Politics, Space, Bodies, and Sgns
INn the Educational Process

1 Adultsat Elementary
School

During my two years at Thurber Elementary School, the principal, Mr.
Watts, embraced, with varyinglevelsd passion, a host o innovations:
portfolio assessment, outcomes-based education, cognitive coaching,
performance assessment, business—school partnerships, business-in-
the-school programs, computer simulation curricula, volunteer men-
toring programs, site-based management, whole language and writing
process pedagogies, cross-age grouping, the integration o special edu-
cation students into regular education classrooms, and nontraditional
report cards. This barrage o innovations, unique among Roanoke
schools, produced a good deal d opposition from the community.

The parents o children at the school were especiadly critical o the
novel-based curriculum, the heterogeneous grouping o students, and
the nontraditional gradingscale. They often asked me, as an education
professor, what | thought about such things and listened politely while
| explainedtheir value. But they remai ned skeptical ; they conceded that
such practicesmight work in anideal world but notin the real world of
the Roanoke city schools. By 1993—-1994 their skepticism had developed
into the organized protest describedin thischapter. A breakdownin the
usual silence between parents and teachers on matters o curriculum,
the dispute forced both parties to articulate fundamental assumptions
about thefunctionsd schooling,in particular abouttheroled theschool
i N representing, ranking, and categorizingstudents.

To understand the protest we have to unravel a historical —politi-
cal—pedagogica knot in which subtle, complex, deeply layered flows o
practice came together. First | examine how city and school system
politicscreated a spacefor attemptinginnovations. Then | try to make
sense d the Thurber innovations by looking at Mr. Watts's educational
ideas and the teachers' struggles to understand and implement the
innovations. Next | put the parents' relationsto the schoal i n context by
reconstructingthe history d Thurber's ties to the neighborhoods from
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which itsstudents came—a history that had recently included a turn-
over of the school's staff along with major changes i n the boundaries of
itsattendence zone. Finally | turnto the protest itself and look at the
perspectives that gave parents and educators their different under-
standings of the purposes of instruction and assessment.

POLITICS AND POWER SHAPE THE SPACES
OF CURRICULUM

At the time of this study, many school boards in Virginia were still
appointed rather than elected. 1n Roanoke a city council decided on
board membership, and for decades prior to the 1980s their decisions
had been influenced by a small elite of millionaire businessmen and
corporate officers. When | asked an informant, who'd been politically
activeinthe city for decades, how politicized the selection of the school
board had been back in the 1960s, he replied:

It's much more political now, | think. It used to be pretty cut and dried.
[Laughs] A lot d people served forever on the school board....They just
used the same peopleover and over and over. |t was just this group that
serlvegal on everything. But it's much more poalitica nonv. Much more
political.

In the old days, he explained: "People, like the group of millionaires,
they'd say 'l think so and so ought to be on the school board' when a
vacancy occured, and so and so would be put on the school board.”

Thissituation began to change around 1980, when political interests
other than those of the dominant business classgained influenceincity
politics. In particular, middle-class White property owners, feeling
pinched by the declining regional economy, began a "tax revolt." My
informant explained that,in 1980 and 1982 respectively, thecity council
(and throughiit, the school board) began to change with the el ections of
a couple of " populist™ councilmen:

They rodethewaved " gettin'the people’—Were gonnaservethe peopl €™,
"We need people on the council that's gonnalook after the citizens, lower
taxes" la-di-da...It was a tax revolt kind o thing [Laughs]. That was
flcj)ggy.. ..They were the candidates d Concerned Taxpayers....I'm ver?/
fond of both of them. But about their first two or three years on Council,
they weren't going to put a rubber stamp on anything, not on anything!
Didnt makeany difference. And that waswhen the school board beganto
[clr_lang(re]. ]'Cause whatever the incumbents were for, they were against
aughs].

Even before the city council shift, the school board was becoming
increasingly antagonistictoward theentrenched administrative leader-
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shipof the school system. When mistakeswerediscoveredinthedistrict
budget in 1980, the board made thefirst break with tradition by firing
the superintendent (Pack: " Severed relations,” 1980). After ayear-long
search, the board made a second break by bringing in an outsider from
New York, Frank Tota, to serve asthe new superintendent. According to
the school board chairman, Tota's mandatewasto provide "the highest
quality of instructionfor theleast possiblecost”" (Chamberlin, 19823, p.
A14). Accordingto my informant:

[Totawas] hired withthat understanding,that hewould clean house. Ard
hedid. And alot d peopleblamed him. But it was understood before he
camethat he would do this. | mean, nameswere named. When he came
heknew hehad to get rid o certain people. [ Theschool board had decided
that? | asked. He nodded.]

So hehad an uphill battle. Alot o peoplehereabsolutely hated himwhen
he came and did what he did. Becauseit was not known for a number o
%earsthat when hecame, he knew he had todo this....You really couldn't

lame him directly for the things that happened. But | guess with him
came the advent d the modern school system that we have today in
Roanoke City.

Inthefirst 6 monthsof histenure, in asystemwith 2 high schools,
6 junior high schools, and 21 elementary schools, Tota changed the
principals of 10 schools, moved 9 assistant principals from 6 other
schools, and reassigned or demoted 16 central dfie administrators.
Hebegan thisprocess hisfirst week onthejob, with aseriesof |ateral
transfers and promotions that moved 9 principals or assistant prin-
cipalsand 11 central officeadministrators. Therewasnogreat public
reaction to these moves, but things were different 6 months later
when Tota demoted 16 veteran principals, assistant principals, and
central administratorstolower-paying, lower-status positions. Given
no warning or opportunity to defend themselves before the decision,
the demoted administrators received form lettersthat varied only in
the reasons given for their demotion. One junior high principal was
told: "You have failed to demonstrate sensitivity toward students
from lower socio-economic groups and have not responded i n asatis-
factory manner to their educational and sociological needs" (Cham-
berlin, 1982b, p. Al). One principal of an elementary school was
reassigned with this explanation: "You have not indicated superior
knowledge of elementary curriculum and program development”
(Chamberlin, 1982b, p. Al). Because the administrators were merely
"reassigned" rather thanfired, they had few due processrightsinthe
matter. Their fates, however, triggered widespread criticism of Tota
among educators. Tense rel ations between central office administra-
tors and teachers persisted for years.
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Reshaping School —-Community Ties

Along with cutting costs and reducing the number o administrators,
the reassignments signaled a break with past practice. A newspaper
editorial of the period described Totas moves as a necessary shake-up
of the system (" Upheaval,"1982):

There is a rough consensus..aon why Ibta was hired. The city school
systemfor yearshaslimped dong with deedwood in the ranks. The Peter
Principle operated fredy. A dozen or 0 administratorswere elevated to
their levelsd incompetenceand they stayed put.

The new superintendent was told to clean out the deedwood. In a series
d moves, he has shaken up both the central administration and at least
hdf o thesystem's schoals. (p. A8

Butif most peopleseemed to agreetherewas" deadwood" i n theschool
system, othersquestioned somedf thedemotions. Theelementary school
principal mentioned earlier was a 30-year veteran of the system who
had strong ties to the community served by his school and seemed to
have been well liked and respected by teachers, parents, and pupils.
When his demotion was announced, teachers and parentsrallied to his
support and submitted petitions to the school board askingthat he not
be reassigned; the parent teacher association's petition contained the
signatures of 80% of the schooal's families (Chamberlin, 1982c).Never-
theless, the school board endorsed his demotion along with the others
recommended by Tota.

My point isnot to defend the principal or the Roanoke schoolsasthey
were before Totas arrival but to suggest that in addition to trimming
"deadwood,” the reassignments fractured whatever collegia and com-
munal tiesmight have exi sted between school personnel and the parents
of the kids attending their schools. This kind of break in relations
between parents and schools had begun to affect most of the city's
African American communities a decade or more earlier, as urban
renewal and desegregation undercut neighborhood schoolingand com-
munity involvement (see chapter 3). Tota merely extended the process
to the European American communities. In contrast to previous re-
gimes, his administration marked a period in which principals and
teachers were frequently reassigned from one school to another. These
transfers made it more difficult for educators to develop close relation-
shipswith the communities served by their schools, to define clear roles
for community members in school activities, or to develop bases of
support among parents. | nsomecases, thislooseningof community ties
might have madeit possibletoinnovate, tochangeneighborhoodschools
into magnet schools, for example. But, as we'll see was the case at
Thurber, the weakening of community attachments could also makeit
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difficult to implement and maintain support for innovations over the
longterm.

Centralizing Control

Within Totas new administration, schools and teachers were placed
under increased scrutiny from the central office. Teachers were pres-
sured to adopt routinized, textbook-driven teaching methods— akind of
technical control (Edwards, 1979) buttressed by frequent administrator
observations. Elementary teachers, for example, were expected to use
an "instructional management systems" approach involving weekly,
chapter by chapter, pre- and post-test measures of student achievement.
At thehigh schoolsteachersweredrilled in" effectiveteaching” methods.
A year after the demotions, a feature article in the local newspaper,
based on more than 50 interviews with teachers and administrators,
painted a dismal scene (Chamberlin, 1983):

Few d thoseinterviewedwerewilling tospesk up and beidentified....Sev-
eral teachersand administratorssaid they have been told at staff meet-
ingsor individualy that teachers and administratorswho don't conform
to prescribed methods and who dont measure up to the new standards
can bereplaced. They said they have been told that publiccriticismd the
systemwiill not betolerated. " Totasaid, You play on my teamor you dont,™
an administratorsaid [ paragraphingsuppressed].(p. A12)

Not surprisingly, morale plummeted and remained low for years.
Teachersreported increased stress and illness and a vastly diminished
sense o control over their practice (Chamberlin, 1983; Jones, 1985).
High school teachers were warned that they would be expected to do
better, regardless of how well they'd donein the past:

An assistant princig at [one d the high schoolg] sent this memo to his
teachersin November regarding their evaluaions: "If you are doing o
more than you have done in previousyears, your progresswill certainly
be conddered wanting, and the assessments will reflect a need for im-
provement” [paragraphingsurpressed! . (Chamberlin, 1983, p. A12)

These policies suggest a change strategy designed to produce quick
and highly visible results. Instead of, say, bringing together groups of
teachers, parents, and studentsto talk about the state of the schools, to
study or analyzethesystem, andthentosystematically experiment with
different reforms, reform was accomplished through the adoption of
visible markers o innovation (e.g., effective teaching strategies), and
intrusive evaluations were used to enforce at least token compliance.
Internally, the routinized teacher evaluations strengthened central
administration power by translating pedagogy into stable, stand-
ardized, mobile representations that could be accumulated at the cen-
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tral office and there used to compare, rank, reward, and punish (cf.
Latour, 1987). Externally, the high visiblity of the control strategies
seemed designed to addressthe concernsof anincreasingly conservative
public audience being told by media and government reports that the
nationwas " at risk™ because of itsinadequate schools.

Standardized testing became a mgjor emphasis in the schools for
similar reasons. Testing reduced students to scores, numbers on paper
that could be collected and combined to produce comparisons across
schools and judgments about the performances of particular schools.
Although Superintendent Totainsisted hedid not want teachers"teach-
ingto thetest,” teachers consistently complainedthat they were being
directed to do so (e.g., Jones, 1985). Even at the time of my fieldwork,
more than a decade after these events, the district was still known for
its preoccupation with testing. When | talked to my Virginia Tech
colleagueswho supervised student teachersin Roanokecity el ementary
schooals, they told storieslike thefollowing:

| have one student teacher that I'm very—the placement| had her, | dont
know that | got tosee her do hardly any teachingat all, becaused thefact
that every time | would go, they were preparingfor a standardized test.
Anrd thiswas afourth-gradeclassroom. And it was congtant.... There was
alot d emphasison preparing for the tests. lowva Tet d Badc Skills
(ITBS)....They weredoingal ot o worksheet typethings. They weredoing
0me pre-tests; they were doing situations set up as testing situations.
And actually then—it wasaformat; somed it wasstandardized it looked
like, that they were using. And this was for about 3 or 4 weeksout o a
placement. It wasevery time | would go.

A preoccupation with test scores might be common in U.S. schools,
but it had a specia resonance and political meaning in Roanoke. As Il
explainfurther i n the next chapter, Roanoke City had beenin economic
decline since the mid-1970s and grew progressively poorer than sur-
rounding Roanoke County. Quality of lifeissues--education, for exam-
ple—were important to city leaders attempts to keep affluent residents
from leaving and to make the city more attractive to county residents.
Yée standardized test scores, one of the most obviouswaysto compare
schools and school districts, consistently favored the County over the
City by awide margin. Thus, in addition to its use as a control mecha
nism, the stress on raising scores stemmed in part from a need to
improvethe publicimage of the city's schools.

The result within the district, however, was a kind o punctuated
curriculum i n which elementary schoolsinterrupted their teaching for
weeks at a time to coach students for the tests. Outside of this test
preparation, therewaslittle consistencyin curriculumfrom oneelemen-
tary school to another. One of my colleaguesat the university, who had
worked with both Roanokecity and suburban Roanoke County schools,
remarked on how different city schoolswere from one another, in part
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because of the relatively short tenures principals spent at particular
schools:

I've been struck by the differences among the buildings[inthe city],and
that would red ly hit somebody whos spentalot d timein RoanokeCournty
schooal s becausethose[ county] schoolsaremore notablefor theirsimilari-
tiesthan their differences. But the differencesin the city schods—and |
haveafedingthat they're centered around the principa quiteabit--that
they have alot d authority. Which is interesting, because | know they

central administration] move e around; they're not therefor along
ongtime. | think pr yall theprincipdsl work with, d thethreethat
I work with, none d them have been in their jobs morethan 3 or 4 years
at themost. Ard therearevery differentstyles, very differentthingsgoing
mintheschodls

Thisvariability acrossschoolswaslargely aresult of afeudal dynamic
running through Tota's administration. By feudal | mean a system in
which administrators survived or perished not on the basis of their
adherenceto officia procedure but by virtue o their loyalty to the top
official (cf. Ball, 1987, p. 89). Onedf Totasfirst movesassuperintendent
had beentocentralizeauthority over principals. Previously suchauthor-
ity had been delegated to mid-level administrators (directorsof elemen-
tary and secondary education), but Tota abolished these positions and
placed himself at the top of a chain of command that included his
assistant superintendents and instructional supervisors. The feudal
flavor of thisarrangement arosefrom theway Totawould detach himsel f
fromtheactionsof hismid-level administrators. Principalscouldget the
superintendent's support for actions the other administrators might
disagree with or take refuge under the superintendent's wing if these
administrators attempted tointerveneintheschools. Thelined author-
ity, in such situations, became a direct one between Tota and the
principal. At the elementary level at least, thisfeudal dynamic meant
that individual principal scould acquire considerable autonomy i n shap-
ing teaching and curriculum—solong as they remained in Totas favor
and their test scoresdidn't decline.

Inthishighly differentiated, bureaucratic—feudal situation, in which
parents had been effectively excluded as political actors, Mr. Watts, in
hisfirst principalship, was able to introduce striking changes at Thur-
ber. The power structuredid not cause these changesbut simply created
a gpace for reform, albeit a risky and difficult space. Innovations were
possible, but only at thelevel of theindividual school, without systemic
support.1 What drove changes werethe principals, such as Mr. Watts.

In’@xception tothis statement might be the schoal division'smagnet schoolseffort,
initiated by Superintendent Tatato transfor ma number of schoolswithinthecity.As each
magnet school had a different curricular focus, however, the effect was to reinforcethe
cumcular fragmentationof thecity school system.
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MR. WATTSS TRANSFORMATION
OF THE CURRICULUM

Mr. Wattshad cometo Roanoke after teaching middle school in Georgia
for 6 years and getting a master's degree in administration. Within a
year, he'd landed an elementary school vice principal ship and had begun
looking for waysto change the schools:

When| becamean assistant principal i n Roanoke] | had not read or heard
thewords"wholelanguage," but | knew that theway weweredoingthings
wasn't workin,. And | knew, | knew [Pause] in my mind that the Madeline
Hunter model Y was not working. And | was seeing a tremendousamount
o teaching, teaching, teaching, teaching, teaching—but it wasn't getting
usvery far.

When | asked him how he knew that what he saw going on in
classrooms "wasn't working," he referred to his own teaching experi-
ences:

Wi, | taught in Georgia, and | had alarge number o indigent children.
And sitting and trying to teach—to get seventh or fifth graders, whove
repeated once or twice if not three times by the time they get to that
level —tryingto teach them to add or subtract —and that's just an exam-
ple—tryingto teach them to do somethingthat absolutely doesnot relate
to their world and makes no sense to them—I might aswell talk to the
wall. Andtrying to gothrough atextbook with children whoareabsolutely
not interested, because they have no need, to meisfailure. It's just not
doingwhat they need. And what | felt asan adult wasthat | had tocreate
within these children a need to know. They didn't even have a need to
know! | mean, they had kind of zeroed out on life, already. And...[it] was
interesting, becausethere, wealwayshad towriteour objectives,and then
we had to go through and show what we were going to do, and it was
like--as long asit looked good on the paper, and the person who checked
my plansread it and it looked good to them, then they assumed that what
| wasdoingin the classroom must be okay. And it wasn't....Kids could go
to sixth grade and, to me, not know a lot morethan what they did when
they werein fifth. That saysto me the system isn't working.

2Madelinélunter was a lecturer in education at the Univerdsty d Cdifornia who
marketed an dgorithmicteaching modd (Hunter,1984) basad on the effective teaching
research d the 1970s Her modd defined a seriesd teaching behaviorshdd to correlate
with student test score gains. Teachingguiddinesand teacher eval uationsystemsbasd
o this modd have been used throughout the United States (see Gibbony, 1994, for a
critica discussion). For Mr. Watts and others, the prablem with the modd was that it
fooused on teaching behaviors stripped from their contexts in theflow of real dassroom
Praiioe: It encouraged a mechanistic, teacher-centered that preduded whde
anguage approaches, cooperativelearning, and mogt other strategies Mr. Wetts wanted
his teechersto embrace.
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In the next chapter | discuss how thisideathat teachers should be
creating internal needsin kids (and itscorollary that kids had " zeroed
out on life") led Mr. Watts to experiment with the idea of reshaping
classrooms to resemble businesses. Here, | merely note that this per-
spective intensified his feeling that the schools weren't working. He
became determined to try something new once he became a principal:

When | wasableto makethetransitionfrom avice principal where| took
ordersto a principal where | hoped toform a consensus, | was ableto say,
"Let's rethink this; let's relook at how children learn.” And | don't think |
even said it that way. | think what | did was, just very dowly began to
introduce other options....Here in the division [teachers are expected to
follow] the "elements of an effective lesson,”" and they are truly the
sacraments— theyare! Andif youdon't dispensethesacramentsdaily, you
have done something irreligious. And | knew what kind of pressure that
would put on people; that thewholedivisionis performingthesacraments
every day, and we aren't. And so thefirst year, | just didn't discussit. |
just-didn't talkit;justletitgo.| didn't necessarily requireit, but | didn't
pooh-poohit either. And sowewent ayear, year and a half, andit wasjust
becamekind of nebulous. And | think what peoplebegantodowastobegin
tofeel freefromit.

At this point, whol e language entered the picture. Mr. Watts seized
on aremark by the superintendent and used it as awarrant for the
innovations hewanted to introduce:

| do remember that along the way, [Superintendent] Tota expressed
interest in wholelanguage and heliked the concept. And quite honestly |
played that one as hard as| could play it, anytime | needed to. Because
there are those betwixt us that are not predisposed to whole lan-
guage....I've had many alecture. I've had lectures one on one, two on one,
and I've had lectures at meetings, when no one knew who was being
barked at, but | knew who was being barked at. I've had a lot of
those....[One administrator], for example, made it very clear that she
thought wholelanguage was "wholesupidity." And again, | just look atit
asshedoesn't understand what's going on. She does not understand what
wholelanguageis about.

During his second year as principal, most teachers at Thurber
switched to a curriculum organized around novels, which was the
operational definition of whole language at the school. Mr. Watts sup-
plied thisrough summary:

What we started talking about was using literature.. ..At the same time
we were trying to obev the state euidelinesin terms of curriculum. For
example, third grade--communitiesis a social studies concept, so...they
start out in third grade studying their own community, and then instead
of just studying their own community thewholeyear, they doa unit onit,
and then they go dff to China, then to Africa, then to Israel, and study
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communitiesthere, and try to do somesort d comparing....Fourth grade,
we want to continue somehow dealing with Virginia history and the
beginnings o this country.. .. Axdthey also do a nove called Phoebe the
Spy, which works around—Phoebe was a free Black that lived in the
[George] Washington household.... Theninfifth gradewe pick up with the
Civil War, with literature, and they do Harriet Tubman. And they will do
anIndiangory, Sing Down the Moon, that takes placeabout 20 yearsafter
the Civil War. Thenthey'll do animmigrant story fromaround theturn of
the century, when many of theimmigrantswere coming. And they'll doa
depressionstory, and then aWorld Wer 11or after story. Sowere usingthe
novels to get to the global issues as wel as our own history, as well as
trying to create a meaningful situation for the children where they're
making connections, o that things are studied out d a need to know
rather than just out of textbooks, and "Today were going to add, and
tomorrow we're going to subtract, or tomorrow we're going to learn about
World Waer [1." [Thisisobvioudyonly a partial account. Other novelswere
used, and math and science were taught aswell ]

Although this approach to curriculum differed from that of other
principalsin the school system, the formal features of the innovation
paralleled the change dynamics Superintendent Tota had introduced:
They flowed top-down from a central administrative position (the
principal, in this case); the process excluded parents or community
groupsfrom planning and participation; and theinnovationsrested on
a concept of the teacher as alone expert dispensing pedagogy.

Withreferencetothislast point, Mr. Wattsintroduced theliterature-
based curriculum in the face of opposition from central administrators
who favored a more traditional, workbook-based, test-oriented ap-
proach. Because the district power structure prevented those adminis-
tratorsfrom simply imposingtheir will on Mr. Watts, many of hisbattles
with them were fought indirectly, on the terrain of staffing. On some
level, as | show in the next section, the assumption seemed to be that
teachingskillsinheredinthebodiesof parti cul arteachers, that teaching
itselfwasaform of “embodied cul tural capital” (Bourdieu, 1986) . Battles
over a school's curriculum or teaching approach could thus turn into
battles over which teacherswere to work at the school.

STAFFING

When Mr. Wattswas named principal of Thurber, he cameto the school
with anew faculty thatincluded bothveteransandteachersinonly their
secondor thirdyearsinthefield. Most of thenewer teacherswerewilling
to embrace Mr. Watts's innovations, in word if not in deed, but some of
the more experienced teachers were unwilling to abandon textbook-
based teaching styles that, after all, had been pushed on them for a
decade by powerful administrators. Part of Mr. Watts's response was to
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look for new teachers, a task that required perseverance and political
will. When | asked him how much control hehad over sel ectingteachers,
he explained:

Let me give you an example. Mrs. Pedl, for example, there was an
interesting history with that one. | knew she was interested in whole
language. Theschool where she was, the principal wasvery supportived
her, but there was no one else there interested in wholelanguage. And |
thought shed bea great support for us, becausethe teachershad all been
up to observein her room; they respected her, they would be very willing
togointoher room and observe, and learn from her. And | thought, 'What
a great person to have right here in the building; that's like having
in-house staff development.”...So | thought, now, how do | do this? How
do| ethically, mordly, how do | do this?Sol trotted...down to Superinten-
dent Totaand | asked him. | said"I'd liketo know, what i sthe procedure
for requestinga person, whois within the division, who you think would
begoad for your school, what'sthe procedure?' And he...said, you gotothe
principal, tell him that you would like to have that person, and tell that
person if they're interested to put it in writing to personnel. And it
shouldn't bea problem. And so | did.

Widl, there were al kindsd problems. All kindsd problems. In fact, the
director d personne told that principal that therewould not beatransfer,
that it was not going to happen. And so | just sat and waited until | got
that pieced information, and when | got that pieced information, | went
toTota..and | said, "l want Mrs. Pedl. | did what you told me to do, and
| want her at Thurber next year." And he said, "She will be there next
year." And thetransfer happened.

This story shows Mr. Watts's adroitness at working the system and
hiswillingness to take political risks. It alsoillustrates how the super-
intendent could disrupt the bureaucratic chain of command to forge a
direct, quasi-feudal bond between himself and a principal. Still, in most
casesthecentral officedecided whereteacherswere assigned, andthere
was no guarantee they would end up with principals who shared their
educational philosophies. Several Thurber teachersdidn't embrace the
literature-based curriculum and weren't particularly loyal to Mr. Watts.
Thislack of fealtycreated problems, since Mr. Watts's managementstyle
depended oninterpersonal tiesrather than on bureaucratic procedures
or administrative directives (Ball, 1987). The reader might wonder, for
example, why teachers stuck with him through the whirl of demanding
innovations. The answer isthat, despite all thefrustrations, Mr. Watts
was not harsh, intrusive, or threateningin hisrelations with teachers.
He refused to impose hisideas on teachers or even to require them to
reach a consensus among themselves. So long as recal citrant teachers
didn't publicly dispute hisauthority or broadcast their differences, Mr.
Wattsdidn't directly confront them. I nstead, hewaited for them to come
around or toleave the school. Theresult, at least in the short run, was
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that therewaslittle continuity i nteaching from classroom to classroom.
Going from one room to another, even at the same grade level, could
mean moving from one philosophy of teaching to another, one curricu-
lum to another. At Thurber, these discontinuitiesconfused parents and
left someteachersfeelingisolated.

TEACHING DEHINED AT THE INTERSECTION
OF THEORY AND ORGANIZATION

McLaughlin and Talbert (1993) noted in their study of secondary edu-
cation that classrooms in the same school (or even within the same
department in a school) often differ because teachers hold different
interpretationsof student capabilities. But classroomsalsovary, atleast
in part, because pedagogy has been institutionally defined as residing
inthe personof theteacher. Teaching—notjust at Thurber butatall the
schools I'm familiar with in this region—is treated as a quality of
individual teachers rather than of the faculty as a whole or of the
relationships between teachers and the community. Although thi s defi-
nition might have suited teachers set in their habits, it created enor-
mous problems for Thurber teachers who wanted to change how they
taught but who had trouble finding opportunities for the conversation
and learning they wanted and needed.

On the rare occasions when the faculty as awhole could talk about
these issues, the format for discussion was to present an idealized
picture of how whole language should work, without articulating a
concrete pathway leading teachers to that promised land. During an
in-service day beforethe beginning of my second year of fieldwork, Mrs.
Peel, the whole language practitioner Mr. Watts had struggled to get
transferred to the school, was "interviewed" by the rest of the faculty
about her teaching. At one point, Mrs. Court, a fourth-grade teacher,
explainedthat, after switching from textbooks and workbooks to novels,
she was now having trouble turning the literature-based curriculum
into a whole language approach. She felt that she was teaching the
novelsrather thanintegrating themintolonger strands of thematically
linked instruction:

My problemis| havethenovesand I'm makingthetransitionand making
redly lotsdf really kind d strict plansfor mysdf using those novels. So
I'm using the novels and doing some neat lessonsaround that nove. I'm
still keeping thingsso much morestructured than theway | want for them
to be And it's hard to...to ask the right questionsand, you know, how to,
how to plan, even. How to really plan.
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Mrs. Peel responded that the use of novels was not necessarily the
same as the whole language approach: "l think one of the problems
is...we kind of basalize the novel. Were afraid that they'll miss some-
thing out of that novel." Before her transfer to Thurber, Mrs. Peel had
led wholelanguagein-service workshopsfor Thurber teachersinwhich
she'd apparently emphasized novel-focused teaching. Thus some of the
teachers were confused to hear her now emphasizing thematic units.
Mrs. Tanner asked her:

Have your thoughts on wholelanguage changed since you instructed us
asafacultyinthe beginning?Alot o us, | think, got fromyour information
then, you know; Westart with a nove and thatispart d our springboard
todothingsand now...well, now it's changing. Now, it's do your themeand
just let the novelsjust appear, you know. We alwayswent, at least in our
grade level weve gone with, you know, a time line idea theme. And we
chose, and wdll, | mean, | guessthey have kind d evolved, but how has
your idead whole language changed?

Mrs. Peel responded by explainingthe evolution of herideasinterms
of her individual growth as ateacher:

Wi, the...more | have done this and thelonger that I've doneit, | have
found that alowing kids to choose their novels, based on a particular
theme, i s probably the most satisfyingthing | haveever done. And sothat
has helped me to get away from everybody doing one nove even though
we have done[that]....Gradually moveinto that. | don't think next week
you would want to give the whole class one nove and say, "Go off, kids,
and read your nove."

Mrs. Peel then referred to a week-long summer workshop she'd
attended a month earlier on outcomes-based education. The workshop
had emphasized focusing on desired outcomes and then planning back-
ward to thematic units and performance assessments based on teacher-
defined rubrics:

But I, what really hasturned meoniswhat wedid thissummer, with, the
%oi ngfrom the outcomesto the essential questions. And,and it really has,

as made the pi cture o much broader for metoo, and so now, a nove will
beincorporatedintowhat I'm doing, and will certainly haveto be congru-
ent with what I'm doing. But it wont haveto be bejust one nove.

Translating this broad picture into concrete practice was no simple
matter, though. For Mrs. Tanner and for other teachers, the problem
wasn't in the theory, but in their feeling of lacking the individual
expertiseto pull it off. Thus Mrs. Tanner responded to Mrs. Peel:

Widl, | wasjust thinking....I've tried to [refinethingsg], at least the past
twoyears, I've tried to, o course every year things havechanged and it's
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grown. But I've been dlowed to refinewhat I've donerather than jus—
dont know—I'm just not as good asyou. | just can't cast everythinginto
thewind and . . .

Mrs. Peel interrupted to reassure her that shewasn't suggestingthat
her way was the only way: "As long as you adopt the whole language
principles, there's so many ways, | think, to implement the principles.
And just, you know, you're not expected to do the way that everybody
else [doeg]... ."

The other teachers, however, especially the ones who genuinely
wanted to adopt whole language principles, felt they were navigating
without a map. Mrs. Court asked: "Do you think it waseasier to make
thetransition from where we were as a traditional teacher to wherewe
might be now usingour novelstheway wedo, thanitistogofromwhere
wearenow... ..

"Onto something new?' Mrs. Tanner completed the question.

"l had ahuge, | meanit's such abigstep,” Mrs. Court began, andthen
asother teachers began to jump into the converstion, talking over each
other, Mrs. Peel responded:

Noit's not [abig step]. It's not. It's a progression. And you can do it. Yau
can do it. Because you came from a traditional classroom to using, you
know, having your things centered around your novd and, and you may
not want to go this other way, but that doesn't makeyou any lessa Whole
Languageteacher....Wdl then, if you are in your one nove, then divide
your kidsintoliterature study groups....Yau can grow into that. And, you
know, it's adow process....And I've been doingit all these yearsand this
iswherel am now. But it's been a steady and a dow progression because
I've wanted it. I've learned so much over the yearsand nobody has made
medo any o it. I've wanted todoit on my own. And | find somethingelse
and, man, | really likethis. It excitesmeso much that | can see how that.
| havethis other to build on. But nobody is expecting you to go from one
novd to, you know, this broad theme, where everybody does their own
thing.

Mrs. Peel obviously meant to reassure the others, but by denying
thedifficulty they were encountering, denyingthesensein which, for
many, it was ahuge step and not a " progression," she may have only
confused the pedagogical issue. Mrs. Tanner and Mrs. Court knew
they weren't doing what Mrs. Peel did, but they couldn't see how to
make the transition. Teaching was so identified as an internal,
individual attributethat Mrs. Tanner could only throw up her hands
and tell Mrs. Peel, "I'm just not as good as you," while Mrs. Court
suffered through theyear trying tofind her bearings and attributing
her difficultiesto somesort of personal failing. Onthelast day before
Christmas break duringtheschool year that beganwiththeinterview
I've just summarized, | reminded Mrs. Court that at the beginning of
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thesemestershe'dbeendeterminedtodothingsdifferentlybuthadbeen
unsureabout how to proceed. | askedwhether shefelt onfirmer ground
now.Shereplied:

Only because | think I've backed off from my conviction—I mean, I'm

not--1 know I'm going to make some changesbut I'm not expectingto do
everythingright now. I'm alowingmysdf to usethe Englishbook, and I'm
alowingmysdf to use the spelling book. [ L ongpause] | fed more uncom-
fortable this year than I've ever felt. But | don't know how much o that
is— just don't pend that much timeon school now. | think it really takes
alot d time. For me. | haveto work at it. | haveto plan, and | haven't
been planning like 1 would in the past. OF course that was more direct
teaching....And [now] | don't know what were goingto do from oneminute
to the next. It's a lot harder! It's much easier to teach directly, |

think—well, no, that's not true. When | get tothe point wherel hopel am
in fiveyears, I11fed morecomfortableand it'll beeasier. But right now it
would be much easier if | could just go back to the way | taught. | knew |

wasteachingthen. Now | dont know if I'm teaching....| wasfedlingpretty
much on solid ground when | left. Although I've always been unsure of
mysdlf in alot d ways. But | wasfeeling confident in my teaching. And
I'm just not thisyear. But | feel better now than | did at the beginningdf
the year. I've just given mysdlf permissionto not take on too much. And |

also amreminding mysdlf that the kids are learning, even thoughiit's in
adifferent way.

Nias (1989), in her study of English primary school teachers
reported that "virtually every teacher responded to my request to
explainwhat it wasto 'feel like ateacher' by sayingthat it wasto be
in control™ (p. 187). Mrs. Court, in trying to change the system of
control that organized her classroom by giving kids greater control
over their work, experienced a kind of pedagogical vertigo. She no
longer felt asthough she were teaching and could only attribute this
to a personal shortcoming.

Teaching, then, was defined as something found in the bounded
bodies of teachers. The idea that teaching might be a function of
biography and long-developing relations to materials and communi-
ties--or even more radically that teaching could be thought of as a
collective accomplishment of groups of teachersworkingtogether — had
no placei nthedominant educational discoursethatlocated themeaning
of teaching in individual pedagogical expertise. That Mrs. Peel had
taught for closeto 20 years and both Mrs. Tanner and Mrs. Court had
taught for lessthan Swasirrelevant in the terms of the discourse.

Where did this "dominant educational discourse” come from? It
followed partly from the spatial and temporal organization of schools:
the physical separation of teachers and their lack of time to associate.
Partly it wasafunction of school system policy, inwhich administrators
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evaluated and scrutinized individual teachersrather than collectivesof
collaborating teachers. And partly, asl suggest later inthischapter, the
discourse of the lone teacher came from colleges of education, from
peoplelike me.

THE SHIFTING MEANINGS OF THE TERM
WHOLE LANGUAGE

The Thurber teachers were thus uncertain about the meaning of whole
language: Did it refer to a novel-based curriculum, a theme-based
curriculum, or what? | nfact, the concept had been given myriad defini-
tions throughout the school system. Mrs. Peel once told me she'd met
teachersat other schoolsi nthecity whoclaimedtoteach wholelanguage
with basal textbooks or to use a basal approach in the morning and a
wholelanguageapproach i ntheafternoon. Sheremembered oneteacher
observing her classroom as kids worked collaboratively in groups and
asking "When do you teach whole language?' Yet even Mrs. Pedl,
confident in presenting her work as whole language to other teachers,
could be uncertain about the meaning o the term in her interactions
with outsiders. Thefirsttimel visited her classroom, beforesherealized
how ignorant | was, she approached me at theend o the day and asked
whether what she was doing was whole language. Organizing instruc-
tionaround novels, she explained, wasmoreor lesstheway she'd always
taught, and she'd picked up thiswholelanguage terminol ogy only when
she'd taken a couple of years off from teaching to work for a textbook
publisher.

Thetermwholelanguage, then, worked within thesettingsexamined
here like a shifter (Jakobson, 1971; Silverstein, 1976; see also Hanks,
1990),a part of speech whose meaning or "referent” "'shifts' regularly,
depending on the factors of the speech situation” (Silverstein, 1976, p.
24).Fhesenseor referent of "wholelanguage" varied with the speaker
and the power dynamics of the speech situation. Teacherswhose class-
room practices might appear to me polar opposites could both claim to
be doing whole language in explaining themselves to parents. T0 me,
though, they might expressuncertainty about thetermanditsrelevance
to what they were doing. Infact, intheinstances| canfind in my data
where the term was used (and they are surprisingly infrequent), it
seems to have been part d a boundary-generating discourse. Higher-
status participants in unequal encounters (e.g., teachers talking to
parents)introduced or used thetermto definetheir domain of practice

3Whol&anguageisnot really a shifter in a technical linguistic sense, but, asused at
Thurber, it had many of the qualitiesaf a shifter. My apologiesto purists.
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and essentially to exclude others from the discussion by reducingthem
to askingfor definitionsof theterm. When participantsinaconversation
were roughly equalsin status, asin thediscussion among teachersjust
reported, the meaning o theterm slid about maddeningly. Theteachers
were simultaneously being told that there was an ideal model of whole
language (exemplifiedby Mrs. Pegl) and that all teachers could follow
the modéd differently,at their own pace, by themselves. Each teacher, it
seemed, was expected to definethe term and reinvent the approach.

Because wholelanguage functioned as a shifter, the term could flow
freely across settings, as it was unattached to a stable collection of
practices. At the same time, the meanings of the term were spatialized
as purely local phenomena circumscribed by a particular teacher's
practice, thespacedf theclassroom, aspace usually opaqueto outsiders.
"Wholelanguage" could becomeakey el ement of adominant educational
discourse and more concretely the accepted approach of a school like
Thurber. But it did soin such away that made productive conversation
with and about theterm almostimpossible, sincedifferent teachersused
theterm to mean quite different things.

Later in this chapter, | discuss the problem of defining whole lan-
guage teaching in this individualized, localized way. My point hereis
that the situation among faculty at Thurber was a tenuous balance of
stresseswithin a highly unstabl e political and community context; the
innovations at the school were grounded in a fundamentally weak
organizational base. As a result, some teachers were unsure of them-
selves, and most of the parents | met, saw, and heard at Thurber, did
not support the school's approach to teaching and assessment.

PARENT RESISTANCE

I've described how it was possiblefor Mr. Wattsto introduce hisinnova-
tions at Thurber and I've suggested that the historical shaping of the
school division pushed these innovations along certain paths so that
they were theory driven, administratively centralized, decoupledfrom
communities, and focused on the capacities of individual teachers. But
the mix that cametogether at Thurber also included parents.

Waller (1961)once suggested that parentsareinevitably at oddswith
teachers because they remember their own unpleasant experiences as
students: " Each generation of teachers paysin turnfor thesinsof the
generation that has gone before” (p. 59). But parents can also disagree
with teachers when things aren't the same as when they'd been kids.
The literature-based curriculum introduced at Thurber was a big
change for parents and kids. Most had been satisfied with textbook-
based teaching. For example, one afiernoon | was talking to Mrs.
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Longman and her son Neal and going through their collections of Ned's
work from first grade through fifth. When Mrs. Longman couldn't find
anythingfrom Neal's second-gradeyear, sherealized it wasbecause he'd
done nothing but worksheets and textbook-based activities:

| don't know if I've gf(ot anythingin herefor second [grade].Hewasin Mrs.
Quirty's room. Yau know her? Wonderful lady. | love her to death. | think
she was one o Ned's best teachers....I don't think | have anything for
second grade. . . | dont know; it wasjust so different, second grade.

Mrs. Quirty had been teaching for 30-odd years and lived in the
neighborhood. 'You didn't do alot of writing?' | asked Neal.

"Mrs. Quirty taught from the books, didn't she?' his mother asked
him.

""She taught straight from the book,” Neal replied.

"l mean,” Mrs. Longman explained to me, ""he had hislittle spelling
book he brought home. He had to learn so many words. Of course, like
| said, Neal never had to study, because he knew them."

Neal himself seemed to remember those daysfondly:

When | cametothird grade, they didn't havespel ling books; they cut them
of thelist o books. | dont know why, but then they pushed to novels,
which seemed to boreeverybody. [ Laughs]. Peoplejust dont likethem.

Itwasn't that Neal dislikedreading. Mrs. Longmantold me: "Hesays,
'‘Give measubject | really likeand I et me read about that.™

"Give me a shark book or something,” Neal interjected.

"They don't | et you choose, do they?' | asked.

Neal replied with vehemence:

Nothey don't! | wassaying...onthisbook [OnionJohn] herethey're letting
usdo our own vocabulary and test each other. But, they don't et uschoose
our own books. Mogt pecplearen't being very seriouson their vocabulary.
Of course | don't look that much either. | just look at what happened in
the tory. I'm not looking for vocab.

What he'd liketo see, Neal explained, would befor the teachersto say:
"Youhavetohaveanovel. It hastobeso many pages, at | east 100 pages
long—at | east that — and you can have it, and you can read it. But you
haveto haveit done by thisdeadline."

This, of course, isthe same issue Mrs. Peel and the other teachers
were debating. For Mrs. Longman, though, theissue wasn't pedagogy
but her son's manifest dislikefor the novel-based approach and her own
uncertainty about why the school had made the switch toiit.

Several yearsintothe switchto novels, shewasfar from alonein her
uncertainty. Inthe"interview" of Mrs. Peel | quoted from earlier, Mrs.
West told the other teachers:
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[I have] dready had alot parentswith questions....And therearealot o
apprehensionsand soforth, especialy about, asyou say, wholelanguage
and aso about evaluation. How do you help parents? | mean, I've had
conferencesalready thisway. And alot of, lot of questions.

"Have we ever had a letter or any, a newsletter, a Whole Language
Newsl etter for parents?' Mrs. Peel asked.

Mrs. West replied: *No we haven't, and | think, | wish, I've had it
written downin my journal. | think we need to address this. Parents
are quite concerned."

These concerns often came to rest on the most visible manifestation
of Thurber's changes. Alongwith the shift to a novel-based curriculum,
Mr. Watts made Thurber one of a handful of schools in the district to
adopt analternative marking andreportcard system. Atfirst, theschool
switched from a five-category (A—B—-GD-F) system to one with two
basic categories. Developing Understanding (DU) and Devel oping Com-
prehension (DC).That first year, the school sent home explanations of
thenew gradescaleand held meetingstointroducethenew report cards
to parents, but there wasstill loud opposition.

Oneparent, Mrs. Hunt, recalledthat thenumber of categories, rather
thanthespecificletters, created problemsfor parentstryingtotranslate
between old and new systems. Shecontrasted Thurber's gradingsystem
with that of another school in the neighborhood, Gold Hill:

Now, when they threw out the A, B, C, D number system, Gold Hill threw
it out too, but they [Gold Hill] madefour out o five, and the parentsdidn't
get too excited. They could understand Oin their mind was pretty good A
or B; they could understand satisfactory was about like a C—you  know,
they had somethingthere. But here, with DU and DC, only twocategories,
they couldn't understand anything about thisreport card.

Mrs. Graham, one of the parentsinterviewed in early 1993, recalled
that immediately following theintroduction of the new grading scheme
at Thurber, "When you went to PTA it waslike a chaos. Parentsdidn't
likeit. They said their kidsdidn't likeit."

Avyear later, in response to parents' complaints, the school switched
toan M-T-N—Mastered, Trying, Needs help— grading scale. The switch
from a two-level scale to a three-level scale, however, failed to mollify
theparents, and by late 1993, my second year at theschool, they'd begun
to organi ze.

Public Protest

| first heard about plansfor a protest just before Christmas1993, when
Mrs. Grigsby, who had two kidsi nthe school, stopped mei nthe parking
lot and told me about a "rambunctuous meeting” of parents at which
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people were almost " out of control” intheir criticismsof the school. The
meeting had been set up through the PTA at Mr. Watts's instigationin
responseto agrowingchorusof parent complaints. Later that day, after
school, | told Mrs. Court of my conversation: "Mrs. Grigsby caught me
outinthe parkinglot this morning, talking about the—they did have a
meeting, right?— andshe said it was raucous.”

'Yeah," Mrs. Court replied, "I didn't know if | was supposed to say
anything about it."

"Apparently Mr. Wattstold themto doit?" | asked.

Mrs. Court explained:

Wel, he told them to, but--thetold them to. But he never—I think they
were planning on getting together in January, but they wereso, therewas
so much, you know, concern was so heightened that they just went ahead
and met now. And there was a lot f— think there was a lot of angry
feeling. Mrs. Moon said, "Y eah, we wrote everything down and typed it."
And I think they're handling this so that if they have to present thisto
somebody who can make a difference, who can change things, they will. |
don't know, | don't know what their planis. But | think they really feel
like Mr. Wattswon' listen, and soif they're goingto do something withiit,
| don't think they're goingto goto him.

As Mrs. Court predicted, the parentssent Mr. Watts aletter instead
of meetingwith him. Thedateontheletter wasJanuary 24, 1994. The
authorssigned themselves" Concerned Parents." "In an effort toexpand
communications between the staff at Thurber School and the parents,™
theletter began, "we present to you an outline of concerns.” Stressing
their support for teachers, the parents nonethel ess complained about
what was taught, how it was taught, and how students' performances
were recorded and communicated. They wrote:

While we are receptive to the philosophy that it promotes a positive
self-esteem, we are concerned that the current grading scale i s not wide-
spread enough to closely evaluate a student's progress.

If thelevel of learningwas moreevident and the parentswere assured of
acceptable placement at middle school and beyond, the current grading
scale could be tolerated.

While using the current M-N-T system, some teachers "save” the Msfor
the fourth grading period [at year end]. Hasn't the child "mastered"
anything along the way? The lack of consistency among teachers is
discouraging.

With our feelings of a lack o basic structural learning, how can parents
ignore rumors regarding the progress of Thurber studentsin the middle
schools?. . .

Chapter One 21

Parents have little evidence of basic learning. The higher technology
should be addressed by the middle and high schools.

.. . The students have come from and will return to, schools with more
basic-learning structuresand moretraditional gradingscales. Wefeel that
[the] non-ranking...will only confuse and frustrate studentsfurther when
they move on to middleschool, where they will suddenly be ranked once
again. We understand the reasoning for not ranking, however, we stress
theneedfora'reality check." Childrencannot totally elude being ranked.

If we must divide the responsibilities of learning among schools and
parents, wefed the most important lessons, basi cinstruction, must come
from the school. Teacherscannot be responsiblefor teaching everything.
Basiclessonsmust comefirst and foremost. Timeconstrai nts dictate what
must belearned outside the classroom.

We welcome a system where parents are informed at | east weekly as to
the students' progress. Under the current system, parentsfeel leftin the
dark asto lesson plans. Someteachersare willingto go the extra mileto
communicate with parents. Unfortunately, others aren't willing to meet
with parentsat acceptabletimes....Wefeel that Thurber caterstothelow
achievers. The average student and the high achiever are not challenged
but relied on to "pull" the lower students. This"pairing" may beintimi-
dating to the lower achiever and may also impede the progress of the
others. Wefed itisnot in the best interest of all studentsto pair more
aggressivelearners with those who need more attention.

Fear and Protest

Parental displeasure doesn't routinely produce organized opposition
andlettersof thissort,andtheauthorsof theThurberletterwouldseem
unlikely candidatesto lead such protests. Most of them were working-
class European American parents from the neighborhood around the
school. Yet unliketheworking-class parents L areau( 1989) interviewed,
who"did not supervise, compensate for, or attempt tointerveneintheir
children's program," who instead "'trusted' the school to educatetheir
children" (p. 189),these parents were confrontational and organized
themselves to openly challenge school officials. Many of the teachers,
good middle-class parents themselves, wouldn't have dreamed of con-
fronting their kids' teachers as they were being confronted. Even Mr.
Watts, ahighly articulate middle-class professional, hestitated to com-
plain to the teachers or the principal at the public school his child
attended i n another part of thecity for fear he'd "beviewed aspushy, a
troublemaker, and it would come back on my kid."

Whether the parentsin question are middle class or working class,
such fear ispredictablein aschool system where ties between schools
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and communities have been ruptured. And some Thurber parentswere
hesitant to complain. Mrs. Graham, who was active and vocal in the
PTA, acknowledged that some parents wouldn't talk to teachers about
problems: "Some feel like it's going to hurt their child. Maybe some
concern, they might think Well, that's going to hinder my child, the
teacher's going to frown upon them.™

Mrs. Kaiser provided an example fiom her son's fourth-grade year:

[Heand histeacher] just didn't hitit off at all. | kept hopin'all through
the year that thingswould changeand they would start to get along, but
it never worked out that way....| talked to her a coupled times. But, uh,
| talked to Mr. Watts—she, she has a way o halleringat kids. She did a
lot o hollering. And | said something to Mr. Watts about that. And he
advised meto-they haveajournal that they wrotein, and he advised me
to have Earl writein the journal, and then for both of ustosigniit, and
then that way shewould get the messagethat she shouldn't holler. And I,
| was kind o against that, because | figured it might cause him more
problemsthan hewas already having. So | didn't say anything.

Thisfailureto"say anything” onthe part of working-class parents does
not imply, as L areau (1989) suggested, that:

Working-class parents looked up to teachers. They saw, quite correctly, a
gulf between themselves and "educated people” Working-class parents
talked, sometimeswith awein their voices, o peoplethey had knownwho
were "brains’ or "walking encyclopedias.” As high school graduates (or
drop outs) who had never toacoallege, theworking-classparentsfed
keenly their lack of socia standingand educational trainingintheir visits
with teachers. (p. 171)

On the contrary, the working-class parents from Thurber judged
teachersharshly. At theend of the spring 1993 term, for example, Mrs.
Longmantold meof all the problems Neal had had with histeacher that
year. She and her husband had discovered— onlywhen the first report
card arrived— that Neal hadn't been turningin all hishomework. Mrs.
Longman and her husband met with Neal's teacher, who suggested a
scheme to coerce compliance by increasing surveillance: Neal would
have to write out his homework assignment each night, then Mrs.
Longman would sign it and have hisfather Sgnit. Neal, his mother
recalled, was "tore up. The first day he come home with it--'Dumb
homework folder!'—I mean, hewas just really upset."

Ned's dad also grew quickly disenchanted with the idea and was
puzzled by the notes Neal's teacher wassending home (" Crazy," hecalled
them); perhaps he realized that he too had become an object of surveil-
lance under thesystem of sign-offs. The Longmans had al so been highly
offended to hear from their daughter, a high school student who'd been
doing volunteer work in the school, that Neal's teacher called her
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students "brats" in the teachers' lounge. At the time of our interview,
Mrs. Longman told me:

| hate that hels had to continue on. | really wanted to pull him out o
Thurber. | really did. And | dont think my husband fully understood until
thiscame up. | mean, he's beeninvolvedwith thekids, and he caresabout
them and their education, but it's aways been up to me to take care o
them. And | told him,"I've had enoughd Neal beingupset. I've had enough
d trying tosit down and talk to the teacher: your turn.” So he took over,
and hedidit. And now I'm tellingNeal: 27 moredays. Just hangin there
Z7 moredays." | mean, we're countingdownthedaysoff thecalendar! Just
because | want himto ?et through fifth grade--basi cally away from that
and up to middleschod.

Mrs. Longman's depiction of Neal's teacher doesn't suggest that she
accepted the teacher's views or that they were too complex for her to
understand. Rather, her actions provided an example of what Scott
(1985) called the resistances of the"weak," where, "allowing alwaysfor
the exceptional moments of uncontrolled anger or desperation” (pp.
286-287), weaker parties act publicly i nthe ways powerholders expect,
but privately, in the company of peers, nurse their discontents.

The question, then, is how disagreements and resistances become
open rather than remaining hidden. To unpack atext like the parents
letter, we must examinethehistorical and spatial processesthat shaped
school-community relationsin such waysthat some parentschallenged
or acquiesced, took voice or remained silent, banded together or acted
alone. These issues can't be addressed without looking further at the
historiesand networksof relationsthat structured parents'interactions
with the school.

THURBERAT THE INTERSECTION OF CITY
AND COMMUNITY POLITICS

Schools have socia histories. I n some communities they function as
centers of activity —sites of critical local events and ceremonies— and
symbolize the shared experiences of the people who attended them.
We're most likely tothink of high schoolsintheseterms, but elementary
schools have their places in community memory as well. Thurber was
an important symbol in the working-class European American neigh-
borhood that surrounded it. One of the oldest schoolsin thecity, it was
for yearsthe school for the neighborhood.4 Thefirst civicleaguefor the
area mutated into a parent—teachers association (PTA)in 1921 and

AT heemainder of this paragraph drawson a privately published community history
of the neighborhood around Thurber. | omit an explicit citation in an attempt to preserve
theanonymity of the area.
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shortly afterward began working with the county to build the school.
When the school board refused to put up all the money to buy land for
the school and to put in a sewer, the PTA assumed part of the debt and
paid it off with money raised through community suppers. Throughout
the 1920s, community members, through the PTA, stocked the school
with equipment and supplies. As the area grew, the school itself ex-
panded from 4 to 14 rooms and became a source o stability for the
community. Thurber had only three principalsfrom 1928 to 1981, and
thefaculty wasrelatively stable. A community historian, writinginthe
early 1980s, could claim that two or three generations of neighborhood
residents had moved through the same classrooms.

Over the years, however, other schools had opened near Thurber. As
thecity's population stagnated and shifted to the suburbs, the neighbor-
hood aged, and enrollmentsat schoolslike Thurber dropped. Rumors of
school closings began to circulate. Finally, in October 1986, the school
district's long-range planning committee recommended closing five
neighborhood schools with old facilities, relatively small enrollments,
and costs disproportionately higher than other schoolsin the district
(Jones, 1986a; 1986b).5

There was immediate resistance. The PTAs of the affected schools,
along with neighborhood associations and the City Council itself, op-
posed the closings. Accordingto a newspaper account, the president of
one neighborhood council argued: "The schools '‘play a key role in
maintaining the fabric' of the city. "The periodic suggestions of closing
schools...injects a degree o instability' in Roanoke....This leads to
families settling outside the city limits" (Jones, 1986c, p. B6).

A city council member suggested that Superintendent 'l bta knew full
well it was poalitically impossible to close the schools and had simply
maneuvered the planning committee into making such a recommenda-
tion to, in effect, blackmail City Council into increasing the school
budget. Tota denied this suggestion (Jones, 1986d),but he did acknow-
ledge that closing the schools was an economic decision: Declining
enrollmentsin thecity system had meant alossin statefunds, andthe
agingschool sweresimply too expensiveto keep open. Theclosingswere
portrayed as unpleasant but necessary moves.

The public should remember that "for five years, the Schod Board and |
have devoted energy to keeping schools open,” Tatla said... . Aamore low-
income children have entered Roanokées schools, Totasaid. the schodls

5The long-range planningcommitteewasa group of roughly 40 member s, with indefi-
nite appointments,who helped formulatepalicy for the schoal division. In 1991 a newly
appointed school board member,Wendy O'Neil,complainedthat thegroup wasdominated
by a " 'veryclose circle fmm the wealthy South and Southwest quadrant of the city" who
accounted for morethanhalf theboar d'smember ship(Thompson, 1991, p. B4).By contrast,
only 2 of the 42 member scame from Thurber'squadrant. O'Neil was not reappointed to
the school board when her 3-year term expired, apparently a result of her " outspokeness’
(Turner,1994b, p. CD).
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haveto meet needsthroughoutthedty. Some schools may need additional
staff to help with the specia problems posad by disadvantaged kids, he
said. (Jones, 1986d,p. A8

Amonthlater, inthefaced continuingoppositiontotheclosings, Tota
suggested that theonly way to keep theschool sopenwould betoremodel
them completely, by passinga$10.7 millionbondissue. Even ashemade
this proposal, 'l bta warned that i n preserving neighborhood schoolsthe
district still needed to act to reduce social divisionsin the city:

"Unless classiam, socid, economic and racia issues are addressed in a
podtive fashion, they may forecast the ‘white and "bright’ flight evident
in many larger citiesin Virginiaand throughout the nation,” Totatold the
[schodl]board... . Tatadscomprehensveplanisadelicateba ancingact with
the city's past and future. He wants to ded with housing patternsthat
have thwarted efforts to bring black and white students together while
smultaneoudy honoring Roanokes tradition o neighborhood schools
(Jones, 1987, p. A1)

Ironically, as | suggest in the next chapter, Totas rhetoric o "disad-
vantaged kids" and fiscal crisis may have actually helped fuel county
residents fears of the city's racial diversity and economic stresses. In
theshort run, however, it was politically effective. A bondissue, includ-
ing money for school renovations, passedinthefall of 1987.

Presumably in an attempt to address some of the class and racial
issues 'Ibta had warned of, the openings and closings of schools for
remodeling coincided with changes in the boundaries of school atten-
dance zones. Thurber's zone was expanded. Instead of drawing all its
students from the surrounding European American neighborhood, the
school now also drew students from two other areasin the city, both
populated by African American families. Parents from the three seg-
mentsof the attendance zone had different patterns of school participa-
tion.

The African American parents were not active in the PTA and were
not among the " concerned parents” who authored theletter of protest.
In part, this fact might have been a consequence of geography. The
African American parents of Thurber students lived miles from the
school in a city that lacked adequate public transportation. Mr. Watts
and the teachers had briefly tried holding meetings at one of the
apartment complexes where many o the school's African American
studentslived, buttheeffortwasshortlived. AsMrs. Westrecalled, " One
of the reasons that we didn't get much momentum to do it again was
that wed go and one or two parents would show up. Out of a whole
housing project.” During my two years in the school, no meetings like
thistook place.



26 Adults at Hamatary Schod

Even morethan geography, thesocial atmosphere at the school might
have made African American parents feel less than welcome. Most
parents were European Americans and had a proprietary attitude
toward Thurber. ThereweretwoAfrican Americanteachers at theschool
at the beginning of my fieldwork; but neither had sworn fealty to Mr.
Watts or embraced the novel-based curriculum, and by the end of my
fieldwork both had asked for transfersto other schools.

The situation for many of the European American parents living
around the school was strikingly different. Thurber had been their
school for decades. In a group interview, about a dozen now-retired
community members—former Thurber teachers, former students, and
parents of former students— recalled a different relationship between
school and community. Children, one person said, "didn't [act up] back
then like they do now. There was no comparison." Mrs. Soltan, whose
children had attended Thurber, explained: "A lot of it wasthe attitude
of thechildand the parent. The parentsbecause [agreementfromothers
in group] if you don't behave you're goingto get it at home. That had a
lot to do withit."

"Wed call for conferences," recalled Mrs. Mendes, a former teacher.

"Thetypedf child changed with busing," Mrs. Sansome added. "When
your children went to Thurber they were all neighborhoodchildren."

"They walked there," Mrs. Goodman, a former student at Thurber
and a parent of students, pointed out.

"Yeah, they walked there," Mrs. Sansome agreed, and added, "With
busing you got a different group of children. And you got children who
didn't havetwo-parent families, and it wasawholedifferent ballgame."

Mrs. Hayes, whod been a student at Thurber, suggested:

Alot o this, talking about discipline, goes back to the parentsand the
family. | knew if | gotin troubleat Thurber or any other schod that what
they meted out was nothing compared to what the disciplinel wasgoing
to vlvhen | got home [Laughter] It's becauseny mother had dsotaught
school.

Thisshiftfromasituation wherethe European Americanparentssaw
themselves as the sole clientele of the school, a unified group sharing
social capital and child-rearing attitudes, to onewhere they shared the
school with little-known African American Others, was coupled to a
second change i n school-community relations: a shift from a situation
where teachers and parents lived close to and knew each other to one
where they lived apart, didn't know one another, and seemingly had
different concepts of schooling.

Until the 1980s,most Thurber teachershad been either neighborhood
residents or were known to parents through long tenure at the school.
Teachersand parents belonged to the same social networks—or at least
had accessto one another through these networks. Mrs. Sansome, one
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of the community volunteers | interviewed, was a former Thurber
teacher (her children also attended there), who had livedfive blocksfrom
the school. Similarly, Mrs. Mendestaught at Thurber whileliving"just
a block away." Mrs. Joyce, who'd been a student at Thurber and later a
parent whose kids attended the school, remembered that her sixth-
gradeteacher had "lived over on Weston Street [about ei ght blocksfrom
the schooll up throughthere....Ms. Riley lived on Trenton Street [afew
blocksfrom the school]. Ms. Webster lived out here. Ms. Hudson lived
out here." Mrs. Mendes added that "the principal lived right down the
street at Trenton Street.”

By the time d my fieldwork, none o the teachers lived in the
neighborhoods served by the school, and the faculty had become much
less stable. Mrs. Sansome recalled: "During the 12 yearsthat | taught
at Thurber, for about 10 of them we did not have a change in faculty
members. Wewereavery stablefaculty. It wasonly inthelast twoyears
[which would have been when Tota arrived as superintendent, that
things changed]." One teacher, the community members marveled,
taught at the school for 41 years, in the same classroom. By contrast,
during my 2 years at the school about onethird of the faculty changed.

Thisaffinity and continuity between theschool and itsworking-class
constituency had been nourished by clear lines of participation open to
parents. All the retired community members | interviewed who'd been
parentsd Thurber studentshad beeninthe PTA, andin Mrs. Sansome's
words, "l guess all of uswere room mothers." Room mothers organized
partiesfor kidsand brought refreshmentsfor the class.

Mrs. Joyce pointed out the contrast: In the old days at Thurber
parentswere constantly i ntheclassroom, organizing partiesfor all sorts
of reasons. Now, "they can only have one party ayear. | t used to bethey
had parties all year long. Every holiday just about" ["And children's
birthdays," another parent interpolated] "you did something for the
class"

Having birthday partiesfor all thekidsmeant that evenif only afew
parents actually participated, the community and community functions
had been frequently acknowledged and literally celebrated at school.
Now, however, there were only two parties during the year—on Vaen-
tine's Day and just before the Christmas break—and parents were
rarely in the classrooms. The commonalitiesthat community members
and school staff had once shared had now evaporated. And all of this
took place in a school where a decade of school system politics had
increasingly marginaized parents and community members from a
closeand activerole. Thiswitheringdf onceclose school-community ties
i n a context where community membersstill felt someownership of the
school was a mgjor reason, | think, that the collective discontent of the
European American parents cameinto the open at Thurber.
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But | do not want togivetheimpressionthat the protesting European
American parents were a homogeneous group. The protest brought
together both long-term residents of the areaand morerecent arrivals.
Theformer helped articulate alogic of strong parent tiesto the schoal,
grounded i n the schoal's historical embeddednessin the neighborhood,
and enrolled the more recent arrivals, who were also dissatisfied with
Thurber on the basis o comparisons to other schools, into an opposi-
tional structure similar to what Fantasia (1988,1995) called a" culture
of solidarity™:

Expressed in emergent val ues, behaviors, and organi zationa forms, these
"culturesd solidarity" indicated that collective consciousness'may be
bound fairly tightly to thestrategi cencounter that hasgivenrisetoit, and
thussuch cultural processescan be seen as relativelyindependentd the
previoudy existingideasand bdiefsd individua participants. (Fantasia,
1995, p. 280)

In other words, instead of lookingat the parent protest as something
flowing from the well-formed, pre-exi sting outlook o a stable group, we
should look at thegroupitself, aswell asitsoutlooksonthe coreissues,
as emerginginthecourse o thedispute (andthenlikely evaporating in
its aftermath). The weakening of parent—school tiesin the school sys-
tem, the history of Thurber in the surrounding neighborhood, the
feelings of ownership on the part of some parents, and the visible
contrast between Thurber's practices and those of surrounding schools
all intersected with atenuously implemented curriculum and an uncer-
tain and divided &ff.

The protest, then, was not a simple reflex of "traditional™ parents
resisting "progressive'’ innovations; it was a historically conditioned
protest by a heterogeneous group that, as| show later, had a distinctive
spatiotemporal orientation to the school.

MR. WATTSS RESPONSE TO THE LE'ITER

| saw the parents' protest letter only on the frrst Friday in March, 5
weeks after it was sent. When Watts pulled me into his office that
morningto show it to me, he seemed mainly puzzled:

| think in several d these, one d thethingsthat | would liketo doissay,
"What did you mean?' "What were you thinking?' For example, the one
about the weskly student progress and the lesson plans?What did they
redly mean by that? What theyve stated here | dont think they really
mean. Ard | think rather than pouncing on this particular statement, |
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first need to say, "Now, go back and tell me what you really mean about
this."...They [the teachers] are not going to send lesson plans home 111
say that right upfront. And you are not goingtoseea progressreport every
week. Thosethings | dont mind just saying...But, | want to dedl with
these honestly. And honestly may mean me saying."Y aure right; we need
tochangethis," or Y oure wrong; were not goingto changeit,” or "Yauare
partialy right, and we need to cometo an agreement.”

Mr. Watts's plan wasto present the letter to theteachers at the next
week'sregularly scheduled Wednesday afternoon staff meeting and then
to hold a public meeting the following night to respond to the parents.
He asked me to cometo the meetings and audiorecord them-in  part so
that, if necessary, he could "go back and listen to their comments and
have something to fall back on to help us understand what they're
saying."

Thusthenext Thursday | set up my recorder intheschool gymnasium
where Mr. Watts, the fifth grade teachers,6 and a group of 35 or 40
parents, many o whom came and went as the meeting dragged on,
talked for about 3% hours. Mr. Watts began the meeting with a 35-
minute lecture on his philosophy o learning and then opened the
discussion to parents. Although several spoke strongly in support of
what the school was doing, the majority voiced concerns. Rather than
giving a blow-by-blow description of the meeting, | synthesize the
perspective the protesting parents articulated and compare it with the
perspective from which the teachers and Mr. Watts seemed to operate.

Studies on parent involvement have suggested that a core differ-
ence between parents and teachersisthat theformer havea" particu-
laristic" standpoint and think principally about their own kidsin all
their complexity whereasteachers have a" universalistic" standpoint
and look at groups of students and at only some of their charac-
teristics (e.g., Lareau, 1989; Lightfoot, 1978). At Thurber, however,
both teachers and parents switched back and forth between particu-
laristic and universalistic discourses, and other fundamental differ-
ences in parent and teacher perspectives surfaced. In particular,
parents and teachers at Thurber mapped education differently in

6Tthth-gradeteachersweretheonly teacher sat thismeeting,in part becausemuch
of thetensionwasover whether studentsgoing from fifth tosixth grade wer eadequately
prepared. Mr. Wattsasked thefifth-grade teacher sto survey middle school faculty on how
well prepared Thurber studentswer ecompared to studentsfrom other elementaries.The
teacher sappar entlychecked on anumber of recent graduateswhower enow at themiddle
school in the European American neighborhood (they didn't survey the two other middle
schoolsthat African American students leaving the school attended) and reported that
Thurber studentswer edoingwell indeed —in dir ect contradiction to parents reportshased
ontheir knowledgeabout their own children.Another reasonthat onlyfifth-gradeteachers
were asked to attend the meeting may have been that it madeit easier for the school to
avoid showingteacher s differ encesof opinion.
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space and time; the two groupsfit kids' performancesinto different
networksorcircuits.

CIRCUITS AND FIELDS

By circuits | mean the networks of practices that orient people within
arenas o institutional life. I nstitutions, in this sense:

can bedescribed ascultural accounts under whoseauthority actionoccurs
and socid unitsclam their standing. The term account here takeson a
double meaning. Ingtitutions are descriptions o redity, explanations of
what isand what ishot, what can be and what cannot. They are accounts
d how theworld works, and they makeit possbletofind order in aworld
that i sdisorderly. At thesametime, in the Western rationali zing process,
institutionsare structured accountingsystemsthat show how socid units
andtheir actionsaccumulateva ue...and generate progressand justiceon
an ongoing basis. (Meyer, Bdli, & Thomas, 1994, p. 25 [italicsoriginal])

Institutions are mapped across networks of organizations. One way
total k about these networksi sto say that they constituteorganizational
fields consisting of ""those organizations that, in the aggregate, consti-
tute a recognized area of institutional life: key suppliers, resource and
product consumers, regulatory agencies, and other organizations that
producesimilar services or products" (Dimaggio& Powell, 1983, p. 148).

But what gets''recognized" asan "aread institutional life" depends
on the observer's standpoint aswell as on theinteractions of organiza-
tional participants. Thelocationaof an organizationin an organizational
fieldisasocial construction. That is, peoplefrom different standpoints
looking at or participating in a setting such as Thurber Elemen-
tary — parents and teachers, for example--can see it as connected to
different networks, canfititinto different cultural accounts, can under-
stand its accounting practicesin different ways. The sociologistsjust
quoted, for example, produced work on the administrative and fiscal
structuresd schoolsand school districts (e.g., Scott & Meyer, 1994),but
their maps of the organizational fields of public education bear little
resemblance to those of parents, teachers, or kids. Indeed, these groups
do not even appear on thesociologistsmaps. The"organizational fields'
the researchers described are only a few among many that could be
defined by differently positioned participants. I'm not suggesting that
circuits can be defined willy-nilly, or that participants necessarily dis-
agree about the existence of organizational linkages. Rather, what
variesistheimportance participantsattach tolinks and their explana-
tions o the meanings o thelinkages.

For Thurber parents, the school was a point on their kids pathways
to graduation and adulthood, one that played a key rolein comparing
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and ranking kids to prepare them for different futures. Grades were
mobilewaysaf representing kidsthat could movefrom onelevel of school
to another and could be combined, averaged, and used for comparison
and ranking. For some Thurber teachers, onthe other hand, school was
aworkplacewhere they tried to perform as experts before an audience
of students, peers, and possibly unfriendly district administrators.
Grading practices were modes o communication directed toward stu-
dents (as formative feedback on work), but they were also signs of a
professional stance that linked the teachers using them to national
movements of teacher professionalism and school reform.

Parents' Circuit: Comparison and Ranking

Case studies of parental opposition to school change have generally
treated opposition as a technical problem, the product of political or
organizational practices that fail to involve parents or community
segments adequately in the change-planning process, or fail to monitor
and address parental concernsemergingin the course of change (Gold
& Miles, 1981; Smith & Keith, 1971). Other studies havefocused onthe
ideological or cultural characteristics of parent groupswhich supposedly
make them resistant to change (Moffett,1988). By contrast, | suggest
that something more than lack of involvement or ideological inertia
produced the parents' resistance. Schoolsfit in different waysinto the
lifetrajectories of parentsand teachers, and each group devel opsdiffer-
ent vested interestsin schoolingand different ways of conceptualizing
it. Instead o thinking only of their relations to a particular school (e.g.,
Epstein, 1995; Fine, 1993),Thurber parentsoriented themselvestothe
sequence df their kids schools. The parents’ complaints about thesystem
of representation embeddedin the school's grading scal e reflected their
concern about how their kids achievements would be mobilized and
moved through that sequence. The judgments of curriculum and teach-
ing that produced the letter of protest were grounded in comparative
logics.

The parents' circuit, then, wasthechain of school settings--elemen-
tary, middle, and high school — throughwhich kids moved. Their move-
ment was physical —kidstraversed a sequence of spatial, temporal, and
regulatory regimes that corresponded to a culturally constructed ma-
turing of the body —and symbolic, in the sense that kids were trans-
lated into stabl e and mobilerepresentations (grades, test scores), forms
of institutionalized cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986) that could be
aggregated over timeand used torank kids, separatethem, and connect
them to theinstitutional identities that would shape the directions of
their lives. Thedual definition of institutions as cultural accounts and
accounting systems meshed here: Parents saw schools as accounts of
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how kidsmaturedandtook their placesi nsociety (i.e., theschool sorted
them into appropriate paths and futures) and as accounting mecha-
nisms (producing grades and test scores) to explain andlegitimize this
sorting.

Thisview may seem odd tothose of usaccustomed tolookingat things
from a teacher's standpoint. At a school like Thurber, aregular class-
room teacher's acquaintancewithkidsgenerally beginsand endswithin
asingleschool year. Thehistoriesof studentsin earlier gradesandtheir
fatesinlater gradesarehidden. Only conversationswith other teachers
or their own experiences teaching in other situations give teachers a
sense of how their classrooms relate to those of other grades or other
schools. Mrs. Court, for example, recalled moving up a gradewith the
same group of students:

in my experience, having taught third gradeand then moved up tofourth
grade, it's kind d humbling. Yau know what you taught them in third
grade, you know what they've had, so you expect certain things. But, it's
really eye-openingto see what they really remember, and how you really
haveto take so many steps back.

If teachers had visited other rooms in their building or at other
schools, they would have been even morestartled by thesharp contrasts
i n teaching and curriculum. Sociologists have talked of such disconti-
nuities as aspects of the "loose coupling” of educational organiza-
tions—the way organizational units function independently of one
another although they may betightly linkedinsymbolicand ceremonial
ways(Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Weick, 1976). But such discontinuitiesare
not natural features of schools; they are the results of policies and
practices limiting communications among teachers. And if schools are
loosely coupled, they areso only from the perspectivesof administrators
and teachers. Parentsdo not see them the same way.

As I've said, at Thurber the parents | talked to saw schooling as a
cross-grade, multischool processinwhichkidsmovedfrom kindergarten
through twelfth-grade education along a single trajectory stretching
toward adulthood. Many parentssaved their kids' papers andtestsand
compared thework from different grades and teachers. Mrs. Longman,
for example, told methat Neal wasn't keeping ajournal infifth grade:

They used to haveto keepajournal. In the third grade and fourth grade.
And I've still got hisjournals. | hold on to that stuff. Because Neal wants
metokeepevery paper anyway. Butwhen | fed likeit'simportant, | stash
them away. | liketo get them out and take alook at them.

Other Thurber parents were already thinking about which middle
schools and high schools they wanted their kids to attend. Mrs. Kaiser,
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for example, was planning to send Earl to ahigh school in the neighbor-
ing county system:

Will, | dont havefirsthand knowledge, but most o the people that I've
talked to that havetheir kidsin high school are in schoolsin the county.
They seem like they've got a better—I1 don't know—they seem like they
learn a lot more. And they're more advanced than the onesin the city.

Many of the parents'misgivings aboutthecurriculumandthegrading
scale at Thurber were grounded i n worries about the unorthodox mark-
ing system's affect on placementsin middle school "tracking systems"
(cf. Oakes, 1985). Mr. Dodd, the father of a fourth grader, was already
aware (although he had no older kids) that the middle school used a
traditional grading scale and tracking:

The grading scale here [at Thurber] is quite wide, in my opinion. Now,
when you go to middle school, not only isit lettered and not only is it
numbered, but it seemsto methat it's very much more pointed, and you're
either inthisgroup, or youre not. Now, there's gat to be someadjustment,
not only to the students, but to the parentsaswell, | mean, my gosh. . . .

Many of the parentshad expressed similar concernsininterviewsl'd
conducted ayear earlier. Mrs. Hunt, for example, had told me:

We had parentslast year that threatened to pull them [their kids] out of
school, and a coupleladiesdid....And | tried to encourage them to stay,
and what wonderful thingswe had, and they said, "I'm not gonnawait 9
weeksto know what's going on, and then find Nswhen my child hasdone
better work than thisin another school.” And so there, again, there needs
to be more continuity between the feeder schools that send them down
here, and here.

"The grading system they have here in the city,” Mr. Hunt added,
"they're not continuous [ between schools] soyou've got aproblem for the
child aswell asthe parent.”

Mrs. Longman, talking about her son Neal, made asimilar pointin
expressing her displeasurewith Thurber's system:

But what does it do to them when they go to sixth grade? That's my
question. What happensto Neal when he goes fromhereto middleschool,
and nothing's changedin middleschool ?1t's still the samegradingsystem,
still the same teaching. What happensthen?"Oh, it's being changed, it's
being changed’ —yeah! There are three schools in the city of Roanoke
that's doing different things, right? All the rest o them are still--ohwel!
Get mestarted! | haveto cod dif!!

At a meeting of thereport card revision committee i nthe summer of
1994, Mrs. Fine, an African American parent, asked i n wonder:
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Isit just okay--doesnt the schoal system like work together, okay?So |

notice that Thurber has changed, but a lot o the other schools haven't
changed, going to the Ms Ts, and N4 So, can one schod just actually up
and changethegradingsystemjustlikethat?...So, dothedifferentschools
do whatever they want?

"They do different things," answered Mr. Watts.

Thiskind of answer frustrated parents enormoudly. At the meeting
with Mr. Watts in March of 1994, Mrs. Massey had suggested that
Thurber and the other schoolsget together and sort things out:

I have one suggestion. Sincewe arein thecity district, and therearealot
d parents that have concerns about their children's education. This
system seems to have apparently worked really well. Maybe what we
should do is possbly maybe get alot d the teachers and parentsfrom
severa different schools al together, to discuss whet's ?oing on, what's
happened throughthe system, seehow many parentsredly start thinking
about it and redlly understand it and redly agree with it, to seeif we can
just get it dl acrossthe board, every schoal. That way, we wouldn't have
any problemwithit.

But such collaboration across school swasinconsistent both with the
political structure of the school system, with itsindependent principal-
ships, and with the tightly bounded, inward focus of the faculty at
Thurber. Mr. Watts and the teachersframed their activitieswithin the
boundariesdf their school and resisted (and resented) comparisonswith
other schools. AS Mr. Wattsinsisted during the meetingwith parents(in
adiscussion of standardized test scores): "We cannot compare Thurber
School to Pumpkin Hill [an elementary school in an affluent section of
town]. Okay, they're not the same. If we compare apples to apples, we
perform aswell or, or better."

Although it might seem obvious to educators that school outcomes
can't becompared because schoolsdeal with different students, operate
under different constraints, and draw ondifferent resources—a perspec-
tivethat focuseson differencesin inputs— parentsfocused on outcomes
and fromthat position countered that their kidsshould be doing aswell
asany othersinthesystem. The Thurber parentscould and did compare
schools on the basis of their standardized test scores (which were
published in thelocal newspaper),onthe basisdf their own experiences
with different schools, and especially on the basis of anecdotes about
other schoolsthat friends from church or work told them.

I't might be useful, infact, tothink of parentsas participating in what
Moll and some of his colleagues refer to as "funds of knowledge,”
household-centered social networks acrosswhich families share essen-
tial resources, skills, and information (Mall & Gonzalez, 1994; Mall,
Tapia, & Whitmore, 1993; cf. Smith & Tardanico, 1987, pp. 100—101).
Because Mall and his colleaguesare mainly concerned with the experi-
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ences o working-classMexican Americanfamilies strugglingto survive
in unstablelabor markets, they've tended to focuson funds centered on
"social, economic, and productive activities” (Moll, Tapia, & Whitmore,
1993, p. 160) and they've generally viewed househol d fundsaf knowledge
asordinarily segregated from school-based activity.

The protesting Thurber parents, however, also working class but
situated in arelatively stable labor market, were participantsin funds
or networks organized at least in part around reproductive activities
such as schoolingitself. The parents had social networks across which
they shared information about school practices, networks composed, for
example, of friendsand neighborswhosekidshad other teachersor went
to other schools; of teachers from other schools who went to their
churches; of knowledgeablecasual acquaintences (e.g., Mrs. Longman
had struck up an acquaintance with a central office administrator who
attended her Weight Watchersclass); and finally of the PTAitself. The
networks were sources of information that helped parents make deci-
sions about what middle and high schoolstheir kids should attend and
what preparation wasneeded for school at thoselevels, and al so allowed
them to situate Thurber within alarger organizational field.

AnA-B-C-D-F markingsystem fit neatly intothe parents'compara-
tive logic by letting them compare their kids to others (or at least to a
mythical average kid represented by a C grade— mythical because the
assumption that grades aredi stributed onthesame bases acrossschools
is untenable; see Office of Educational Research and |mprovement,
1994). These rankings could be taken as " objective’ representations of
students'abilities sincethey were based on aclear referent: the percent-
ages of kids correct answers on standardized, textbook-based tasks.
Parents could thus assume that the rankings were reliable predictors
of how the kidsshould doinlater grades.

The alternative marking system introduced at Thurber disrupted
these assumptions. Instead of marks based on percentages of right
answers, the kids received codes based on the complex and unarticu-
lated judgments of teachers. Grades were transformed from referen-
tial termsto shifters, indexical terms whose meanings depended on
which teacher was using them in what context. Parents could no
longer look over student work, check to see what scores their kids
made, and then praise or cgjole them as need be. The move to the
literature-based curriculum turned schoolwork into a black box for
parents and made them depend on teachersto tell them when things
were going right or wrong.

Asoneresult, marks ceased to appear objective and instead seemed
morelike choicesmade by teachersrather than mirrorsd kids' abilities.
Hence, when parents saw marks they thought unsatisfactory, their
complaints went not to their kids, but to the teachers. By the same
token, as the grades now appeared to be teacher rather than child



36 Adults at Elementary School

produced, parentscould nolonger usethem for comparison orfor agauge
of future performance. The aura o objectivity once attached to grades
had helped | egitimize unequal outcomes, but many parentsnow saw the
M-T-N system asan unnatural attemptto mask the"natural" inequali-
ties among students. Thus Mr. Hereford could complain:

| acoeptthe, the...theequality d thisprocess, but you haveaclassd fourth
graders, and some, as yau said, are working at a, a, higher levd o
accomplishment; they have developed further, maybe, in one area, maybe
in all the areas, versustheothers. Now, | understand you all haveto test
thesekidsat certain periodsin their education nov—but at what point do
you come to a concluson, a rational, logicad maybe not altogether what
samslikeafair concluson, that basicaly if you put these children with
these children—I think you hope that if these children who are not
deveopingquiteasfast stay withthisgroup,itll hdpthemdeveopalittle
faster. | think many aresensingthat the oppositeis happening now. That
to create thisequality we are bringing about alearning-down.

At issue here was the question of whether the school was trying to
promote asocial agenda--creating"equality” amongthestudents— that
was overriding what some parentssaw asitstrue educational function:
creatingdifferences. Thisisanissuethat resonated with larger political
debates going on in the state during thistime.

Political Linkages

The literature-based curriculum, and the complex grading practices
introducedwithit, disrupted the assumption of anormal distribution of
talent which schools should reinforce through their grades. Asfar as
parents were concerned, teachersweren't thereto make personal judg-
ments about kids or to build their self-esteem; they were there to teach
the"basics' and neutrally report on the kids differential performances
on straightforward tasks. Mr. Dodd, for example, complained that kids
needed to be drilled more on their multiplication tables, and Mrs.
Grigsby wondered why theteachersdidn't just makethekidsusecorrect
spellings and punctuation the first time around rather than making
them rewritetheir work.

Theold textbook—worksheetsystem had defined asmall but clear role
for parents in the basics-oriented curriculum. The steady stream of
graded material going home from school allowed parents to monitor
what their kids were doing, support the teachers assignments, and
reward or punish kidsfor their performances. Therewasaregular, albeit
avery assymetrical, communication loop between school and home. In
the new curriculum, by contrast, communication was more ambiguous
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and much less regular, and parents' roles and opportunities for partici-
pation were much less clear.

The parents’ emphases on teaching the basics and ranking students
andtheir demandsforimprovedlinesd information from school to home
thus might have grown partly from their traditional expectations based
on their own experiences as students. | want to suggest, however, that
the political climate of the time gave resonance and depth to their
expectationsand encouraged parentsto publicly articulatetheir differ-
ences with the educators at Thurber. The parents' letter of complaint
was drafted only weeks after George Allen, a conservative Republican
with ties to the Christian right, had been elected governor. Allen had
easily carried the European American neighborhoods around Thurber
(flyers supporting him were distributed outside PTA meetings during
the campaign), although helost in the African American neighborhoods
by a10 to 1 margin.7

Allen's campaign had emphasized " parental rights,"” charter schools,
and voucher programs. He had promised a return to the basics and a
new battery of standardizedtests, to be administered every other year,
asaway of making schoolsmore"accountable.” And trueto hisword, a
year into his term, Allen began to push through revisions in state
curriculum guidelines whichfavored skill drills and rote memorization,
especialy in the areas of Language Arts and Socia Studies. This
conservative mindset on educationisexemplifiedina 1994 speech given
at a public meeting in Roanoke County to discuss the new curriculum
guidelines. The speaker was a retired university professor and local
Christian Coalition leader who supported the governor's standards:

When | went to teach [college] in 1981, | expected my studentsto be as
wdl prepared as | was when | went to University. And | was shocked, |

was shocked to find out that their math was atrocious. They didn't know
what thearead acirdewasor how feetinayard—thingslikethat.

Naow, that's memary, but believeme it's useful,okay?[A pplause] ... There's
nothing wrong with memorizingthings! Anything youve ever learned is
by repetition. Wach alittle baby learn how to wak?How do they do it?

7one side issue worth noting is that the lieutenant governor candidate on Allen's
Republican ticket was MikeFarris.an ultraconservativewith strongtiestotheChristian
right.Farrishad publicly called thepublicschool system a" godlessmonstr osity” and after
losingtheelection,had becomehead of the Home School L egal Defense Fund. Inthisrole,
inJuneof 1995, he ledan attack on a Federal Tradecommissionactionagainst themakers
of the Hooked on Phonics program. Not all protesting Thurber parents agreed with
Farris--Allen carried the neighborhoodsaround the school, but Fams lost them. But
Farrissgroundsfor supporting phonicsand for attacking wholelanguageclearly showed
that parental control issueswereat theheart of thedebate. For Farrisand other s,phonics
was a technique that parents could use at home (either in conjunction with school
ingtruction or in home schooling). Whole language, by contrast, centered power in the
hands of teachersand excluded parents, unless roles for them were explicitly built into
the curriculum. The only roles educators at Thurber allocated to parentswerelistening
totheir kidsread and signinga homework folder each night.
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They try and try again, right?...Repetition, repetition. If that's rote ment
ary, tough! That's how you learn!! [Applausg] Anyway, 1 found out that
thesestudentsd mine...they could not write. Their spellingwasatrocious.
This so-cdled invented spelling is just for the birds [Amensfrom the
audience].Whenyoulearnto read, youlearn tospell. And that's with basic
systematic phonicd The look-say, whale language method has been a
disaster in thiscountry [Applausg].

How many o Thurber parentswould have endorsed thisview | can't
say, but there were many anticipations of it intheir public objectionsto
the curriculum.

Having adopted aliterature-based curriculum and akind of portfolio
evaluation, the staff at Thurber thus found itself at odds with this
ascendant conservative movement. They had movedfar fromrotelearn-
ing and memorization and had positioned themsel ves asthe sole agents
of judgment in instructional matters. And although they probably did
not intend to, they had essentially excluded parentsfrom the schooling
process. For if parents understood schoolingwithinacircuit that traced
studentsmovements acrossgradelevels, thecircuit that Mr. Watts and
most of theteachersworked within, asl explainin the next section, was
onethat supported the notion of teachers as autonomous expertswhose
judgments on curriculum and assessment should simply be accepted.
From theschool perspective, parental resistance seemed to stem mainly
from ignorance. At the meeting held to air parents' complaints, Mrs.
Moon, who had let it be known that she was praying for her child's
teacher, askedif parentscould just vote on whether to go back totheold
gradingsystem. Mr. Wattsreplied: "'l would say, wewouldliketo educate
first, and then we can have a vote. But we wouldlike the opportunity to
educate everyoneon why wedo it theway wedoit."”

Mrs. Moon shot back:

Wi, for three years, this has been educating, and parents still dont
understandit, and I'm oned them. Becauseny daughter went from here,
to middle schoal, and she was unprepared, and astounded as to what she
had to facewhen she got there. And | know Mrs. Hunt felt thesameway.
I'vehad ny child crying, upset. What I'm saying—just likethisgentleman
was saying in the back—they aregoingto goonto 6th, 7th, 8th,onto 12th,
and they aregoingtofacelife. They're not goingto havefantasylandwhere
somebody's going to say, "I'd liketo see how your toned vaiceis” They're
going to say, "'l want to see what you can do."

Thechallenge here wasdirected beyondthegradingsystemitsel f and
implied the parents' unwillingness to accept the notion, at the core of
the teachers' circuit, that teachers should determine what was to be
mastered and when it had been mastered.
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The Teachers Circuit

Whereas parents wanted their kidsreduced to stable, combinable rep-
resentations that could move through a loca network of schools, the
teachers at Thurber wanted to describe students with complex and
unstabl e representations (portfolios, for example), whose networks of
circulation were unclear. On the one hand, the portfolioswere supposed
to move in avery tight loop between teacher, student, and parent as
formative assessments; on the other hand, assessments like portfolios
linked the teachers and what they were doingto a disciplinary vision of
teaching as an expert, professional practice.

The teachers' circuit was defined by their relation to an idea of
pedagogy i n which kidsworked in groups, worked onintegrated strands
of curriculum, and wereformatively assessed on complex products like
storiesor poemsrather than on worksheetsor simple tests. Theseideas
separated teachersfromthe community and connected them to national
movementsin educational reform and pedagogy. | n thelanguage o the
French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1985), Mr. Watts and the teachers
were redefining the fidld (a term analogous to my use of circuit) of
educational practice. The traditional grading system was directed to a
general audience of parents; the new curriculum and grading systems
had a different ideal audience, one composed of other educators and
educational researchers. | wasmorerepresentatived theideal audience
for the new grading system than were the parentsof kidsin theschool.
I camefromtheuniversity, wasavocal proponent of wholelanguage and
portfolio assessment, and had actively supported some of the schoal's
innovations (bydonating bookslikeFirst, Kellog, Almeida, & Gray's The
Good Common School, 1991, to the faculty, giving several teachers
copies o bookslike Routman'sinvitations, [1991],and later circulating
articles about Kohn's [1993]work [Miller,19941 onthe problemsof using
grades as external incentives).

A circuit orienting teachers to an idealized, theory-based pedagogy
helped create and sustain a definition of teacher as pedagogical expert.
Teachers were supposedly self-sufficient constructors of instructional
settings, the principal mediators of students' interactionswith curricu-
lar materials (asopposed to the more traditional definition of teachers
astransmitters of theknowledgeencoded i n textbooks). | do not suggest
that all theteachersat Thurber thought they wereexpertsin thissense;
some were quite unsure o themselves. But this language and concept
of expertise limited teachers ways of talking about themselves and the
public roles they could assume. As experts, for example, they should
already know how to do wonderful, creative, inventiveactivitiesand use
holistic assessment practices to make sense of students' performances
on complextasks. Most teachers, however, had neither the training nor
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theimmediate support to develop such strategies and, like Mrs. Court,
felt simultaneously frustrated and guilty.

At the same time, the definition of teaching as expertise suggested
that teachersshould beleft alone, beyond theinterference of parentsor
administrators. The teachers saw parents' attempts to participate as
challengesto this pedagogical autonomy, and many of their responses
to parent complaints seemed to be simple restatements of their exper-
tise. At the meetingto addresstheletter of complaint, for example, Mr.
Watts began hisresponse thisway:

[Reading the parents. first comment] While we are receptive to the
philosophy that it promotesa positive self-esteem, we are concerned that
thecurrent gradingscal eis not wideenoughtoclosdy eval uateastudent's
progress." Any questions?| would be glad to tell you what we think and
why wedowhat wedo. And that's very simple. There's really nothing hard
aboutit. Our thinkingis, when achild has mastered what we want him to
master; then let's say he has masteredit.

Such assertions of monopolies on relevant knowledge are a common
feature of expert or professional claims to power (Freidson, 1970;
Welker, 1991). But casting teachers as the sole arbiters of curriculum
and evaluation raised tensions among the teachers as well as between
them and the parents. Expertise and professionalism gamer much of
their legitimacy from theidea that professional judgmentsreflect col-
lectively produced knowledge and not individual, idiosyncratic deci-
sions. At Thurber, however, there were no opportunities for the
discussion and debate that might have produced shared under-
standings. Instead, teachers worried in private about making assess-
ment judgments and defending them to parents. "Math is easy," one
teacher explained to me:

'Cause they either get a math problemright or they get it wrong. But in
their writing I'm not keeping checklists. Like Mrs. Pedl, she's very organ-
ized. She keeps points—like a point sysem—kids get certain pointsfor
doing certain things, and if they don't doit or didn't do a good job, they
losepoints. So shecan back that up, soit's not a problemwith the parents.
| can't back up--alot o what I'm saying about the kids and wherethey
are, becausel don't haveany records. Theonly recordsl havei stheir work.
S0, | need to redly —I haveto havetime. But | don't know how! | used to
takeastack o papershomeand | would grade them, and make markson
them. And now | don't want to make marks on the papersif I'm not going
togradethem, givethem M, T, or N, whatever,on their writing, redly. Yau
know, | need to conferencewith them, and | need to, when | talk to them,
| needtotake notes. Sothat makesmeuncomfortable....| don't knowwhat
I'll show [parents] —if they want to see where I'm getting my Msand Ts,
| don't know.
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At the March protest meeting, Mrs. Hereford raised this issue of
inconsistency by pointingto situationswherekidsinthe sameclassgot
the same gradesfor differentlevels of performance:

If you havechildren,say | haveachildthat'sin math, she'slearning pretty
good, and she gets on her grading a "masters." Okay, and nmy next door
neighbor, her childisinthesameclassroom asmy child,and getsthesame
grade as my child. And the two of them, ones learning more and does
better, and the other oneisdightly less. But they're both getting ' mas-
ters.” Then hov—how do you comparethat?

Mr. Watts could only respond by again insisting on the teacher's
expertise and autonomy:

Theonly way that you could try to explainthat, what ?/ou're speaking of,
isthat the teacher who observes what went on in the classroom, based on
what's in the child's portfolio, made that determination. That they both
had mastered the material.

Mrs. Hereford responded:

But at thesametime, that's not | ettingthe parentsknow exactly wheretheir
children are, like A, B, Gyau  know, when we were graded when we were
young, our parentsknew exactly wherewe werein our activitiesat schodl.
WeeithergotA, B, C, D, or F Here, there's only three. Sowedon't really know
exactly whereour childrenstand asfar astheir education goes.

When parentsquestioned teachers' practicesby constrastingthemto
practicesat other schoolsor by contrastingtheevaluationsof their kids
with performances of kidsfrom other schools, their comments were not
treated asreasonabl e questions or concernsbut wereseen aschallenges
totheteachers'claims of expertise. Yet thefaculty asawholewasunable
toagreeonitsresponse. For example, inoneteachers'meeting todiscuss
the parents'letter, Mrs. Peel, who earlier intheyear had reassuredthe
faculty that getting towholelanguagewasa slow progressiontraversed
at different speeds, nhow complained about the inconsistency from one
classroomto another: "We have aphilosophy, and peoplewho don't agree
with it should move on."

Mrs. Marx responded immediately:

I'm an individual; were al individuals. We may have a philosophy, but
within that philosophy were all individuals,and I'm uncomfortablewith
any one personsayingwhoshoul d stay and who should goand what people
should bedoingin their own classrooms.

Mrs. Peel backed up alittle and madeit clear that she wasn't trying
to force anyone to leave. Her point at the end was that "we can't keep
showing thecommunity differentfaces. If weall buyintothephilosophy,
weshould be consistent i n how we deal with parents and assessment."
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"l agree with that,” Mrs. Marx replied.

"We're supposed to be united,” Mrs. Peel continued.

"But arewe?' Mrs. Marx asked. Everyone, | think, knew the answer
to Mrs. Marx's question: Teacherswere widely divided about how they
ran their classes. But just as they resisted parents' attempts to raise
comparisons across schools, they judged attempts to compare class
rooms inappropriate. The structure o the school system, which kept
teachers separated from one another and masked one school's activities
from other schools, made the comparative talk that parentsinsisted on
impossiblefor teachers.

As one consequencedf thelack of comparative discourse, arguments
about teaching, among the educators at least, were reduced to ar gu-
ments about decontextualized notions of pedagogy. Instead of critique
and self-examination, teachers tried to make sense o their work by
talking about the presumed connections between idealized ways of
teaching and idealized student outcomes.

Thisview o teachers'activities asthedeployment of discreteperform-
ance strategies is heavily promoted in many colleges of education.
Professors discuss pedagogy as a virtual system in which certain peda-
gogical regimes—amost always conceivedin terms of classroom prac-
tice—produce certain student outcomes, rather than as real practices
dowly accomplished over time and space, continuously modifiedto deal
with change and contingency.

The idea of pedagogy as flowing from an individual teacher and
centered entirely on classroom processes closes off conceptsd teaching
as grounded i n relationships with parents or communities, of teaching
as a fundamentally communicative activity that stretches beyond the
walls of the classroom. This idea also hides the fact that shifts in
pedagogy and assessment require changesin how teachersinteract with
parents. The Thurber teachers tried to maintain a traditional
teacher-parent relationship that would have been appropriate for a
textbook- and worksheet-based pedagogy i nwhichteachersand parents
communicated infrequently and teacherswere left alone to teach.8

To the parents, however, having kids working in groups on tasks
spread out over several daysorlonger,with thework often goingdirectly
into a portfolio rather than coming home, implied a different par-
ent—teacher tie. Because kidsweren't bringing worksheets home every
night, parents wanted more direct contact with teachers, like notes or
phone calls, to monitor how their kidswere doing. And because kids no
longer performed the same tasks in groups separated by test-defined
ability levels, parents thought they needed to give teachers moreinput

8Theroutinization of teacher —parent communicationsin traditional report card sys-
temsisattested to by books like McDonald's (1971) Teachers Messagesfar Report Cards,
a compendium of prefabricated par agr aphsteacher scan useto describekids, alongwith
an appendix of " appropriateadjectives' and" appropriatephrases.”
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about what their kids could do. How, they wondered, could teachers
know what each kid was capable of if most work was group produced?
But parents who tried to tell teachers about their kids' abilities were
seen as intrusive and pushy by some teachers (e.g., Chavkin, 1989;
Comer, 1984; First, Kellogg, Almeida, & Gray, 1991; Lightfoot, 1981).
Although Mrs. Pedl, theteacher everyonethought was most successful
at thewholelanguage approach, called parentsat hometo update them
on how their kids were doing, other teachers balked at this idea when
parents suggested it to them at a meeting.
Mrs. O'Brien explained:

| don't want anybody to beoffended by this—-but when | leaveschoal, when
I go home, ny timeismine. And | never, | never haveenoughtimeat schod
to make phonecdls. So | have told my parents, if you need to get hald o
me thesearethetimesthat I'min schod —'m at schoal before 8:30.CAl
me beforethen, and I'm usudly here after 3:30, until 4:00, if you need me.

Mrs. O'Brien and most other teachers already felt overworked. To
them, theideaof remapping thetemporal bordersaf teaching by calling
parents at night just didn't seem reasonable. Under stress and out of
time themselves, the teachers seemed unwilling to acknowledge the
constraints under which parents also operated. Most insisted that the
parentsreally didn't want to meet with them, wouldn't comein to meet
with them after school, and weren't there to take their phone calls at
lunch. Mr. Watts thought the teachers should just post "office hours”
(like university professors) and make parents responsible for meeting
with them. The ideal of parental involvement that he and his staff
embraced seemed to betheonearticul ated at a staff meeting by another
teacher, Mrs. Engels: "Parental involvement, to me, means parents
taking part in the child's activities at home....Someone to help them
with their science project. Getting involved in activities.”

These notions o parents staying home to take teachers phone calls
duringthe day or comingat lunchtime when teachers wanted to meet are
what Epstein(1995) caled the "learning at home" conception of parental
involvement,inwhich parentsare not considered as participantsin school
decison making or as collaboratorsin developing or strengthening pro-
grams. Indeed, someteachersfelt the parents complaints flowed not from
a need for better communicationor a desire for greater rolesin defining
curriculum but from simpleignorance and an outdated worldview.

LEGITIMIZATION THROUGH
ECONOMIC DISCOURSE

The protesting parentswere unsatisfied after their public meetingwith
Mr. Wattsand thefifth-gradeteachers. Several took their complaintsto
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an assi stant superintendent, who apparently telephoned Mr. Wattsand
told him to resolve the situation. Asubsequent meeting of teacherswas
tempered by a realization that it would be politically necessary to
appease parents. When Mrs. Tanner complainedthat " someparentsjust
wont learn what it isthat were trying to do. And | mean, really, they
need to be made aware o the fact that if they don't likeit, they can
move" Mrs. O'Brien responded: "Their rationale is that this is their
school and they shouldn't have to move, we should be the ones to
change." Mrs. O'Brien continued,

I think up till nrov weve hadit inaway. Wekindd hidintheschod
district. Nobody €se was doing what we were doing; nobody wanted to
talk to usor look at us. Now were visble. Nowv peoplearelooking at usa
lot....What we have to do now is makewhat we do palatable.

Making it palatable meant more than just explaining novel-based
curricula and portfolio assessment; it meant supplying parents with a
frame of reference, a perspective that would justify these approaches,
would show that they were necessary and desirable, not just fads. The
resourcesfor such ajustification werelimited, however. Asi thad set out
on an independent path, Thurber couldn't legitimizeitself by reference
to school system practice. It had to justify itself agai nst the weight of
practices at other schools. Neither wasit possiblefor Thurber to draw
on support in the community. There were certainly parents who liked
what the school was doing, but the traditional ties between school and
community that had broken down after Totas reassignments and the
renovationshad not been replaced. Whatever ties existed were between
individual teachers and parents of kidsin their classes. |t wasdifficult
evenfor teachersto call oneach other for support becausetheirisolation
made sustai ned discussion difficult.

Instead, Mr. Watts offered as a legitimizing view the argument that
new forms of pedagogy and assessment, such as those practiced at
Thurber, simultaneously reflected "how students learned” and marked
the cusp o new trends linking schools to changes in the economic
system. Helooked,in my terms, for a common point whereteachers'and
parents'circuits could connect. Preparation for work, astandard ration-
alefor schooling, and akey component of thetrajectoriesparentsplotted
for their kids, seemed tofit the bill. I nthe big March meeting with the
protesting parents, Mr. Watts had tried to connect theform of teaching
hefavored to successful business practices:

Children construct knowledge through their owmn actions and through
interactionswith adults, children, objects, and ideas. A perfect exampled
thisis Japan. After the war, Japan moved to a totaly different way o
businessand industry thantheU S eworked in groups. What weve
learnedisthat there's an explosion of informationin a group setting that
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thereisn't ocnaoneto-onebasis. That'swhy it's very importantfor children
to have interactions with adults....Yau know what creates the highest
percent d remembering something?When you teach it yoursalf. Yau will
remember 90% according to statistics,d what you t oursalf. That's
why we like to have children teach other children. Nat al day long...but
to demondtrate their omn knowledge...Children's thinking Is not com-
partmentalizedinto subject areas. Thisisvery important.

The parents' resistance, Mr. Watts thought, was tied to their work-
ing-class backgrounds and to thedeclining relevance of their experience
for what he saw as the emerging postindustrial age. At the meeting to
listentotheir complaints, hehad pleaded with parentsthat abandoning
the new approaches of the school would be:

atremendousstep backward. And | think another very difficult thingfor
peopleto understand isthat we are nolonger in theindustrial revolution;
we are smack dab in the middie d the information age. Things were
designed for theindustrial revolution, and we--we're not maoving out o
it, weareout d it. Wearein theinformation age, and it's hard for those
d us who grew up in the industrial revolution, the industrial af:;e, to
undI%rstan thedgnificanced that. They're goingto bein avery different
world.

Takingwith theteachersinthe aftermath of the meeting, Mr. Watts
repeated these ideas and framed for the teachers the idea that new
pedagogiesand assessment systemswere needed to prepare kidsfor the
coming new economic order: "That's one o the other things that's
registering with me more and more and more. These parents, like us,
areon the end o theindustrial revolution. They have not walked into
theinformation age, and their childrenareinit.”

Asthisreasoning depended on parents' acknowledgingthat their life
experiences were no longer relevant, it shouldn't be a surprise that it
wasn't entirely successful. Mr. Watts and the teachers finally had to
revise the grading scale from 3 levels to 4 over the summer; a move
explicitly intended to give parents something they could more easily
translate into A-B-C-D-F terms. But the economic rationales Mr.
Waitts advanced rai se some questions. I nthis chapter, | have discussed
how school system politics, discursive constructions of teaching, and
teacher—parent struggles shaped the curriculum and politics of repre-
sentingstudents. Thequestion of theschool's placeinthelarger political
and economic context o the city remains to be explored: Just how did
Roanoke and its schoolsfit into the postindustrial economy, and how
were ideas about the high-tech information age articulated in the
school? In the next chapter | examine the intersections of these is-
sues— intersectionsthat involved not parents and teachers, but teach-
ers, administrators, corporate consultants, and kids.



