy and 

meritocracy was larger than Greta, and ultimately suspended her in order to preserve its image as 

righteous, and the illusion that it cared for Black and Brown students.  

Study Summary Part II: Speculation 

The Spiral phase of critical storying concluded with my final interview with each 

participant, a conversation which simultaneously brought us into phase two of critical storying–

Speculation. During that final interview, I asked participants to share the story of themselves as a 

teacher within a machine dystopia modeled after their school. I then used participants’ narrative 

imaginings to write a speculative fiction story situating them as a cyborg within that dystopia, 

confronting and overcoming some tension. Three of the six participants shared responses to 

reading their stories, which reflected a clarity about their sense of equity, social justice, and the 

wrongs committed against them and their students in the name of data production. They 

described feeling seen, and expressed hope at witnessing themselves as a protagonist confronting 

the mechanizations that had dehumanized them and their students in the real world, and 

overcoming them through a storyline that they had created. It was an experience of healing, of 
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seeing themselves and their agency whole in a future that had once been mis-figured by 

mechanization and the narrative of meritocracy.  

Implications/Significance  

Monstrocization & Mechanization: Lenses for Examining the Machine  

Existing conversations about no-excuse charter schools in both academia and public 

scholarship enumerate the systems and structures that some argue dehumanize and harm teachers 

and students (Torres & Weiner, 2018), while others argue they raise test scores and build a path 

to success (Center for Research on Education Outcomes, 2015; Lake & Hernandez, 2011). This 

study frames the connections between meritocracy, neoliberalism, White Supremacy, and anti-

Black harm through two conceptual frameworks: Mechanization and monstrocization. My theory 

of Mechanization gives definition to the particular psychological, spiritual, and emotional 

manipulations leveraged against those employed by neoliberal helping institutions, which in the 

case of this study are teachers at no-excuse charter schools in urban New Jersey. A 

Mechanization framework offers a way for researchers to “see” the gears of White Supremacist 

neoliberal systems turning against those trapped within it. Specifically, it provides one lens 

through which researchers can identify and make sense of affective resonances and explore if and 

how they may be indicators of some mechanization taking place. Relatedly, my theory of 

monstrocization provides another lens through which researchers can consider how self-described 

social justice activists within neoliberal spaces come to harm Black and Brown children. It 

merges psychoanalytic understandings of melancholy, postructuralist notions of contact zones, 

and conceptualizations of White Saviorism, White progressive guilt, White fragility, and White 

hatred to describe how harm is manufactured and perpetuated as part of White Supremacist 

systems. While mechanization and monstrocization do not provide complete pictures of how 
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White Supremacy is systematized and perpetuated, and while it provides no solutions, both serve 

as another set of tools that researchers who are concerned with dismantling oppression can 

consider using in future projects.  

More than a Monolith: Researching Charter School Teachers 

Research on charter school teachers’ experiences has largely confirmed their lack of 

agency (Torres & Weiner, 2018), reinforcing the narrative that they are either incapable of or 

unwilling to challenge White Supremacist policies and practices that harm Black and Brown 

students (Sondel et al., 2019; Love, 2019). The mechanizations that emerged from this study 

confirm that the foundation of White Saviorism and neoliberalism upon which no-excuse charter 

schools are built inherently prevents social justice-oriented teachers from fully enacting anti-

racist teacher agency on behalf of Black and Brown students. However, this study also challenges 

notions that teacher agency is more than existent or nonexistent, more than a simple agreement or 

rejection. Rather, in spite of ongoing psychological abuse and the looming threat of termination 

or social ostracization waged against them through mechanizations, teachers still found ways to 

enact anti-racist teacher agency. In defiance of a binary of compliance created by their neoliberal 

context and reinforced by existing research, participants demonstrated capacities for resistance 

that merit further exploration.  

While it is true that reforming no-excuse charter schools such that they become spaces 

where Black and Brown children, communities, and teachers experience care and opportunities 

for deep, responsive learning is by their very nature unlikely, exploring the experiences of people 

in these spaces is not for the purpose of reform. Nor should it be for the purpose of sharing 

participants’ pain (Tuck & Yang, 2018), in some attempt to make them worthy of humanization 

and aid. I contend that the research community works with teachers, students, administrators, and 
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others who experience mechanization within neoliberal spaces to collaboratively discuss, explore 

and elevate their agency. As Irizarry and Brown (2018) suggest, participatory action research in 

“limit situations” such as no-excuse charter schools can 1. Create humanization where it has been 

destroyed, and 2. Be transformational for participants, who can take those experiences and pursue 

or extend them.  

On the Ecological, Posthumanist Considerations of Anti-racist Agency   

Research on anti-racism in schools places heavy responsibility on those choosing to enact 

it. While the enactment of any sort of agency cannot be divorced from its actor, this study 

proposes that we seriously take into account the influence of those actors’ ecological situatedness 

(Emirbayer & Mische’s, 1998; Priestley et al., 2013; Pantić & Florian, 2015) in addition to their 

sense of racial literacy and critical liberatory consciousness (Guinier, 2004; Freire, 2005; Sealey-

Ruiz, 2021). This consideration firmly does not mitigate responsibility entirely away from the 

actor. Rather, it necessarily forces the researcher to recognize how an actor’s decisions are 

imbricated by a system’s intentions. This approach assumes and asserts that we cannot place the 

burden of blame squarely and solely on individuals within a system. In this study, teachers who 

described themselves as social-justice oriented did not fully enact anti-racist teacher agency 

largely because they feared the very real threat of losing their jobs and/or social standing. 

Therefore, while it can be argued that teachers in no excuse charter schools can do more to 

defend, protect, and serve Black and Brown children at their schools, researchers concerned with 

anti-racism must recognize teachers’ ecologically based limitations if they are to thoroughly 

address the harm caused in these learning spaces. My conceptualization of anti-racist teacher 

agency offers researchers indicators by which to trace the way that agency within neoliberal 

systems is debilitated by processes like mechanization, which function to perpetuate production 
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at the expense of harm. This study invites researchers concerned with the fortifying of anti-

racism in schools two conclusions: 1) more research must be done to examine (and plot the 

dismantling of) mechanizations, and 2) teacher education courses, future school-based anti-

racism research, and professional development seminars created to support anti-racist teacher 

agency must account for teachers’ ecology. With regards to teachers’ ecology, researchers can, 

for example, specifically explore connections between participants’ past experiences with both 

racial literacy development and social justice action, and their ability to draw on those 

experiences to enact anti-racist teacher agency within school constraints and limitations. 

Similarly, researchers could explore the impact of teachers’ capacity to build relationships with 

other teachers, staff, and even administrators and students in order to co-conspire against 

mechanizations. Finally, researchers, professional training developers, and teacher educators 

could investigate how teachers can build upon the autonomy they do have within their school 

ecologies in order to enact anti-racist teacher agency.  

Speculation as Healing: The Use of Critical Storying Methodology 

While it cannot be said that speculative fiction stories fully restored teachers’ anti-racist 

teacher agency, nor returned to them totally their humanity, the speculative fiction stories created 

and shared in phase II of critical storying methodology were an opportunity for teachers to heal. 

The creative arts have been used across various forms to transform individuals’ traumatic 

experiences (see for example Carey, 2006), and numerous community organizations have 

developed that specifically provide art practices for individuals seeking to heal from trauma, 

including trauma that involved violence that they have perpetrated (see for example the Chicago-

based Firehouse Community Arts Center). Likewise, the space of story creation and the act of 

reading the stories themselves created two spaces where teacher participants could heal from the 
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psychological and emotional wounds caused by mechanization. Taken together, the dystopian 

speculative fiction world–both created and read–served as a thirdspace of possibility (Soja, 

1996): Whereas a neoliberal first space mechanized teachers, dehumanizing them and limiting 

their human agency, the thirdspace dystopia created the opportunity for them to become beyond 

human, to enact anti-racist agency in ways that directly confronted the machines that harmed 

them and their students. It was in that thirdspace where participants could (re)member (Dillard, 

2012) their values, histories, and the entanglement of stories that comprised their humanity, 

deferred and damaged by mechanizations. Researchers concerned with enacting humanizing 

research that is transformative for participants, particularly those harmed by systemic oppression 

(see, for example, Irizarry & Brown, 2018) might use critical storying, and importantly 

speculative fiction creation, as one way to help participants heal. Such researchers could build 

upon what critical storying in this study can offer by expanding on world building, on pushing 

the limits of human agency, and by manifesting in reality the agency revived through speculative 

fiction.  

Deterritorializing (from) Limitations  

The Spiral: Curves Unexplored 

Findings from phase I of my critical storying methodology, The Spiral, did not thoroughly 

demonstrate the ways in which participants and I engaged in dialogic spiraling.  

While I noted in Chapter 3 the importance of paying attention to affective resonances that arose, I 

did not describe in detail the affective exchanges participants and I shared, nor affective tensions 

that I noticed through facial expressions, gestural expressions, and vocalizations besides words 

(sighs, hums, growls, mutterings of anger). This was in part because the language, sounds, and 

movements surfaced so rapidly between us that it was difficult to not only document, but also 
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critically analyze. Critical narrative analysis of the words we shared alone amounted to over 

1,200 pages of data, which I engaged with multiple times across one and a half years.  

Additionally, I did not describe exactly how our conversations unfolded, specifically the 

language, gestures, or vocalizations I used to elicit participants’ sharing of their experiences, 

rationalizations, or motivations for using one particular navigation over another. I attribute this 

absence to the lack of structures I had created around our unplanned conversations: When we 

found ourselves engaged in an exchange (with language, facial expressions, sounds, etc.) during 

or after a classroom observation, I responded to participants’ affect and the content of their 

expression in the moment. Put differently, much the way teachers’ enactment of anti-racist 

teacher agency was dependent upon their ecologies, my responses to teachers during our dialogic 

spiral also depended upon their ecologies.  

In future studies using critical storying, I plan to pay greater attention to how the spiral is 

formed by including in my notation and analysis those exchanges that go beyond language. I also 

plan to pay attention to the curves in our conversations: Where do we depart from participants 

venting or sharing a tension, into critical analysis of that tension, and how did we get there? What 

role did I as the researcher play through this dialogic spiral to elicit their responses and 

reflections? One way to facilitate this notation is through the creation of questions, prompts, or 

conversational moves ahead of engaging with participants. Having experienced the spiral, I am 

now better prepared to anticipate the emotions, affects, and curves in conversation that may 

emerge. As a researcher dedicated to projects in humanization (Kinloch & San Pedro, 2018), it is 

important that I elucidate my role in participants’ critical reflections on their involvement in and 

potential resistances to White Supremacist systems that harm Black and Brown children.  
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Constrained Criticality  

Although participants described having strong anti-racist positions, many did not fully 

enact anti-racist practices on behalf of Black and Brown students. And while we did discuss the 

impact mechanization had in limiting teachers’ enactment of anti-racist teacher agency, we did 

not fully explore if and how internalized forms of White Supremacy and racism also contributed 

to their limited enactments. Put differently, I did not directly question how they practiced race 

evasiveness, nor if and how they had internalized and saw themselves reproducing White 

Supremacy, White liberal guilt, or White fragility, nor how they experienced melancholy and the 

monstrocization of their students. Yet, while my role as a researcher was to inquire into how each 

participant understood their experiences with mechanization, and how and why they chose to 

respond with one navigation over another, in sensing the precarity of their situations and the 

psychological harm they described repeatedly experiencing, I found myself prioritizing their 

immediate well-being over pushing them to turn over and over again traumatizing experiences. In 

brief, I was unprepared for how this study created spaces in which participants and I processed 

ongoing psychological abuse and emotional turmoil. I responded by listening, asking probing 

questions where it felt appropriate, but not pushing them to peel back more layers to understand 

their own complicity in the harm caused to Black and Brown students. I did not challenge them to 

do more, or to risk the consequences that they had named and feared because, at the time and in 

the moment, it was important to me be responsive to their affective resonances and emotions, and 

to not violate the trust participants had placed in our relationship to talk through their troubles.  

However, my failure to address participants’ internalized racism in this study does not mean I am 

not interested in finding ways to explore those discomforting places of participants’ complicity 

with White Supremacist systems in future studies. I believe it is important that we spiral to those 
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places. As I consider how I approach critical storying in future projects, I must consider how best 

to navigate the affective topography that rises and falls during difficult and emotional 

conversations. This may involve, perhaps, more direct invitations to discuss White Supremacy 

outside of or at times before or after challenging conversations about tensions and traumas. It 

may also involve an early co-creation of the speculative thirdspace, where we might give shape to 

the complicated cross wirings of White Supremacy and anti-racism within participants’ cyborg 

forms.  

 Psychoanalysts offer considerations for researchers exploring difficult knowledge with 

participants who have experienced traumatic situations. Pitt & Britzman (2003) describe difficult 

knowledge as that which can destroy what a person believes about themselves to be true, as 

“what one makes from the ruins of one’s lovely knowledge” about who they are in the world (p. 

766). They describe the qualitative researcher’s influence on uncovering and representing that 

difficult knowledge as resting “uneasily between knowledge and belief, threatening both” (p 

763). As a researcher, I do not wish to destabilize participants who have already shared that they 

feel unstable. Felman (2013) describes how a psychoanalyst might present someone with their 

own difficult knowledge without vaulting them into psychological chaos. She describes that a 

person’s speech, shared from a place of active ignorance and resistance to difficult knowledge, 

says much more than it [the speech] itself knows, that the analyst will come to learn the 

patient’s own unconscious knowledge, that knowledge which is inaccessible to itself 

because it cannot tolerate knowing that it knows; and it is the signifiers of this 

constitutively a-reflexive knowledge coming from the patient that the analyst returns to 

the patient from his different vantage point, from his non-reflective, asymmetrical 

position as an Other. (p. 32) 

In working with participants, I as the researcher can re-present a participant’s direct words, which 

point to perhaps some form of internalized racism, and engage in interpretation of this language. 

As a conversation deferred to a symbolic presentation, the difficult knowledge can be 
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encountered as a new situation by participants and researchers, such that, “old experiences can be 

revised, and new psychical significance to current and past events can be constructed” (Pitt & 

Britzman, 2003, p. 758). Garrett (2017) suggests that, in re-presenting my own encounters with 

my own difficult knowledge, participants may find themselves more capable of doing the same. 

Finally, Garrett (2017) offers a reassurance I as a researcher can share with participants as we 

travel to these discomforting places:   

Our first relationships in the world do not pre-determine our actions in the future. What 

they do, though, is carry through to our current situations, they help us create narratives 

and structures that allow us to interpret the world in particular ways. (p. 55) 

In analyzing with participants an albeit incomplete representation of their own involvement with 

White Supremacy and its iterations, and other oppressive systems, it will be crucial for me to 

remind them that this does not need to be the story of who they are as an educator or as a person. 

This is, perhaps, where Phase II, Speculation offers a substantial opportunity for participants to 

revise their story and reimagine who they could be as an educator serving Black and Brown 

youth.  

Speculative Limits 

The dystopian world that I had created did not involve participants directly. It was a space 

whose planes of possibility I had imagined largely before I began working with participants, and 

which I continued to build after we continued to work together. Additionally, although 

participants had expressed hope for a future where they enacted agency in defiance of 

mechanization, this study did not explore the possibilities of retranslating those hopes into this 

present-day world, with its limitations, expectations, and dominant narratives. Time was the 

biggest limiting factor on the Speculation. I as the researcher had a limited time to explore what it 

could mean to continue building the world with participants individually and in a focus group, 

and to imagine what it could look like for participants to transfer their stories back into their 
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contexts. However, after one and a half years of working with participants, they had disengaged. 

Considering that they were already overworked and overwhelmed, I was not prepared to ask 

them to continue working with me and pursuing the Speculation phase of critical storying.  

Questions for Future Research  

The findings from this study, which emerged from critical storying methodology through 

a framework of mechanization, evoke questions for future research pertaining to charter school 

teachers, the potentialities of critical storying, and the experiences of others whose lives intersect 

with and are heavily shaped by mechanizations and the neoliberal policies and practices they 

serve. Some questions for future research include: 

1. How do teachers’ internalization of oppressive narratives influence the ways in which 

they negotiate mechanization?  

2. How do teachers experience monstrocization of their students as a result of 

mechanization? How do they experience melancholy?  

3. How might critical storying lead to transformative action?  

4. How do staff, including administrators and members of disciplinary teams like “culture 

teams,” as well as students and their families experience mechanization and the pull of 

neoliberal charter schools?  
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Epilogue: (Re)membered 

I began this dissertation by describing the importance of (re)membering, and I entered 

this work with the intention to do so—for myself, and for and with participants. I entered with 

the hope that sharing my stories, and sharing and learning participants’ stories would disclose the 

inner workings of mechanization and perhaps how teachers, in spite of threats and psychological 

warfare, can and do resist. But truthfully, I had put on my researcher skin (Licata & Stahl, 2021) 

at the start of this study, not realizing at the time that, even after several years, the hard edges 

that made me mechanized were still with me, only buried beneath layers of stories and other 

becomings. It was the rough turns in our dialogic spirals--hard memories, hurt feelings, regrets--

that turned up my mechanized wounds. I felt their anxieties, their anger, their remorse. But 

within that spiral, we also shared joy, humor, passion, and vulnerable, honest reflection. And 

then, as we speculated who they were and could be, I found myself too imagining my own 

resistances (perhaps as a cyborg researcher). It was in affective spaces that we shared where I 

found myself healing, (re)membering. It is my hope to continue to heal alongside those who have 

been mechanized, in part through the unveiling of mechanization, and in part through the sharing 

and creating of our stories out of the machine.  
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Appendix A: Allison’s Short Speculative Fiction Story 

 

 

 

Ghost from The Machine: A Short Story 

Bianca Licata April 23, 2021 

 

“And I kept thinking to myself like, What am I longing for out this window that’s right here with 

us in this pandemic?” 

-- Allison 

“I am connected to a vast network, of which I am myself a part. To one like you, who cannot 

access it, you may perceive it only as light. As we are confined to our one section, so we are all 

Connected.” 

-- Puppet Master, Ghost in the Shell  

She is ahead of pace today, which means the Check crew will not come by for at least 

another ten minutes. Today… she thinks and presses the button. The room lurches as the rollup 

covering the emergency window-exit moans to life. The children slow their typing to look 

around the dark room for an answer. Some snap off their Transmission helmets, dangling from a 

ceiling of wires and tubing. 

In another place, at another time before the Machine anyways, they would have been called 

children. She still thinks of them this way. But now, here on the 20th floor Transmission Building 

No. 5, they are Editors in training, harvested early like every other batch taken from the outside, 

given to Transmission Buildings everywhere for safety and a sure future. Some will edit historical 
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transcripts, some will edit census data. Those deemed the brightest will edit memos from the 

Designers, the minds behind the Machine and all its operations, while others will simply edit 

Building No. 5’s lunch menu. 

But all will know how to keep pace, how to follow directions, apply the formulas, cut what 

isn’t needed. Over time they will transform, merge, like she has, with the Machine. Some have 

already been retrofitted with parts: alloy fingers and joints for durability, lumbar reinforcements 

for extended sitting time. Some even have breastplates, metal arms and teeth -- medical 

interventions that saved them from the harsh outside. 

As I am, you will become...unless... 

“Take your thinking caps off,” she says as the rollup finally sighs into the ceiling. The sun, 

which shines all day and night from behind a haze of fog and dust, breaks into the room. She 

presses another button, and the window tilts from its frame, letting in a cool stream of air. “Is that 

better?” she asks, and the once silent room fills with chatter. 

“Miss, it’s been so long, my eyes!” “Please! It’s so nice! It has been too long!” “I love to 

just stare into it!” 

“Did something happen, Miss? Why do we get to see it today?” “It doesn’t matter! I love 

it!” 

She lets herself slip into the in between spaces of their voices, the warmth of their breath crisping 

as the clouds slide in like ethereal cats, slinking around ankles and screens. Just 5 minutes, she 

thinks. At home, in her tiny studio apartment with him, she could never do this. He could open the 

window at his leisure, come and go as he pleased, spend nights away. But by the time she got 

home, the window had to remain locked, even when he left, and she had to stay home. What kind 

of mother would you be if you did otherwise? The sun is bad for his eyes, and women must stay 
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home. She would leave, she told herself, one day, as soon as she’d saved, and take her and her son 

somewhere with a window of their own. But for now, she lives in the dark. 

She feels around for the cool chip in her pocket, the small project she’d finally finished at 

her kitchen table, pressing its edges into the flesh of her human hand. Soon -- but how? She closes 

her eyes and thinks of the times before coming to the Machine. She chose to not think about the 

taking of her human heart, the giving of her liver, kidneys, the right arm she paid to come here. 

She focused on the music, the smell of real rain, the fullness of dirt beneath her human nails in 

distant places, far away. 

The Check port opens, and a voice, monotone but urgent, comes through: “This is a check in 

-- Replace window cover,” it says. She sits up, confused. They shouldn’t be checking in for another 

4 minutes. The voice within the port continues: “Health Concern 1: There are designated times for 

external air, which requires use of NuAir devices to Editors’ mouths. Health Concern 2: Light is 

bad for their eyes.” 

She nods at the open port, but it stays open, a camera, or person--she was never really sure-

-deep within its darkness waited for her to comply. Research from the Machine has shown that 

children work better this way, in the dark, but she knows. A child who reads, who learns, who 

lives in constant darkness, eventually loses sight, and must rely on the Machine to replace it. They 

will, as is the obvious plan, become fitted to see with eyes from the Machine, without which they 

would be blind. Useless. 

She feels around the warm flesh of her right eye, still human, then traces the edges, wires, 

glass of the left. Like many of the Programmers here, pulled in from around the world, she still 

had at least one eye that was not from the Machine. 

The machine. They can see...they know. 
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As the rollup shakes down, the children start whining, groaning. “No! Don’t make it go away!” 

one calls out. 

“Ok, not now, ok?” she says, and brings her finger to her lips, and nudges her head toward 

the port. “Lids on -- let’s go.” They nod, lips turned down, and pull their Transmission 

helmets back on. As the rollup finally closes, and the port follows, the children strain their 

eyes through the dark, and silently slip back into editing. She begins to count again in her 

head, checks the port once more, then closes her left eye. Ten minutes. 

“I want to show you all something...new,” she announces. “A new Program?” one child asks. 

“Yes, a special Program” 

She pulls the small chip from her pocket and walks from her corner to the Program Modem at the 

front of the room. She moves aside the plugs, bits of paper, yellowed directions, broken wires that 

surround its ledges, and pulls out their current Practice--comparing and contrasting two like objects, 

thesis statements--then slides in her design. 

At first, they seem unmoved by the images on their screens. Some even try to type, to 

transcribe what they see. But eventually, they stop typing and just stare. 

“This is a video I took, when I lived outside of building No. 5.” 

The children are mesmerized at scenes of their teacher, running around, hair wild, metal 

nowhere to be seen, human everywhere. She continues, “This is me playing soccer with some 

friends. Have you ever played soccer outside? Maybe your older brothers and sisters remember.” 

“I do! I play in our apartment with my brother.” 

“I like ‘catch’! And the history of Catch. That was a fun edit.”  

“I love that one!” 

“I think it was dumb.” 
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Yes! There it is! 

“Yes! Tell us more about that. Why is it ’dumb’?” she asks. The smallish boy, whose eyes 

flicker in the dark, wiggles back and forth in his seat as he stares past the Programmer’s head. She 

follows his eyes to the port. 

“It won’t be for another...3 minutes,” she says. “Go on.” She remembered this was new to 

them--chatting. Though still human of mind, they’d spent their whole eleven years of life in, 

around, or trying to tunnel into building No. 5, and she hadn’t. She’d had the privilege of knowing 

a before time, the privilege of travelling, of being designated ‘Programmer’. The privilege to think 

freely. And while many of them did know a life outside, however briefly, no Programmer so far 

had let them call anything about the Machine ‘dumb’. 

“Well...we just do the same thing every day.”  

“And you think that’s dumb?” 

“Yeah, like, how come? Catch is like, supposed to be this thing we used to do, but none of 

us really does. Like other things -- Why do I have to know about what other people do?” he looked 

around at his classmates. “What if I don’t even want to be an Editor? It’s stupid.” 

The room erupted. She smiled and listened, taking in the rising voices, feeling them in the tick-

tock rhythms of her chest. She counted the seconds, her left eye still closed. After two minutes, 

she waved her arms in front of them. 

“Now, listen, we have to close up now, but will do this few times a day, okay? I just want 

you to tell me what you think and what you feel. That’s all. It’s part of a...a special program. But 

it’s our secret program, okay?” 

“And will you open the sun again?” 

“I would love to open the window again, yes. One day, but not now.”  
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Over the next several weeks, she would close her left eye, plug in her chip, share stories with 

them, and listen to theirs. They talked about the before time, the future time, and everyday 

occurrences like love, groceries, and how funny the Ports sound when they chide them. But when 

the day ended, she walked back to her apartment, argued with him, and sat alone in the dark. And 

then one day, they asked. 

“Miss, are you going to go outside again?” “I would love to, wouldn’t you?” 

“I will, but you’re older. Why don’t you just go outside?” 

She said these words over and over to herself on her way home. Why don’t you just go 

outside? When she arrived to find him getting ready to go out again, the face of another woman in 

his sector buzzing on his arm screen, she walked over, pressed the window button and sat. As the 

sound of his voice eventually faded down the hall, away to some bar, some place. She closed her 

eyes, faced the sun, and started planning in her mind what it could mean for her and her son to go 

outside. 

Through the Window: A Reflection 

 

“And where does the newborn go from here? The net is vast and infinite.” 

--Major Kusanagi, Ghost in the Shell 

“And it’s humbling to know that, yes there is a traumatic experience, and you can either fold 

your cards, or you can get really creative. And I feel like this curriculum work has been my 

therapy.”  

-- Allison  

I will share this story with Allison, as I have shared all the materials I’ve made within this 

project with her. We will continue to create, to explore, to understand what it means to be a 
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teacher who seeks justice and liberation for and alongside students within a system that so 

overtly restricts such freedom, ironically in the name of freedom. Our goal is to eventually 

publish some sort of paper, perhaps a narrative, about these experiences, and what it has meant to 

create around and in order to understand Allison’s curricular creation. But it will not stop there. 

If anything, this work has shown me that the search for meaning and understanding is ongoing. 

And so, I/we will continue to look out windows and imagine where we will go next. 
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Appendix B: Recruitment Letter 

Recruitment Letter 22-368  

 

Subject: Negotiating the Machine: Stories of Teachers at No-Excuse Charter Schools Negotiating 

Neoliberal Policies and Practices 

 

Greetings, 

 

I am writing to invite you to participate in a research study about your experiences as an educator 

at a no-excuse charter school. The purpose of this study is to explore the ways teachers like you 

negotiate policies and practices they see as potentially harmful to students. The hope is that your 

stories, experiences, and observations can inform the constantly evolving landscape of charter 

school education.  

 

This study is being conducted by me Bianca Licata, a doctoral candidate in the Department of 

Curriculum and Teaching at Teachers College, Columbia University. 

 

You may participate in this study if you are a teacher at a no-excuse charter school. This study 

will take approximately 15 weeks to complete. If you voluntarily participate in this study 

 I will individually interview you twice for 60 minutes each time about your background, 

experience, and perceptions of teaching and policies and practices at your school 

 I will observe you teach on 8 separate occasions for 60 minutes each time   

 You will read and respond to a set of brief memos regarding the researcher’s observations, 

and later a short speculative fiction synthesis of her findings 

 You will engage in ongoing reflections through any medium of your choice (i.e., voice 

memos, writing, collaging, finding and sharing memes, etc.) for any duration of your 

choosing. 

 

You will be able to choose whether our interactions will be either face-to-face, or via Zoom, 

where these interactions will take place, and at what time. Your information, reflections, 

and all other material will be completely confidential, and locked in a drawer, and you will 

be given a pseudonym. Additionally, if you consent to be audio or video-recorded during our 

interviews, after I transcribe our interview, I will destroy the recordings.  
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There are minimal risks to engaging in this study, though you may experience some discomfort 

discussing points of conflict or problems you’ve experienced at your school. If you choose to 

participate, you will receive $100. Additionally, your participation in this study will contribute to 

the field of education, particularly with regard to policies and practices and no-excuse charter 

schools.   

 

If you would like additional information about this study, please let me know by email, text, or 

phone call.  

 

Thank you for your time and consideration. Once again, please do not hesitate to contact me if 

you are interested in learning more about this Institutional Review Board approved project.   

 

Warmly, 

 

Bianca Licata 

Doctoral Candidate and Instructor 

Teachers College, Columbia University 

IRB Protocol number 22-368  

bkl2126@tc.columbia.edu 
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Appendix C: Social Media Recruitment Post, a Screenshot 
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Appendix D: Letter to Principals of No-Excuse Charters in New 

Jersey 

 

Request Letter to Principals 22-368  

Subject: Doctoral Candidate Seeking Research Participants 

 

Greetings, 

 

I hope this finds you well. My name is Bianca Licata, and I am a doctoral candidate at Teachers 

College, Columbia University. My research explores the experiences and perceptions of teachers 

at charter schools in metropolitan New Jersey. I am reaching out to ask if there is anyone at your 

school who you think may be interested in participating.  

 

This study will take approximately 15 weeks to complete, in which… 

 I will individually interview participants twice for 60 minutes each time about their background, 

experience, and perceptions of teaching and policies and practices  

 I will observe participants teach on 8 separate occasions for 60 minutes each time   

 They will read and respond to a set of brief memos regarding the researcher’s observations, and 

later a short speculative fiction synthesis of her findings 

 They will engage in ongoing reflections through any medium of their choice (i.e., voice memos, 

writing, collaging, finding and sharing memes, etc.) for any duration of their choosing. 

Additionally, participants will receive $100.  

 

If there is anyone you might recommend, I would appreciate connecting with them.  

 

Thank you for your time and consideration. Once again, please do not hesitate to contact me if 

you are interested in learning more about this Institutional Review Board approved project.   

 

Warmly, 

Bianca Licata 

Doctoral Candidate and Instructor 

Teachers College, Columbia University 

IRB Protocol number 22-368  

bkl2126@tc.columbia.edu 
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Appendix E: Initial Interview Protocol 

I. Grand Tour questions 

Where are you from?  

What was your experience with school like?  

What drew you to education?  

Follow up question if necessary: 

What, for you, is the purpose of school? 

How long have you been teaching? 

What is ‘good teaching’ to you? Or, what does it mean to be a good teacher?  

What is ‘social justice’ to you? Does it have any place in this idea of ‘good teaching’? 

There are a lot of terms circulating in education, like abolitionist teaching, social justice 

teaching, etc. Do you identify your practice with any of these, and if so, how?  

Follow up questions if necessary: 

What does it mean for you to align your teaching with these goals?  

Do you have previous experience as an activist/social justice advocate? How long 

have you been doing this/these activities? How did you become involved?  

Why does this matter to you?  

How did you come to be a teacher at NAME OF SCHOOL?  

How long have you been teaching at NAME OF SCHOOL? 

What subject/grade level do you teach?  
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What other roles and responsibilities do you have?  

Can you describe the staff and students at your school?  

Can you describe what it is like to be a teacher at NAME OF SCHOOL? 

Follow up questions if necessary: 

What does a typical week look like?  

What expectations are there of you?  

What are some of the systems and protocols the school requires you to use  

II. Mini-Tour Questions 

When you talk with colleagues about the system and protocols, how do you describe it?  

Follow up questions if necessary: 

How do they describe it?  

Why is that do you think? 

 How do the students feel about these systems and protocols?  

Follow up questions if necessary 

What are your thoughts and feelings about that?  

How does the school describe ‘good teaching’?  

Follow up questions if necessary  

How does this definition compare to yours? 

How aligned are your goals as a teacher with the systems and protocols at your school?  

Follow up questions if necessary  

Would you change any systems or protocols if you could? Why? 

What are the consequences you as a teacher face for not following these systems 

and protocols?  
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Have you ever not followed the systems and protocols?  

III. Example Questions 

Can you give a particular instance when you did not follow the systems and protocols?  

Follow up questions if necessary 

Why did you make this choice?  

What did you do? What happened?  

Were there consequences?  

Can you describe what it feels like for you to enforce these systems and protocols?  

IV. Experience Questions 

Can you describe what you had to learn to be a teacher at specifically NAME OF SCHOOL?  

Follow up questions if necessary 

What was onboarding at the school like?  

Can you describe some of your best moments teaching at NAME OF SCHOOL?  

Can you describe some of your most difficult moments working at NAME OF SCHOOL? 

V. Contrast Question 

What do you feel sets NAME OF SCHOOL apart from other schools?  

VI. “Native-Language” Questions 

When teachers and administrators talk about students at the school, how do you all talk about 

them?  

How do teachers and administrators describe successful teaching? Successful students?  

How do teachers and administrators describe your professional community?  

VII. Closing 

What are some of your hopes and goals as an educator?  
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What do you hope for your students to leave with when they exit your room?  
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Appendix F: Memo Examples 

Connie--Memo 4: Nice White Guy  

Connie walks around the room with a different energy. She is anxious, and seems 

distracted. She comes over to my desk and says she was “in this place of not caring, but 

something happened, and now all of sudden” she cares about what admin thinks of her, and she’s 

worried she’ll be fired.  

She explained that the day before, Connie received an email from her principal, W, that 

they would be adding students to her honors class — the one class she still has on her roster to 

teach. W asked for her feedback on this decision, so she responded by saying that she agreed, the 

additions would be great, but that she also thought a few students should be moved out of honors 

into the gen ed class because they were falling very far behind, even further behind than many of 

the students in gen ed who are below proficient. Connie expressed that she finds herself having to 

slow down to catch these students up, but if they were moved to gen ed, they could be challenged 

at a more reasonable level. The principal responded by implying that she was being exclusionary, 

saying that at this school they want all students to have the opportunity to be challenged, and 

with finality, that these students would not be moved out. He emphasized too that she should not 

change the pace of the class, or slow down because every child has the right to be challenged. 

What’s worse, he CC’d other administrators, including R. His response triggered in Connie a 

combination of rage and fear: Rage at the idea that “honors'' isn't legitimately honors, but is just 

something the school can say they have, thereby deceiving kids who take pride in the honors title. 

Yet, she also feared getting fired for not playing their game and for speaking out, even if her 

response was respectful, and even if W had asked for feedback in the first place.  

I think about the example Connie gave earlier in our time together when she was 

describing what counts as “life skills” she wants her students to develop: “knowing how to talk to 
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their boss one day, even if they disagree with that boss.” How, in a totally rigged and passive 

aggressive system, is she supposed to talk to the boss? How are her students? Is there a way to 

teach them to navigate passive aggressiveness, or just directly resist it? 

Throughout class, Connie vacillates between working with kids as she normally does, and 

sharing her worries with me in the back of the classroom.  

Connie: Should I be worried? 

Me: What’s the worse that could happen? 

Connie: They fire me, but I don’t think they will. But I know they’re all talking shit about 

me. 

Me: But at least you have colleagues here who support you. 

Connie: Yeah but I have a lot of colleagues who are buddies with them, like her (nods to 

the wall indicating her next door neighbor who got Connie’s two other classes). 

She comes back again and asks me if I think she’s going to get fired, and we talk about 

why he would have sent that and said what he said.  

Connie: I think it’s an ego thing. What do you think? 

I tell her it seems like he misunderstood at best what she was saying, but the fact that he 

CCed other admins makes it….weird. 

Connie: Well he always CCs them. 

Me: Does he always need to? 

Connie: Well this was something they’ve all been talking about, the honors program. 

Me: But this was just a conversation between you two. Was it necessary to CC them? 

Connie: (thinking for a few seconds) Yeah, I guess not.  

A student says to her: I’d like to see you do 3 iReady lessons 

Another kid: Yeah!  

Connie: Guys, I have done so many iReady lessons in my life.  

Kid: You know that’s a lie! 

Connie: No, I’ve done sooo many.  

Kid: They didn’t even have iReady back in the day (followed by resounding ooooh and 

giggles from nearby kids) 

Connie walks off and helps other students, but then returns to where I’m sitting and asks 

if I think she should just say sorry for her email and apologize for what she had said. I tell 

her that I don’t think that’s necessary, but maybe they could talk it out face to face. The 

idea doesn’t seem feasible to her, and she walks back to help another student.  

Connie to students complaining about doing ELA i-Ready: Why do you guys not like 

reading?(Lots of responses, including one curse) 
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Connie: Ah! That’s a demerit (she pops one of the candies she gives out as rewards into 

her mouth), actually reading is amazing.  

Students moan and talk back, then eventually get back to work.  

For the rest of class, she helps students work through their lessons, knocking them out and 

erasing names from the board. I wonder if this is how she is coping. 

As soon as students leave, she locks the door and takes a seat near me. All of her 

frustrations pour out. 

“Oh, I really am gonna fucking sit down and look at that data. This is fucking bullshit. 

[Pretending to address the principal]: You took away all the fucking classes from me and 

make me babysit. Now you’re saying shit like — I’m so fucking irritated right now! And 

they’re all talking shit about me because I’m having a rough year. I’m getting a divorce, 

and yeah, it’s a rough year for me. Like, I’m sorry. Like I’m going through something. Is 

that why you split the classes up? Like at least tell me and frame it in a way that’s real. 

I’m just so sick of this. The way that that was framed — like nice. They’re not really 

real…I feel like I’m blowing this out of proportion, but it’s annoying. I actually thought 

he was nice too. I was gonna ask for a letter of recommendation to go back to school to 

do what I wanted, but now I mean. I’m trying to fix my relationships with them, but now 

what? The really messed up thing about it is like seeing all these other people obviously 

sitting around and talking shit. That’s just the way they are. I’ve heard them talk about 

teachers outside of my room. That’s what they do.” 

I try to validate how Connie feels: I tell her that this is messed up. He should not have 

manipulated her words in the way that he did, and he should not have included all these other 

people in an email that started off one to one. He should have talked to her personally, in real 

time, if he really had concerns. But angry as she is, she still questions herself.  

“Am I crazy?” She asks, and walks over to the benchmark board of red, yellow, green, 

and blue and points at it. “What’s the difference between these kids [in the mid-range, 

yellow] and these kids [in the high-range, green and blue]?” She goes on to question why 

there is even an “honors”, and points out that there are kids in the red who were, for some 

inexplicable reason, in honors. “Am I crazy for feeling like this?” 

She goes on to explain how she feels betrayed, misrepresented, and angry that she didn’t have the 

chance to defend herself or explain her thinking. She expresses sadness and anger too that she 
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allowed herself to be sucked into their mind games and feel insecure about how W and the others 

would perceive her. 

“It’s like you’re trying to get away from playing these games, but they just keep [getting 

you]. Like I try so hard to be like, I don’t give a shit about what anybody thinks about me. 

I don’t care about these fucking awards. Let me come here, do my job, and leave. But 

then it’s like, the one time I say something…So I’m never saying anything ever again. I 

don’t feel safe to say anything. Like, at the end of the day, we’re doing this work 

together. So work with me. Sit with me. Ask me what did I mean by this or that instead of 

putting my fucking shit in quotes and CC people? Now I know where I lie in this 

hierarchy. So like, stop asking me [for feedback].”  

Connie says she will fire back an email over the weekend, pull out all the data to speak their 

language and show them what she really means and why what she is saying makes sense. She 

will defend herself, and prove to them that she is not trying to exclude kids, but rather make sure 

every kid is being appropriately challenged, and not positioned to just shut down.  

But when we connect the following week, she shares that she never sent that email. 

Instead, she thought about it and decided that W was right in that it isn’t fair to remove a kid 

from Honors without warning. She says that W did have the best intentions, and maybe the 

messaging just got lost in email. Still, she stands by her frustrations, and lays out their 

complexity.  

“[W] is just so far removed. Like, you’re a White man, that probably went to a really 

good school system. You don’t know what it’s like. Yeah, I don’t even know what it’s 

like, but I mean, I kind of do a little bit with my experiences. I was a first generation 

college student. My aunt legally adopted me so I could go to a better high school because 

my two older sisters went to a Title I school that was terrible. They were in honors and 

AP, but literally almost flunked out of college. Like it’s not a good feeling. So I’m not 

coming from a place where I want to limit student achievement. I’m coming from a 

different perspective.”  

Connie shares how she too had done well in school, and was in honors and AP classes, 

but that once she got to college, she struggled. For her, it was disheartening and confusing to 

learn that, although having been in honors classes, in college she was considered average, or in 
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some cases as she said, “below average”. Reflecting on why she had been placed in honors in the 

first place, she says it was because she was compliant and they saw her, as a Pakistani woman, to 

be a model minority. It was a decision based on behavior and racism. 

“There’s the assumption that [because I’m Asian] I’m just going to do well. But I have 

ADHD, and no one even knew until finally I was in college…That’s why when he pulled 

that honors bullshit, I’m like, you are so far removed. You’re a White male that thinks 

you can fix everything, right? Right.” 

The decision to move students into honors appears to be born of White saviorism, serving 

some self aggrandizing social justice agenda that conveniently ignores the racist complexities 

Black and Brown people face within school systems. When I suggest this to Connie, she nods but 

says, “Yeah, but he’s a nice guy. His intentions are good. But like…yeah.” 

When we would talk about this situation over the next few days, Connie’s perception of 

W seemed to take on a rosier and rosier lens. She would say, “It’s ridiculous but I do think he is 

emotionally intelligent”, and “I do like [W] though, even though we had that email exchange, I 

think at the end of the day, nice guy”, and later, “I don't think he knows how to play the game — 

he's just really genuine.” Connie suggests that perhaps his behaviors and the administrators’ 

passive aggressive communication, as well as their increasingly more micro-managerial approach 

is because of J. O. U. N. C. E. Counts partners, a charter consulting firm who Connie is familiar 

with from her last school. While J.O.U.N.C.E very well could contribute to their evasive 

communication styles, I suspect it goes deeper than that. 

I find myself going back to Connie repeating the narrative that W is nice, and reflect on 

how I have come to the same conclusion about nice White people who have made damaging 

choices in the past. “Niceness” and “avoiding confrontation” are two traits of systemic White 

Supremacy; both are crucial to it continuing to operate within social structures like schools. So 

seeing a White person who has done harm as “nice” makes it hard to hold them accountable, 
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which by extension makes it hard to actually talk about and do something about White 

Supremacy. Sonia Nieto describes White “niceness” as a limiting factor to providing thoughtful, 

critical care to students of Color in her article “Nice is Not Enough”. This conclusion seems to be 

the case too for White admins and teachers of Color fighting for students of Color.   

For Connie, letting the issue go also seems like a strategy for survival. She says, “I just 

don’t care about the extra stuff anymore, and it’s taken me a long time to get here.”   

Yvonne--Memo 5: We need to talk about race 

When we're all on one page like we're really strong. But I feel like sometimes there are 

pockets of interactions that may not make us as strong as we should be. Sometimes it 

makes other people feel uncomfortable, and we kind of just have to sit in that for a minute 

until it's addressed. 

It is impossible, unless a person selects color-blindness, to not think about the role of race 

within no-excuse charter schools, and within schools generally. Over 80% of teachers are non-

Hispanic White people, the majority of whom identify as women. Yet, student populations 

increasingly reflect Black and Brown communities, and no-excuse charter schools are almost 

exclusively in Black and Brown neighborhoods. Without critical conversations around their own 

identities and how they are impacted by White Supremacy and other intersecting systems of 

power, tensions around racialized harm and the perpetuation of racism are inevitable. At no-

excuse charter school, which typically run on missions grounded in White saviorism, the tension 

is even more clear.  

Yvonne shares how a Black female colleague of hers has vocalized her opinions about 

charter schools as racist institutions.  

It's been interesting to see as a Black or African American female, and to know that I'm 

not on board with most of the stuff that she says. So I kind of second guessed myself like, 

am I not woke enough?  

I wonder specifically what it is she disagrees with, and she continues.  

We went on a field trip, and if you look on the website it clearly says that they are role-

playing the Revolutionary War. And so in my mind, I'm like the time period of the 1700s 
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wasn't a good place for us. But we still went on the trip, with all of our Black and brown 

students. And her and one of the ELA teachers decided to make it uncomfortable for [the 

docents] who were just doing their job. They asked pointed questions, like ‘You know 

we're African Americans, and all of this is not us.’ So you know, they were kind of 

thrown off guard, like stumbling over their answers, and she took it as a ‘got you’ 

moment. And they were like, ‘This is why the system is what it is like.’   

Yvonne acknowledges that it was an uncomfortable trip without the confrontation, noting that 

when her group reached the kitchen, a student asked a question about who used it, to which the 

docent said ‘slaves’.  

[The docent said], ‘Unfortunately, we don't know a lot about their lives, but we've been 

trying to do more research and get better at presenting their stories.’ But that wasn't 

enough for [the ELA teacher]. She was like. Oh, why, don't, you know you're racist. 

I have so many questions: Was this other teacher a Black teacher? Had she brought up 

these concerns before going on this field trip in attempts to prevent it from happening, in 

recognition perhaps of the harm it might perpetuate on students? Was this discussed further later 

on? I assume that it wasn’t. As Yvonne describes later, no one wants to “talk about the elephant 

in the room” and would rather side with “whoever is loudest” and “brush it under the rug”, than 

have a serious talk about race.  

Yvonne describes how this is a regular occurrence in the school – racialized tension 

surfacing, and nothing being done to address it – and that everyone else is made to “deal with it.” 

She describes another instance when White teachers found themselves in another ‘got you’ 

moment when they were asked to wear a T shirt describing Black empowerment, then publicaly 

criticized by another teacher for wearing it:   

Everybody was given the shirt on staff, so whether you were Black, White, and Hispanic. 

Everybody got the shirt because we were all supposed to wear it on a Friday. But [one 

teacher] made such a big deal that the White staff members were asked to take it off, and 

told they were racist for wearing it. And leadership went with her on that, and so there 

was not even a conversation as a staff. But it could have been a quick email [the day 

before] that hey, this is only to wear if you are Black, and give White teachers a quick fix 
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just a black T shirt. And I felt so uncomfortable that my friends had to take it off. It was 

literally supposed to be a day of unity. 

Yvonne describes her White friends as crying, becoming standoffish and quiet, and/or 

expressing feelings of shame. And it’s hard to miss Yvonne’s discomfort at each of these 

conflicts. It would be easy to say that it’s a symptom of race evasiveness, but I think it’s more 

complex than that: I suspect that Yvonne is uncomfortable at the way leadership has avoided 

going deeper into these issues, unpacking them with staff in meaningful and honest ways. It is a 

discomfort with leadership’s (at the highest levels) race evasiveness and color-blindness, and the 

internalization of White supremacy within the charter school system. She explains this frustration 

as she describes walking in as this same teacher was explaining to 5th grade students during class 

that their school is racist against them: 

[She was saying] charter schools, you only can find them in urban areas. They're really 

racist. They're like the prison pipeline. And she's like spouting off all of this stuff. And 

I'm just saying okay, huh, okay. I could see something like that. Okay. But we are still 

able partaking in a charter school. Does that mean that everybody that works here is 

racist? That's what I would have loved to hear from the conversation But she was just 

saying the whole thing is racist, that they take resources. I'm sure all those things are true. 

But can we now talk about people that are inside of this organization that are not racist, 

that are here for you, that are still like providing those resources and opportunities. It 

wasn't any of that. And then there was a few [students] who were like, ‘But we're in a 

charter school, so does that mean that [school name] is racist?’ And she was like, yeah. 

But it’s like, unfortunately you [the teacher] participate in that same thing! You don't 

make any kind of change [for Black children], right? You're literally bullying children. 

You're doing this. Like, if you're not going to do like the nuances of racism at school, 

don't say it at all. Make that at conversation where they can actually dive into it.” 

I wonder: Is it possible to have a test-focused, no-excuse charter school that does not 

enforce anti-Black racism? Or would critical conversations about race and racist systems undo 

what these schools are built upon (surveillance, punitive measure, silence, etc.)? Would those no-

excuse charters be forced to change, perhaps to become a different type of charter with a different 

mission?  
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Aurelia--Memo 5: “Straight Talk” Ver. 2 

There is one particular moment that Aurelia shared that deeply disturbs me. She chose to share it 

when she found out the assistant principal at her school would become the principal the following 

year.  

I'm trying not, like despair or anything, because maybe things will be exactly the same. 

Yeah, because it's already you know, there are a lot of systems already in place. Yeah. So 

maybe hopefully it won't change all that much. 

Knowing how she feels about the systems at this school, that she would hope things will stay the 

same once this person takes over – as if things would get worse – is alarming.  

Aurelia shares first a bit of background about when she first came to the school, and saw that 

there “was not a single rainbow flag in the school, which is like the bare minimum kind of effort” 

to show support for LGBTQIA students. With zero representation, she noticed that many students 

were receptive when she introduced herself with her pronouns. At first, she struggled with being 

the “representative of the LGBTQIA community”, naming that she did not want to become “the 

white woman who is like, ‘Oh, we need to do LGBTQIA, and then be dismissive of any other 

issues.” But, as she says, the school needed a space that is safe for their LGBTQIA students 

because “people of color who are also in the LGBTQIA community are even more at risk [of 

violence]. They're the most vulnerable population.” In starting the GSA club, her and the few 

students who join make bracelets and posters to put up around the school to promote LGBTQIA 

visibility.  

And while she says that most of the staff have come around to being more considerate of 

LGBTQIA students’ identities, her AP (soon to be principal) aggressively pushed back during 

what Aurelia calls “the whole ‘gay’ situation.” She explains that she had confronted a group of 

sixth grade boys who kept using ‘gay’ as a slur, telling them that she is gay and she wouldn’t use 
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that term in that way. One of these boys went home and told his mom that Aurelia had called him 

gay. A week later, the AP called both Aurelia and the student into her office for a mediation. 

At that point, it had solidified in that kid's brain that I had said that. And then when we 

had this, this situation, the restorative thing that [the AP] was mediating, he kept saying, 

‘No, that's what you said.’ And then she sort of said to him, ‘Okay, we're just going to 

accept that we both have different interpretations.’ And so [afterwards] she could still see 

I was upset, so she like, pulled me into a room. [Another teacher] was there, and he has a 

gay brother, so he was kind of on my side, but basically, I was saying, ‘It's upsetting to 

me because, I guess I want to respect that he interpreted the situation a certain way, but 

I'm the adult with the adult brain and the adult memory. It didn't happen that way.’ And 

she was like, ‘Well, we have to validate their experiences too.’ And I was like, but I'm an 

adult. And he's 12! I remember the conversation better than the child! 

The AP focused solely on whether or not Aurelia called a 12-year old ‘gay’ as a slur, rather than 

talking with him about why not to use the term that way. As if this weren’t enough to reinforce 

homophobia at the school, her AP takes it a step further by telling her not to tell students that she 

was gay, as in when a student is homophobic, Aurelia could not say that as a gay person that was 

hurtful. Shocked by this, Aurelia asked what the AP would do if a student in her class was gay 

and the parents of another student asked for that student to be moved out. The AP said, 

shockingly, that she would move the student out. For Aurelia, this blatant homophobia was too 

much to handle. But when she tried to leave, both the AP and the teacher who she thought was an 

ally would not let her leave the room.  

“I tried to leave. Because like, in a fight or flight, I'm a flight person. I'm like okay, I'm 

being attacked, but they were literally like, ‘Don't leave.’ And so I'm standing there, and 

then that was when I was like, ‘So you're saying we can't address homophobia in any 

way?...If this is the ideology of the school, I don't know if I'm comfortable working at a 

place like this.’ And then she kind of backtracked, like, ‘Oh no. That's not what I'm 

saying. It's just that, oh, the cultures, our Latinx cultures, you know, they’re old school.” 

And just as this AP “weaponized…’his experience matters’” to delegitimize Aurelia’s concerns 

and allow his homophobia to go unchecked, she was insinuating the need to honor their families’ 
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cultures (“we serve”), and that by Aurelia not doing so might make her and the school seem 

insensitive. But Aurelia could see right through these deceptions.  

I ask Aurelia why she stayed after this situation with the AP. Her answer is heartbreaking. 

The paycheck and the fact that I am indebted to mastery from [them paying for] the 

[graduate school] otherwise, I'd have to pay them back. And I did look into how much 

that would be to pay them back at that point over the summer. And then it was sort of like 

okay, let me give it one more chance, that kind of thing. And that's why I ended up 

staying. 

Aurelia was physically trapped in a room with this person, forced to hear her try and rationalize 

blatant homophobia, and then was financially trapped in the school. It makes me wonder how 

many other teachers in these systems are forced to allow themselves to continue to be 

dehumanized in order to materially survive. What’s worse, she feels like she still has to perform 

for this place, and even show excitement for this AP’s promotion.  

She'll be the first Latina principal in [the charter network’s] history. And it's not that I 

don't want to celebrate that, but it's also like I have valid concerns. 

From an outside perspective, I would say that these are beyond valid concerns. Someone who 

reinforces anti-LGBTQIA speech has been elevated and granted greater power over the bodies 

and minds of children, some of whom identify as LGBTQIA. I think about a situation I recently 

learned about at a public school in another city nearby where a principal made a comment about a 

teacher identifying as gay – within a month, that principal was gone. Under the auspices of a 

teacher union, this AP would be finding work in a different field (or realistically, another city). 

Either way, she certainly wouldn’t be elevated to principal.  

But even if Aurelia were to try and oust this person as a homophobe, it might be a tough 

case to make, given the “dog and pony show” Aurelia says she puts on when leadership visits the 

campus.  

“She hung up all those flags in the hallways. I don't know if you noticed. And then, and I 

love this that you [speaking to an ally teacher in the room] wrote – and I'll never forget it 
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– in the teacher survey that [the AP] pretty much only does this all for appearances, you 

know, put the flags up right before the culture walkthrough. I was like, ‘Yes!’ Like 

[teacher ally] gave all the scathing remarks!” 

It’s so deeply frustrating that this AP continues to be applauded as inclusive, while the entire 

string of HR violations she committed against Aurelia have gone unexamined. However, I’m 

glad Aurelia has not allowed it to deter her from being out and who she is, and that she has good 

friends to support her in this space. Her refusal to be silenced is a direct resistance and an 

assertion of her agency against what the 1977 Combahee River Collective called “interlocking 

systems of oppression”. The small but momentous freedom she has brought to students through 

GSA is evidence of the power of this work.    

The GSA Club might not be the most successful or effective, but at least it's there, and I 

want it to be there as a very chill space so that they can bring with it what they need 

rather than me imposing. Like I’m basically calling it our Rainbow Craft Club because 

they come, we make rainbow bracelets, we make rainbow designs, and they sell it in the 

merit store as prizes, and that's what we do. And I’m like, if this is what you guys want 

right now, this is what we'll do…and I find kids come to me and are like oh, I'm bi, or 

they want to talk to me about, you know, ‘I'm talking to this girl,’ things like that. So I 

think that's starting to be more open. 
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Appendix G: Post-Memo/Final Interview Protocol Notes, Allison 

Interview Protocol Allison 

 

04.09.2021 

The following questions evolved from my own knowledge of Allison as a friend and 

former colleague, from my observations, and from her written response to my five 

narrative memos. I have segmented these questions according to broad, emerging 

themes that I would like to know more about, particularly with the ways Allison 

constructs her identities. 

Background 

Toward Joy 

Why did you decide to become a teacher? What makes you feel most fulfilled in the classroom? 

Do you have a favorite recent moment with a kiddo? 

World Views: Teaching, Intersectionality & Social Justice 

What is ‘good teaching’ to you? Or, what does it mean to be a good teacher? 

What is the role of this (your definition) of ‘good teaching’ in society? What does 

‘good teaching’ do for kids? 

How is it important for society? 

What is ‘social justice’ to you? (Does it have any place in this idea of ‘good teaching’?) 

There are a lot of terms circulating in education, like abolitionist teaching, social justice 

teaching, etc. Do you identify your practice with any of these, and if so, how? 

You have taught explicitly about intersectionality to middle school kids in the past. 

Why was or is it important for you to teach about intersectionality? 

Do you consider yourself an intersectional feminist? Where does this come from? 
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World Views & House on Mango Street 

Why is HOMS in the curriculum? Where did it come from? 

Did you change the original curriculum? How did your understand of ‘good 

teaching’, social justice, and intersectional feminism influence these changes? 

You wrote in your memo that you want to get past “a man vs woman discussion” and 

move towards a “societal and structural analysis”. What do you mean by this? 

What do you hope for students to experience in reading this book? How is this 

related to your world views? 

(finding voice, but revoicing...) 

School System Barriers: The Power of Surveillance 

You wrote in your response to my memos that it was ‘liberating’ to rewrite the overall ELA 

curriculum that you were handed, which to me suggests that you feel like that curriculum was 

not good. Can you talk about that a little? 

I imagine, then, that there is some distinction between what you define as ‘good 

teaching’ and what the school (and maybe many schools) defines as ‘good teaching’. 

What is that distinction? 

How does the school define ‘good teaching’, and why do you think that is? 

You wrote in your response back to my memos that you experienced a lot ‘watching’ 

while you teach -- being watched, having to watch out, watching yourself. How else 

has the school’s definition of ‘good teaching’ impacted the way you practice or 

approach your own ‘good teaching’? (What barriers exist to the practice you desire?) 

Do you feel like you have been able to practice your own ‘good teaching’? 
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You wrote that it was “cringey” to look back on yourselves as having used the positive and 

negative system. Why is it cringey? 

How has this cringe changed your practice? 

How has it influenced the way you maneuver around the school’s barriers to what you 

consider ‘good teaching’? 

What other reflections have impacted your covert resistance to the school’s surveillance of your 

teaching? 

Perceptions of Identity 

Identities as/to a (single) (white) Woman/Mother (of a black child) 

As part of your watching, you wrote about how you have felt forced “to stifle [son], that I need to 

be on my A-game, that I can’t show them I’m walking to my fridge to pour more milk, or change 

the YouTube show so your son can be occupied.” It seems like the school surveillance, in other 

words, has impacted your identities outside of school. Do you feel like this is true in ways 

beyond those moments of surveillance in your virtual classroom? 

In other words, how has school influenced who you are ‘outside of school’? Or has it? 

In reading your responses to my memos, several things struck me, one of which was you trying 

to find ‘Allison’ and ‘home’, which I took to mean home in who you are. But I wanted to 

interrupt that with something you mentioned the other day: You texted me about Judith Butler 

and performativity, which is this idea that our identities (for her, specifically gender) are verbs 

rather than nouns, that we do them, that we are, in other words, always constructing our 

identities. 
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And so, I wanted to ask you, in your writing, journaling, running, in your, in other 

words, ongoing construction of home and self, what are you finding? Who is Allison? 

You wrote about some major events and figures in your life that have impacted your 

journey to ‘Allison’. You wrote about [name of an ex-partner], for example, and the 

side-eye you and your son have received, about the rejection you have faced from 

some family. Can you talk a little more about how you have found “Allison” in 

grappling with each of these? 

You wrote about not wanting to be a ‘white-savior’ mom to a black child. Can you 

explain that a little bit more? 

You described how finding your voice as ‘Allison’ made its way into your teaching and 

curriculum design as ‘Ms. Paludi’ as a sort of ‘balance’. You give the example in the way you 

chose to follow the NJSLA sequence, but made it your own, noting that you are “constantly 

walking a tightrope of what I think matters to kids to what my school thinks matters to kids”. 

What other ways has Allison, or what you are learning about ‘Allison’ made her way into your 

teaching? 

Particularly when you’re working with black children? 

Identity development through The House on Mango Street 

You wrote: “I find myself sliding into the pages and becoming one of the women she is talking 

to. As a single mom trying to figure out who I am in relation to others and in trying to find, or 

refind, myself again.” What did you learn from becoming one of the women on the page, as a 

woman? As a teacher? 
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You wrote: “I thought it was interesting that he put the blame on the women - that they should be 

finding “good” men instead. And it made me reflect on my own current relationship and blurred 

the distinction between the fiction we are reading and my own life I am living.” What 

realizations or thoughts did you come to? 

You also wrote about your resistance within the school as increasing in a way your abilities to 

find your voice as a woman. What voice did you find as a result of finding and enacting 

resistance within school? 

You wrote about how important it is to listen to kids. How has what you’ve learned from them 

influenced who you are as a teacher? As a woman? As a mother? 
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Appendix H: Post-Memo/Final Interview Protocol  

 

Background  

 

How has your school year/week been so far? 

 

What has made you feel most fulfilled in the classroom recently?  

 

Do you have a favorite recent moment this week or recently at school?  

 

Tensions with Systems (these questions will draw from participant responses regarding ‘hot-

spots’ I noticed)  

 

While teaching you  

 

You wrote in your response to my memos that… 

 

Perceptions of Identity these questions will draw from participant responses regarding the 

stories they tell about themselves and demonstrate in the room, and the narratives those stories 

construct)  

 

How has who you are outside of the classroom worked its way into who are you inside the 

classroom?  

 

You wrote about how you have felt… 

 

What is the story of you ‘as a teacher’ at NAME OF SCHOOL?  

 

 

 

 

 

 


