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bodhisattva |ˌbōdiˈsätv$, -ˈs$t-|(also Bodhisattva ) 
noun 
(in Mahayana Buddhism) a person who is able to reach nirvana but delays doing so out of 
compassion in order to save suffering beings. 
ORIGIN early 19th cent.: Sanskrit, ‘a person whose essence is perfect knowledge,’ from bodhi- 
‘perfect knowledge’ (from budh- ‘awaken’[see Buddha]) + sattva ‘being, essence.’  



!
BLACKBOARD BODHISATTVAS: !

NARRATIVES OF NEW YORK CITY TEACHING FELLOWS !
BRIAN D. EDGAR  !!!

ABSTRACT !!
Since the founding of Teach for America (TFA) in 1990, alternative routes to teaching have 

proliferated. The New Teacher Project (now TNTP), the consulting and advocacy wing of TFA, 

has been a key actor behind many Teaching Fellows programs in a number of settings across the 

U.S., the largest of which is the New York City Teaching Fellows (TNTP website). Using a life 

history approach (Goodson, 1992), this dissertation investigates the experiences of three New 

York City Teaching Fellows who have remained in the classroom for eight to thirteen years, well 

beyond the five-year mark by which point 50% of urban teachers quit. This dissertation argues 

that the inadequacy of the Fellows’ preparation for taking on the challenges of urban teaching 

speaks dramatically to how the alternative-certification model is far more successful at recruiting 

and placing young, ill-prepared teachers in classrooms than it is at training or retaining good 

teachers, with the resulting turnover only leading, in the course of these teachers careers, to more 

emphasis on recruitment rather than training and retention. The three Fellows in this study, 

lacking the easy-exit strategy of TFA teachers (who come from the best schools), found the 

means of becoming better, more engaged teachers by eventually developing a personal point of 

connection and commitment with the students and the school system. This was despite, and not 

because of, the system’s increasingly bureaucratic efforts at professional development for 

improved test results. These teachers’ stories speak, not only to the difficulty of being an urban 

teacher in a era of accountability, but the need to provide a more supportive induction process 

and setting for teachers to find their places and their talents as professionals within the schools 

and American culture more generally.  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!
!! !

What do you do with a B.A. in English? 
What is my life going to be? 
Four years of college and plenty of knowledge 
have earned me this useless degree. 
I can’t pay the bills yet 
because I have no skills yet, 
but somehow I can’t shake the feeling 
I might make a difference to the human race. 
!
-Avenue Q 
!
!
!
!
“I couldn’t get them to sit in their chairs and now they’re reading Kafka.” 
!
-Chris  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! !
INTRODUCTION !

When the solid citizen of our times looks at the state of education--if she looks at all--she usually 

finds much to deplore. If she reads the papers, she finds teachers blamed for every social and 

economic ill. A recent “Room for Debate” column in the New York Times that sought to 

understand the scorn was called “Why Blame the Teachers?” An article in New York magazine 

explains, “How Teaching Became our Culture’s Most Vilified Profession.” President Obama has 

said that there is an “assault” that has “denigrated” and “vilified” teachers even as others make 

the same accusation of him.  

 But it’s not just the press, everyone seems to agree that the teachers are no good. Harold 

O. Levy, former schools chancellor of New York writes that “nobody wants to talk about it, but 

the quality of teachers has been declining for years” (Levy, 2000). Wendy Kopp, the founder of 

Teach for America, writes that “fixing schools of education won’t be enough,” we need to get 

better teachers (Kopp, 1992). A recent report developed by a right wing group that calls itself the 

National Center for Teacher Quality declares that colleges and universities that train teachers are 

“an industry of mediocrity, churning out first-year teachers with classroom management skills 

and content knowledge inadequate to thrive in classrooms with ever-increasing ethnic and 

socioeconomic student diversity” (National Council on Teacher Quality, 3). Policy makers speak 

of a “teacher quality gap” to go along with the “achievement gap” (Haycock & Crawford, 

2008).  1
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 Even Hollywood, which has been a big producer of teachers hero movies (Ayers, 2001), 

especially the popular sub-genre of the white, hero teacher movie (Cann, 2013) has seemed to 

sour on the teacher as hero trope. A critical roundup of a number of recent film and television 

shows that feature teachers found that teaching was shorthand for a character’s “dysfunction” or 

even “cosmic disenfranchisement”:  

It’s no coincidence that anyone teaching on television these days tends to be broke (Ray 
Drecker on “Hung”) or sick (Walter White on “Breaking Bad”) or both. No one, these 
shows imply, would teach because she wants to, because she likes it or is good at it. 
Despite the lip service regularly and dutifully paid to the profession, within the lexicon of 
contemporary visual culture, it seems clear that it remains a career of last resort.  2

!
Even as we blame schools and teachers for their failures, we seem to expect ever more of them. 

Reformers have turned once again to the schools to attempt to try to solve the problems of 

inequality and poverty. The idea is that by getting the right teachers and holding them 

accountable is the solution to higher achievement, higher rates of college attendance and less 

poverty. Thus, we educationalize a societal problem making it one of individual achievement. 

Pull yourself up by your own bootstraps and if you can’t or won’t, we’ll hold the teacher 

accountable. Not doing so would allow China and India to beat us in the global education 

competition. Or so the narrative goes. Such a solution is an easy fix. Teachers make for an easy 

scapegoat. We don’t have to look at the radical inequalities in American society that produce 

differences in educational outcomes.    

 Since it suffers from having low status teaching has been vulnerable to a number of 

incursions from business interests, who have created a rationalized system which they have 

�6

 For a discussion of teachers and film see Ayers, 2001 A Teacher Ain’t Nothing But a Hero and Collette N. Cann 2

“What School Movies and TFA Teach Us About Who Should Teach Urban Youth: Dominant Narratives as Public 
Pedagogy.” 



applied to the field of education. This approach also is related to what Max Weber saw as the 

rationalization of the world. As David Labaree wrote in 1997: 

 The movement [to professionalize teaching] promises to enhance the rationalization of 
classroom instruction...Teaching would become more standardized--that is, more 
technically proficient according to scientifically established criteria for accepted 
professional practice. In this sense, then, professionalization could achieve a degree of 
procedural control over classroom instruction that bureaucratic managers have long 
sought but chronically failed to attain. (Labaree, 1997, p. 148) !

We will see this, especially in Chapter Four: Estranged Teaching what it can be like to work 

under this scientific management approach.  

 Since we can’t trust teachers, we need to make sure to hold the teacher “accountable” just 

as we’ve held students “accountable.” This thinking has led to the development of a plethora of 

value added measures, etc. which purportedly evaluate teachers on how much their students 

learned. The ideas come from business minded individuals who believe above all in efficiency. 

The approach has been to create clear goals in the form of standards and then to measure those 

targets using standardized tests. The idea, at least as they tell it, is that the standards allow us to 

identify the strong teachers and reward them and to identify the weak teachers and get rid of 

them.  

 Wayne Au calls this reform “The New Taylorism” and Susan Groundwater-Smith and 

Nicole Mockler (2013) call this an “Age of Compliance” and “schooling in the audit society” 

and Jal Metha calls it “technocratic logic” and James Scott would call it Seeing Like a State. 

What all of these things have in common is they are a way to make a science out of teaching. To 

make learning more efficient through the constant assessment of goals. One of the consequences 

is that teaching has been defined according to “scientific” criteria, which as Kliebard would 
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remind us: “when scientific management enters the workplace, it is more about control than 

quality” (Kliebard, quoted in Au, 2012). Frederick Taylor describes the principles of scientific 

management as follows:  

First. They develop a science for each man’s work, which replaces the old rule-of-thumb 
method.  
Second. They scientifically select and train, teach, and develop the workman, whereas in 
the past he chose his own work and trained himself as best he could.  
Third. They heartily cooperate with the men so as to insure all of the work being done in 
accordance with the principles of the science which has been developed.  
Fourth. There is almost equal devision of the work and the responsibility between the 
management and the workmen. The management takes over all work for which they are 
better fitted than the workmen, while in the past almost all of the wok and the greater part 
of the responsibility were thrown upon the men.” (quoted in Callahan, 1964, p. 27) 

 

But, it’s also about the proletarianizing of the teacher by creating a managerial class that makes 

the decisions (Labaree, 1986; Labaree 1997, Au, 2013). Why with calls for quality, are we not 

emphasizing retention over recruitment? As Richard Ingersoll and others have found that good 

preparation is associated with lower turnover and short preparation with higher turnover 

(Ingersoll, 2013). As with most things, it comes down to cost. New teachers are cheaper. They 

are lower on the salary scale. As Will Johnson writes in an essay called, “Lean Production” 

where he describes the labor practices of charter management organizations and many reform 

organizations:  

The predictable increase in teacher turnover reflects another hallmark of lean production: 
replacing skilled workers with an un-skilled, contingent workforce. Despite a wealth of 
research showing that students fare better with experienced teachers, advocates of lean 
education from New York City Mayor Mike Bloomberg to Teach for America CEO 
Wendy Kopp advocate programs (like TFA) that place inexperienced, poorly trained 
teachers in classrooms for 1–3 years, burn them out, and replace them with a new batch. 
In lean education, teaching becomes a low-skilled, temporary job, regardless of how 
turnover affects students and schools. (Johnson, 2013, p. 16)  !

�8



The organizations that I will discuss in chapter two are in many ways at the heart of this issue. 

Beginning as a senior thesis at Princeton, Teach for America has grown into a multi-million 

dollar organization, which has had multiple spinoffs including The New Teacher Project (TNTP), 

which itself has spawned many recruitment efforts and launched Michelle Rhee’s career and 

Teach for All, a global alternative recruitment organization that has developed programs in India, 

China, Mexico and Thailand, just to name a few (for full list see Appendix C). Alternative 

recruitment organizations have served as a constant supply of cheap labor for many cities. 

Perhaps more than the sheer numbers, the organizations have played a role the advancing 

conservative policies, that many alumni are just now becoming aware of. In the summer of 2013, 

current and former TFA members organized the first conference protesting the role TFA has 

played in the privatizing of the education system.  

 While this strategy serves the needs of the organization, it’s not good policy for 

education. Two recent dissertations analyzed the blogs of TFA recruits who learned to teach in 

this fast track system (Holt, 2012; Rigole, 2011). Each concluded that recruits were ill-prepared 

to be teachers. We find that learning to teach this way is associated with higher turnover and that 

higher turnover is problematic for building the kind of relationships that are necessary to work 

with students, to develop a teacher persona, to learn your craft. 

!
Overview of the Profiles !
These same life stories were used to create the profiles that comprise chapters three, four, and 

five. These teachers were recruited through the New York City Teaching Fellows and who have 

remained in teaching well beyond the 5 year mark. Chapter 3 profiles Chris, a high school drama 
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and English teacher. Chapter 4, profiles Jason, an English and writing teacher and Chapter 5 

profiles Saunders, an English teacher and lacrosse coach. What follows is a brief introduction to 

each of these portraits. I will argue the following: Consistent with Lortie’s (1975) observation, 

their narratives emphasize the intrinsic rewards of the job, which they find on the fringes of the 

school (teaching drama, teaching writing and coaching lacrosse) rather than up the center of the 

curriculum. Each of them found these intrinsic rewards or what I call a “hook” which has kept 

them teaching despite the low-status and few opportunities for advancement after years of 

teaching, once they had developed some control of their craft. This happened in each case 

beyond the 5 year point, well beyond the time when most alternative recruits quit. Their 

trajectories speak to the necessity of working to retain teachers if we expect teachers to be 

effective. It is simply a lie to suggest that first and second-year teachers, no matter what their 

academic pedigree, are as effective as experienced teachers. In no other fields do we suggest that 

raw beginners are better than than experts. 

!
Chris: Overview !
I first met Chris in the summer of 2001 through the New York City Teaching Fellows. To hear 

him tell it, I was this weird guy who was into cooking elaborate and complicated Indian food 

whereas his idea of cooking was putting something in a microwave and heating it up for 30 

seconds. Though we taught at different schools, we attended many of the same classes at 

Brooklyn College and shared many beers at the Gate and other places together. In our second 

year teaching, we shared an apartment on 7th avenue in Brooklyn where we would often spend 

�10



evenings after a stressful day on the roof of our building looking out at the lights of Manhattan 

and wondering if we should quit teaching and do something less painful and more lucrative.  

!
Jason: Overview  !
I first met Jason as an undergraduate at Rutgers College in the 1990s, most likely in one of 

William C. Dowling’s English classes, but I can’t be exactly sure. Walking down George Street 

or College Avenue in New Brunswick, Jason seemed to know everyone. As he says, he’s 

naturally interested in people. He also didn’t seem to care at all about his appearance. During 

college, he would wear nylon athletic pants, preppy leather shoes and a mismatched sweater. He 

is a total original and I liked him immediately.  

 When I came to interview him for this project, he’d been teaching for eight years in New 

York City at one of the new small schools that have been created under Mayor Bloomberg’s 

tenure. Unlike many Teaching Fellows, he arrived with a couple years of experience already 

under his belt. The year that our interviews took place has been particularly unpleasant for him 

and he has been asking himself if it might be time to leave New York. Jason was observed forty 

times in the year when the interview took place.  

!
Saunders: Overview !
I first met Saunders through Jason. Jason met Saunders through the Teaching Fellows. Saunders 

is so cool that he can un-ironically drive a mini-van around Brooklyn. He is a sculptor and a 

banjo player and an all around good guy. When I interviewed him for this project, he had been 
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teaching for nine years in New York City. He has since left the school where he and Jason taught 

together and has moved to Los Angeles where he continues to teach and coach. 

 In Chapter 6, I return to the issue of teacher retention and discuss the lessons that we can 

learn from these narratives and the individual professional trajectories. I develop the develop the 

idea that each of them developed a professional line of interest that has helped keep each of these 

teaching and prevented them from totally burning out (Schlichte, Yssel & Merbler, 2005).  

 In the next chapter, I tell the story of the formation of the New York City Teaching 

Fellows and its relationship to Teach for America and The New Teacher Project (now TNTP). 

Chapters thee, four and five are the profiles mentioned above. In chapter six, I return to the 

subject of teacher turnover and offer an explanation for these teachers relative longevity in 

compared to urban teachers generally. At one point in during one of our interviews, Chris says of 

the New York City Teaching Fellows:  

Their mission was not to train teachers, but to recruit human beings. They may as well 
have been an advertising agency. That’s what they were, they were seducers. They 
seduced you, but once you were in, then they just treated you like someone that got up in 
the morning and left you there to fend for yourself. They didn’t care what happened to 
you once you were in the system....But I was duped to some extent like everyone else.  
  

 The stories in this dissertation are about the “right” teachers. They are white, like the 

majority of recruits to these programs (Cann, 2013). They are the recruits who were supposedly 

“better quality.” Their narratives reveal that contrary to the boosters’ rhetoric, which claims 

teacher training is unnecessary (Schneider, 2013) it takes time to learn to teach. What we find is 

that the stories of their early years, like so many teachers, are about problems with behavioral 

issues. Their stories reveal the massive gap between the program’s rhetoric and the reality of the 

experience.  
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 Two of the cases are also about the reform policies that are intended to improve student 

outcomes. What we find instead is that these policies interfere with learning and play a role in 

teacher turnover. Consequently, this dissertation adds to a growing body of literature, that points 

to the negative consequences of the accountability and standards movement (Ravitch, 2011; 

Ravitch, 2013).  

 Although they were ill-prepared in this fast track program to certification, to explain their 

longevity in jobs that have high turnover, I will argue that each of these teachers has found a 

“hook” or point of extraordinary engagement and impact with students. However, they did not 

develop this hook until several years on the job. Additionally, it did not seem to be a conscious 

development, but rather happened organically in the course of these teachers careers.  

!
A Note on the Title !
I’ve gone back and forth between two different titles for this dissertation. Both came from 

conversations with Jason. “Cannon Fodder” was one possibility. It came from a phrase his father 

used to characterize Teach for America’s strategy of putting recent college grads in so-called 

hard-to-staff schools. Jason relayed it to me during our first interview. This title emphasizes the 

flawed strategy of staffing schools this way. Many teachers quit because they’ve been thrown 

into difficult teaching assignments before they are ready (Ingersoll, 2003). On the other hand, 

even if this is how I would characterize the program and the first year or two of their teaching 

careers, this title doesn’t capture their growth. The title I went with has more of a history and was 

developed collaboratively. During our first conversation, Jason said,  

 When they were having a talent show, I said “why don’t they have a teacher talent 
show?” And they all looked at me like “What’s wrong with you?” We don’t have talents. 
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We gave those up when we became teachers. It’s our turn to nurture talents in others. 
we’re the Bodhisattva Pedagogues of America. The problem is that we are renouncing 
our self-actualization in order to help others actualize their potential. I think that’s a false 
crappy premise on which to start. I think you have to dig down to those underlying ideas 
in order to help fix the system.  !

I originally considered “Bodhisattva Pedagogues of America” as a sort of ironic/hipster title. I 

asked Chris what he thought of it and he immediately said, “Blackboard Bodhisattvas” and I 

liked for several reason.  

 “Blackboard Bodhisattvas” captures a few aspects of the program including the “doing 

good” mission and the way we were set up to be saviors (Crawford-Garrett, 2013). This term 

also captures the self-sacrifice inherent in spending one’s day worrying about the development of 

others. It also gets at one of the themes that runs through Willard Waller and Dan Lortie’s works 

and that is the idea that teaching isolates people from other adults. And these stories certainly 

echo that theme. Teaching does something to those who teach, Waller tells us. Chris, one of the 

participants in this study says, “It’s hard to talk about teaching with those who don’t teach.” Neil 

Rigole writes that becoming a teacher means becoming a “generalized other” (Rigole, 2011). It 

captures that feeling that as Goodson says, “teachers constitute a separate species” (1992, p. 2). 

And that that species is one that is held to a saintly morality (Waller, 1932). Finally, the name has 

some resonance with the film Blackboard Jungle which shares many themes with the stories in 

this dissertation.   3
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 blackboard bodhisattva: 1) one who could find a job with higher pay and less hassle 

either as a teacher in a more affluent school district, which don’t suffer from the same degree of 

interference from reformers, or in another field and yet chooses to teach in the most difficult 

schools and districts, because they enjoy working with city kids. 2) any urban educator  

!!
A Note on Race and Class !
Race and class come up enough in this dissertation to merit a note. I have not made a big deal of 

race, though it comes up in each of the stories, as I think the biggest initial problem for these 

teachers is the lack of preparation and their lack of local knowledge and not “race.”  It takes time 4

to become a good teacher. As they became more skilled, racial and cultural issues became less of 

an issue.  

 Race, however appears in a unexpected ways, especially during Chris’s first year. He is 

variously accused of being a Jew, an Arab, a terrorist and a relative of Osama bin Laden. He is 

also called a “Jewish motherfucking nigger.” The terrorist, becomes a new ethnic bogeyman post 

9/11 as we see kids in both Chris’s and Jason’s chapters accusing others of being a “terrorist.”  5

This character shows up in two of the narratives pointing to the way issues of the world impact 

classroom life.  

 The other way race shows up is in the framing of the students. The organization portrays 

students with through the lens of a deficit theory (Cann, 2103; Carey, 2013; Crawford-Garrett, 
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2013; Popkewitz 1998). Even the goals of the organization are based in the deficit thinking of an 

“achievement gap” (Carey, 2013). The reform strategy of TNTP and TFA is to close the 

achievement gap by tackling the “teacher quality gap.” This perhaps deserves more attention 

than I’ve given it, but I’ve instead focused on the experience of the teacher. Since this is a 

problem for Chris, it comes up in his chapter, but it seems less of an issue for Jasonand Sam. 

 Which brings us to one of the other realities of American life that play a large role in the 

schools. It turns out that what your learn is highly dependent on where you go to school (Anyon, 

1980; Anyon, 2008; Willis, 1981; Fussell, 1992; Haberman, 1991, Bowles & Gintis, 2011). If 

you’re poor, you’re likely get a very directive, follow the rules kind of education. This kind of 

pedagogy has been characterized by Martin Haberman as the “pedagogy of poverty.” 

!
What is this dissertation about?  !
• It’s the story of a dysfunctional induction to teaching. It provides a striking contrast to the 

rhetoric of alternative recruitment programs, which suggest that it’s possible to be an excellent 

teacher in one’s first couple years.  

• It’s an answer to Waller’s question, “What does teaching do to teachers?”  

• It’s a window into what it’s like to work under the current accountability regime. 

• It’s a story about finding successes with students who the system has defined and continues to 

define as failing.  

• It’s a story about finding a “hook.” 

• It’s three cases in recruitment to high risk activism (McAdam).  
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• It’s an answer to the question, “how did three educators manage to stay significantly longer 

than average in a role that has such high turnover?” 

• It’s an experiment in autobiography. 

!!
Contribution of the study 
  
This study contributes to several different groups of literature. It speaks to the literature on 

alternative certification (Shen, 1997), the literature on TFA and NYCTF (Crawford-Garrett, 

2013; Holt, 2012; Rigole, 2011; Costigan, 2004; Costigan, 2005). It provides a more nuanced 

look at three pathways into the New York City Department of Education (Boyd, Grossman, 

Lankford, Loeb, & Wyckoff, 2008). It adds to the literature on biography and teaching (Ball and 

Goodson, 1992). It also adds to the way teachers understand their career decisions (Cochran-

Smith, 2004) as it provides another case of people choosing to teach in urban schools (Tamir, 

2009). Finally it speaks to ways of improving teacher retention (Brown, 2008; Margolis, 2008). 

!
!

!
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!

CHAPTER ONE: TEACHING  
AS A REVOLVING DOOR PROFESSION !

Education scholars Hanushek and Rifkin call the problem of teacher retention “perhaps the most 

important policy issue in education today” (2007, p. 31). A decade ago, 14% of teachers left after 

their first year, 33% left within three years and almost 50% of teachers left the profession for 

other fields within 5 years (Ingersoll, 2003). What is most troubling about high rates of teacher 

attrition is that research has found that it takes, on average, five to six years to develop into a 

highly-effective teacher (Cuban, 2010). Many of the nation’s teachers leave before they ever 

have a reasonable chance of becoming effective. Not surprisingly, the problem is most acute in 

our nation’s cities, particularly in schools with larger populations of low-income or minority 

students (Hanushek, Kain & Rivkin, 2003; Boyd, Lankford, Loeb & Wykoff, 2005; Boyd, 

Grossman, Ing, Lankford & Wykoff, 2009). For example, in New York City’s lowest-performing 

schools, the first-year attrition rate is 30% or double the national average (Boyd, Grossman, Ing, 

Lankford & Wykoff, 2009). In addition to having a deleterious effect on student outcomes, 

attrition and turnover in the form of transfers cost billions of dollars in recruitment, hiring, and 

training and disrupt the organizational structure and community of schools (Brill & McCarthy, 

2011).  

 To deal with turnover many urban districts turned to alternative certification programs 

(Chin, et al. 2004; Grosso Le'oacuten, n.d.; Foderaro, 2010; Shen, 1997; Berry, 2004). 

Alternative certification programs take people without a background in education and offer them 
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a fast track to teaching by granting emergency licenses and training through a short summer 

program (Costigan, 2004; TFA website; NYCTF website). Though requirements vary by state, 

many programs require graduate courses to maintain their credential. These programs have been 

created partly to fill the classrooms emptied by high turnover and the undesirability of such jobs. 

The research is strong on why teachers leave the profession. Teacher reported factors include 

dissatisfaction with student behavior, lack of administrative recognition, lack of growth 

opportunities, a lack of administrative support, low salary, paperwork and class size (Eberhard, 

Reinhardt-Mondragon and Stottlomeyer, 2000; Brill & McCartney, 2008; Johnson & Birkeland, 

2002). The research on “movers” is also strong. Those teachers who stay in the profession show 

a preference for making horizontal moves to higher performing schools (Becker, 1951; Boyd, 

Loeb, Lankford & Wykoff, 2005).  

 For those who don’t leave the field all together, the typical career pattern for those 

teaching in hard-to-staff schools is to move from lower-performing schools to more affluent and 

better-performing schools. Teachers often move from urban schools to higher-performing schools 

either within the city or in the suburbs for higher salaries and better working conditions. The 

teachers in this study do not follow that pattern. Instead they have remained at urban schools 

which suffer from rigid bureaucratic arrangements and a plethora of regulations imposed by the 

city, state and federal government. I call these teachers “blackboard bodhisattvas” because there 

is an aspect of self-sacrifice to this choice. Remaining in the city means foregoing higher salaries 

of the suburbs and dealing with restrictive and prescriptive policies. 

 Teaching has long suffered from its lack of a staged career path (Lortie, 1975). If teaching 

is to be a career that our “best and brightest” will commit to, it needs to have pathways for 
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professional growth that resonate with and are nourishing to the lives of teachers (Margolis, 

2008; Rinke, 2008). The retention literature suggests that we find new ways of conceptualizing a 

teacher’s career. The narratives in this study vividly portray how three teachers who have figured 

out ways to develop a professional line of interest that I am calling a “hook.”  

 Answering the question, “how do a few Fellows remain in ‘hard-to-staff’ schools?” is a 

valuable contribution to the literature on teacher attrition and retention and also to the literature 

on urban education--perhaps suggesting that helping teachers who are beyond the five-year mark 

develop professional lines of interest might be a way to help teachers find more impact with 

students and a greater sense of satisfaction with their work leading to greater retention. Thus, this 

project contributes to the literature on teacher retention in hard-to-staff schools by arguing that 

one strategy in helping to retain teachers in hard-to-staff schools, particularly those past the five-

year-mark who may be looking for ways to take on other challenges or responsibilities is 

assistance in developing this professional line of interest. 

 The work also fills a gap. Of the many, many articles on teacher retention, few offer a view 

or perspective from those who presumably make the choices about whether to stay or leave 

(Rinke, 2008). However, recently scholars have begun to investigate the intersection of 

biography and teaching (Britzman, 1986; Goodson, 1992; Rinke, 2008). Despite this work, there 

are still gaps in this area. For example, Ivor Goodson writes that “we still have an 

underdeveloped literature on the personal, biographical and historical aspects of teaching. 

Particularly underdeveloped is a literature which locates the teachers’ lives within a wider 

contextual understanding. In an era of new reforms and attempts to restructure schools this 

literature becomes even more important. Studies of teachers’ lives thereby re-assert the 
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importance of the teacher: of knowing the teacher, of listening to the teacher and of speaking 

with the teacher” (Goodson, 1992, p. 234).   

!
Methods !
To investigate this issue, I talked to people. I didn’t do observations, or take measurements. I 

talked to people and listened to their stories. I conducted interviews with five teachers who 

entered teaching through the New York City Teaching Fellows and who have been teaching in a 

“hard to staff” school for more then 5 years.  

 I interviewed each of these people three times each for approximately 90 minutes each time 

using a semi-structured approach. Although I approached each interview with a structured plan 

(described below), I did not hesitate to let the interview take its natural course, letting the 

participants’ responses serve as a guide to what seemed particularly salient or important in each 

individual case. I followed the practical guidelines laid out by Seidman (2006) of structuring 

interviews in 90 minute periods over three to five sessions, who observes that interviews of 60 

minutes of less tend to be too short and 2 hours tends to be too long. 

 In the first interview, I asked about the history of the participant: how the participant got 

into teaching and what their early experiences were like. In the second interview, I asked about 

their current experience, focusing their attention on aspects of their daily work. For instance, I 

asked participants to recount the details of a recent day. In the third interview, I asked 

participants to reflect on the meaning of their experiences and ask them for interpretations. How 

has their approach to teaching changed from the way they initially approached the job? Do they 
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have a different understanding of how they define the role for themselves? What have they 

learned through their experiences and what keeps them going?  

 Using the transcripts from the interviews, I constructed narratives similar to those in Long 

Engagements, David Plath’s (1980) ethnography on modern Japan. Along with Plath, I see these 

narratives as a collaborative process between me and the participant. After transcribing and 

editing these narratives, following the lead of Plath, I ordered and arranged them to make a 

coherent career biography for each participant. These life stories were then interrogated to 

answer the questions: what was it like to become a teacher through this alternative path? and 

How did they stay at a job that has such high turnover?  

 I will analyze each of the life stories through the following frame:  

1) Recruitment: Here I look at how they got into the program, what they were doing 

before and how they explain their decision to enter the New York City Teaching Fellows;  

2)  Induction: Here I characterize their initiation into teaching in this fast track model.  

3)  Realization. This is a point when the interviewees characterized their job, or made an 

assessment about their job. In each case this had to do with the nature of the job and the 

possibility for advancement.  

4)  Reconciliation: What adjustments did they make adjustments to the realization?  

The resulting discussion appears in the conclusion.  

!!!
!!!
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!

CHAPTER TWO:  
AN AURA OF STATUS AND SELECTIVITY,  

THE CREATION OF THE NEW YORK CITY TEACHING FELLOWS 
  

!
Harold O. Levy’s First Year  !
In the summer of 2000, Harold O. Levy a former corporate lawyer who had recently taken over 

as chancellor of the New York City Board of Education--the nation’s largest school system with 

over 1.1 million students, 78,000 teachers and 1,700 schools--was sued by his friend, the New 

York State education commissioner Richard P. Mills, for failing to comply with a regulation that 

after 1999 only certified teachers serve in the city’s poorest and worst performing schools. These 

were officially called Schools Under Registration Review, but were commonly referred to as 

“SURR” or “hard-to-staff,” schools which Berry defines as: “Those that serve poor, minority, 

and lower achieving children and have significant proportions of inexperienced, underprepared 

teachers as well as higher attrition rates” (Berry, 2004). During the 1999-2000 school year, more 

than 11,000 uncertified teachers were working in NYC classrooms (14% of the city’s 78,000), 

most in the city’s poorest performing schools (Goodnough, 2000). 

 Levy, for his part didn’t believe that uncertified teachers were preferable to certified 

teachers, but he was struggling to find enough bodies to staff classrooms. Abby Goodnough, an 

education reporter at The New York Times who wrote a book about the first year of teaching 

fellows, relays the joke about hiring: principals used the “fog test”--they would hold up a mirror 

to an applicant’s face. If it fogged, they were hired. This policy of filling classrooms with any 
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warm body had long irked Richard P. Mills and, shortage or no shortage, he intended to end this 

practice.  

 Mills had failed to get assurances from Levy on multiple occasions that he would stop 

putting uncertified schools in the worst performing schools, so he went to court. Levy, like his 

predecessors, had continued to look the other way as the city placed those most desperate for 

jobs into classrooms most desperate for teachers. Levy knew better. In fact, he served on the 

Board of Regents and voted in support of the provision that he was now being sued for violating. 

But the city was having trouble attracting enough people to serve in these schools. The state 

produced an ample number of teachers every year who just chose not to teach in the city’s 

toughest assignments.  Levy complained in the press and elsewhere that 1,200 certified teachers 6

had turned down jobs rather than work in the city’s worst schools.  

 Levy’s predecessor Dr. Rudy Crew had been ousted by Mayor Giuliani for a 

disagreement over school vouchers in January of 2000. For Levy, becoming chancellor offered 

him an opportunity to make good on his “better nature” by becoming a public servant like his 

hero Sir Thomas More who had aspired to the contemplative life of a monk, but was called by a 

sense of duty to serve as Chancellor to the Duchy of Lancaster. Some snubs of King Henry VIII 

led to charges of treason and he was beheaded, but his portrait hung in Levy’s office and served 

as an “inspirational reminder” to Levy that “things could always be worse.”  Like More, Levy 7

had studied law. And they had both attended Oxford. Levy said, “He’s a lawyer, he’s an educator, 

he’s a real chancellor, and he died for his principles” (cited by Kolker, 2000). 
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  Levy was not your typical educational bureaucrat. He dressed like a CEO in pinstriped 

suits, shirts with white collars, and matching handkerchiefs. In his first year, he stuffed Wallace 

Stevens poems into superintendents’ mailboxes and brought his administrators to a violin 

performance by Isaac Stern at Carnegie Hall. In a system overrun by bureaucracy and mundane 

regulations, he spoke of ideals. In short, he was looking to elevate the “intellectual conversation” 

of the Board of Education. However, he wasn’t the Mayor’s choice to be chancellor. To begin 

with, he was a democrat. The board had voted 4-3 against the Mayor’s candidate in favor of 

Levy. This galled Mayor Giuliani who complained in the press that the board had selected “the 

least qualified of the two” because Levy lacked public sector experience (Goodnough, January 

10, 2000).  

 In his first months in office, he was immediately faced with an impending teacher 

shortage that would in many ways define his tenure as chancellor. The city had experienced 

shortages before, but the papers and the union were predicting that this one would be “the most 

crippling in decades.”  A United Federation of Teacher’s survey warned that more than 14,000 8

teachers planned to retire from the city system within the next year adding to those already lost 

every year to attrition and to the suburbs. The Board of Education was reporting that its hiring 

needs for the 2001-2002 school year would be a challenge to say the least. Robert Kolker writing 

in New York magazine summed up the new chancellor’s predicament: 

The teacher shortage is national in scope but most acute in New York. It speaks not just to 
a lack of interest in entering teaching as a profession but to a growing consensus that the 
this city isn’t a good place be a teacher. A sampling of what scares people off: Sex attacks 
in the school have tripled, according to the latest statistics. Standardized-test scores 
wallow below 50 percent. The system suffers from budget shortfalls, overcrowded and 
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crumbling facilities, and salaries that can’t compete with those of the suburbs. If that isn’t 
enough for the chancellor’s rookie year, a potentially incendiary teacher’s-contract 
negotiation looms with a November 15 deadline, and the mayor wants him to slash 75 
percent of the board’s bureaucracy. !

To solve the staffing shortage, Levy first looked to poach teachers from other states. One of 

Levy’s first moves as chancellor was to convince Mills to relax the state requirements for 

teachers coming from 39 other states which had reciprocity agreements with New York state. 

This provision would allow certified teachers from other states to begin teaching immediately 

rather than waiting to pass the Liberal Arts and Science Test (LAST) and the Content Specialty 

Test (CST) that are required for New York State certification. However, even if this tactic did 

increase applications from out of state, which averaged about 1,500 per year, it would only 

barely begin to fill anticipated vacancies.  

 In talks about how to recruit people, Vicki Bernstein, one of Levy’s advisers recalled a 

plan by Levy’s predecessor to create an alternative recruitment program like those that New 

Jersey, Texas, and some other states had developed to deal with vacancies. The program would 

recruit career-changers and others without an education background to teach in the city’s hard-to-

staff schools. The program would give recruits a few weeks of training and put them in the 

classroom immediately while they took graduate classes and worked toward certification at 

night. Levy, a career changer himself, who needed a waiver from Mills because he lacked the 

proper credentials to be chancellor, loved the idea.  

 Levy told Vicki Bernstein to do whatever she needed to do to get the new program up and 

running for fall 2000. Bernstein’s first step was to call The New Teacher Project, the consulting 

and advocacy arm of Teach for America founded by TFA alumna and future DC schools 
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chancellor Michelle Rhee. TNTP would help the the New York City Board of Education to 

advertise, interview and train teachers. 

  Meanwhile, Levy called Mills and the two came to an agreement: Levy would hire 

certified teachers in all schools by 2003, still well in advance of the NCLB requirement, if Mills 

would consider these alternative recruits technically “certified” after passing 2 of the 3 

certification tests. Those recruited through this alternative pathway would need to pass both their 

LAST and CST in order to qualify for a provisional certification. The idea for alternative 

certification had been gaining in popularity. Many people saw TFA as proof that by hiring smart 

people and giving them a few weeks of summer training they was an easy fix for the problem of 

staffing these schools.  

!
Building The New York City Teaching Fellows  !
 The Teaching Fellows was based on the Teach for America’s model, but rather than focusing on 

recruiting recent college graduates, the Fellows focused on attracting career-changers who were 

looking to have more meaningful work. Levy called the program, a way for people to “make 

good on their altruistic impulses” (Goodnough, March 28, 2001). The Teaching Fellows placed 

its first recruits in classrooms in the fall of 2000, where they took on the full responsibilities of 

any other normally hired teacher. Since all teachers must have a Master’s Degree in New York 

state, Fellows also attended classes at night to work towards an M.A in their respective areas and 

progress to full, permanent certification, which had to be done within 5 years. In the first year of 

the program, the Fellows took classes at colleges in the City University of New York (Queens, 
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Hunter, Brooklyn, City Colleges). When the programs numbers grew, other schools were added, 

including New York University, Fordham, St. Johns, Pace and Bank Street.  

 Since TNTP tried to emulate TFA’s success by similarly surrounding the New York 

program with “status and selectivity” they knew that a name was essential recruiting folks to 

serve in hard to staff schools. Abby Goodnough describes their strategy:  

The recruitment strategy that Bernstein and the New Teacher Project conceived of was a 
clever blend of flattery and desperate appeal. Whoever signed up for the experiment 
would not be earning fat paychecks, after all, so the Board of Ed had to promise prestige 
of a different sort. The name of the program would be critical: To attract high-quality 
people, it had to sound prestigious, scholarly, selective--like a Rhodes scholarship, or a 
Guggenheim fellowship. In a late-night brainstorming session, Michelle Rhee, the New 
Teacher Project’s president, and Karla Oakley, a thirty-year-old Teach for America 
alumna in charge of launching the New York program, hit on New York City Teaching 
Fellows (Goodnough, 2004, pp. 35-36) !

 To publicize the creation of the program, TNTP created an ad with a photograph of a sad, 

Hispanic girl. The text read: “Four out of five fourth-graders in our city’s most challenged 

schools fail to meet state standards in reading and writing. Are you willing to do something about 

it?” (Goodnough 2004, 36). The campaign was a successful recruiting tool. In the first year 3,300 

applicants competed for spots and after just a few weeks of training, 332 Teaching Fellows 

started teaching in the schools.   

 Levy considered the program a success in its first year, 2000, when 96% of Fellows 

passed the Liberal Arts and Sciences Test, the most general of the three tests required for full 

certification on their first try compared to the 60% of non-fellows. The non-fellow group 

included 4,300 people who took the same exam and failed a month before. Mr. Levy was 

reported as saying “Now I see this is an avenue for people of quality, I really want to ramp it 

up” (Goodnough, Sept 5, 2000). At the beginning of the school year in the fall of 2000, Levy 
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officially supported alternative teacher routes by writing an editorial in the The New York Times. 

He begins by saying “the quality of teachers has been declining for decades and no one wants to 

talk about it” (Levy, 2000). To remedy the situation, Levy calls for making teaching both “more 

lucrative and more revered” through a combination of changes in recruitment, certification and 

increased training. Levy saw one benefit to alternative programs: “They admit bright people who 

may not have thought about teaching until it is too late in their undergraduate program to switch 

and mid-career changers who want to do something more meaningful with their lives” (Levy, 

2000).  

 By October of that same year, the chancellor announced that the program would expand 

tenfold for the 2001-2002 school year. Like their predecessors, these new Fellows would be 

placed in the city’s worst performing schools. In order to recruit enough folks and keep the 

selectivity high, TNTP would have to advertise more aggressively. In its second year TNTP hired 

a Madison Avenue advertising firm called TBWA/Chiat/Day, which created what would become 

iconic ads (Goodnaugh, 2001). The ads had a black background with text written in white chalk. 

Subway cars were often plastered with these ads. They read, “You remember your first grade 

teacher’s name, who will remember yours?” And, “Your spreadsheets won’t grow up to be 

doctors and lawyers.” These ads appealed to idealism and notions of progress and social justice. 

They were an effective recruiting tool. The second Fellows cohort drew 8,000 applicants, more 

than 5,000 additional applicants over the previous year. 3,300 were interviewed, 1,700 accepted, 

and 1,230 showed up for school on the first day of school in September, 2001. Chris and I were 

both in that cohort.  
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 Since then the program has averaged about 1,000 recruits per year. For the year 2012 (the 

most recent for which data are available), the Fellows drew nearly 12,000 applicants about 1,400 

were given offers and about 900 accepted. For the high needs areas, 23% of the city’s math 

teachers, 22% of the city’s special education teachers, and 22% of the city’s science teachers are 

Teaching Fellows. Finally, 80% of Fellows teach in Title I schools, which are the poorest of the 

poor schools.   

 The formation of the New York City Teaching Fellows was a way to reach out to those 

without an education background, thereby filling the vacancies resulting from new requirements 

and turnover, while also meeting federal and state mandate that required only certified teachers 

to work in city schools. A consequence of this was that many uncertified (often local, often 

black) teachers were pushed out of jobs and were replaced by fellows (often from elsewhere, 

often white). The assumption of the program is that somehow, by virtue of the highly selective 

process, the program produces highly qualified teachers, which if one reads the accounts of 

alternatively certified teachers one can see is patently false (Goodnough, 2004; Rigole, 2011).  

!
Teach for America: NYCTF’s Older Sibling !
The New York City Teaching Fellows (NYCTF or The Fellows) is a market-driven reform of 

teacher education that was created as a partnership between the City of New York and The New 

Teacher Project (TNTP), a non-profit and Teach for America (TFA) offshoot that was originally 

headed by future DC schools superintendent Michelle Rhee (Costigan, 2005; TNTP website).  9
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TNTP’s reform strategy was to improve the education of underserved students by recruiting a 

different kind, a better, higher quality kind of teacher than those who are trained in traditional 

teacher education programs housed in schools of education. The assumption behind this strategy 

was that schools of education aren’t producing the right kind of graduates because they aren’t 

“selective” enough (Kopp, 2001; Kopp, 1992). In this low-status profession (Waller, 1932; 

Lortie, 1975; Labaree, 2004), TFA has stood out, an anomaly or paradox to be explained 

(Labaree, 2010; Maier, 2011). Through the Fellows, TNTP attempted to replicate TFA’s success 

in recruiting “excellent” individuals to serve in hard-to-staff schools by surrounding teaching 

with an “aura of selectivity” (Kopp, 2001; Goodnough, 2004). The rhetoric for these programs 

suggested that they are proof-of-concept for alternative certification programs generally 

(Schneider, 2013). Supporters argue that TFA is evidence that traditional teacher education 

programs are unnecessary (Schneider, 2013), while detractors claim that these program 

irresponsibly put novices in schools where experienced teachers should be (Darling-Hammond, 

2000; Laczko-Kerr & Berliner, 2002). In any case, alternative recruitment programs are quickly 

becoming the global strategy for staffing poor and minority-dominated schools (Friedman, 

2013). 

  While sending unprepared teachers to hard-to-staff  schools has a number of negative 10

effects on student learning and school culture, I focus here on the experience of the teacher. I 

consider the irony that the experience has a bigger effect on the recruits than on the students 

whom Fellows signed up to teach. Waller’s idea that teaching impacts teachers more than 
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students is relevant, as Fellows tend to blame themselves for their failures, even though they had 

been in some sense set up to fail by the program, which puts untrained novices in the toughest 

teaching assignments.  

 Though TFA has gotten most of the attention, TNTP has actually produced more teachers 

nationally than TFA through its various programs such as the NYC, DC, Philadelphia and 

Baltimore Teaching Fellows (TNTP website).  Additionally TNTP has arguably had its greatest 11

influence in New York City, where it has revamped recruiting and served as the pipeline for 1 out 

of every 10 current NYC teachers over its 13 year history. NYCTF has a higher retention rate 

than TFA (nearly 50% of recruits are still teaching after 5 years, compared to only 29% for 

TFA).  One explanation for the differing retention rates is that Fellows tend to lack degrees from 12

elite institutions that can provide TFA recruits with other work opportunities with higher pay and 

status (Tamir, 2009; Rogers & Blumenreich, 2013; Labaree, 2010; Maier, 2011). Instead, fellows 

look more similar to typical TE recruits (Rogers and Blumenreich, 2013). This difference in 

retention rates might also reflect the differing structures of the respective programs, their easy 

entry as well as the difficult route out of teaching (Rinke, 2013), which TFA’s structure enables 

while NYCTF does not. 

  This chapter tells the story of the creation of the NYCTF program by examining its roots 

both as a strategy for cash-strapped districts to meet the certification requirements set by New 

York State and as a way for TFA to advance its ideology and build a brand. I trace the influence 

of The New Teacher Project on the creation of NYCTF and particularly on how this ideology 
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informs recruitment and retention of the respective programs. I situate the Fellows within the 

context of both TFA and traditional teacher education in light of the founder – Wendy Kopp’s 

analysis of the educational “problem” and of how the organization went about “solving” it. I also 

point out the differences in structure of the two programs -- TFA with its two-year structure and 

NYCTF with its open-ended commitment -- and how these structures affect retention rates for 

the respective organizations.  

!!
The Status of Teaching and Teacher Education 
  
 It’s hard to imagine a program such as Doctors for America or Lawyers for America that 

would take recent college grads and put them into operating rooms or courtrooms around the 

country without professional preparation. But teaching is vulnerable to incursions from other 

fields because of its lowly status (Callahan, 1964; Metha, 2011). The status of teaching has 

always been somewhat precarious in the United States. Dan Lortie has called teaching “special 

but shadowed”: 

Teaching seems to have more than its share of status anomalies. It is honored and 
disdained, praised as “dedicated service” and lampooned as “easy work.” It is permeated 
with the rhetoric of professionalism, yet features incomes below those earned by workers 
with considerably less education. It is middle-class work in which more and more 
participants use bargaining strategies developed by wage-earners in factories. (1975, 10)  !

It’s in part the low-status of teaching that has kept many with elite degrees out of teaching. 

William Deresiewicz writes about the way status and salary get interpreted in careers choices 

among the elite who ask: 

 How can I be a schoolteacher—wouldn’t that be a waste of my expensive education? 
Wouldn’t I be squandering the opportunities my parents worked so hard to provide? What 
will my friends think? How will I face my classmates at our 20th reunion, when they’re 
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all rich lawyers or important people in New York? And the question that lies behind all 
these: Isn’t it beneath me? So a whole universe of possibility closes, and you miss your 
true calling. !

 Kopp was able to capitalize on this low-status of teaching by creating an organization 

turned this sentiment around by making teaching, even temporarily, an attractive choice for 

graduates of elite schools. The problem with student achievement in Kopp’s opinion is schools of 

education. In Yale Law and Policy Review she writes that their “reputation among college 

students and the American public impairs their ability to attract our most talented 

individuals” (1992, p. 59). In her memoir, Kopp writes “I learned the dominant belief held that 

teachers, just like doctors and lawyers, need to be trained in campus-based graduate programs 

before entering the classroom. From this vantage point, the only acceptable way to improve 

teaching was to ensure that schools of education raise their selection standards and make their 

programs more rigorous” (Kopp, 2004, 20). Part of the status problem for teaching comes from 

the ed school’s relatively late addition to the university and its low status and salaries relative to 

other occupations (Labaree, 2004).  

 Teacher preparation programs have long been held in contempt by many reformers, 

particularly those on the right of the political spectrum. Schools of education have long been 

denigrated by critics from both inside and outside of schools of education. For instance, in some 

of the press on the report, Arthur Levine, the former president of Teachers College, Columbia 

University, one of the oldest and most prestigious institutions devoted to the understanding of 

education and the training of teachers said, “We don’t know how to prepare teachers. We can’t 

decide whether it’s a craft or a profession. Do you need a lot of education as you would in a 
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profession, or do you need a little bit and then learn on the job, like a craft? I don’t know any 

other profession that’s so uncertain about how to educate their professionals.” (Layton, 2013). It 

is this uncertain status of teaching as a profession that makes it vulnerable to challenges from 

outside the field of education. With its weak position in both the academy and the policy realm, 

education schools are particularly susceptible to attacks and incursions from other fields, 

particularly from the business sector (Callahan, 1964; Metha, 2013). It is part of this weak 

position that makes teaching susceptible to claims that there is nothing to teaching that can be 

taught, which has upset those who wish to professionalize teaching, for sure. The selection 

process promoted the idea that good teachers are selected, rather than prepared. This is a new 

spin on the old saw, “good teachers are born not made.” In contrast, David Labaree writes that 

teacher education’s “history in the United States has cloaked [teaching] with the gloom of low 

status and easy access” (2004, p. 8). 

!
Creating “An Aura of Status and Selectivity” 
 

As the highest profile alternative recruiting program in the country, TFA has been very successful 

in getting people who have options to apply to teach in low-income schools. As Maier notes, it’s 

an anomaly: “It attracts higher education’s top students to primary and secondary education’s 

least-desirable jobs” (2012, 11). In 2010, the most recent year for which figures are available, 

46,359 people applied to the program including a staggering 18% of the seniors at Harvard and 

22% of seniors at Yale. Of those, 4,500 were selected. Kopp’s goal was to make teaching in 

“low-income communities an attractive choice for top grads by surrounding it with an aura of 
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status and selectivity” (8). TFA has built an elite brand. Grants and contributions from industry 

and government have turned TFA into a $230 million organization. Not bad for what her thesis 

adviser Martin Bressler at Princeton called “little more than an advertising campaign for 

teachers” (Kopp, 13, 2004).   

 Part of TFA’s strategy is getting lots of people to apply and then rejecting most of them. 

This has kept their acceptance rates very low, which is something they both promote and 

advertise on their website. This strategy of making teaching appealing to status and selectivity 

comes from Wendy Kopp’s assessment of the educational problem. One of the ways they create 

this aura of selectivity is by advertising their application statistics on their website. For instance, 

the cohort of 2012 was labeled as “extraordinary”. With just 12% of 11,804 candidates receiving 

offers to enter the program, they “represent a highly selective group.” 

 TFA and by extension TNTP was built on the idea that the problem with education, in 

general, and the problem with the achievement of poor and minority students in particular is one 

of low- quality personnel. The organization promoted the idea that the way to solve the 

achievement problems of urban kids, is to get those with elite degrees or those from other fields 

because the people in education are ineffectual. But in addition to promoting their brand as an 

elite corps of leaders TFA and TNTP have been enormously successful in recruiting people and 

in surrounding themselves with an “aura of selectivity.” But in doing so they subtlety denigrated 

teaching in two ways. The first is that they suggest that teaching is so easy that anybody with a 

college degree can jump right in and be successful. Nobody would suggest this about law or 

medicine. But they do about teaching because as mentioned earlier, teaching suffers from being a 

semi-profession and having low status (Lortie, 1975; Labaree, 2004; Ingersoll & Merrill, 2011). 
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The second way TFA denigrates teachers is by arguing that TFA corps members represent an 

elite, group of smart, ambitious people. Additionally, this recruiting campaign subtlety denigrates 

other teachers and preparation programs. If we are the select group of an elite cadre of teachers 

who can close the achievement gap, then who are the other teachers? The implication is that they 

are everything that TFA/TNTP recruits are not: poorly educated, unambitious, and ineffective. 

 So good was TFA at building its brand and promoting this idea of excellence that some 

research argues that TFA recruits were more qualified than those teachers who have gone through 

student teaching and traditional training. The effectiveness of TFA recruits became a big issue 

topic of research with scholars variously arguing whether TFA or traditionally certified teachers 

are more effective.  The studies can be sorted by politics with right-leaning organizations 13

generally in favor of alternative certification and left leaning ones against, but the main point is 

that anyone who knows about teacher development wouldn’t expect either group of teachers to 

be very effective just as I wouldn’t expect most comedians at an open mike to be very good. It 

takes time to learn and develop a craft. But so good was TFA’s branding that it became a topic of 

academic research to determine differences in the quality of these corps members. In order to 

make this an attractive choice for grads, they have emphasized what TFA can do for the recruits 

as we will see in a section to follow. 

!
TNTP and TFA: Promoting a Vision of “Teacher Quality” !
TNTP describes itself as “a national non-profit committed to ending the injustice of educational 

inequality” by “giving poor and minority students equal access to effective teachers” (TNTP 
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website). It attempts to fulfill its mission by partnering with states and districts and charging 

them a consulting fee to promote the program and recruit and train teachers, who predominantly 

are employed in hard to staff schools – schools that are least likely to be able to offer the 

mentoring and support needed for new teachers to excel. TNTP collaborated with the city and the 

state to recruit applicants, expedite the hiring and certification process, and help novitiates 

navigate the Department of Education and provide the summer training. They were effectively a 

mass head-hunter with a reform agenda. TNTP had projects in dozens of states. They have 

collectively recruited 32,000 teachers in places such as Philadelphia, Washington DC, Fort 

Worth, Texas, New Orleans, Baltimore, Chicago and Arizona. The growth of the organization 

speaks to what Ingersoll has called the “revolving door” of the teaching profession (2003). 

 TNTP’s goals stemmed from the same philosophy that drove TFA as an organization. 

Wendy Kopp developed the idea for the creation of a national teacher corps that would serve in 

low income communities while she was an undergraduate at Princeton. While Mills and Levy 

thought that traditionally certified teachers were preferable to alternatively trained ones 

(Goodnough, 2004), TNTP came from a different point of view. TNTP was trying to emulate 

Teach for America’s success in recruiting idealistic college kids with solid academics under the 

assumption that this was the best way to solve long standing inequalities in U.S. education 

system and society writ large. As Jack Schneider, the historian of education, has written, this 

selection process fit into a larger picture of reform: 

...many reformers sought to identify and recruit college students who were both service 
oriented and highly skilled. Marked by their high grade-point averages and prestigious 
alma maters, whether or not they had received professional training, these were the future 
teachers who reformers believed would make a difference in the nation’s poorest schools. 
(Schnneider, 2011) 
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!
As Wendy Kopp describes it, this idea came from an observation she made based on her 

experience of living with a woman from the South Bronx and seeing her academic struggles in 

relation to Kopp’s at Princeton. In her memoir, One Day, All Children...she tells an anecdote that 

helps explain the origins of the deprivationist framework that TFA fosters in its recruits 

(Popkewitz, 1998; Crawford-Garrett, 2013):  

At the same time I soul-searched about my future, I found myself increasingly engrossed 
in another issue: the failures of our public education system. This issue had first captured 
my attention as a college freshman. My roommate, who had attended public school in the 
South Bronx, was smart and creative. She was a brilliant poet. Still, she struggled under 
the academic demands of Princeton until she had time to gain the skills necessary to 
compensate for her weak preparation.  !
I had attended public schools in an upper-middle-class community in Dallas. My schools 
had money to spare. A $100,000 scoreboard hung in Highland Park High School’s $3 
million football stadium with Astroturf that cost $1million every three years to replace. 
Our student body was almost completely homogenous, racially as well as socio-
economically. More than 99 percent of the 300 or 400 incoming freshman would 
graduate, and about 97 percent would go on to college. Because of the high quality of my 
schools and the support provided by my family and community, I graduated with an 
education so solid that I was able to do well at Princeton without locking myself into 
solitary confinement at the library. !

While there are several ways to interpret this passage, the most obvious one, given Kopp’s 

interest in the cost of things, is the deep economic disparity between the two geographies she 

invokes. The South Bronx is the poorest congressional district in the country and is associated in 

many people’s minds with urban decay. The South Bronx, which was notorious for riots in the 

late 1970s is a euphemism for “poor, black neighborhood.” However, despite her recognition of 

the class disparities between her community and the South Bronx, Kopp’s analysis leaves out 

other possible ways of understanding inequality and instead focuses on the schools as a solution. 
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This impulse follows a long line of tradition of turning to the schools to deal with trenchant and 

intractable social problems despite the fact that schools aren’t well suited solve them (Perkinson, 

1995). But it also points out the way that certain categories of people are perceived, diagnosed 

and later treated . Later, in her senior year, when she when she was thinking about the problem 14

again, she had an idea: “Why didn’t this country have a national teacher corps of recent college 

graduates who would commit two years to teach in urban and rural public schools?” (Kopp, 

2001, p. 6, italics hers).  

 TNTP, like TFA seeks to promote a particular vision of teacher quality that would impact 

their recruiting and training. Specifically the looked for high achieving people from fields other 

than education because they believed that schools of education are part of the problem. The 

point, if I may return to it at last, is that TNTP basically was hired to recruit people and they did 

that very well. However, one of the criticisms of TFA was and continues to be the short time 

commitment most recruits spend in the classroom.  Perhaps partially responding to this, perhaps 15

just as a way to develop a greater market share and expand their business, TNTP recruited form a 

different pool of people than TFA.  

!
TFA and NYCTF: Doing Good, Doing Well? 
  

 TFA has long afforded recruits the ability to do good by spending a couple of years working 

with poor students, but as TFA became an “elite” brand, boasting impressive application numbers 

and low acceptance rates, it also became something like the Peace Corps, offering recruits an 
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advantage in doing well for themselves. TFA is often a stepping stone to prestigious consulting 

and investment firms, and has long been criticized for doing more for the careers of the recruits 

than for the students the program purportedly exists to benefit. This idea, known as the “doing 

good and doing well” argument has been noted by many people. As Labaree has written: 

By becoming corps members, they can do good and do well at the same time. They can 
do good by teaching disadvantaged students for 2 years, as a kind of domestic Peace 
Corps stint, and then they can move on to their real life of work with high pay and high 
prestige. They can do well by joining a very exclusive club, TFA where only the best 
apply and only the best of the best gain admission; membership will burnish their 
resumes by demonstrating they are highly skilled and greatly in demand while at the 
same time showing they have great social concern and willingness to serve.  !

TFA gives its corps members a type of exchange value for their experience whereas other 

traditional and alternative teacher education programs only offer use value. TFA has been explicit 

in building this brand. Thus TFA:  

...allows corps members to have things both ways, to good and do well. It reduces the 
risks involved in pursuing the public services of teaching by teaching the time in the 
classroom as a combination of a paid internship and a peace corps stint instead of as a 
professional commitment. And it packages the TFA experience as a credential that opens 
doors to professional opportunity and labels alumni as valuable commodities in the job 
market.” (Labaree, 2010, p. 54).  !

 They did this by developing and promoting the many connections they have developed 

over the years. As Carol Rinke has written, it can be difficult to get out of teaching once you get 

in. This has to do with the isolation of teachers who spend their days in schools with kids and not 

in the business world where they are liable to make career advancing connections. TFA facilitates 

this process in several ways by providing help in getting out of the classroom. Traditional teacher 

education program simply can’t compete because they only offer use value, not exchange value 

for their experiences. TFA provides recruits with use value as well as exchange value because As 

Maier notes:  
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TFA escapes traditional programs’ low exchange value fate in four ways, all of which are 
independent of the amount of use value earned while partaking in the program: (a) 
recruiting non-education majors from prestigious universities, (b) remaining selective, (c) 
embedding members in resource rich social networks, and (d) increasing access and 
reducing the costs for its members to connect to non-teaching career ladders. (2012, p. 
16)  !

Although these recruits already have degrees from elite universities, Maier argues that “ TFA 

increases this value by portraying it’s members as service oriented” (2012, p. 16, emphasis his). 

This is significant in terms of teacher retention as we will see below.  

 Most TFA members stay for 2 years and move onto their real careers in finance and 

business and so forth. This two year commitment is borne out by the data. A paper called “What 

Does Certification Tell Us about Teacher Effectiveness? Evidence from New York City,” authors 

Kane, Rockoff and Staiger use six years of student test performance data to compare teachers 

from four pathways: certified, uncertified and alternatively certified (TFA and NYCTF). In their 

conclusion that note that the “other notable difference between TFA corps members and other 

teachers is that they have much higher turnover after two years, reflecting the two-year 

commitment that is part of the TFA program.”  

 TFA does something for recruits in terms of “doing well” above and beyond the 

advantage given them by virtue of the status of their undergraduate institution. For instance, 

TFA's web site spells out the partnerships that TFA has negotiated with a wide range of 

prestigious employers who value the leadership skills and experience that distinguish TFA corp 

members. The list of partnerships includes Credit Suisse, Goldman Sachs, Morgan Stanley, 

Accenture, McKinsey, GA, and Google (TFA website). The site also touts partnerships with grad 
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schools, it says are eager to recruit TFA alumni.. MIT, Stanford, Chicago, Penn, Yale, Harvard, 

Columbia, etc. 

  The mission statements of TFA and NYCTF are revealing for their class biases. TFA is 

all superlatives. TFA recruits “the best,” “the brightest,” “the greatest,” and “the most talented.” 

The Teaching Fellows by contrast merely recruit, “excellent individuals” who are “dedicated.” 

Whereas TFA develops “leaders,” the Fellows develop “teachers.” The idea, of course is that 

teaching is not something that our nation’s best and brightest would commit to doing. Indeed as 

Wendy Kopp has said, “We knew that we had to limit the service to two years if the program was 

going to be successful. We knew that people with elite degrees weren’t going to stick to 

teaching.” 

 The situation with the Teaching Fellows is a bit different for several reasons. The first and 

most significant difference between the two recruitment arms is that the TFA recruits “the best 

and brightest” from elite universities in the country. The Fellows, on the other hand, merely 

recruit “excellent” teachers, who tend to be less affluent and come more from state colleges and 

universities than from the elite private universities that feed TFA. Compared to the materials of 

the Teaching Fellows, it's clear that TFA promotes the idea of doing well whereas the fellows 

program makes no such claims because no such benefits exist. They draw from entirely different 

demographics with TFA recruiting from elite private schools and NYCTF recruiting from large 

state schools. TFA recruits the (elite private schools)“best and brightest” and producing “leaders” 

whereas the TF recruits “excellent teachers” who are “committed” (TFA and NYCTF websites).  
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 Both TFA and the Fellow were recruited with a “doing good” pitch. Fellows gave the 

same “doing good” pitch without the “doing well” part of the equation, which is to say nothing 

of the motivations, desires, character of those who participated in either program. This 

differences in the structures of the program are indicative of the different pools that they recruit 

from and the fact that the best and brightest generally won’t commit to teaching because for them 

it’s a poor option for them.   

Status, Structure and Teacher Retention !
Retention is driven by several factors. TNTP and the Fellows, perhaps responding to criticisms of 

TFA were looking to hire and retain the teachers recruited through the fellows program. As a 

consequence, is structured slightly differently than TFA, which helps corps members transition 

out of the classroom, whereas the Fellows program does not.  

 The program reports on its website that 92% of Fellows finish their first year and that 

75% are “still teaching in their third year.”--wording that suggests, particularly when contrasted 

with the “completed” of the first year, that this statistic overstates the percentage who are still 

teaching at the end of the third year. No other statistics for retention are offered on the 

organization’s website. However, they do mention that 8,403 Fellows are currently teaching in 

the NYC school system, a figure that represents more than 1 in 10 teachers overall (Teaching 

Fellows Press kit, 2012). Still, even if this 75% figure is inflated, it is still significantly higher 

than the percentage of TFA corps members who are still teaching in their third year (29%).  

The language defining the commitment of the recruit reveals the difference in psychology 

between “completing” service (TFA) and “moving on to other ventures,” versus “quitting” (the 
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Teaching Fellows). This difference affects the psychology of the recruit. Recruits don’t want to 

quit, which is interpreted by individuals as a personal and professional disappointment, even 

failure. The Teaching Fellows program doesn’t offer a graceful exit strategy, like the TFA 

program does. On the one hand, “quitting” would allow Fellows to not get abused by teenagers 

on a daily basis, but it would also mean that they couldn’t cut it, they hadn’t succeeded. Again, a 

key difference between the two programs, is in the terms of commitment. TFA recruits sign up 

for two years before getting on with their “real” careers. So, it’s possible for TFA teachers to get 

through those two obligatory years, even if they are unbearable, and still leave as “alumni.” The 

narratives of the bloggers in Neil Rigole’s dissertation exemplify this different type of 

commitment. His study of “teacher identity development” found that as soon as the two years 

were up, the recruits started referring to themselves as “alumni” (Rigole, 2011). Those prepared 

through traditional programs or the Fellows program didn’t have such an exit plan built into the 

recruitment. 

 The Fellows program doesn’t offer the option to move onto prestigious financial and 

consulting firm careers, or attend business school. Instead, after the Fellow’s period of service, 

the Fellow remains a teacher, unlike a TFA graduate who after the teaching stint is on her way to 

a more lucrative career. To quit would not only feel like one was letting down the kids, but would 

also feel like one couldn’t hack it and as a result, failed. As JasonHaskins writes in his A Diary of 

a Harlem Schoolteacher, “it is hard to leave students who need so much help” (Haskins, 1969). 

The structure and status of these programs go right to the heart of teacher retention. TFA corps 

members leave at higher rates as a result of their higher powered degrees and greater options, 

which perpetuates the problem with turnover that already plague poor schools.  
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  Several observations can be made on the two organizations that have a relationship with 

teacher retention. The first is that TFA and NYCTF, recruit from different pools, which are 

reflected in their respective mission statements. TFA recruits mainly from elite private schools 

whereas NYCTF recruits more from the public universities. Acknowledging the reality that most 

people with high powered degrees are not going to remain in teaching, TFA developed a two year 

model and helped corps members move onto other ventures in graduate school and the private 

sector. Perhaps partially responding to this criticism, perhaps as a way to expand and diversify 

their business, TNTP structured NYCTF as an open ended commitment, which in part explains 

the higher retention rates for Fellows than for TFA corps members.  

 The second difference is that TFA offers corps members a chance to do good and do well, 

whereas the Fellows only offers a chance to do well. In Maier’s terms TFA offers both use and 

exchange value whereas NYCTF offers only use value. Which is of course not the point of the 

program, but helps to explain the much higher retention rates for candidates recruited under 

similar circumstances to programs that share the same ideology. Whereas the TFA site promotes 

what TFA can do for candidates, NYCTF emphasizes the idea of service. 

 The structure of the program has an impact on the recruits. Whereas TFA alumni move on 

with the careers, NYCTF has no such graceful and successful exit plan built into the recruitment 

model. And in fact, few corps members stay much beyond the two years. In contrast, slightly less 

than 50% of fellows are still teaching beyond their 5th year when 50% of urban teachers quit. 

This speaks more to the structure of the recruitment models of TFA and NYCTF rather to some 

supposed intrinsic qualities such as greater magnanimity on the part of fellows compared to TFA 

corps members. Rather, the difference has to do with the recruitment.   
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!
A Stopgap Solution !
TNTP is built on TFA’s success in recruiting people to teach hard to staff schools. But this has 

failed to solve the problem of the revolving door in the poorest schools. Instead, it is a stopgap 

solution that doesn’t get to the root of the problem, which has always been retention and not 

recruitment (Ingersoll, 2001). Instead alternative recruitment has solved a problem for cash 

strapped districts who get smart, hard-working and generally amenable young people to work in 

difficult schools (Johnson, 2013). However, each year schools lose many of these recruits to 

attrition. Consequently many corps members never become very effective teachers (Rigole, 

2011). Just as they are gaining competency in teaching they are moving on. The New York City 

Teaching Fellows has better retention rates which approach those of traditional teacher education 

programs. Though the organizations used similar strategies to surround participating an “aura of 

status” this strategy has clearly been extraordinary successful at placing people with elite degrees 

into hard-to-staff schools. However, TFA clearly offers an advantage to corps members whereas 

NYCTF and other TNTP initiatives clearly do not.  

 The status of teaching is about more than ego gratification. It speaks to a long standing 

problem in education of teacher retention. Teach for America and TNTP project have both been 

very successful at placing people in hard to staff schools, where depending on their induction 

period and their options has a significant impact on retention rates. NYCTF has retention rates 

that look basically like teacher education rates generally. TFA’s turnover, is much higher 

reflecting the greater options that TFA recruits have and the nature of the program, which helps 

them move out of the classroom and onto other ventures. The respective organizations 
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acknowledge that teaching is not something that our nation’s “best and brightest” would commit 

to, though it hopes that their experience as teachers provide them with greater political and social 

engagement, though a study casts doubt on this claim and suggests that the struggles that many 

corps members had perhaps made them have less faith in our institutions and consequently has 

made them less likely to be civically engaged (McAdam, 2009).  

 Whatever the case, teaching still suffers from a status problem, particularly in our 

nation’s cities which tend to suffer from ossified bureaucracies (Katz, 1987), greater regulations 

from federal, state and city policies, higher turnover and myriad other problems that plague 

urban school system. As a consequence, retention remains a problem and will continue to remain 

a problem. As the right-wing of our country continues their assault on public education, districts 

and cities have become more dependent on alternative recruitment programs, which provide an 

annual supply of teachers who are technically certified due to the licensing arrangements, but 

who are generally ineffective first and second year teachers because they have generally have no 

experience and haven’t had the benefit of student teaching. Since the recruits both are at the 

bottom of the salary scales and generally won’t stay long enough to earn a pension, these 

recruits, despite the additional costs associated with turnover are cheaper than say a ten-year 

teacher. However, the turnover has detrimental and represents billions of dollars in lost training.  

As Waller has said about teaching generally, teaching impacts the teacher more than the students. 

This is true as well for those who have done either of these programs with as the stories in the 

next three chapters will illustrate. Indeed in the stories that follow, the teachers ask this same 

question from the other side: How can I remain being a teacher. Shouldn’t I be doing something 

more with my life?  
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!
CHAPTER THREE: 

TRAUMATIC LEARNING !
“The universe continues to ask why are you doing this? Kids disrespect us to our face when we 
are bad at it; When your superiors humiliate you, you feel like a piece of shit; When a kid 
humiliates you and doesn’t listen, you want to go kill yourself. When you see how all the kids are 
below grade level and failing in their lives you ask yourself, “What am I doing here surrounded 
by so much dysfunction – willingly to subject myself to this level of humiliation? It’s like you are 
psychologically fucked up.” !
-Chris 
  !
In this chapter.... 
 

In this chapter, I will introduce Chris, whose story is an unlikely success. In fact, based on 

Chris’s early experiences nobody would’ve predicted that he would still be teaching in his 13th 

year. He didn’t set out to be a teacher and has in fact made a “determined fight” (Waller, 1932, 

422) against becoming one. His mentoring and preparation were weak, coming in as he did 

through the Fellows program. As the literature indicates, mentoring and strong preparation are 

factors that increase retention in the early years. His summer mentor quit. In his first year, he had 

an unrelenting series of discipline problems and struggled with racial problems and student 

culture. In his first year the administration was building a case to give him an “unsatisfactory” 

rating for the year. His second, third and fourth years weren’t much better. Moreover, he felt 

conflicted at best about the identity of “teacher.” He quit twice (after his 6th and 8th years) to 

pursue creative projects and try on different identities. Yet, not only is he still teaching, but he 

has found a niche teaching drama in a small school with a focus on the arts. In the past could 
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years he has been found a point of contribution through drama and writing and has avoided the 

highly regimented preparation for the AP exam, which set an impossible pace for students with 

weak preparation history, causes him to have a “breakdown” and quit, a moment he describes in 

“Duel” his monologue about his struggle with being a teacher. It’s true that he claims that he’s 

“unhappy that he’s so happy being a teacher” but that has more to do with teaching’s lack of 

status and low salary than with the actual work that he does for he says, “I’m doing the one thing 

I’m most suited for in the world.”  

 He has been at that same high school for nine years, where he has coached basketball, 

developed a drama program, written produced many plays with students. He recently created a 

literary magazine and organized a literary conference around students writing based on the Bread 

Loaf Writers Conference at Middlebury. He describes the dramatic change that he made as a 

teacher. For instance, he no longer has cultural problems with the students like he did in his first 

year. Instead of being insulted he has developed good relationships with his students. “I’m 

getting all of the love I have never got. It is important that my kids really love me and give me 

positive attention. I have earned it. I am winning them over. The irony is that it would not mean 

anything [to me] if I went to a white suburban catholic high school and got all of the love but 

somehow it does mean more to me because I get it from urban black kids.” He was recently 

asked to speak at a conference on diversity at the University of Wisconsin Madison. 

 In the telling of this story, I will make the following argument. 1) Chris was wholly 

unprepared for teaching by his training as a Fellow. 2) Nobody would predict that he would still 

be teaching 13 years later. His story shows that he found a hook that allows him to have a point 

of contribution as a drama teacher. It hasn’t been a direct path or even an intentional one as we 
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will see with Sam, but what it suggests is that finding a way for teachers to find that point of 

contribution where some of it was luck, some intentional maneuvering.  

 In the summer of 2001, Chris was in the second cohort of the New York City Teaching 

Fellows. He moved from the midwest where he grew up in order to do the program, tossing aside 

potential lives as an Alaska fisherman, Madison cabbie and US Marine for a life of teaching city 

kids. In his 13 years as a teacher, he has taught English, social studies and drama to hundreds of 

students in Brooklyn and the Bronx, sharing his infectious love of writing, theater, history and 

culture to kids who have been starved for arts in a system that values test preparation over the 

creative pursuits. He has written a hilarious one-man show about his inner struggle of being a 

teacher, which is called “Duel.” 

 His first couple years were an exercise in sheer perseverance. If nothing else, he survived. 

He had major behavioral problems (as did every other fellow, we knew, particularly those who 

taught in middle schools). In his first year, the administration was building a case to give him an 

“unsatisfactory” for the year. His mentor intervened and saved him and Chris was grateful that he 

was saved, but he’s not sure why.  

 His story, like the other two to follow, has an arc that shows the tremendous growth from 

his early incompetence through the development of his hook, from is racial and cultural 

problems with his students to his later sense of belonging and effectiveness. I call it “traumatic 

learning” because this is about learning to be a teacher on the job in a very difficult context. Like 

Sam, Chris had no big plans about becoming a teacher. This perhaps is reflects the easy entry that 

alternative certifications programs provide (Rinke, 2013). In fact as his narrative will show, he 

made a determined fight against becoming a teacher (Waller, 1932). After being accepted to the 

�51



Teaching Fellows, he didn’t get on the plane to New York. He has quit twice and agonized many 

summers about returning in the fall. However, through a combination of circumstance, the 

guidance of his principal, hard work and some luck, he’s been able to figure out ways to have 

different roles, which have been a point of regeneration and rewards (Margolis, 2008). Finding a 

“hook” in drama has been one of the best things that has happened to his teaching. It has allowed 

him develop and grow professionally in a role that doesn’t allow for much formal growth (Lortie, 

1975; Cochran-Smith, 2004; Moralis, 2008). 

 
A Cab Driver from Madison !
In the opening scene of his one man show about teaching “Duel”, Chris is standing on a 

darkened stage. He is wearing a children’s cowboy hat with a string that hangs below his goateed 

chin. He is wearing a snap up plaid shirt. His hands are stuffed casually into his pants pockets. 

Some uncomfortable giggles can be heard from the audience which is off camera. He begins his 

monologue by describing a drunken encounter he had with his own reflection in the middle of 

Nashville, Tennessee. He looks at his reflection in a show window and says, “The guy in the 

window looked surly and drunk and I’m surly and drunk, so I challenged him to a duel. 16 paces 

and you shoot.” He was in Nashville because one day in school, he had what might be described 

as a “breakdown” where after a difficult class, he went into his principal’s office and told her that 

he “couldn’t do this anymore.” This meaning teach 10th and 11th graders enough global history to 

get them to pass the New York State Regent’s exam.  

 Chris attended the University of Wisconsin-Madison and majored in English and history. 

After he graduated he had no idea what he was going to do with his life, so he took a long walk 
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from Madison to Atlanta along some abandoned train tracks to try and figure it out. When he got 

to Atlanta, he started working for a food bank collecting food. For two months, he drove around 

in a converted Ryder truck with a bunch of ex-convicts who were doing seasonal work. They got 

into an accident and although he was just a passenger, he was held co-responsible and fired.  

 He thought about joining the marines, but “chickened out.” Instead he went back to 

Minnesota where his parents were living at the time. He wasn’t home for more than a few days 

before his parents decided that he would need to go elsewhere. Chris headed back to Madison, 

where he had an ex-girlfriend who was finishing her fifth year of undergrad. He crashed there 

and he found the one job “where you didn’t need any qualifications except for a driver’s 

license”:  

I started driving a cab for one of the two cab companies in Madison. And the first 30 shifts, 
you got a reduced rate on how much you leased the cab for, so, you could earn a lot of 
money. At the time, I was earning $200 bucks a shift and at the time, my rent was only 
$200 bucks a month. So, I could earn enough money where I wouldn’t have to work for 
like two weeks at a time. And you set your own schedule.  !

There, he lived a life like the one depicted in Noah Baumbach’s 1995 film Kicking and 

Screaming, which IMDB describes as follows: “Following graduation, a handful of college 

students do nothing and talk about it wittily.” Although he wasn’t sure what to do, he knew he 

wanted to have “a romantic, writerly sort of life.” He didn’t want to go into “office work or 

anything like that.” He was very much self-consciously constructing a life that would give him 

these “strange, unorthodox experiences” that he thought would give him the fodder for a writing 

career. While in Madison, he got involved with the literary scene:  

I was like a bohemian. I would just hang out in Madison. I met the writer Patrick 
Sommerville when he was still a senior in college. I got into the literary crowd, the 
people who worked on the literary review, it was like this little Midwestern Montmarte. I 
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had this left pseudo-intellectual lifestyle, going to cafes, going to libraries, going to 
readings, hanging out, drinking all the time.  !

His mother would hear about some of these details of his life and wasn’t very happy about what 

he was doing post college graduation:  

When my mom got wind of this, she just flipped the fuck out. She’s midwestern and my 
dad has worked for the same insurance company for 30 years. She was just disgusted 
with me. She started pestering me about getting a real job. She saw this ad in Time 
magazine, a full page ad for the New York Teaching Fellows and offered to do the 
application for me. Which is funny because she also did my college application. I’m sure 
it was one of those ads that said, “no one remembers a middle managers name, try 
teaching.” I’m sure it was one of those ads in all black that you see plastered all over the 
subways written in white lettering on solid black background with messages appealing to 
white guilt.  !

As his mother filled out the application and Chris went through with the selection process, he 

was also considering going to Alaska to be a commercial fisherman:  

I was in love with this girl Jessica and was in love with the idea of impressing her. So I 
asked her what she would be more attracted to, someone who was a commercial 
fisherman or a teacher. And she said, “Well, my brother is a commercial fisherman out in 
Alaska.” And so, I cancelled my flight to New York the next day. I just didn’t show up at 
the airport. I was convinced then that I was going to go to Alaska. I found someone who 
had a connection in Alaska. The only thing that stopped me from doing it was that I 
calculated how much it would cost in gas money to drive my 1986 station wagon from 
Madison to Anchorage, Alaska and it was $750. So, I just concluded that there was no 
way I could survive on just $500 cash. So, I got on the plane the following week and 
became a teacher. !

As Chris was imagining possible futures—joining the marines, becoming a fisherman in Alaska, 

teaching per se, was not something he mentioned nor likely would have considered had it not 

been had his mother not filled out the application for him, had there not been a program with 

such easy entry to teaching. Teaching in the city also afforded him a significant amount of 

novelty to satisfy his desire for adventure. He yearned for an escape from the towns, small cities 
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he had known in Iowa and Wisconsin. He was by his own reckoning a self-styled intellectual and 

bohemian, who was hanging out in cafes and bars, drinking and smoking cigarettes, much to the 

chagrin of his mother. What he didn’t have were any strong commitments to social justice or to 

New York City for that matter:  

So I essentially got into this racket because my mom forced me. [Laughs]. And my parents 
convinced me with the very specious logic. They said, “you’ve always wanted to move to 
New York.” They just convinced me that I had been talking about this for years, that as a 
little kid I was talking all the time about wanting to move to New York, which is just 
patently untrue. I didn’t know anything about New York. I was a huge Boston Celtics fan 
and a Red Sox fan. If there was any city in the world that I would imagine moving to, it 
would’ve been Boston. I visited New York as a sophomore in college and absolutely hated 
it. I was becoming more grounded in my image of myself as a midwesterner. They just lied 
to me and pretended like I always wanted to move to New York and convinced me that if I 
didn’t do this and move to New York, I’d regret it for the rest of my life.  !

Like Saunders who is the subject of chapter 5, he planned to teacher for a couple years and move 
on to something else:  !

So then, my next rationalization was that people join the Peace Corps all the time and they 
do two years and they get to see Africa or whatever. So, I thought this will be my domestic 
Peace Corps. I’ll see New York for two years and then I’ll leave. And now it’s my tenth 
year. I’ve been here for ten years.  !

As Carol R. Rinke has found the proliferation of alternative certification have lowered the 

already low barriers to entry (Lortie, 1975) and have allowed more people to try on teaching as 

an exploratory career (2013). We can see like the women in Rinke’s study, Chris had no burning 

desire to become a teacher and as we will see has fought the designation at certain points in his 

career. Yet here he was accepted to their first round of interviews, so he flew out to New York 

City.  

!
 Becoming a Teaching Fellow !
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Interviews were held at Washington Irving, a beautiful high school just east of Union Square in 

lower Manhattan and far from the teaching placements in the outer boroughs of New York such 

as Brooklyn and the Bronx where most of the city’s hard-to-staff schools were. As discussed in 

Chapter 2 the ads were aimed at attracting smart recent graduates and professionals looking to 

find more meaning in work. Chris notes that “there were some bankers and lawyers that were in 

the mix, some people who worked in digital media.” He notes the difference in people he met at 

the hiring fair weren’t exactly what he was expecting:  

There was a former mailman, a saloon keeper, there was a hairdresser, not like a fancy 
Manhattan place, more like a Long Island hairdresser. She had the worst hair and fake 
nails. Pouffed up, hair spray hair. We had a real shady real estate trader. And I was a cab 
driver. So they weren’t getting blue chip human beings here.  !

For his summer placement, he had a mentor who he describes as a “bored 30 year old” who was 

just teaching summer school to “pick up the extra summer pay”:  

And she had this classroom of fifteen to twenty kids who were just classically 
misbehaved; they were talking all the time, not wanting to do their work, never coming 
prepared, never bringing a pen, never bringing a pencil. And she just sat and filed her 
nails and snapped her gum and just yelled at them all the time. I think I openly confronted 
her once in the moment. And she was like, “you do it. you want to criticize me? You do 
it.” And she just quit or something. I taught for the next two weeks. It didn’t go that well 
where they were working or anything, but it went ok enough where I thought, “oh, this 
shouldn’t be so bad.” !

The other thing that happened in the summer is that we had to find a field placement for the fall. 

The Fellows expected candidates to find their own “placements.” His sense that it wouldn’t be so 

bad led him to want to work in one of the city’s worst schools. If nothing else, he had “foolhardy 

idealism and naiveté”: 

I remember thinking, “I want to go to the worst possible school because I want make the 
most difference. I want to feel needed.” And what was underlying that assumption? I’m 
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going to be an awesome teacher. I’m going to be so good that this school will be so 
grateful and appreciative of me because I’m going to be awesome.  !

Part of the selection and induction told recruits “you’re special. You represent this elite corps of 

teachers who are better than the incompetents who currently dominate the system. He definitely 

found a difficult school, landing a job at a school that was on the Village Voice and the New York 

Post’s lists of the worst schools in the city, that had such a problem with teacher turnover that the 

entire 6th grade would be staffed by fellows in the fall of 2001:   16

Everyone was a first year teacher and none of us had any idea what we were doing. We 
were all just kind of working class and sort of blue collar. Not me. I was middle class and 
delusional. But none of us were teachers at all. None of us had a good first year.  !

Many “hard-to-staff schools” are often least in a position to support new teachers and give them 

a quality induction program (Ingersoll, 2003). Chris characterizes the reform as follows: 

At the time I didn’t realize what the Teaching Fellows was. The only thing I remember 
about the requirements for the Teaching Fellows is that you weren’t supposed to have any 
education background, no teaching background, you’re supposed to be like this tabula 
rasa. And they wanted career changers from high-end industries, the thinking being that 
this is where all the high-end, quality human beings were and that only shit-heads and 
retards went into education. So, they didn’t want anyone who’s ever gotten an education 
degree because these are inferior-like untermensch. So, let’s get the real quality, which is 
ironic, because I was a cab driver.  !

Again this issue of teacher quality comes up. This time in Chris’s self-deprecating way. But we 

see that the concept is at work here as is the status of teaching generally, which as he implies, is 

denigrated by the recruitment strategy. 

First year as a teaching fellow: Traumatic Learning 
 

In The Sociology of Teaching, Willard Waller writes about “traumatic learning” which he defines 

as “learning that takes place under terrific penalties.” He offers the following definition and 
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examples of the term: “For the teacher, traumatic experiences usually concern the loss of his 

position, especially the sudden and unforeseen loss of his position. The loss of control over a 

class may be traumatic in its effect, and so may a quarrel with a colleague” (1932, 398-399). His 

first year is a case study in this type of learning. He lost control of his class nearly every period 

of the day. Once administrators realized that he had no control of his classroom, they began 

observing him to document his performance in order to build a case to give him an unsatisfactory 

for the year. His trouble began in the first period on the first day of school when his students 

came in the room. He had intended to get some basic information from them about what sorts of 

books and movies they liked, their names, etc. But his instructions were unclear and that just 

resulted in students talking to each other:  

On the first day of school, the kids came in and I gave them index cards and I was said, 
“you have to write your name, your number, your address and your favorite book, no 
movie, no book. Your favorite actor, wait. Your favorite….? Write down your favorite 
color. Wait, write down if you were a color, what color would it be?” And it would 
change, each time.  
And the kids would be like,  
“What? What did you say?”  
“Did you say your favorite book?”  
“Can I write? Can I write…?”  
“What if I don’t know any books? What if I don’t know any books?”  
I’d say, “Write down your favorite movie. Uhhh. Okay?”  
And they’d start saying, “did anyone see Triple X? blah, blah, blah..”  
And then they’d just start talking to each other. And I had no idea and I would be like, 
“ok, now they’re all talking to each other about movies without writing anything down. I 
was not anticipating that development taking place in that moment. And then I didn’t do 
anything, I just let them start talking to each other.  !

He thought he was going to have an interesting class discussion on the first day, where he would 

get to learn the students’ names and something about what kind of books and movies they enjoy. 

Instead what happened was that he lost control and the focus of the class and ended up with 
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students having social conversations. His managerial problems led to other problems with 

students as they were talking to each other, he didn’t know how to handle the situation:  

“I was scared to tell them to be quiet. I was scared to tell them to be quiet because a) they 
were being really loud when they were talking to each other and b) they were speaking 
faster in a dialect that I wasn’t familiar with c) I felt uncomfortable being a white guy 
telling black kids and brown kids to be quiet. I was just scared. Scared of them, scared of 
me. Scared of my role. So I just didn’t do anything. And then they were like, “this guy is 
a pussy. He won’t even tell us to stop talking about the movies. And he wasn’t even sure 
if he wanted us to write down an actor or a movie or a book. What happened to the book 
thing?” And so what happened was that I was like a joke. This activity ended  
up taking 30 minutes of the 90 minutes we had scheduled, just like this confusion and 
these unclear directions. And meanwhile, I’m not learning a single kid’s name.  !

Instead he turned to the student roster and began reading off the students’ names to take 

attendance. What happened was that he botched several students’ names which only led to 

further disruptions:  

This was my first encounter with urban naming practices. And urban names and not 
knowing how to pronounce any of them and just feeling so awkward and white. And 
being like, “Is Kis ka? Is Quad dre? Uh is A...? I saw one name that was spelled A-Q-U-
A-N-E-T-T-E, where I come from that is the name of a hairspray it’s called Aquanet. And 
I’m like, this girl cannot be named Aquanet and if I say Aquanet out loud and it’s not 
Aquanet. So, how do I not comment on the fact that her name is Aquanet? I was unsure of 
what to say.  
So, I say, “Is Aquanet here?”  
And of course, predictably, every kid who wanted to fuck with Aquanette started 
laughing hysterically, just like, “Aaaaah. Ooooooh. He tried to play you. He’s trying to 
play you, Aquanet.”  
And then she’s like, “My name is Aquanaaay.”  
And I was like are you serious? You didn’t pronounce the whole last part of your name 
and you’re named after the...So I butchered that and I looked like a fool. Then there was 
Quaddria and these other names that I was totally unfamiliar with. So, I just felt silly and 
really, really stupid. And yet, also strangely very, very patronizing and condescending 
like I was encountering this very strange, made-up, ad hoc, commercial product names. It 
was a disaster. By the end of the first period, the students had concluded, “this guy is a 
rookie. He doesn’t know how to organize a class. He’s culturally insensitive. He is 
absent-minded. He forgot to collect all the cards at the end of the class. He didn’t know 
when the bell was ringing.” 
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!
These three problems--culture, persona and management--would occupy him for the rest of the 

year. These problems would lead students to disrespect him and misbehave on a daily basis. 

Eventually, they would turn their wit on him:  

“They criticized my dress, my big fat nose, my balding head, my shitty clothes, my shitty 
glasses. I remember a kid called me a a Jewish-motherfucking-nigger because of my 
beard. There would be times that I would tell a kid, look you need to sit down be quiet 
and he would respond, “I wasn’t talking to you, you Jewish-motherfucking-nigger.” Or 
“you just mad because you can’t afford to get real hair-cut.” Or “you need to shave that 
thing on your face.” They would just go to this place . 17

!
Chris notes that this was the most difficult aspect of the job:  

Especially Fellows because we had no exposure to the pathology of an urban ghetto 
school. We had no idea that kids could talk to adults like that. In our wildest dreams. 
Most of us were from the suburbs, most of us were middle class. We had never, never 
seen kids to each other or teachers like that. “You fucking toasted ass nigger.” That shit 
was crazy because middle class white people are like, “you just said in one sentence 
something that I’ve been conditioned my entire life to never utter, ever, ever. And that’s 
happening all the time and we never saw kids punch each other in the face in the 
classroom. And we never saw kids throw bricks from inside the classroom, going out.  !

This was a traumatic experience which many of fellows, particularly those who worked in 

middle schools experienced on a daily basis. As a consequence, at the courses for the Masters 

degree that we took at Brooklyn College, we would take out the abuse that we had received all 

day on the professors who we, thought in some sense were responsible for preparing us to teach 

in these schools. One of the instructors at Brooklyn was Jessica Siegel, who was the subject of 
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Samuel Freedman’s book Small Victories. Siegel had been a journalist and a high school teacher 

at Seward High School in lower Manhattan. She was a good instructor and had the practical 

experience to back it up. But, the class was loud and abusive. As Chris observes, we acted just 

like the students who we taught all day:  

Every time she would ask us to do an assignment, we would just come up with all these 
excuses. We’d be like, “we can’t, you don’t know what it’s like where we teach. You 
don’t know this, baababababa. Like today and then one person would raise their hand and 
tell a story about how some kid threw a desk or some kid punched out another kid in the 
classroom or how there was a fire alarm or how three kids got caught having sex in the 
stairwell. There were all these things that were excuses for why we couldn’t do what she 
wanted us to do, but every single teacher in the room felt compelled to tell her why their 
fucking classroom was so awful and that would take like an hour and a half. And it 
became therapy. There was no class it was just 25 adults who had been abused for 6 hours 
of teaching explaining to her how awful their situation was as teachers. And it was an 
angry, angry bitter tone in the classroom.  !

Siegel asked us to bring in student work, so we could analyze writing and figure out what would 

be useful to teach the students in our classrooms. Chris remembers that many teachers couldn’t 

bring any work because their students hadn’t produced any. There was murmuring in the 

classroom and some teachers were lending other teachers student work because they couldn’t get 

their own student to produce any. Instead, we attacked Jessica Siegel. We had student 

presentations and we accused her of not being prepared to teach the class.  

 During his days Chris continued to struggle with student behavior and in particular, they 

didn’t seem to respect who he was as a man. They would continually ask him if he was gay. But 

they also seized on another aspect of him. This first year, the attack on the World Trade Center 

happened and many students became preoccupied with issues of the Arab world and terrorism. 

From the outskirts of Brooklyn we could see the plumes of smoke bellowing out from where the 

towers once stood for weeks after the attack. The students, who were already asking Chris if he 

�61



was Jewish immediately began asking if he was a “A-rab.” Chris had begun to become very tired 

of the constant questioning. He was very sensitive about his nose and students continually asked 

him about. One day, he had an emergency “coverage” because the school where he worked had a 

difficult time finding substitute teachers to cover classes for absent teachers. This time instead of 

asking him if he was Jewish, they asked him if he was related to Osama bin Laden:  

They said “you look like one of those A–rabs. Where are you? Are you in an A-rab? Are 
you Osama bin Laden’s cousin? You’ve got big nose like him. Are you related to him? 
And I said, “yeah I’m his son.” They flipped out. I tried my best to say in my most 
sarcastic inflection. I just thought they understood sarcasm, I thought they understood  
absurdity and I think they did in retrospect. I just think they upped it. I just think they 
decided, “this guy can ago there, okay fine, We’re going to pretend to take this seriously.” 
Several students immediately run out of the room and go straight to the principal’s office. 
And then they just completely fabricated all the shit about how I was Osama bin Laden’s 
son, and I was putting anthrax in their milk and that I was going to blow up the school. 
And the principal was so fucking incompetent and stupid, that she took them seriously 
and then demanded that I have a union rep me with me the next day. I had to meet and 
address these very serious allegations they were making. And she had all these kids, like, 
write up reports and they just wrote the most, just like pictures of me with a big nose. 
One tried to make a turban on my head and the explanations and they wrote on the back 
of random scraps of paper. They looked like Charlie from Letters for Algernon wrote that 
I was Osama bin Laden’s son and I put anthrax in their milk do. I was just so angry. I felt 
that really really stupid people were in a potentially have me fired from this job. So, I 
wrote a three-page single spaced letter all about being a Lebanese American, being 
unfairly targeted in the wake of 9/11. I’ve never exploited my ethnic background, my 
name is Chris, so no one even knows that I’m Lebanese, but I just wrote story, and I tried 
to make it very clear that if she was going to pursue anything, I was going to fight it 
every step of the way.  !

While this was happening he continued to struggle with his own classes. Eventually, the 

administration realized that he was having issues with controlling the students and they began to 

document his performance:  

I kind of was hoping that I would’ve been fired I was going to be fired from East New 
York, my 1st year. They realize that was a terrible teacher when the 2nd I would walk into 
my 6th grade social studies classroom all the kids would literally get out of their seats, 
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leave the classroom and have water fights in the hall, and that created all kinds of 
damage. And their like this guy just can’t need in, not only can you not keep them in their 
seats, he can keep them in the room. And so that the guy was in charge of special ed 
started coming in, but he organized a series of maybe 3 or 4 formal observations. And 
they were building a case, they gave me a “U” on every single one. And I deserved “U” 
on every single one. And I deserved it and have a lesson for any of these things. There are 
formal observations with the principal, the assistant principal and the dean. !

Eventually, Mr. M—-, one of the senior teachers at Chris’s school who had taught the principal 

when the principal was in middle school intervened and saved Chris from getting an 

“unsatisfactory” for the year:  

They were all documenting my incompetence and then a 30 year veteran Mr. M—— who 
taught our new interim principal, he taught him back in the 70s intervened and he said 
Mr. Principal, you’re grace, you can’t fire this guy, because the thing is if someone 
would’ve fired me my 1st year, I would’ve never made it my 4th year when I was a good 
teacher and taught you and you always said I was one of your favorite teachers, so you’re 
depriving some future Mario Ford of having Big Schlong Chris and that was enough. 
They ended up keeping me on.  !

Chris bought Mr. M—— a really expensive bottle of wine thanking him, but he wasn’t even sure 

why he was grateful. He was terrible at teaching and most days were a Sisyphean struggle for 

control. On Fridays, many Teaching Fellows we knew would meet at the Gate, a bar on 5th 

Avenue in Brooklyn, where we would drink and share stories about what we had suffered that 

week:  

Teachers filled the place. We would all go down about 4:00pm and we would drink with 
ferocity. It was like they would give me a jack and coke inside of a beer with a gin and 
tonic inside of it and talk about how black kids fucked my life up. Iron workers showed 
up and I remember being kicked out so many times – I stole someone’s beer – and was 
screaming in the bathroom at the top of my lungs – I was screaming out of pain and post 
traumatic syndrome. We would drink and smoke a pack of cigarettes all in three hours - 
then go out to eat at some local place. It seemed like a natural organic progression. When 
dealing with racial problems – you get traumatized and wounded. You got to drink to get 
over the abuse you are dealing with.  !
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Look, why do teachers drink so much? Because we’re suffering post traumatic stress 
disorder. You know, having kids yell at you, disrespect you, ignore, not try, fall asleep in 
your class, not bring a pen, not listen to your directions, not do their homework, just sit 
there and look at each other, not look at you, just have human beings not give you the 
dignity and the respect of just looking at you when you speak to them or like you have to 
ask them 15 times to stop cursing at each other, whatever it is, them ignoring you reduces 
your spirit. They don’t care how hard you’re working, they don’t care because, it was just 
too hard for me to ever figure how to get them to try hard.  !

!  

!
  Figure 1. Graffiti, Williamsburg, Brooklyn, NYC circa 2002.  

Despite these problems, he returned for a second year when he continued to have similar 

problems, but to a lesser extent. In his third year, I convinced him to come to my school, which 

also had 100% of students on free lunch, was a Title I school and consequently still had the 

designation, “failing.” But it was much better than the school that Chris taught at. So, we came 

back for a third year. Though his third year too turned out to be disastrous when he was nearly 

arrested, a story dear reader, which I must save for another time for I’m at nearly 6,000 words 

and we need to get to the point where he begins to get better.  
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 In our fourth year, I had moved on from the middle school and was teaching at one of the 

new high schools that were cropping up around the city. My principal had paid for me to attend a 

Great Books workshop on what they call “shared inquiry,” which is a structured way of running 

a discussion of a text.  I convinced Chris to pay out of his own pocket to attend the workshop 18

with me during our spring break. It turned out to be a fortuitous time to take the workshop 

because he had applied earlier in the year to teach at a small high school, again at my urging that 

had a focus on reading and writing. When the assistant principal came to observe Chris, he ran a 

shared inquiry lesson on Leo Tolstoy’s story “Two Brothers.” At the end of the lesson, the AP 

said, “You’re hired. Come teach 11th grade literature.”  

!
High School !
At this point, Chris is beginning his fifth year of teaching. He teaches literature and this is much 

better than teaching middle school literacy. During his time teaching at the high school he begins 

to become a good teacher and eventually an excellent one. But this doesn’t happen until several 

years into teaching at the high school level, which was already beyond the 5th year when more 

than 50% of fellows and teachers generally have left the classroom. And he didn’t find 

satisfaction with teaching until after quitting teaching at the high school level twice. Both times 
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he quit, it had to do in part with the status of teaching and the lack of recognition teaching 

affords:  

Teaching is a lonely solitary thing. [In the corporate world] coworkers have projects 
together, get things done, [and the boss] is a witness to some act. The only time we get to 
be with other adults is only in teacher meetings. I want a witness for someone to validate 
what I am doing. You need people to see what you do on some level. You need some 
recognition – otherwise it is like a mythological punishment. Even Sisyphus has people 
reading about Sisyphus. You just feel lonely and unappreciated. Do suburban teachers 
feel that way? You did and didn’t want people to bear witness to the way things are in 
your classroom. But then when things got better you wanted people to bear witness to the 
dramatic shift.  !

He did have a dramatic shift, first as a literature and writing teacher. Whereas before it was 

disorder and struggle, after several years of teaching, he was having more success:  

AP literature, is by default in some sense a genre study. You read poetry, you read short 
fiction and you read a lot of long fiction. You know? But it’s also thematic. And it’s a 
very effective way to teach, you know the theme of what does it mean to be human? 
Tragedy or archetypes. So, the thematic approach is a little bit more sophisticated and 
potentially richer than just a sheer genre study. And I also teach a regents test prep class 
now. That’s also a genre approach, I suppose too because you have non-fiction, speeches, 
informational writing, journalistic writing, you also have poetry. You have the critical 
lens where you’re testing the knowledge of novels. I’m comfortable with that, but I want 
to get better at teaching the more thematic approach, cuz then you can bring in great 
plays and short fiction and It’s structured on an inquiry into some large idea about human 
nature. !!
We’re doing “The Social Me” by William James, we’re doing “Everything that Rises 
Must Converge” by Flannery O’Connor, we’re doing Freud’s Why War?, we’re doing 
John Locke’s Two Treatises on Civil Government, We’re doing Commonwealth from the 
Leviathan, we read On the Division of Labor by Adam Smith. Really difficult, dense text 
that we look at for one week, often very short. I can do a workshop. I can do memoir. 
Memoir writing is the most accessible. Frankly, writing a short story is impossible. I 
think it’s beyond the skill level of most of the kids. So, personal essay or memoir is 
something that I can whip out right there. Here’s 10 examples of an awesome personal 
memoir and I’ll model on how to write and begin. I’ll do a lot of writing lessons on how 
to begin, how to zero in on a moment, how to speed up or slow down the pace. I can do 
novels now. Long text studies. So this year we read Jane Eyre and Wide Sargasso Sea. 
I’m doing a postmodern reading on how Wide Sargasso Sea comments on Jane Eyre and 
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what questions are raised by a post colonial, feminist novel. We read Hamlet and 
Rosencranz and Guildenstern are Dead.  !

He is surprised by his own progress, now in contrast to the chaos of his first year, he has students 

reading and writing:  

Can you believe that now these people are respecting and reading Kafka? I could not get 
them to write their name on their paper and now they are writing about Kafka. !

Still, he hasn’t been satisfied with the idea of being a teacher. So he quit. Twice. The first time he 

quit, it was to become a writer, but when he returned, his principal placed him as a literature and 

drama teacher. He is conflicted about being a teacher:  

I am conflicted about being a teacher. The kids you are teaching are asking, “Why aren’t 
you something else, because this is a shitty place to be?” “Why are you here? - because 
you are a funny good person at teaching and have developed a following. !

But, the job also provides a certain amount of meaning and purpose to his life:  

It’s those kids who look to you as their mentor that makes you feel you have a larger 
responsibility. I like it now. None of my friends have a collection of kids ages 17-24 who 
need their advice and write them for help with a situation. It is one of the most ego 
inflating, yet humbling, experience at the same time. I happen to know really interesting 
adults now. I am so happy that Jasonis still teaching and he is so talented and full of life. 
It he left teaching it would be like if my Dad started drinking again – fighting off the 
same questions I have – start to reframe what we are.  !

But even as he has gained competency as a teacher, he thinks that it is the teaching of drama that 

has been the most satisfying aspect of being a teacher. It is the next section that will be devoted 

to that. He actually began running a drama program during his time at the second middle school. 

It was there where he directed his first play, which was a total disaster.  

!
Finding a Hook in Drama !
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Chris’s interest in teaching drama came about from watching School of Rock over winter break in 

his third year as a teacher. This came after the 8th grade reading test which was administered in 

January. He had run out of ideas as a teacher (this was before the Great Books workshop). But 

over the break, he watched a film which stimulated his “teacher-imagination”:  

Over the break I saw the movie School of Rock starring Jack Black. I think I was the only 
single man in a theatre filled with families, but I liked Jack Black at the time. Something 
about the movie captured my teacher-imagination. In case you don't recall, Jack Black is 
a failed rock musician who lies about his identity in order to get a job as substitute 
elementary teacher at an elite private school. He's a terrible teacher who can't connect 
with the kids until he discovers many are talented musicians. This becomes the entry 
point for him. Soon he cooks up this crazy scheme to turn the class into one rock and roll 
outfit so they can compete for a cash prize in a battle of the bands contest. Every kid in 
the class plays a role from the actual instrumentalists to the costume designer to the 
manager. Kids roles are determined based on their abilities and interests. Complications 
ensue, of course, but it's a happy ending. Teaching the kids rock and roll was way better 
for Jack Black than teaching math and history.  !

From this viewing, he re-conceptualized his two language arts classes and made them into 

theater companies and he took on the role of director. When the principal got wind of it (after one 

of the students who was doing set design threw paint out the window which landed on several 

cars including Sergeant Johnson, the head of security's personal car and the principal asked what 

the hell was going on in his room, he said that he was putting on a play for the school:  

When I announced to my classes that we were going to be performing for the whole 
school it instantly changed the tone of my classes because the stakes were higher. It was 
both more exciting but more stressful. We needed real costumes and the actors needed to 
memorize their parts and we needed someone to operate the curtains and we needed to 
rent a spotlight because the lights in the auditorium hadn't been used for over 20 years. 
My capacities as a teacher, director, and adult were all tested, strained, and redefined. 
Suddenly, there was a buzz about the plays. Other teachers were intrigued. I knew I was 
in over my head, however and that the whole production was a complete mess. I sought 
help from all quarters. This led to my first positive collaborations with other colleagues, 
including someone that I had been estranged from for several months. Suddenly, there 
was a buzz about the plays. !
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That spring his classes where a “beehive of activity” with preparations for the plays. And in June 

they put on two different versions of the Greek Myths:  

By June we made it to the stage with each class putting on very different plays. One class, 
the higher skilled group, took a post-modern approach that included liberal amounts of 
license with the text, including breaking the fourth wall and an extended allusion to the 
Matrix. The other class, the low skilled class, put on a more traditional rendition of their 
myth. Were the shows good? Were they artistic triumphs? No, they weren't. They were 
pretty much awful. There were about a hundred gaffes and errors, including missed 
curtain cues and a near fight on stage and a costume mix-up that left the largest girl in the 
cast with the smallest toga. She was so embarrassed that she refused to make her 
entrance, so I was forced to take her place on stage. But, in the end, each class put on two 
full productions, and that was, in itself a triumph. After the show we had a mini cast 
party, complete with sparkling cider. During a toast, one of the class leaders and leading 
actors, Tiouba, remarked to me that he never thought we would pull off the production. 
The fact that we did meant more to him than anything else about the show. It meant 
something to me too.  !

His next foray into directing happened the very next year using the young adult text Bronx 

Masquerade,  

Bronx Masquerade is not a conventionally structured novel. In fact, it's really a collection 
of character vignettes that focus on the individual members of an english class in the 
bronx who use poetry to reveal the hidden pain of their private struggles. We needed to 
provide a narrative backbone if were to turn this thing into a play, but narrative there was 
none. What we did have going for us is that we had done a lot of work around journaling. 
We requred all of our middle school actors to keep a journal as we worked our way 
through the text. As we approached our performance date we began to panic about the 
state of our non-play. The solution, we figured, was to go meta. I took all the student 
journals home over mid-winter break and wrote a play about a group of middle schoolers 
trying to put on an adaptation of Bronx Masquerade. The narrative thrust relied the way 
the actors needed to overcome their own defenses to access the characters of Bronx 
Masquerade. The play was about process.  !
We invited parents, students, and teachers to see the final product, which, in terms of 
aesthetic form and content, was damn-near avant garde. Again, in retrospect, I'm amazed 
that we took such a risk.  !
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When he arrived at the high school, he wasn’t able to direct drama because the school hired 

working artists to run the program. Eventually, he quit as described in the opening vignette 

because he wanted to be a writer. However, an art teacher left mid-year and his former principal 

called him and asked him if he would like to teach 6th grade art. He said yes, but knowing 

nothing about teaching art, he planned on turning the art class into a low stakes English class, but 

the students, who wanted art, revolted:  

Within days I was back to hating children. For 6 weeks I put up a fight, but of course I 
was no match for 6th graders so I conceded defeat. English was out. Art was in. But I 
couldn't teach visual art so I opted for dramatic art. Starting in February I started taking 
kids down to our auditorium stage, which was, much like the auditorium at IS 218, 
largely unused.  !

He notes that he must’ve been “totally desperate” because he had no experience teaching acting 

and very little experience even taking acting classes. However, he was more comfortable 

teaching acting, than teaching art, so he decided to start with some of the theater and improv 

games that he remembered from the handful of acting classes he did take. He got in touch with 

his former college instructor and the two of them made a list of theater games that would be 

appropriate for 6th graders and he began with those. The students loved the games, but they 

challenged him as to whether improv games were really “art.” However, he found that for the 

first time in weeks he found that he could manage the students and they were working with him 

rather than resisting. He also made students keep free-writing journals as his own acting teacher 

had done, though he admits that this was the least successful aspect of the class. The theater 

games went on until March when students started asking to perform a play:  

 I pretty much laughed in their faces, pointing out there were over 80 kids in the 6th 
grade; that there were few plays with 80 parts. They were not impressed with my 
explanation. “Aren't you a writer?” they retorted. “Didn't you leave teaching to be a 
writer? Why not write a play?” Again, I tried to laugh them off, but they were not so 
easily placated. Day after day they hounded and pestered me.  
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!
Finally he relented and went home one weekend in late march “got drunk on whiskey” and wrote 

a play called “6th Grade Drama”:  

It was a play about a failed writer who returns to teaching and gets stuck with a rotten 
group of 6th graders. He tries to teach them how to read but they fight him so decides to 
teach them improv theater. It was essentially a found text. I wrote down whole exchanges 
verbatim and added a narrator and breaking the fourth wall.  !

When he returned to school that Monday, he showed the classes the script telling them that the 

play was comprised of four scenes with each class getting their own scene. Each kid would play 

a dramatized version of themselves. The performance, he told them, would take place in April 

right before spring break, which would give them three weeks to rehearse. The students loved it:  

 They went bonkers. Immediately they got it. They got what made something good. They 
weren't shy about demanding rewrites and revisions and clarifications. There was one 
scene that drew upon a big fight about the journals I forced them to keep. In the scene 
one of the girls and "Mr. Clarke" butt heads about the journals. She screams at him, "You 
just want to read about our secrets! You want to hear about our lives! You want to hear 
about how my mom says my dad is just a sperm donor!" It might seem outrageous that I 
included that nugget, but how could I leave out such a good line? The kids agreed. The 
girl's mother agreed. I know she did because every night the kids were taking the scripts 
home to work on memorizing lines and in the morning there would be notes on the 
scripts. Apparently, the girl's mom loved that scene. We took out other lines, but that line 
stayed. !

Though there were still a handful of problems:  

Predictable patterns emerged as we got closer to the performance date. Stress increased 
and kids acted out. I had to fire certain cast members. Damian Holliday was just too 
rowdy to play "Damian Holliday" on stage. So Joel Lopez had to step up and be "Damian 
Holliday." Other kids had to be written out of the script. However, when the week arrived 
we were ready. !

Predictably, the assistant principal had problems with the play and cancelled it. The kids were 

crushed. Ultimately, the decision would go to the principal who had been supportive of Chris’s 
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work with drama. She was concerned that the play could “blow up in their faces” but she let the 

show go on and it was a smashing success. The parents loved it. And the play has a prominent 

place in the high school year book.  

He thinks without the drama he probably wouldn’t be teaching any more:  

I think finding the right instructional program for a teacher is crucial to the school’s 
success and the teacher’s happiness. I quit teaching after 6 years because I wasn’t happy. 
for 4 years I taught middle school ELA and then followed up with 2 years of history. For 
the past 4 years I’ve taught high school ELA, drama, and directed the school plays and I 
haven’t had one mental breakdown. I don’t think there’s any way I would be teaching if I 
couldn’t direct and teach theater because acting and theater are an essential part of my 
personality and spirituality. I actually think I am meant to teach drama more than ELA 
but I have yet to embrace fully the implications of that.  !

Drama has been significant for his own satisfaction and happiness as a teacher, but it’s also made 

the biggest difference in many students’ lives:  

 This is where I favor the school play over drama. There’s something brave about getting 
up in front of peers to perform. I think it’s especially true in the case of theater in the 
south Bronx because theater is not a traditionally valued art form. I’ve noticed that 
singing and dancing are enthusiastically received and encouraged, but theater is a red-
headed stepchild. It’s perceived as culturally irrelevant and high-brow. Therefore, it takes 
a tremendous level of commitment and courage to mount a play. !

In addition to facing their own fears and their judgment of their peers, the students have found 

ways of being successful in school through drama, which is often, like the students in Saunders’s 

lacrosse program or Jason’s writing class a first for many:  

For some kids, theater is their first experience with hard work and success. For some kids 
it’s their first experience working together with other people to make something bold and 
big come to life. For some kids it’s the first time anyone has ever complimented their 
talent. For some kids it’s their one harbor from stormy personal lives. For some kids it’s 
their introduction to their life’s calling, to their natural passion and talent. For some kids 
it’s their best community. !
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Many students have been so influenced by Chris’s drama work that they’ve gone on to study 

acting in their post high school endeavors:  

We’ve had kids pursue theater at Stella Adler’s conservatory, where they take classes, 
steep themselves in Shakespeare and Chekhov and teach classes. We’ve had kids become 
performance majors in college. Theater is the place where I meet the kids I connect to the 
most. I’ve stayed in touch with a handful of students. They were all in the school plays.  !

Chris notes one of the differences between teaching English Language Arts and drama where he 

has been able to create a different kind of structure than exists in a typical class:  

The biggest difference between drama and ELA is the ability to create a densely 
ritualistic class culture. Every day we stick to a fairly regular routine. We progress 
through a series of physical warm-ups, vocal warm-ups, and acting games, all of which 
takes 15-30 minutes, and often involves standing in a circle. The highly ritualistic nature 
of the class creates an interesting class culture. This is always apparent when a new 
student arrives to the class. The kids relish teaching the kid all the games and warm-ups. 
Many of which, on first glance, seem very silly and childish. However, the constant 
practice of these elaborate, silly poses and exercises allows kids to lose themselves in a 
collective bout of self-inflicted humiliation. After a while, they love the games and are 
capable of doing the routine without me. In this way, my classes develop a stronger 
socio-emotional center of gravity and identity than any academic class I’ve ever taught. 
Furthermore, every kid gets a “drama name” which is their name preceded by an 
adjective that begins with a consonant sound of their first name. Examples: Delightful 
Destiny, Curious Carlos, Marvelous Megan. Kids also develop a gesture that goes with 
their name. 
I bring this up because I think having a class-specific name allows students to develop a 
class-specific persona. Many kids who hate other classes thrive in drama because they 
feel free to become someone different. There’s a much greater sense and ability to 
improvise. !

Drama has also provided him an outlet for his own creativity.  

 If I’m tired or bored I may decide to teach the kids a new game or conduct a silly-dance 
contest or demand every kid give a eulogy for a dead superhero. Last year I started 
interviewing kids on Fridays as a way to end the week. I treat every kid like he was a 
guest on Charlie Rose or Barbara Walters. Often the interviews deal with missing fathers, 
struggles in school, and dreams for the future. I can’t do this in other classes. Drama 
opens kids up. They remember the rituals and games. 
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!
 Dead Material Makes for the Best Courses  !
Waller writes that “dead material makes for the best courses.” (1932, 357) But, theater, as we 

will see in the next chapter with writing and in the final chapter with lacrosse, created something 

living and dynamic, which has been instrumental in keeping Chris from being burnt out by the 

“drudgery” of what Jackson calls the “daily grind” of teaching (1968, 3-5). Drama is not his only 

instructional program. He still teaches sections of English Language Arts, but drama has been an 

important aspect of his instructional program providing him and his students a creative outlet 

amid the emphasis on basic skills and test preparation that reformers, in the name of educational 

justice and so forth impose on urban schools and “failing” students. Drama has provided students 

a way--the first for many--to be successful and drama has brought parents into the schools for 

something positive, again unfortunately a rarity for many students and parents in hard-to-staff 

schools. The ritualistic and performative nature of his class structure also provides a radial break 

from what Martin Haberman calls the “pedagogy of poverty” which is a topic that I will return to 

in chapter 6.  

 As a recent Atlantic Monthly article points out, many teachers do not wish to move into 

administrative positions. Many teachers enjoy teaching. But there are few ways to grow and keep 

one’s teaching fresh in this “stageless” (Lortie, 1975, pp. 83-85) career. Drama, has allowed 

Chris to develop and grow in ways that were impossible to see based on his first five years as a 

teacher. For some reason, we accept this timeline in prestigious fields--surgery, the arts, the 

professions, but policy makers and unfriendly commentators like Arthur Levine expect teachers 

to be immediately “excellent” (Schneider, 2011). Chris’s narrative and the two that follow point 
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to the fact that teaching like other crafts take significant time to become proficient at. As 

discussed in chapter two, part of this is a consequence of teaching low status and the assumptions 

made by alternative certification programs that claim that beginners with prestigious credentials 

are as good as or better than experienced professionals.  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!

CHAPTER FOUR!
ESTRANGED LABOR LEARNING TEACHING! !!

There is some odd patronizing tone like a second grade teacher talking to the students. The 
whole thing lacks....The overall vibe is drudgery. I don’t think all schools are like that. I think 
there are schools you walk into and you feel joy and you feel love. You feel it when you come in 
the door. It feels warm, nurturing when you come in the door. It cares about people. I do think 
that needs to start with the leadership in the school. I think our school wants to have that, but the 
leadership somehow squelches that. -Jason !!!
In This Chapter... !
In this chapter, I will discuss Jason’s pathway into teaching, his love of teaching writing and his 

frustrations with the prescriptive and compliance measures that are frequently found in urban 

schools, particularly post NCLB. I will argue that like Chris, Jason found a hook in teaching 

writing which for him was a point of extraordinary impact and rewards with the students. If 

there’s something to keep in mind about Jason is that he is genuinely interested in the practice 

and of teaching, particularly writing. His current work revolves around a theory of audience and 

the rhetoric of composition. Some people like to talk about vintage guitars, he likes to think and 

talk about teaching and learning. Consequently, his “hook” was straight up the middle of the 

curriculum in the English classroom whereas Chris’s work with drama is semi-curricular and 

Sam’s coaching as we will see in chapter six,  is extra-curricular. However, as we will see the 

classroom can be a frustrating place to work for several reasons including a rigid hierarchical 

structure, an environment of constant reform, visits from AP’s and a mania for standardized tests.  
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 Prior to joining the Teaching Fellows, Jason taught math at a private school in California 

for two years. For his first two years as a Fellow he taught middle school starting in 6th grade all 

subjects and looped with his class the next year. After that he was moved to English as the school 

expanded from a middle school (it was a 6-12 model). He found his niche--his hook if you will--

teaching writing at the high school level in the English classroom. This took several moves, so 

finding a hook wasn’t straightforward. Despite his love of teaching and his community, Jason 

was increasingly frustrated by the some of the more bureaucratic aspects of the job and began to 

regard his work as “drudgery.” He moved on from classroom teaching, while deepening his 

commitment to the field of education by pursuing a PhD in the fall of 2013. He hopes to prepare 

future teachers to teach writing and composition.  

 In fiction we are used to having an idealized social or political order which serves as a 

background for the actions of the hero (Dowling, 1979; McDermott, 2012). This order can be 

implied as in Their Eyes Were Watching God or this order can be explicit as in Charles Dickens’s 

Hard Times whose Mr. Gradgrind could serve as the patron saint of the standardization 

movement, with his “dictatorial” voice and his emphasis on “facts and calculations.” Dickens 

writes of an educational system that teaches students to disregard imagination altogether. As we 

will see, the current system asks that teachers also give up imagination, creativity, judgment and 

professional autonomy. Jason’s story too has a social and political order that comes out at points 

in his narrative. If Chris’s main struggle was the students, Jason’s struggle is more with the 

regulations. Through the process of removing judgment from individual teacher, prescribing 

narrow administrative tasks, and reinforcing the more bureaucratic aspects of the job, the reforms 

have the effect of making Jason less and no more invested in his work at the school.  
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 In this story, our hero battles against the logic of a system that seems to “thwart his every 

move.” He compares the situation to Yossarian, the narrator and WWII pilot of Catch-22, Joseph 

Heller’s novel who is caught in his own bureaucratic nightmare: to continue to fly was insane, 

but to attempt to get out of flying would prove that one was sane and would have to keep flying. 

Jason’s situation isn’t life or death, but as we will see the situation proved frustrating enough that 

he decided to move on. Like Hard Times and Catch-22, Jason’s story too has an order one that 

we might think about as three separate domains: policy, administration and practice. (Ellmore 

and McLaughlin, 1988). To consider why he might leave, we might consider how each of these 

contributes to this “drudgery.” It is against this background of policy, administration and practice 

that we must understand his story.  

 During the course of this writing, Jason’s became frustrated with his position as a teacher 

and left as a consequence, this chapter is concerned too with making sense of why he says the 

“overall vibe is drudgery” and the system “seems to thwart his every move. To explain this, I 

turn to the recent literature which characterizes this period of reform. I attempt to locate this 

story in the policy, administrative and practice arenas to offer an account of why Jasonquit that 

takes into account the organizational features of urban school and the policy context around 

NCLB.  

!
Long on Service, Short on Theology  !
Jason grew up in a town in Connecticut in a family who as he puts it were, “long on service and 

short on theology.” His father directed the high school orchestra and introduced the Suzuki 

method to West Hartford’s schools. Jason was always involved in summer camps and became a 

�78



camp counselor for several summers. His enthusiasm and charisma made him a memorable 

“character” as he describes himself to many of the kids.  

 He grew up on the border of West Hartford and East Hartford. On the border of the 

tracks, so to speak, which separated the one rather affluent city from the other, less affluent city. 

He attended school on the “bad” side of the tracks because his parents both taught at the school 

there. And it was there, in crossing the tracks each day, that he first saw the way schools re-

inscribed inequality that was already present in the physical space through “tracking.” 

Growing up in West Hartford, Connecticut, which is a relatively affluent area, I went to an 
elementary school that was not in the affluent part of town. Many of the students were 
bussed in from Hartford. The was a period of bussing that was going on to even out 
demographic differences. But they would put them at the school just over the border of 
Hartford, which is where I went to school. I was in a gifted and talented program starting in 
the 5th grade. And I was quickly separated from those students, but I was friends with them. 
And I saw how they fared in high school. By the time we were in high school many of 
them had dropped out, were in jail, had disappeared, were killed in some sort of gang 
incident, that sort of thing. And that was a concern for me. I realized, “wow, there really are 
two systems of education going on in my hometown.”  !

We see how this early experiences made him aware of the inequality of the educational system. 

Later as we will see he also notes the class differences and problems of rich students he taught in 

the hills of Los Angeles, but here is concern is with those less fortunate than himself. This is a 

theme that runs through his narrative. It’s not surprising, then that is is this idealism that attracted 

him to the Teaching Fellows. Interestingly, like Saunders, Jason credits a film for giving him the 

initial inspiration to teaching in an urban school: 

One night the movie Stand and Deliver was on and I happened to catch it airing on PBS 
and I said, “wow there are teachers out there who can make a difference.” But I saw them 
as making a difference through their dramatics. And that’s a key thing because I identified 
myself as an actor. As someone who was dramatic as someone who was a character. People 
would be like, “you’re a character!” and they would tell me that from an early age. I was 
different. I had a large, sort of eccentric persona. I would see these kind of movies, 
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Dangerous Minds or Stand and Deliver, I would see these people up there who could act in 
some way. So I sort of filed that away in my memory bank and said, “well, maybe one day 
I may be one of these guys on any one of these guys And do something like that.” And you 
know if you’ve ever seen the movie 42 up, oftentimes when people think about when they 
let 14 years old 21 years old, becomes a thing later on, then of doing that thing at some 
point in their life.  !

In particular, Jaime Escalante, the charismatic hero of the film Stand and Deliver served as a 

primary inspiration for Jason ("I saw him making a difference through his dramatics, which was 

significant because I identified as an actor").  

 We also see in Jason's narrative a deep desire to live a meaningful life. He mentions 

reading existentialist psychologists such as Rollo May and Victor Frankl in high school. And he 

was also deeply influenced by the teachings of the Episcopalian church. He mentions in 

particular the liberation theology which has been described as, "an interpretation of Chris faith 

through the poor's suffering, their struggle and hope, and a critique of society and the Catholic 

faith and Christianity through the eyes of the poor." He observes that his family was "short on 

theology and long on service." We can see how both his early experiences and his experience 

with church could lead a sensitive and thoughtful young person to be highly attuned to the ways 

that class and education intersect.  

 Through his experiences at camp, he notes that he had tested the idea of working with kids. 

And significantly, he got feedback from the world that he was gifted at relating to young people. 

He also had a number of experiences working with kids at camp that encouraged him to become 

a teacher: 

I worked at summer camp and that influenced my self-assessment of being able to work 
with kids. It taught me that I could work with kids, spent a lot of time around kids in high 
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school. My main job in high school was working at a summer camp, even as a custodian. It 
took a summer off, I was custodian after senior year of high school. The kids are yelling at 
me and begging me to stay as custodian. I related well to them. One guy said then these 
kids love you you should become a teacher someday. That influenced me a lot, because I 
was into sort of canned jobs like, “oh, do you want to come work at our summer camp?” 
Okay well, while you go to camp here, here’s a job. And you just show up and it’s all laid 
out for you.  !

During college, Jason studied English and based on a professor’s recommendation he tutored 

writing in the Rutgers English Department writing lab, which gave him an early experience with 

the type of work he would do leading a writing workshop later in his career. He found that he 

liked one-on-one work more than he expected:  

I started tutoring in the Rutgers in this department sometime during college. Professor 
recommended meetings department and those working in the writing lab and I really 
enjoyed it, working one-on-one with students. And my sister was a teacher. Both my 
parents were teachers. My dad’s parents were teachers. My dad has a brother who is a 
teacher. My sister’s husband at the time he was a teacher. And I’ve gone down there, and 
spent some time in my sister’s classroom, and she said “you know, we are doing in this 
writing workshop, one-on-one, that’s what teaching is nowadays.” Even though, that’s not 
what I want to hear, I want to be the guy up on stage, the Jaime Escalante up there. !

As he developed skills as a writing tutor, he was asked to work with students who qualified for a 

low-income program known as the Equal Opportunity Fund. And again, we see him drawn to 

helping those less fortunate than himself:  

I was working with students who came from, in general, from much lower socioeconomic 
backgrounds. Many of them were English-language learners, people who are gotten into 
Rutgers maybe by the skin of their teeth needed a lot more support. And I found even more 
rewarding than what I had been doing working in the lab.  !

His first teaching job was at a private school in California, which gave him another view into 

class based differences of education: 

One thing I did learn from that experience is that the very privileged kids often need as 
much help personally need as much help as the socio-economically disadvantaged kids. 
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Just do to the fact that their parents aren’t around either. They’re being raised by nannies, 
they’re subject to the influences of drugs and a totally superficial lifestyle of the partying 
and the Hollywood scene that many of the poor kids will never see. However, when you 
zoom out, and you start looking not just at their particular situation, but at the situation of 
society as a whole, the idea of achievement gap, which obviously this comes out of 
egalitarian ideals, to work on that and say, “you know, these people aren’t getting a fair 
education.” That was, a desire that was there.  !

By chance one day he met the teacher and writer Erin Gruwell, the author of Freedom Writers.  !
She asked me what I was doing; why wasn’t I teaching the kids that really needed me? I 
went home that night and began my application for the Teaching Fellows. 

!
 Teaching Fellows, the First Two Years !
The Teaching Fellows gave him a way to earn a MA in education and become certified and also a 

chance to find the meaningful work that he was seeking:   

But, I had that in my mind. I thought, “that seems pretty cool, you know you’re going to 
get a masters out of this deal? You’re going to get masters out of it? This stuff costs money. 
But you’re going to start making decent money right away? You’re going to start making 
40,000 right away. That’s twice as much as I was making at that time. I’m like $44,000 and 
a masters.  !

Unlike many Fellows: Unlike most teaching fellows, he had previous teaching experience.  !
So I applied again. I originally applied for the math immersion for people who didn’t really 
have a strong math background, but they’ll give you that math major. I applied to special 
education and bilingual. They wrote back and they said, well we want you to come out for 
an interview. I said here I am applying for math, I even did a math lesson. !

Just to clarify: Jason graduated college with a major in English. He taught math at a private 

school in California for two years. He applied to the Teaching Fellows for math, special ed and 

bilingual. When he went to interview he did a math lesson. When they went to place him, the 

woman did him a favor by putting him down for English, which put him in the secondary 
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English program at Brooklyn College rather than a math immersion program. Though Jason 

didn’t know it at the time:  

!
I said here I am applying for math, I even did a math lesson. I went to the interview and the 
woman said, “why not English?” I said what do you mean? She said, well you did math out 
in California, but your whole background is in English and theater and stuff. She said 
you’re a charismatic guy, why not English? I said because you guys aren’t accepting people 
for English right now. She said, no, no, I’m putting you down for English. So, she’s like 
we’ll accept you, but only in English. Which was weird because I didn’t think it was an 
underserved area, I just though math, bilingual and special ed were.  !

However, now that he was accepted by the program, he had to find a job. A placement in NYCTF 

parlance. He was correct in assuming most of the vacancies were in bilingual, special education 

and math. That is what the principals at the placement fairs were looking mostly for. So, when he 

goes to the job fair in late August, desperate for a placement for the fall.  

I went up to somebody at a job fair and she said. And she said, “can you teach math?” And 
I said, “well I’m hired to be an English teacher, NYCTF.” She says, “don’t worry about it. 
I’ll fix that for you. Can you teach math?” I said, yeah, she goes, “ok you’re hired.” I said 
“to do what?” She goes “6th grade all subjects”. She goes “you’ve taught 6th graders social 
studies, right? I go yeah. She goes, you’ve taught English right? I go no. She goes, well you 
know it. Right, she goes well you know it? You’re going to school for it. I go yeah. She 
goes you taught social studies out there in California, right? I go yeah. She goes you seem 
pretty smart, you probably know your science. Did you ever take anything like AP biology? 
I go yeah. Here you’re hired. You’re teaching all subjects to 6th graders.  !

Having a single class makes things easier in some ways (only 34 students to get to know rather 

than 136), but it also makes prep more arduous since you’re prepping for science, English, social 

studies and math. When things go wrong, however and you’re stuck with the same group of kids 

all day, it can be rough. His says that his 6th grade class was extremely well-behaved the first 

couple months of school, but some students were moved in from another class that changed the 

classroom dynamic:  
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Here’s when it got crazy. The woman across the hall, was having a lot of problems, she was 
a Teaching Fellow and she wanted things to be exact. If the kids didn’t do exactly what she 
wanted, she would got off, yelling at the top of her lungs and she didn’t show a lot of 
warmth, only a desire for control. And the kids were crazy. And they put three new students 
in my classroom and they completely changed the whole dynamic.  !

The following is one of the stories that he told me during our interviews, which illustrates the 

kind of problems one can have in diverse population of students. It’s interesting that my first year 

as a teacher 9/11 happened at a few years latter, Jason is able to tell a story where the main 

bogeyman for one of his students in Brooklyn is a “terrorist.” This section passage too gives a 

window into the complex social dynamics that teachers need to deal with in addition to teaching 

whatever their primary subject is. Waller thought that teaching gave teachers “social insight” by 

which he meant:  

The teacher acquires in experience a rough, empirical insight into the processes of personal 
interaction in the schools. For let no one be deceived, the important things that happen in 
the schools result from the interaction of personalities. Children and teachers are not 
disembodied intelligences, not instructing machines and learning machines, but whole 
human beings tied together in a complex maze of social interconnections. The school is a 
social world because human beings live in it.  !

We can see a glimpse of the complexity of this social world in the incident that follows. We can 

see too how Jason is actually indirectly and innocently the cause of this incident in some ways as 

an innocent question can lead to major problems:  

One time we were discussing Thanksgiving. “Well, I hope you all have a nice 
Thanksgiving.” And a young girl named Latifa Hussein who was from Afghanistan raises 
her hand and says, “I don’t celebrate Thanksgiving.”  
“Well, is that for a reason?” I said, “is it difficult to get a Halal turkey?” which sounds 
ridiculous to say, but I had actually read an article that morning in the New York Times 
about the unavailability of Halal turkeys. She goes, “No, I know where to get a Halal 
turkey, but we just don’t celebrate it because....” And she’s not even finished with her 
sentence and  
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Dovell shouts out, “Terrorist! Terrorist, Mr. Groff. Terrorist, terrorist, terrorist, terrorist, 
terrorist. Aaaaaaahhhh!”  
He starts running around the room.  
“Dovell, sit down.”  
 “Aaaaahhhh, we’ve got a terrorist. We’ve got a terrorist, ladies and gentlemen.”  
“Please, you need to stop right now. I’m calling for help.” I said.  
“She’s a terrorist!”  
 “Dovell, she’s not a terrorist, some people are a different religion, it doesn’t make them a 
terrorist.” I said. “Terrorist, terrorist this girl, terrorist, she doesn’t celebrate Thanksgiving. 
She’s a terrorist, she doesn’t celebrate Thanksgiving.”  
“That’s not true Dovell, my family just doesn’t like America that much.” Latifa said. 
At that point Dovell just stands up on top of a desk and shouts, “Terrorist! Call the FBI, 
she’s a terrorist.” This was before I remembered where her family was from, I was still 
learning about the students.  
“You know, Dovell, she’s not even from…” I said. 
“She’s Iraqi, she’s Iraqi.” he said. 
“Listen, Osama bin Laden is from Afghanistan.  
“Actually Mr. Man, my dad, he knew him, growing up he knew him. My family speaks the 
same language as them, the Taliban.” she said. 
At this point, Dovell is like foaming at the mouth, eyes rolling in back of his head. He starts 
tearing down everything from the walls, knocking over bookcases. I’m in the hallway, 
calling for help. Luckily a few months later he was removed from my classroom. He was 
actually removed from the school. He was on the bus and he asked to go to the bathroom 
and the bus driver said, “I can’t stop the bus. You have to wait until you get home.” And so 
he peed on the bus driver. But that was the end of that year. It was crazy from that point on.  !

 His first years in New York were difficult and he had classroom management problems like 

Chris and Saunders. Although he had teaching prior teaching experience, he found the students in 

New York far more difficult to manage than the students he had in California. He wondered if he 

could control them: 

I used to say, “these kids are uncontrollable. You can’t control them, they don’t listen to 
anybody. They don’t respect any of their teachers.”  !

Control was a major theme in the stories of However, he had a good mentor (his second) who 

seems to have done all the things one would expect from a mentor. Here Jason describes her 

modeling a lesson during his first year: 
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She goes, “Can I try?”  
 Kids are going nuts, they’re on their desks. She walks in the room. I don’t even know what 
she did, it was just the vibe of the experienced teacher. They all stop what they’re doing. 
And they just look.  
“Please have a seat ladies and gentlemen.” They all take their seats.  
“Please take out your notebooks.” They all take out their notebooks.  
She says, “do you mind if I teach a lesson?” I go, what the heck. How did you do that? She 
goes it’s not just what you do. It’s not just what you, it’s how they perceive you. And that 
perception begins on day one with how you’ve constructed their perception of you. And 
what you’ve done to contribute to that perception of you. And also unnoticeable things that 
you do that you’d need Erving Goffman to deconstruct the actual minuscule little things, 
the theater of your actions.  

  
In his next year he had the same class, which didn’t allow him to have a fresh start with a new 

class. He had a similar dynamic as the first year. Again in his second year classroom 

management issues dominated. It is for this reason that the model of these alternative recruitment 

strategies reveal that they are about something other than teacher recruitment. It takes two years 

as a teacher to get comfortable managing a class and about 4-5 in Larry Cuban’s estimation 

based on his years as a teacher, principal, superintendent and researcher to become a decent 

teacher. Those who are teaching for two years never get beyond this point as the narratives in 

Neil Rigole’s dissertation will attest. It’s not a question of whether the summer training is good 

or not. As a recent article by Jack Schneider shows even as TFA sold their rhetoric of alternative 

pathways, they were quietly bolstering their training model copying the training programs from 

teacher training programs at elite universities. We see here in Jason’s second year, he still is not 

confident in his abilities to manage a class:  

“Then I looped up and taught 7th grade. And we got off to a rocky start because those kids 
didn’t see me as competent anymore after my 6th grade year because I lost control. And one 
boy, a sort of precocious little boy even said to me, “Mr. Groff, you know I’m crazy. I got 
your back though, but you better start off mad strict this year, Mr. Groff. You don’t start off 
mad strict this year, it’s gonna be like last year, they’re gonna run all over you. So better 
change your ways, don’t be all happy. I like it when you joke, but seriously, we’re not 
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gonna learn nothing if you do that.” It was difficult for me to adjust from the private school 
in California, where generally the happier and the funnier I was with the kids the more they 
liked me and responded to me. There was something gnawing at me wondering if I could 
really teach kids who people say are difficult to teach. Could I do it?  ! !

In his third year as a NYC teacher (5th year counting the two years at the private school), he was 

moved into a position teaching high school English at the high school level, where he probably 

should’ve begun his career. His path to his hook wasn’t as direct or purposeful as Sam’s. As we 

see it took him several steps and though he traces his interests now back to his tutoring in college 

and so forth and he doesn’t seem to be as aware of it or consciously pursuing it. Instead, he is 

more than willing to accept a placement in math, in 6th grade common branch, etc. By placing 

him in English, his principal did him a favor because it is there in the English classroom that he 

returned to his love of teaching writing.  

!
Finding a “Hook” !
Finding a hook even when he became an English teacher wasn’t immediate. When he first started 

a high school English teacher, he first identified more as a reader than a writer and therefore as a 

teacher of literature rather than a teacher of writing. He wanted to be the type of teacher who got 

kids excited about ideas and literature. Jason recalls a teacher in high school who had changed 

his views through reading: 

I started off interested in teaching English because I saw how my own geweltanschaung 
or whatever you wanna call it, world view, changed as I read stuff in high school. Of 
course, it wasn’t always in a vacuum. A great teacher walked me through Thoreau and 
Huxley and this changed what I thought of technological progress, for instance. I wanted 
to be that guy. 
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But he found that reading and writing response papers distorted the purpose of reading and made 

for bad writing and tedious reading: 

It’s always been a problem that the response to literature has been the dominant English 
genre…it turns reading into this prep-exercise for doing what really counts, writing this 
essay that will be graded. And it makes for lame writing.  !!

During his first few years as a teacher, he lived with Chris and me, which also influenced his 

writing instruction. As Chris mentions in chapter 5, we were both reading Nancie Atwell’s In the 

Middle among other things: 

So I was fortunate enough to be living with two guys early on, who were taken it by the 
whole expressionist camp of English composition---Donald Graves, Peter Elbow—all 
those guys. They got me started on getting the kids writing. 

!
During his time teaching English he found it intellectually stimulating to read about writing 

instruction. One of the early influences was Erin Grunell’s book Freedom Writers, which Jason 

read twice. It served as an early inspiration for him and Saunders could do with their students in 

terms of writing. They knew their students had stories to tell and that’s where they started. But 

some students struggled with getting words on the page. Jason came across a text called Rain, 

Steam and Speed: Building Fluency in Adolescent Writers which influenced how he approached 

writing. Through his reading, his conversations with Saunders and the professional development 

from the school, he began to get results from students. Those who hadn’t been writing began to 

generate a lot of text. And they began writing for many different audiences. As Jason explains, 

“We wanted to at least turn the faucet on full blast—then we could later influence the flow.” As 

his kids started writing more, he began reading more about the development or writing and 

writing pedagogy and found it professionally engaging and intellectually stimulating:  
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Here’s something important—especially when what keeps a guy like me teaching is the 
stuff going on in the classroom. Everything I did had some sort of source—and there was 
this parallel intellectual journey going on in the world of pedagogy. Some teachers 
wouldn’t think that reading Nancy Atwell, Ralph Fletcher, Bomer, Graves, Elbow, 
Sheridan Blau, JasonBurke and all the rest is much of an intellectual journey—but I 
disagree. It’s geological—go beneath that strata of folks and you get to a whole other 
realm of theory that led them to do what they did. And I read that stuff too. Composition 
theory and all that, and I began to see the whole food chain and realized where I was in 
the whole ecosystem. 

And he was working in a school that supported the writing workshop approach and service 

learning; his school helped his development as a writing teacher:  

Curriculum wise, the school was situating itself in a very progressive tradition---the 
framework of the Expeditionary Learning folks coming out of the Outward Bound 
community. They pushed the writing workshop hard—sending us to some great training 
through the NYC Writing Project, and encouraged us to bridge the process-product 
binary by envisioning writing as an outgrowth of creating products for real audiences. 

This writing was some of the most rewarding aspects of teaching and his focus began shifting to 

the teaching as writing. He notes as that, “the crazy thing is that, as much as I wanted to teach 

reading, this writing took on a life of its own.” 

 One of the aspects of learning on the job is that you had to figure it out as you went. 

However, when he started doing journaling with students, their writing really took off. And he 

began to think about ways to provide students with experiences writing for authentic audiences: 

!
This took me in all sorts of directions---in the beginning I took this pretty literally---I 
picked up a copy of Randy Bomer’s Time for Meaning and fused this with his other work 
For a Better World [Reading and Writing for Social Action] and had the students write as 
a part of their action-research and service-learning projects. Students formed action-
research groups and then wrote to real audiences to effect changes they wanted to see. 
They got YMCA plans changes, added crosswalks, revamped subway stations, and at 
times didn’t effect any changes but got the ear of certain folks at the EPA and the Mayor’s 
office, and just realized they had a voice. It was pretty interesting stuff.  
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He began to incorporate more creative aspects into the writing. They wrote for entertainment, for 

laughs and for enjoyment:  

This goal of getting kids to create—this took me away from the insistence on real 
audiences. Sometimes, the audience was just the class---we wrote talk shows, readers-
theatre plays, all sorts of persuasive speeches—and in the end, much of it was based on 
the literature we were reading. Maybe Romeo and Juliet were showing up on a Maury-
style talk show to discuss healthy versus unhealthy teen relationships; maybe a scene 
from Great Expectations was being acted out; maybe students were pretending to be a 
prosecutor or defense attorney, arguing in favor of one interpretation of “My Papa’s 
Waltz”; maybe we were doing something historical, pretending to be persuasive patriots 
or loyalists…in the end, it was about a total unleashing of the power of language, as it 
intersects with audience, voice, and purpose. It was fun. 

We find here as in Sam’s and Chris’s chapter making things together is one of the most 

rewarding aspects of teaching and one of the rarest to achieve partially because schools are 

organized around individual achievement (Varenne and McDermott). Creation is also now what 

happens in poor urban schools. As Jean Anyon writes, the hidden curriculum in poor schools is 

around compliance. We’ll see how that compliance operates for the teacher as well. Both the 

teachers and the students are working under a system which promotes compliance. Students are 

directed and expected to comply. In contrast the hidden curriculum of upper class schools are 

characterized by independent thinking and creativity. Students are asked questions such as, “how 

would you approach this problem? Why?” and so forth. This kind of creative work didn’t prepare 

students for the standardized tests which form the basis of the evaluation for the school:  

Yet as I got deeper into this project over the years, I found myself running a foul of the 
demands of the job. One year, my students published a book of poetry. There was so 
much good in it. I remember how disappointed I was when my assistant principle asked 
me, “This creative writing is nice, but how will it get them to pass the Regents?” 
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While getting students engaged in writing and develop of a love of learning or reading and 

writing may be nice, from the principal's perspective the school has more immediate and 

pressing goals (she is getting pressure from above here and so on up the line). We can see this 

division, which I will discuss in the next section in the sentence that follows. Jason’s approach 

although it was aligned with the stated goals (and PD he was given) of the school, it would not 

immediately help students pass the state assessment, so it was discounted.  

!
Seeing Like a Teacher 
  
Elmore and McLaughlin write how each level in the administrative, policy and practice realms 

has “its own rewards and incentives, its own special set of problems, and its own view of how 

the educational system works” (Elmore and McLaughlin, v). In this situation we can see how 

from Jason’s perspective he has the students producing work, they are engaged, etc., for the 

another perspective, he’s wasting time that could be better spent on standardized tests as we saw 

in Sam’s chapter. Remember again, that by continuing labeling these failing schools, we have 

constant reform, but we also have a regime that reinforces basic skills and directive behavior. It 

reinforces the “pedagogy of poverty.” We must keep in mind too that when teachers are criticized 

is is for not maintaing control. Sometimes the workshop model classes get loud with for instance 

when students are conferencing with each other. But it’s not just one’s level in the system and the 

differing goals and incentives, it’s also about how one spend’s one’s day. Charles Goodwin notes 

that the ways that we spend our days and the tools that we use eventually give us a sort of frame, 

or schema that shapes our perceptions and interpretations of single events and of the world 

generally. Goodwin calls this lens “professional vision,” “which consists of socially organized 
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ways of seeing and understanding events that are answerable to the distinctive interests of a 

particular social group.” Goodwin identifies three practices which comprise this particularly way 

of seeing. It is by engaging in certain practices that Goodwin labels coding, highlighting and 

producing and articulating material representations that begin to constitute a lens through which 

people of different occupations view an event or situation. Teachers work with students, which as 

Waller said, gives teachers social insight. Teachers see their work in very personal terms, a 

perspective that is shaped through their socialization and their daily activities A major focus of 

Jackson’s Life in Classrooms is to understand “how a group of good teachers viewed life in the 

classroom” (117), including how they know when they are doing a good job, the relationship 

between their own work and the institutional framework setting in which they work and sources 

of personal satisfaction. The fifty elementary school teachers Jackson interviewed were each 

identified and nominated by administrators who considered the teachers “outstanding.” Jackson 

offers a synthesis of these interviews grouped what he identified as four recurrent themes: 

immediacy, informality, autonomy and individuality.  

 For instance, Jackson finds immediacy in the way teachers get feedback from students on 

how they’re doing: “[I] look at their faces” says one teacher, another: “[I look for] their interest, 

their expressions; they way they look” and another: “You could just tell from the look on her fact 

that the whole thing suddenly dawned on her” (p. 120). He likens this assessment to an actor’s 

reading of an audience. However this reading just doesn’t offer feedback for teachers on their 

performances, but he also finds that this is how teachers assess students’ learning. He writes “if 

we believe the testimony of these experienced teachers it is today’s behavior rather than 

tomorrow’s test that provides the real yardstick for measuring the teacher’s progress.” (123). 
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Students’ enthusiasm and involvement matter far more to a teacher than students’ performance 

on objective tests. Jackson attributes this lack of faith in objective measures to a lace of 

commercially available formal assessments and when formal assessments are used teachers 

receive results too late in the year to be used. Hence the fallback on previously made 

assessments. Their sense of efficacy comes from the feedback they receive from students during 

“the teaching session.” We can see this personal, subjective worldview in the pact that Saunders 

and Jason had with each other:  

Saunders and I had a basic pact—we could teach whatever we wanted however we 
wanted, but we could not kill a growing love for the subject. Our job was to create a 
vector, not dead-end outcome. We cared not so much about our test scores, but whether or 
not we had planted those seeds that grow into a love for reading and writing.  

We can see their goals have nothing to do with achievement on the standardized tests. Part of this 

particularity of the teacher is that they are working with individual students with distinct 

personalities. Developing a relationship with students and to the material as Saunders said of one 

of his students, “you can just see him shut down right in front of your eyes.” Engagement in the 

activity at hand seems more important to teachers than the outcomes on formal assessments, but 

developing individual students: 

But the whole thing of student writing—what was it? It was them—I wasn’t just 
interested in getting them to use strong verbs, or make different choices---I wanted to 
know not just their voices, but actually know them as individuals. This is huge---this is a 
big part of what keeps teachers teaching, not all, but a certain subset—especially not the 
ones just interested in banking information, or playing biology professor, or what have 
you. The guys that coach the sports and the drama club and teach writing—we want to 
know and understand and nurture our students on a much deeper, individualized, 
individually-responsive level. I’ve been into this ever since I became a camp counselor at 
the age of 15. I worked at camps and in tutoring centers ever since. Listening to kids is a 
huge part of the job. The writing was an extension out of this. 

!
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This worldview of teachers, which can be characterized as informal, subjective and personal puts 

teachers at odds with an institutional framework that is formal, objective and impersonal. In the 

next section we will see how these policies, as enacted through the bureaucratic and 

administrative structure of the NYCDOE come down as directives. As Groundwater-Smith, 

Susan and Nicole Mockler write in teach Teacher Professional Learning in an Age of 

Compliance, these reforms are are often directive. As Haberman notes this creates a fundamental 

mismatch between the types of people who are attracted to teaching and the demands of the job 

(telling people what to do all day).  

!
Teaching in Yossarian’s World !
In his second year, more of the mandates from the central administration--itself responding to 

NCLB demands--began taking effect. These come down most frequently as directives in 

professional development meetings. Teachers are then expected to follow these directives, which 

are checked by administrators from the central office during school visits. I should remind the 

reader, that this period was one of enormous power consolidation and centralization of the New 

York City Department of Education, a subject I’ve discussed in Chapter 2.  It was also a period 19

when many small schools opened. We see in this Jason taught at one of these:  

In my second year will say now, the bureaucracy, when we were a new school, we started 
responding more to the directives from above. The mayor or the chancellor wants us to 
form inquiry groups. They’ll say, “Uh, everybody should have a data binder on their upper 
left hand corner of their desk at all times. And that data binder is not only hard data, but 
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also soft data including ongoing interim assessments.” We do invest in the acuity, we’re 
part of the acuity system of New York City. We have interim tests every four or five weeks 
the kids are on the computer taking these tests and you should have the results in that 
binder too. And I’m like, “why do I need to have them in the binder if they’re online?”  
“No, they need to be visible if we walk into the classroom.”  
“Why?”  
“‘Please, we don’t have time for your silly questions. In addition, your inquiry groups, you 
need to be blogging about them on a regular basis. We’re going to have inquiry, we’re no 
longer going to be doing extended day on Wednesdays.’ The extended time for students and 
only 4-5 students would show up for each teacher. Those 4-5 probably really benefit from 
it. And you put that through the number of kids in the school, that’s actually a lot if kids. 
No, the staff has voted, now we’re going to do inquiry on Wednesday after school. You’ll 
have 15 students and you’ll be deciding on a focus, an outcome, a procedure to implement 
into your lesson plans and you’ll be blogging using the inquiry space the chancellor has 
created on the Department of Ed website. And you’ll be doing this on Wednesdays 
according to the protocol we’re implementing.”  !

Again we see the directive nature of the professional development. Teachers are not seen as 

problem solvers or professionals. Being “good” in this situation means complying with the 

directives, conforming to the formalism of the system. As we saw above with the hook, doing 

good in this context is an entirely different matter. This system, however as Lortie reminds us is 

not designed to build the “intellectual capital of the occupation.” In fact, the profession in many 

ways thwarts and frustrates growth with its contradictory sets of demands that put the teacher in 

the position of being a “dilemma manager” who constantly has to make “poor trade 

offs” (Lampert, 1985). As I mentioned earlier, Jason compares his situation to Yossarian because 

many of the tasks that he is asked to do don’t seem to have anything to do with improving the 

actual function of the job. As we will see later, he feels divided between the formal 

responsibilities of the job (i.e. what you have to do in order to not get interrogated as we will see 

in an example to come) and good teaching, which I described in hook section. Reforms are a 

constant feature of urban schools (Cuban 1990; Tyack and Cuban; Elmore and McLauglin, 1993) 
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 So, it just got to be more and more ridiculous. I think about it in terms of the frog boiling 
in water. Did I think it was crazy from day one? No. Has it gotten crazy when I look at it 
from the perspective at the end of this year when I look at the whole thing? Yes, this is 
crazy. The amount of time that is spent worrying about test scores.  !

 The tests narrow the curriculum for the students, but also for the teacher who is expected 

to implement the kind of prep we saw in Sam’s chapter. We saw too the type of resistance that 

the standardized tests generated. But it’s more than just the focus on tests, it is a ad hoc system 

that cares more for adherence to formal regulations than to issues about what students are doing 

and learning. As Jason said, usually if you keep the kids in the room and you seem like you know 

what you’re doing, you get left alone. But in this year he had several visits where they found out 

he wasn’t doing what they thought he was doing. These visits started becoming more regular. 

During one year he was observed 40 times. As Jackson writes, autonomy is an important value to 

teachers. He notes that there are two hypothetical situations which would arouse complaint. One 

is the possibility of an inflexible curriculum and the other is the “possible invasion by 

administrative superior bent of evaluation” (Jackson, 129). We can see this autocratic governance 

at work in the following example, where Jason acts as a ventriloquist for some of the institutional 

voices (Bahktin, 19TK) that he says he hears throughout his day. Even though his principal tries 

to buffer the staff from some of the reforms:  

It’s just getting crazy. There is this feeling that my principal and the leadership of my 
school is really caught up in that and may be doing the best they can, but they can only do 
so much to buffer the teachers from it. Just catch the next wave – whatever it is. And then 
the administration will remember that there were old things they tried to implement and 
they would come around and say [stream of consciousness]: 
“Hey, are you still doing balance literacy?”  
“Your word wall is not interactive.” 
“Your word wall is 6-7 feet off the ground.”  
“How are they interacting with that? Is that safe?”  
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“Look that’s your problem to solve. I can’t help that you don’t have other wall space 
available.” “No, you cannot use the bulletin boards in the classroom for your word wall.”  
“That’s where work needs to go up and that should be divided up evenly into 4 spaces.” 
“Every two weeks that should change.”  
“What is this for? So you’re using a holistic rubric – we don’t use holistic rubrics to 
evaluate other peoples’ work.”  
“Every rubric should have at least 5 criteria on a six point scale. Who told you a 4 point 
scale? I didn’t say anything about that.”  
“Was that a change recently? I must have missed that.”  
“Have you written authentic comments?”  
“You don’t know what authentic means? Authentic means real.”  
“Real comments.”  
“Telling a student that you really like their work is not a real comment.”  
“That’s basically just saying ‘Good Job.’” 
“It’s not acceptable to say ‘Good Job.’”  
“What are you saying is a good job? Was it good job on the syntactical dimension of the 
sentences? Good job starting sentences in a variety of ways? Good job with word choice? 
what was it?”  
“By the way – this rubric – is it a modification of the six traits?”  
“‘Cause I don’t see 6 traits here, I see 7.”  
“Oh, it’s 6 plus one traits? What’s the one again?”  
“Presentation? Oh, presentation.”  
“Then what’s going on here? This student printed it out in purple.”  
“Purple is not one of the colors that we put on bulletin boards. People are walking around 
from the DOE looking at these things.”  
“I see misspellings you need to take this down.”  
“You don’t edit their work? – peer editing? This is what they are able to do now?”  
“You need to take their work and do the final publishing act and edit it if they can’t do it. 
I’m not asking you to do the work for them. I’m asking you to do your job as a teacher.”  
“What do you mean, you have nothing in your portfolios?” 
“Where are your portfolios? Let me see them.”  
“What’s going on here?”  
“See what you did last year? You used your portfolios as work folders.”  
“They are not work folders. How many pieces go into your folder, that’s up to you.”  
“Only finished products of different genres.”  
“Ok, so if you ask them to take work out of their portfolios and put them into the advisory 
portfolios for student conferences you should have taken all of the pieces of paper from 
every student in your grade.”  
“How many students do you have? That’s only 136.”  
“You should have taken those pieces they have selected and photocopies those. Figure out a 
way, take out the staple, pile them all up on top of the document feeder and you photocopy 
all of those essays. Give them back and then put the essays back in the portfolios.”  
“Get a student to do it. Get them to do it at lunch time.”  
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These are the kind of things I hear throughout my day. Some days I really have to sacrifice 
sanity. It is the nature of an exceptionally large bureaucracy – especially in New York City. 
With all of its different branches and wings and ideas and subdivisions. Each school has its 
own fiefdom interpreting in a different way than someone else. I think it is a lot like 
Catch-22. They guy is not really insane. He’s trying to maintain his sanity and a maybe 
even a little integrity while working in a system that seems to thwart his every move. The 
bottom line is that there is probably not a whole lot that Principals and APs really need to 
do.  !

We can see too an aspect of the organizational structure, where in the situation above the teacher 

is the subordinate in a system that is run by non-educators. As Lortie writes, the administrative 

line doesn’t come from the teaching line, they are different functions. To jump from one to the 

other requires a separate administrative license.  

You have to just let them do their job. Professionalism and status. There is a strange tone 
within these power structures. Is there really a difference between the assistant principal 
and the teacher? Where is this tone coming from? I’m the person who is staying there until 
sometimes 9:30pm at night; getting there an hour before. This is the person showing up 
five minutes before and leaving at the bell and making 40% more than me. I think there is 
an anger that’s building up inside of me saying “Where are you coming from?” You are just 
someone who chose at some point, because you are frustrated with teaching, to get your 
administrative license. We all know it is easy to sit there and criticize. It is easier to sit there 
and be the guy with the clipboard than it is to be the teacher.  !

Waller notes that nearly all schools operate on some form of the autocratic principle:  

Where there is a favorable rapport between the teachers and the administrative authorities, 
this autocracy becomes an oligarchy with the teacher group as a solid and well-organized 
ruling class. ..Where there is not cordial rapport between school executives and teachers, 
control becomes more autocratic. A despotic system apparently becomes necessary when 
the teaching staff has increased in size beyond a certain limit. (Waller 1932/1967, p. 9) !

Many commentators have noted the outdated “factory model” of urban schools. We might also 

consider to what degree a school is a “total institution.” Goffman defines it as follows:  

First, all aspects of life are conducted in the same place and under the same single 
authority. Second, each phase of the member’s daily activity is carried on in the immediate 
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company of a large batch of others, all of whom are treated alike and required to do the 
same thing together. Third, all phases of the day’s activities are tightly scheduled, with one 
activity leading at a prearranged time into the next, the whole sequence of activities being 
imposed from above by a system of explicit formal rules and a body of officials. Finally, 
the various enforced activities are brought together into a single rational plan purportedly 
designed to fulfill the official aims of the institution. (ref) !!

Into this rigid structure the reforms come in and put into this punitive model. NCLB programs 

have had the effect of narrowing the curriculum, but also by defining what constitutes teaching 

and learning through the shaping of discourse (Labaree, 1997). 2) the restrictive nature of the 

reforms, which ask for compliance and make teachers mere implementers, rather than 

professionals who are trusted to make appropriate decisions based upon professional judgement. 

!
“A System That Seems to Thwart Every Move” !
NCLB which mandates standards-based teaching and learning under the assumption that setting 

goals and holding teachers and students accountable through standardized tests will improve 

educational outcomes particularly for low-income and minority students continues in this 

prescriptive and didactic tradition. These reforms have had a number of negative consequences 

on the education system and teaching and learning. (See for example James E. Ryan’s “The 

Perverse Incentives of The No Child Left The Death and Life of the Great American School 

System): 

Certain forms of knowledge and control require a narrowing of vision. The great advantage 
of such tunnel vision is that it brings into sharp focus certain limited aspects of an 
otherwise far more complex and unwieldy reality. This very simplification, in turn, makes 
the phenomenon at the center of the field of vision more legible and hence more susceptible 
to careful measurement and calculation. Combined with similar observations, an overall, 
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aggregate, synoptic view of a selective reality is achieved, making possible a high degree 
of schematic knowledge, control and manipulation. (Scott, p. 11)  !

However one characterizes the current reforms, one cannot deny that the focus on tests have 

narrowed current vision to focus narrowly on outcomes on standardized tests in reading, writing 

and math. We saw this as a problem that Saunders had to deal with in Chapter 6. There is a 

fundamental schism between Urban schools are constantly defined as failing (Berliner). As a 

consequence, urban schools are constantly being “reformed” in one sense or another 

(McLaughlin, Tyack and Cuban; Cuban). The federal response to the so-called achievement gap 

(a proxy for income) has been the federal legislation No Child Left Behind, which has been a 

period of reform which could be characterized as top-down, rationalistic. This is in contrast to 

earlier periods, however it is more invasive and far reaching than earlier reforms. As David 

Cohen points out in an essay where he asks the question, how is policy educative for those who 

enact it? He finds that this “pedagogy of policy” has been both “uniformly didactic” and “in each 

case [the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s and 1980s] policy makers have acted as though their assignment 

was to dispense answers, not to provoke thought, ask questions, or generate discussions.” These 

reforms fit well with established practice, which has been teacher centered and skill-based and 

teacher-centered for some time. (Cohen & Barnes 1993; Cuban 1993; Anyon, 1994).  

which emphasizes “accountability” and “standardisation” (sic). The policies of NCLB (which 

Ryan calls perhaps the most important federal legislation in our nation’s history) have greatly 

influenced what happens in urban schools.  

 And Haberman would remind us that when teachers get criticized in urban schools it is 

about control (cf “this is chaos”). One consequence is a prescriptive policies which when 
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implemented through a centralized and hierarchical and bureaucratized Department of Education 

and then implemented by the school with it’s “despotic” structure results in a really unpleasant 

place to work. The result is that testing has dominated the curriculum and often periods of non-

tested classes are often taken away from students to provide more periods to focus explicitly on 

test preparation. Saunders mentions this in Chapter 6. (The particular policies are not significant, 

rather it is the logic of the reforms and the organization of the school system that makes it 

drudgery. The purpose of laying out the two agendas is not to suggest that these are to differing 

views isn’t to suggest that these perspectives are equal. As Scott is clear in his work Seeing Like 

A State and Labaree calls “imposing a rectangular grid on spherical world.” 

 This movement to standardize practice and content has created a narrow definition of what 

constitutes good teaching, resulted in a loss of autonomy over curricular decisions, and created 

new tools for evaluating and controlling teacher practice. The documents that have been created 

in the name of standardization and professionalization become hammers in the hands of 

administrators to bang over the heads of teachers who do not fulfill narrowly prescribed criteria. 

The principles that these practices are based upon are “those of corporate managerialism, 

increased centralism, and the instrumentalist and technicist approaches that accompany the 

pursuit of the twin gods of efficiency and effectiveness” (Smyth, 1992, p. 269). This approach 

can best be described as as rationalistic and technocratic is in stark contrast to the way teachers 

perceive their work.  

!
Estranged Teaching !
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 Jason describes one encounter on a day that was particularly frustrating. Frustrating enough 

where the first thing out of his mouth when I turned on the tape recorder was, “Today was bad. I 

almost quit.” As Jackson notes, the classroom intrusion here is a source of complaint for Jason. 

For instance, in the following incident: 

I’m pretty good at controlling people’s perceptions. So, often, they’ll be like leave that guy 
alone, he knows what he’s doing. But then somebody official will come in and be like well 
this is not what we thought he was doing…..uuummmmm, what are you doing watching a 
movie clip? Shouldn’t they be writing in their notebook at this time.  !
I was teaching irony and I said, there’s a lot of dark irony in Macbeth. And he said, “what’s 
dark irony?” I said, “well, you guys ever see Harold and Maude?’” I said, well let’s watch 
the beginning of this. He kind of has this weird relationship with this older woman at the 
beginning of the film, he’s thinking of all these ways to kill himself. People will say, “See 
you, Harold” and then they’ll just walk off as he’s trying to kill himself. And the kids are 
like, “naaa uuuuh. Show us, show us.” So I quickly went over to my computer and pulled 
up a little clip of it. I said, “this is not advocacy for anyone wanting to commit suicide. If 
you need to commit suicide, come talk to me first. Seriously.” And we started watching a 
little bit of that and somebody from the city or the state walks in with my assistant 
principal,  !
“Mr. Groff, what are you doing?”  
“Watching Harold and Maude.”  
“Why?”  
“We’re talking about irony. Dark irony and connecting it to the Oedipal relationship in 
Antigone, I’m showing them how this is a theme that runs through literature because I’m 
having students write their own little play scripts based upon themes in Antigone and 
MacBeth. A little playwriting thing. They have take the theme and work backwards and 
create a scene.”  
“Where’s your learning target on the board? What is that cartoon of?” 
“Well, the cartoon....” 
“Where’s the learning target?”  
“That wasn’t, that’s not a learning objective is it? Did you erase the learning objective? I 
thought we’re using learning targets now?”  
“Sorry.” I re-write.  
“Oooooooooooooooh, you’re in trouble now, Mr. G.” some kids start saying.  
“I’m sorry I erased it when I was doing something.” 
“Where’s your lesson plan?”  
“Right here.”  
“Where?”  
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“Over here.” I start shuffling around my desk to look for it.  
“Yo, you shouldn’t even be in here. Yo, lady this is like the best teacher, I learn mad stuff 
from this dude everyday.” a kid says. You know, so it’s just one of those examples when 
things wasn’t going quite right.  
“Why does this student only have two pieces in his portfolio?” she says. 
“Well, it’s only 6 weeks into the year.”  
“He should have way more than two finished pieces in his portfolio six weeks into the 
year.” she says. 
“Not all students work at the same pace in a writing workshop.” I say.  
“No, you should have a system down.” she says.  
“I thought we were doing balanced literacy writing workshop.” I say.  
“No. He should have everything.” she says.  
“What did you do in response to this?”  
This is in the middle of class, an interrogation is going on. It’s pretty ridiculous.  !!

Now that we have some of that narrative down, I want to consider a couple things. Jasonis 

engaged in his practice. He is personally invested in the writing that students do. And he is 

invested in getting to know his students as people. He is running a writing workshop style class, 

which is supported by the school which has provided him with professional development in this 

style of pedagogy. Compare this situation to the chaos that he (and Chris and Sam) experienced 

in his early years. Students are engaged, they are interested in watching a clip from a film, which 

is related to the type of writing they they were doing (writing plays).  

 In their paper “Pedagogy and Policy,“ Cohen & Barnes consider how “policy [is] 

educative for those who enact it” (207). By their attention to compliance to administrative task 

such as whether one writes an aim, a learning target or a learning objective on the board or 

whether a lesson placed is placed on the upper right or upper left corner of a desk. These issues 

exemplify the inordinate amount of attention paid to compliance and appearance over substance. 

Perhaps the most notorious of these is the inordinate amount of attention given to bulletin boards. 

It seems reasonable that an administrator would be both concerned and displeased with a 
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classroom that was noisy and seemed to him chaotic. However, rather than focusing on 

substantive issues and solutions, the usual approach in such circumstances is to find a way to 

catch the teacher out of compliance and then to document this non-compliance by going through 

student folders and so forth during class. It’s a way for administrators to dress down a teacher 

and is the equivalent of the type of hazing that is administered to soldiers in the army in every 

single film about the military.  

 The accountability movement, which was intended to make the public more aware of 

“failing” schools, to improve transparency, and to offer services (tutoring) to students who 

attended schools that failed to improve also had a number of unintended consequences* [some 

scholars argue that tests have done exactly what they were intended to do by creating a clear 

incentive structure that bring teachers, students and schools into alignment. (E.g., see Smyth, 

1992). The heavy emphasis on standardized testing has been criticized for narrowing the 

curriculum by relegating anything that is not tested (I.e. everything except language arts, math 

and more recently science) to the fringe. Tests have also been criticized for disproportionally 

penalizing urban and heavily minority schools by emphasizing basic skills at the expense .  

 Under this scenario, teachers merely implement, rather than construct and design, the 

material and content that they deliver each day. “Estranged Learning" 

One possible consequence is that "moving towards efficient, means-ends rationalized curriculum 

also greatly affected the relationships of teachers and students to the process of education: it 

dehumanized their relationships to teaching students by alienating them from their own creativity 

and intellectual curiosity" (Kliebard, 1975, Cited in Au, p 28).  
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 The effect of these efforts has been to greatly centralizing power and moving power 

upward. The other part of this is that efforts is something that David Labaree has warned about in 

a 1997 article, by controlling the discourse around what constitutes good teaching has raised the 

profile of . Efforts at making teaching into a science have the effect of de-professionalizing 

teaching and alienating teachers from their practice. As Lave and McDermott write in Estranged 

Learning:  

Alienated learning is “external to the learner,” not freely undertaken. In his work, the 
learner does not “...affirm himself but denies himself, does not feel content but unhappy, 
does not develop freely his physical and mental energy but mortifies his body and ruins 
his mind” (paragraph 22) It is activity experienced as suffering. Alienated learners are 
only themselves when they are not learning....Such learning does not satisfy a need: it is 
coerced, forced, and a means to satisfy needs external to it. If it belongs to learners, it is 
second hand, on loan from others. It is a loss of self.  !

We might re-write this to read:  

Alienated teaching is “external to the teacher,” not freely undertaken. In his work, the 
teacher does not “...affirm himself but denies himself, does not feel content but unhappy, 
does not develop freely his physical and mental energy but mortifies his body and ruins 
his mind” (paragraph 22) It is activity experienced as suffering. Alienated teachers are 
only themselves when they are not teaching....Such teaching does not satisfy a need: it is 
coerced, forced, and a means to satisfy needs external to it. If it belongs to teachers, it is 
second hand, on loan from others. It is a loss of self. !

Lave and McDermott’s discussion of Estranged Learning, what was done to the students in the 

decade from 2002 is now being applied to the teachers in an effort to bring the whole system into 

alignment under a single rationalizing vision. However as Scott has written in a number of other 

cases, the effects of such large scale state efforts, which ignore the practical, local knowledge are 

doomed to fail. Additionally, as we will see they work contrary to the goals they purportedly aim 

to serve by alienating teachers, which has the effect of further disengaging them from their work 

or causing turnover in the system, which has a detrimental effect on school culture and student 
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learning (Ellmore). Jason mentioned several times W.E. Dubois’s concept of “double 

consciousness” to explain his situation. For Dubois, this double consciousness is both a form of 

alienation and a sense that one is being c  

It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s 
self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks 
on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his two-ness,—an American, a Negro; 
two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, 
whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder. 

This situation of the teacher in this context, which was described too in Sam’s chapter, is defined. 

We must also consider the teacher’s place within the classroom. This puts teachers in the position 

of having conflicting demands. One the one hand, they must placate their superiors or make 

some gestures toward however. Magdalene Lampert sees teachers as “dilemma managers” who 

are commonly faced with dilemmas that are merely “managed” rather than “resolved” (Lampert, 

1985). In this case, there was no resolving the problem, like Hirschman argues in Loyalty, Voice 

and Exit, when employees don’t feel like they have a voice in the situation, they often leave.  

This is a school, where you have many veteran teachers, which by the way, if they’re 
worried about test scores, we have exceptionally high test scores. Who have gone through 
weeks, who have been through lots of training over their careers and who if you said you 
have time now to do what you need to do wouldn’t go home, they would say, “yay, and 
they’d go back to their rooms and sit down with other teachers and actually plan stuff and 
get stuff done. Maybe 20% of the staff wouldn’t, but it wouldn’t be forced. The 80% that 
would, would do it on their own accord and really come up with innovative and valuable 
ideas and do stuff. When we do have time, even when I go to a barbecue with these guys or 
go to a bar after work with these guys, that’s what we talk about. People are into this, they 
still care about it.  !

Here we note the contradiction in both trying to innovate and simultaneously complying with 
NCLB initiatives.  !

When they were having a talent show, I said “why don’t they have a teacher talent 
show?” And they all looked at me like “What’s wrong with you?” We don’t have talents. 
We gave those up when we became teachers. It’s our turn to nurture talents in others. 
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We’re the Bodhisattva Pedagogues of America. The problem is that we are renouncing 
our self-actualization in order to help others actualize their potential. I think that’s a false 
crappy premise on which to start. I think you have to dig down to those underlying ideas 
in order to help fix the system.  !

The professional development they do get is often directive and quickly becomes regimented 
rather than improving his practice, he finds frustrating:  !

When it comes to these top down initiatives right now you’re gonna plan. By the end of 
today, you’re going to come up with understanding by design unit relating to the common 
core standards, you will show this on a powerpoint presentation to the staff tomorrow 
morning at 7am before school. It just becomes this really codified, stultified way of doing 
things that’s just forced, it’s not the way human initiative and inspiration works.  !

Here is an example of where we can see these aspects that I have raised earlier become relevant 

for this specific situation. The assistant principal, who has had two years as a classroom teacher 

is using Charlotte Danielson’s rubric. We have demands for those formalities of the jobs. It’s like 

a police officer who wants to give you a ticket shining his flashlight in your car windows looking 

for some evidence of bud to nab you on. So we have the administrative power differential. We 

had the assistant principal coming in during a lesson while something productive is happening. 

It’s not what the assistant principal wants to be happening, but a) its more sophisticated surely 

than the standardized test preparation that counts for content and instruction in poor and 

predominantly minority schools. Jason raises the issues of professionalism and status. A common 

complaint among those who quit teaching is that they feel they are not respected as professionals.  

As a teacher, you have to just let them do their job. Professionalism and status. There is a 
strange tone within these power structures. Is there really a difference between the assistant 
principal and the teacher? Where is this tone coming from? I’m the person who is staying 
there until sometimes 9:30pm at night; getting there an hour before. This is the person 
showing up five minutes before and leaving at the bell and making 60% more than me. I 
think there is an anger that’s building up inside of me saying, “where are you coming 
from?” You are just someone who chose at some point, because you are frustrated with 
teaching, to get your administrative license. We all know it is easy to sit there and criticize. 
It is easier to sit there and be the guy with the clipboard than it is to be the teacher. 
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The guy with the clipboard is a reference to the rubric that is used to grade room condition, etc.   
Here we find that the success of teaching his highly dependent on the cooperation of the 

students. Jason here describes a day when many of the kids hadn’t completed drafts of their 

essays for the peer editing session that they were to work on that day in Jason’s class.  

Another thing that was interesting about my pedagogy was this idea that I really wanted 
to be a co-learner. Yeah, I gave advice and assessed from time to time But often times, I 
was trying to write alongside the kids, sharing my writing with them. I was certainly the 
alpha male and told them I knew better, so it wasn’t all totally non-hierarchical. But there 
was a gentle guidance going on---in the long run, I really think the vast majority of my 
kids wrote and read because they enjoyed doing it, not because they needed to pass a 
class or get a certain grade. 

!
 Although teaching doesn’t offer a formal pathway for career growth, Saunders and Chris 

were able to find ways to make the job work for them through extra-curricular and semi-

curricular activities. Saunders was able to create a girls lacrosse program that he lead to two city-

wide championships. Chris has been able to put on a number of productions, including writing 

two plays with students, through his involvement in the school’s drama program. In contrast, 

their formal curricular duties didn’t offer the same redeeming path. Sam’s and Chris’s paths in 

the classroom, through the formal curriculum were frustrated by test prep. Jason, who found a 

redeeming path through the formal curriculum had his attempt frustrated by a reform-minded 

administration that values uniformity and compliance over creativity and innovation.  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CHAPTER FIVE  
ELEGANT REBELLION !

Sometimes we call it elegant rebellion. We pick and choose what the people dictated to you and 
don’t always do exactly what they want you to do. Who am I or as a 7th year teacher to say what’s 
correct and what’s not correct for students? But, when you watch kids’ lights go out right in front 
of you, if you have any integrity as a person you can’t just continue beating them over the head 
with it, you just have to elegantly rebel somewhat.--Sam !!!
 In this chapter, I will discuss Saunders’ reasons for getting into teaching, his experience 

with coaching and his frustration with the lack of opportunities for professional growth in 

teaching. His narrative highlights--in almost Hollywood fashion--the difference a teacher can 

make in the lives of young people. His story is a sort of best case scenario for the Teaching 

Fellows. Like any first year teacher he struggled in his first couple years with classroom 

management and lesson structure. If there’s one thing to be kept in mind in learning about the 

ups and downs of Sam’s teaching career, it is that during his time as a teacher in the public 

schools of New York, he established a girls’ lacrosse program a sport that is highly identified 

with upper-middle-class preparatory schools and lead his team – “from a hard-luck slice of the 

Rockaways,” as the press reported it – twice to New York City championships. While he enjoys 

teaching, he claims he wouldn’t still be there without the coaching, which I will argue is his hook 

in a profession that he (and some of the literature) says doesn’t offer much in terms of growth. As 

we will see in the next chapter, this lack of possible growth becomes a problem for Jason too.  
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 I will argue that Saunders purposefully created a niche for himself though coaching 

lacrosse that provided him a different dynamic with the students and kept him teaching at a 

school where rewards are much harder to come by in the classroom for a several reasons, which 

include mandated tests, prescriptive pedagogy and compulsory clientele. I use Applebee’s 

distinction between knowledge-in-action and knowledge-out-of-context to discuss the 

differences between Sam’s coaching and teaching (Applebee, 1996). Perhaps most significantly 

the dynamics are different and he is able to create a different type of community as a coach 

partially because students are there voluntarily. By way of contrast students are mandated by the 

state to attend classes and “some just don’t want to be there at all.” Coaching provided 

opportunities for successes and failures, in the form of wins and losses that were in reach for 

Saunders and his students. In contrast to his classroom in which most of his students are labeled 

failing by the state tests, that as we know are highly correlated with income. And he was able to 

create a successful program leading his team to two city championships and providing his 

students with a sense of accomplishment that many had never had in school. Great discussion. 

You’re setting up this case very well. In contrast, as we will see, his attempts to get students 

interested in the standardized exams provide a point of comparison to his discussion of his 

experience as a coach. In the classroom he encounters resistance. As a coach he develops 

participation. Very nice contrast. As Saunders tells of his journey as a novice coach with a 

beginner team to twice winning the city championships. He didn’t choose lacrosse because he 

had experience with it, but rather for its similarity to basketball, which he calls “his first love” 

By Sam’s own accounting, were it not for the coaching, he “probably wouldn’t be there.”  

!
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Introduction !
Saunders grew up in rural Pennsylvania, the son of a college professor and lawyer whom 

Saunders describes as “a pillar of the community.” He really enjoyed school growing up and 

attributes some of his interest in teaching to his early experiences in school. He had a sense of 

service ingrained in him from his education in Quaker and Catholic schools and his participation 

in the Boy Scouts, each of which emphasized service. His parents were involved with service in 

the community, which also contributed to his decision to become a teacher. Additionally, he had 

an enjoyable educational experience and liked being in an academic environment. He wanted to 

share that experience and hopefully help other students have a positive experience at school: 

“The idea of being able to share some ideas, help some kids out, you know really get them 

thinking is why I got into it.” Although he’s not a religious person anymore, he credits his 

education with providing him with a sense of service, of giving back, which is surely what 

attracted him to the Teaching Fellows.  

 In college Saunders majored in English and played basketball. When he graduated from 

college, he considered a couple different alternative routes to teaching and landed with the New 

York City Teaching Fellows. He had a romantic notion of moving to Brooklyn, which was 

inspired in part by Spike Lee’s film, He Got Game:  

I grew up in the sticks of Pennsylvania. I went to school in Eastern Pennsylvania. I 
wanted an urban environment something that was a little different, to challenge myself 
and I thought myself to be be more of challenge teaching. You know we have these 
perceptions of what teaching in urban schools is, like you know from film possibly 
reading abut it. I think it was He Got Game was film about about about a kid that played 
hoops in Coney Island. The Brooklyn thing appealed to me, the environment that was 
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portrayed there. I thought, you know I’d really like to go to Brooklyn. I have an affinity 
for Brooklyn since I was younger and I know know why. I think it has to do with hip hop 
culture and film. So, I thought that sees like a good place. It’s not that far—about 3 hours 
from home. I was dating a girl at the time and wanted stick around, somewhat close. I 
was about to head overseas or anything like that. So, that lead me here.  !!

Despite his interest in service, he had no big plans for being a teacher. When he was getting 

ready to leave college and thought about giving teaching a try, he thought it was going to be a 

temporary thing, maybe just a couple years. He applied to an alternative certification program at 

the University of Pennsylvania, which was similar to the Teaching Fellows, but there was a cost 

involved. Since the Teaching Fellows he figured there was “nothing to lose; they paid for the 

M.A.” So he decided to give it a shot, to see if he would like it or not. He said that he “honestly 

thought it would be three years that I would do it and move on from there into something else. I 

considered law.” At the time of our conversation, he was in his seventh year of teaching.  

!
First Year  
  

Like Chris and Jason and many new teachers, particularly those from underprepared pathways, 

he had a difficult time in the classroom his first year:  

The first year of my teaching I got so railroaded man. I just get run over by the kids, who 
I know are really good kids. I had so many lessons that flopped, so many structures that 
were out of places. The classroom management wasn’t good. The second year was rough 
too and every year I think I’ve gotten better and better and better. It shows you that 
you’re not going be great at something right from the start, through perseverance. You 
can really perfect your craft if you choose. You’ve got to put hours, long hard hours. !

As we saw with Chris Saunders was ill-prepared to teach in his first year. He also notes that his 

second year was “rough” as well. Again, this too, was the case with Chris and Jason(with Chris 

having the most difficult time in his first year). Each attributed their problems to management 
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and lesson structure. Saunders sees his teaching (along with Chris) as a craft, whereas Jason 

spoke about teaching as performance--in both the sense of the performing arts and in Goffman’s 

sense of the theater of one’s actions (Goffman, 1959).  

 David Cohen notes that one of the difficult challenges of teaching is what he calls the 

problem of client cooperation (1988). Students are not in school of their own volition, but rather 

are mandated by law until the age of sixteen in most states. This is a problem for teachers 

because teachers depend on the participation and active engagement of students to achieve the 

desired outcome (learning). But in the urban schools considered here, it is more than the 

conscription of students, which happens everywhere. It is that the students in this setting cannot 

readily see why this is being imposed on them, and in ways that do not appear to be helping 

them. Consequently, many students in urban contexts are sometimes resistant. Paul Goodman, 

writes about this problem in Compulsory Miseducation:  

Other poor youth, herded into a situation that does not fit their disposition, for which they 
are unprepared by their background, and which does not interest them, simply develop a 
reactive stupidity very different from their behavior on the street or the ball field. They 
fall behind, play truant, and as soon as possible drop out. If the school situation is 
immediately useless and damaging to them, their response must be said to be life-
preservative. They thereby somewhat diminish their chances of a decent living, but we 
shall see that the usual propaganda--that schooling is a road to high salaries--is for most 
poor youth a lie; and the increase in security is arguably not worth the torture involved.  !

This resistance is one of the most notable features of urban schools in their current arrangements. 

This aspect is not inconsequential. As Martin Haberman argues in a piece called the “Pedagogy 

of Poverty,” students “actually control, manage, and shape the behavior of their teachers. 

Students reward teachers by complying. They punish teachers by resisting.” Thus, the dominant 

practice of teaching in urban schools one that is characterized by teacher dominant behaviors 
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such as giving information, giving directions, monitoring seat work, giving tests, etc. This is a 

style of teaching that Paulo Freire called the “banking model” of education. He argues that the 

students in effect train the teacher by punishing teachers when they try to deviate from this 

teacher-centered pedagogy:  

Teachers burn out because of the emotional and physical energy that they must expend to 
maintain their authority every hour of every day. The pedagogy of poverty requires that 
teachers who begin their careers intending to be helpers, models, guides, stimulators, and 
caring sources of encouragement transform themselves into directive authoritarians in 
order to function in urban schools. But people who choose to become teachers do not do 
so because at some point they decided, “I want to be able to tell people what do all day 
and make them do it!” This gap between expectations and reality means that there is a 
pervasive, fundamental, irreconcilable difference between the motivation of those who 
select to themselves to become teachers and the demands of urban teaching” (291-2).  !

A demonstration of this pedagogy can be seen in comedians Key and Peele’s parody of urban 

teaching, which at the time of this writing has over 35 million hits on Youtube; it obviously 

tapped into some truth about urban teaching. In the clip an authoritarian teacher who has 

obviously served time in an urban school and has been conditioned by the students there (in 

Haberman’s sense) is a substitute at a suburban school and struggles with suburban naming 

practices. Thus it’s a reversal of Chris’s situation, of the white suburban teacher in a minority 

dominant school. Thus, one of the most difficult aspects of teaching in urban schools is that you 

encounter many students who respond by actively resisting what you’re trying to accomplish as a 

teacher, or as Saunders describes it as a starting point for his thinking about what it means to 

teach: 

That’s the hard thing in the classroom, there are kids that really don’t want to be 
there, they have not desire to do well in school. I always feel like it’s the system that’s 
done them wrong. By the time they get to middle or high school. When I teach them, 
they’re just so uninterested in school. They just don’t care about the material and this 
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is only a handful of students I’ve had over the years, but they can disrupt and set off 
the whole group.  !

By not exerting any effort or by outright resisting, they are giving up (these are the same students 

Paul Goodman called “the early fatalistic”), the students put the onus of learning on the teacher 

who is responsible in the current arrangements for somehow “making” the student learn. How do 

you engage a kid who comes to you totally disengaged from school; a student who as Saunders 

says, “the system has done wrong”? Not all the students are resistant:  

!
Now, fortunately at our school, I’ve had dozens and dozens of students who really 
want to be there, really want to do well, can play the school game very well, they 
know what’s expected. So that has been a real positive thing in the classroom, but you 
can have just a handful of those kids who don’t care and because you’re ultimately 
responsible for their performance in our system. That can really drag you down in 
how you feel about yourself, how you perceive yourself as a teacher when you have 
kids like that, who don’t want to do well at all. !

But those who don’t try, don’t exert any effort make you feel badly about yourself as a teacher. 

Here we see that students made to feel badly making teachers feel badly. Teachers find 

themselves caught between wanting to do the right thing for their students (i.e. good teaching, 

which Haberman sees as the beneficial alternative the pedagogy of poverty and also participants 

in situations which make demands. As we’ve seen it’s hard to do good teaching in urban schools 

for many of the demands Haberman describes. We saw this in Chris’s struggle with resistant 

students.  

 On the one hand you know what’s right for your students, but you’re caught in a system 

that demands compliance to test preparation because of fears that the school might be shutdown 

or punished with sanctions, which will result in even more visits from administrators bearing 
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clipboards and rubrics as we saw in Jason’s chapter. When Saunders does do what he thinks is 

best for his students, who have been subjected to weeks of test prep in many of their classes, he 

is reprimanded by a nervous AP, who is worried that anytime not spent on test prep is wasted 

time.  

In many cases they have been subjected to an education that But it’s more than that each of these 

teachers found ways to do what Arthur Applebee writes about in his book Curriculum as 

Conversation:  

In this book I have argued that the knowledge that matters to individuals and to society is 
the knowledge-in-action that is learned through participation in living traditions of 
knowing and doing. In contrast, American education has long emphasized the 
knowledge-out-of-context that comes from studying about, rather than participation in, 
the traditions of discourse (literature, the arts, science, history, mathematics) that 
incorporate our past and provide tools for living in the present and approaching the 
future. In so doing, we have devalued and betrayed the very traditions that we seek to 
preserve. !
This devaluation has been inadvertent, an unexpected byproduct of the ways that have 
been devised to plan and organize the very curricula that are meant to preserve the 
knowledge that matters: The inventories and analyses, the debates about what to teach 
and when, have stripped knowledge of the context that gives it life and vitality, and have 
produced curricula that leave students bored and teachers frustrated. As long as 
curriculum is thought about as knowledge-out-of-context, students will be assessed on 
such knowledge, and new approaches to teaching and learning will make little difference 
in what students learn. (Applebee, 126).  !

It is very difficult to accomplish the type of learning-in-context in an urban school. Nice point. 

Schools are organized around individual achievement (Varenne and McDermott) and as we see in 

the visit from the AP in a section to come, standardized testing reinforces this logic rather than 

subverts it. Additionally, the main concern in many if not most urban schools is order, which as 

Waller notes is under constant threat. Indeed, as Haberman writes, “It cannot be emphasized 

enough that in the real world, urban teachers are never defined as incompetent because their 
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“deprived,” “disadvantaged,” “abused,” “low-income” students are not learning. Instead, urban 

teachers are castigated because they cannot elicit compliance” (Haberman, 292). As Anyon 

writes in her influential 1994 article, urban schools are characterized by very directive training, 

training which prepares students for their place in the economic system (at the bottom). 

Haberman describes the pedagogy that is commonplace in urban schools as “the pedagogy of 

poverty.” However, this style of teaching is not effective: “Unfortunately, the pedagogy of 

poverty does not work. Youngsters achieve neither minimum levels of life skills nor what they 

are capable of learning. The classroom atmosphere created by constant teacher direction and 

student compliance seethes with passive resentment that sometimes bubbles up into overt 

resistance” (Haberman, 291). One alternative to the this pedagogy is what direct involvement. 

While the example that follows is not totally academic, though it is related to a book they read 

about a boy who carves a personal totem, which serves as a symbol of strength for him. Saunders 

had students consider values a quality that they wanted to symbolize and had them carve candles 

to represent those values. The point her is that he gets students engaged in an activity that gave 

students an opportunity to be creative, in a system that rarely offers opportunities to be so. 

Carving the candles likely reinforced the story and made it memorable as well.  

!
Elegant Rebellion !
 One of the most frustrating aspects of teaching is that schools are under constant reform. 

Each year brings another set of failing scores that provides the “crisis” which a new program is 

expected to solve. This year despite a decade’s worth of test preparation New York City’s scores 
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were abysmal. We can see in the example that follows that he has achieved a break from the 

pedagogy of poverty discussed above and has gotten students involved in a project more like 

Applebee’s knowledge-in-action. Considering the type of resistance he encountered in his early 

years, this is significant. Additionally, it builds rapport with students that allows you to give them 

the test prep and have them exert some effort.  

 He describes the following incident, which is clearly rewarding for him and his students. 

Saunders has a longstanding interest in sculpture and students rarely get art. He and a colleague 

spent their own money to buy candles for the students to carve, a project that was an extension of 

a mandated curriculum. However, this positive experience in the classroom is interrupted by an 

administrator who is worried about the test scores (because someone above him is worrying 

about the test scores). Tilly notes that stories are often used to make a point and Saunders tells 

the following one as an example of the kind of pressure standardized tests exert on staff in the 

school. Pressure, which is exerted at the top of New York’s centralized system and comes down 

on superintendents, principals, APs, teachers and eventually the kids. In this incident Saunders 

describes doing an art project as part of a book extension.  

This year we were doing a project based on a book we had just finished at the 7th grade 
level. An art project which is always encouraged, some type of hand-on project with a 
unit. There’s a writing piece that goes with it as well. So we set it up and it’s phenomenal. 
We’d just finished a book where a kid carved his own totem pole as part of a 
rehabilitation. So, the students are carving their own totem poles that they have to write a 
piece about. The kids are carving totem poles out of these pillar candles my co-teacher 
and I ordered, put up the money and ordered. But, the administrator comes in and he 
goes, “what are you doing?” This is three weeks before the state tests which are in May 
and it’s the one test where the kids are evaluated on for the year. He comes in and says, 
“What are you doing? The test is coming. What are you doing? What are you doing? The 
test is coming.”  !
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For Saunders the distinction between the two activities recall Applebee’s distinction between the 

knowledge-in-action and knowledge-out-of-context. For the first part of the assignment, which 

was part of an interdisciplinary project that incorporated science, writing, reading and art, 

students read, carved and wrote. Saunders sees the project, which it must be noted again, which 

was part of the school curriculum. More importantly from Sam’s perspective, he was able to 

engage the students. As Jackson notes teachers judge how they are doing by student engagement. 

The interruption of the project of the project for test preparation finds both Saunders and some of 

his students frustrated:  

!
 This is a project related to a book which is part of the curriculum and he goes, “You 
should be doing four to five passages of questions a day. That’s what you should be 
doing.” It’s just so unbelievable because we had already taken away periods from these 
kids just for test prep, where that’s all they’re doing is reading passages and answering 
questions and it’s heartbreaking watching these kids as you’re doing this test prep. 
They’re not interested in the subject at all, you can’t just see them totally shut down, 
black out. You can just see that spark going out, right in front of you. And I just think, 
“What are we doing to these kids, you know?” We’ve created this test ourselves and now 
we’re stressing about it so much, putting out these lights of curiosity within our kids. It 
can be maddening. And they’re pushing you to do more and more of it. More and more 
and more of it. And it’s very frustrating, very frustrating.  !

When speaking of retention, standardized testing is one of the major factors that pushing teachers 

out of the classroom. The logic of testing is that it will provide a standard assessment to serve to 

goals of equity and fairness. That they will provide incentives for teachers and clear goals like 

the wins and losses of the lacrosse games. However, as we see here and we saw in Jason’s 

chapter, rewards in the classroom are hard to come by and they are difficult to pull off. Teachers 

who are able to create classroom community and engage students who may not see the point or 

the potential payoff of an education are nothing short of alchemists. Instead of motiving the 
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students and teacher, we find that it shuts down some of the students and is frustrating and 

disheartening for the teacher. We can imagine how frustrating it could be to try and engage 

“Anthony” who refused to engage in test preparation:  

!
This kid Anthony’s sitting in the back of the classroom as bright as can be and I had him 
for the test prep class. No matter what tricks you try, no matter what motivations you give 
them, he’d just shut down, tune it out, no interest and you can see this kid who would sit 
and not have any interest in reading passages and test prep at all. Like I said it breaks 
your heart.  

I said, “Do you want me to stop?”  
“That’d be wrong,” he said, “but as soon as you’re finished, get back to those reading 

passages because we’ve got the test in three weeks.”  
I think this guy knows that test prep’s not the answer but it gets people in such a 

craze. The whole testing structure gets people so ruffled and usually such graceful people 
gets em to do things and make crazy decisions, very rash judgment because they think 
that’s gonna help.  !

Saunders and his colleagues have a term for their own resistance to the testing craze. However, 

he finds ways to re-assert some autonomy and judgment against a testing system he doesn’t seem 

to see the point of for his students: 

!
So we continued with the project, finished it. Sometimes we call it elegant rebellion. We 
pick and choose what the people dictated to you to do and to it yourself and not always 
do exactly what they want to do. Who am I or as a 7th year teacher to say what’s correct 
and what’s not correct for students? But, when you watch kids’ lights go out right in front 
of you, if you have any integrity as a person you can’t just continue beating them over the 
head with it, you just have to elegantly rebel somewhat. So, fortunately, I’m not at a place 
where the administrators breathing down your neck all the time. And then as soon as the 
test passes at all whatever the next thing their worrying about comes along, you they 
forget all about it.  !

Part of the frustration too is the rigid separation of administrators and teachers. As Waller writes, 

schools are organized around an “autocratic principle” and “have a despotic political 
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structure” (Waller, 8, 9). This is certainly true in NYC’s rigid division into teacher and 

administrator camps: 

“I think the funny thing that happens in any profession where there’s a bureaucracy set 
up, a management level is that you get people with very little experience in positions of 
authority. We have two people who have very little classroom experience. The AP of 
English and social studies was a phys ed teachers for his whole career. The AP of science 
and math was a special ed teacher for two years at our school. So you’ve got people who 
have a lot of power in dictating, the power over evaluation, the ratings, some of the 
curriculum decisions, who’ve had very little time in the classroom.” !

In a highly bureaucratized NYC system the relationship between administrators and teachers is 

often contentious. Consequently, “Where there is not a cordial rapport between school executives 

and teachers, control becomes more autocratic” (Waller, 9). In his view, there is a mismatch 

between the authority of that the AP wields in terms of evaluations and their experience and 

education. As we will see, most organizations have some sort of staged career path leading to 

greater responsibility that comes with greater expertise and experience. Or as Lave describes, an 

increasing level of participation as one moves from the periphery of a practice to a more central 

role. In teaching there is no such path and those in the positions of management are not 

necessarily those recognized as expert teachers. As we see in this case, the administrator has had 

very little experience a teacher before jumping to the administrative track. This mismatch of 

experience and expertise relative to the power they wield in terms of evaluations and making 

your life difficult is a problem for Jason too as we see in chapter 5.  

!
COACHING !
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 It is Sam’s coaching that provides a contrast to a number of problems associated with 

compulsory schooling, particularly in a school that is constantly acted upon my district and other 

reformers.  

 With coaching, unlike teaching, one has a voluntary relationship with young people. In 

effect, coaching “solves” a number of the problems associated with teaching. One has greater 

autonomy over how things are done, even as one works within league rules and schedules. There 

are clear and worthy goals in the form of victories and losses. And for teacher and student there 

is such a clear and immediate sense of win and loss that is within their reach. The public 

performances--games--garner recognition for the work that you’ve put in when you win. But 

most importantly,coaching provides a different way of relating to his students that is much more 

positive than the situation in the classroom, which we saw above. Developing a team has served 

as a hook for Sam, which has served as counterbalance to the frustrations and demands of the 

classroom: 

I think I probably would’ve left the school, I don’t know about teaching altogether, but 
the school without this coaching. The coaching is such a different way to relate to 
students and it’s totally different than being in the classroom because you’re working 
with kids that want to be there. They choose to be there. It’s not that they’re forced to be 
there, they choose to be there and you wanted to be there. There’s a really clear goal in 
sight. It’s a group all working tether to tray and reach one goal. It’s such a different way 
of relating to the kids than in the classroom . And to be able to have that everyday with 
that and coaching basketball has kept me there and kept me sane. !

He introduces another aspect here of student and teacher motivation,as if here a difference can be 

made which cannot in the classroom, that of volition. The dynamics are radically different 

according to Saunders because students choose to be there. They have a different relationship to 

the activity than they do in the classroom. He has developed the team over 6 years, building a 
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feeder program in the middle school. These students would later play on his varsity team. 

Building a program has been very satisfying for him: 

!
 As more and more kids come up, I want to get to see them have the opportunity to play, 
get the opportunity to maybe get a scholarship, have the feeling to win a championship. 
That’s definitely kept me at the school. If I didn’t have the coaching, I probably would’ve 
moved to a school much closer to here or somewhere else in the country. But having that 
program is kind of like my baby. I’ve felt a real need to see it succeed and sit it up and 
running, you know? !

In contrast to Sam’s comments on the classroom, he has a real feeling of success for his students 

and the program. Since he was at a new school, he was able to create a team from the ground-up. 

His principal included teachers in some of these decisions and Saunders thought that girls’ 

lacrosse would be a good sport to introduce and might be a way for some of the girls to get sports 

scholarships to college. Saunders strategically chose something that would benefit his students 

and the school. He was very strategic about for three reasons: it’s a fast growing sport, it had 

possibilities for scholarships, the game’s strategies and play are similar enough to basketball that 

he could build on students existing skills and his own knowledge and love of the basketball: 

“Defensive structures, defensives series. Pick and rolls, passing plays are all similar with 
the team moving in sync to try to get to that one good from one end o the other. Presses, 
fast breaks. Since basketball was my expertise, my first love, it seemed lie a good fit that 
I’d be able to do it. But I didn’t know the rules of the game.”  !

Even though his “first love” which is to say that a hook isn’t just about teachers’ self-indulgence. 

It’s about finding that point of contribution and extraordinary engagement and reward in making 

a difference with students. In contrast to the “small victories” of the classroom, lacrosse provided 

something more clearly and unmistakably rewarding for the students and Saunders in the form of 

wins and losses.  
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 He first created a middle school team. He recruited fifteen 6th, 7th and 8th grade girls the 

first year. A woman named K. who headed physical education for the NYC Department of 

Education helped get Sam’s team an opportunity to go to a tournament in Connecticut at Yale 

University. Saunders wrote a grant through the sports and arts foundation and was able to get 

enough used equipment to get the team started. They showed up to Yale, an all-black team, in a 

traditionally white, prep school sport. Saunders notes the contrast:  

We show up, all minority team. All black team and we show up at a the tournament at 
Yale with girls who were all white, blonde, wearing bows in their hair. We show up with 
no idea what to expect. We’ve gone over the rules some, but we really have no clue. And 
it was one of the first times that I myself felt the otherness that I think many our minority 
students feel when they leave the city to go to different places because everyone just 
looked at us, we were the only black girls in the entire place. It was like on of those 
scenes from a film where the record stops when someone enters a bar. Everyone just was 
staring at us.  !

Coaching lacrosse gave him many opportunities to bring his students to places they wouldn’t 

ordinarily go and to see the reactions of people to his students. There are several instances in our 

conversation where Saunders brings up how he was made aware of racism he and his students 

experience and this is one of them. Here he witnesses the “otherness” of the team and how they 

were immediately conscious of race. We might consider this meeting point what Mary Louise 

Pratt, the literature scholar calls a contact zone. Pratt defines a contact zone as “social spaces 

where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other often in contexts of highly asymmetrical 

relations of power...” (Pratt, 1991). He notes that this experience made him aware of race in a 

way that he hadn’t before: “And it was one of the first times that I myself felt the otherness that I 

think many our minority students feel when they leave the city”). Another interesting note in 

terms of race is that they had a supporter in the groundskeeper at Yale, an African American 
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gentleman whose daughter played lacrosse. He approached them and was very excited, he said, 

“Wow, this is the first time I’ve ever seen a bunch of black girls coming up here to play.” He said 

“I didn’t even know they had it down there in Queens. That’s amazing. My daughter plays on her 

school team and she’s the only black girl on the team. I’m excited to see this.” He showed the 

team around and made them feel welcome. What’s notable about this is that their guide was the 

groundskeeper and not someone who was officially part of the program such as another coach or 

program organizer. Aside from that we find that coaching is getting Saunders and his students 

positive recognition in a way that teaching rarely does.  

 This being their first tournament, Saunders was still unfamiliar with many of the rules of 

the game. One of his players who was wearing basketball shoes and ill-equipped for a game on 

grass couldn’t stop on the muddy grass and leveled a player on the other team. Saunders realized 

how dangerous the situation was, “It could’ve been a concussion.” The coach on the other team 

was livid and used this as a way to attempt to get Sam’s team expelled from the tournament. She 

was running up and down the field screaming, “get your players under control, coach. You 

shouldn’t even be allowed to play.” Saunders walked over and politely informed her that he was 

a new coach and this was their first tournament.  

 They also experienced racism at some of the games they played against a neighboring 

suburbs. He notes that parents say things like “Go back to the city!” and “Leave this sport to 

Long Island.” He says that his team took such insults in stride, “bitten their tongues and have 

held their heads high.” While these have been challenging moments, his team was undeterred. 

They continually put themselves in experiences--tournaments and camps--where they were the 

only African Americans. Saunders says while it hasn’t always been comfortable, “it’s been 
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empowering” and they’ve come away with good experiences on balance. This is one example of 

many examples of things that have happened where Saunders has been made aware of race in 

America in ways that he hadn’t before.  

 They did surprisingly well in their first tournament. One girl, Cynthia who right away had a 

knack for it and practiced at home, scored a bunch of goals that tournament. The team came not 

expecting much and they tied one, won one and lost two for a record of W1-L2-T1. Saunders 

said the win was amazing, “a bunch of misfits who had been playing for a month.” Here we can 

see in contrast to his descriptions of the classroom the rewards of is coaching are readily 

apparent. The win was “amazing” compared to the “frustration” of the classroom. We can see 

how the coaching served as a hook to keep Saunders there and keep him “sane.”  

 The following year they were able to play in the New York City’s Public School Athletic 

League (PSAL) and created a developmental team that would lead to the creation of a varsity 

team the following year while continuing the middle school team, which would become a feeder 

team for the varsity level. He was looking at the long game and building a program. It was a 

struggle coaching since the schools don’t have any money you have to do all the fund raising by 

yourself. Saunders has seen many programs fail--even at his own school due to lack of funds--the 

track program and crew programs for instance failed due to a lack of fundraising. He notes that 

“it’s really a labor of love, you’ve got to be willing to sacrifice and fund raise and put so much of 

your own time into it. It there isn’t a person that’s willing to do that, like myself with lacrosse on 

these other coaches with other sports, the programs fall flat.” The developmental year was good. 

They won their first game, although it was against a weaker team, it gave them confidence. They 

got beat by a number of the other teams that had been around a little longer like 15-nothing, 14 
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nothing, games against some of the Staten Island teams. But they were enjoying the game. Some 

of the girls really fell in love with the sport from the beginning. And the feeder team gave some 

girls the opportunity to arrive on the high school team with several years under their belt, 

“They’re really veterans of the sport.”  

 One of the key differences between the coaching and the classroom is that the team 

development gave him an opportunity to be creative, to make connections, to fundraise, to bring 

students on trips. In the classroom things are more constrained, curriculum and pedagogy are 

prescribed. The logic of testing strongly influences what happens in the building and his 

classroom. In contrast with lacrosse, he was spreading a game that was unfamiliar to many 

people in the community. He laughs as he says, “You know how people talk to you in the outer 

boroughs: What is that a giant fly swatter? Or a hockey stick?” The girls have told him all sorts 

of funny things people have said to them on the bus about them playing the sport. But, overall 

people have been encouraging about them trying a new sport and are aware from television how 

fast the sport is growing. He has seen how the team has build a community and so some of the 

girls, being a member of the team has become part of their identity. Carrying a stick around has 

been like a prop or a badge that says, “I play lacrosse.” It becomes a conversation piece and “a 

way for them to identify themselves.” One girl signed up and took a stick, but never came to 

practice because her parents wouldn’t allow her due to her grades. But she was writing poems 

about lacrosse, drawing sticks in her notebooks, talking about how much she loved the sport and 

she’d never even to a practice yet, never been in a game yet, but she wanted to identify herself 

with something. She saw some of the older girls with the sticks and wanted to be a part of it.  
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Every year his team has grown, when we talked it had 35 girls, the most he ever had. The 

recruitment has its own momentum now, “they recruit each other, it recruits itself.” Again, there 

is enthusiasm in his discussion of lacrosse and frustration in the classroom for some of the 

reasons discussed above. There are of course, small victories in the classroom, but none as 

dramatic as creating a team from nothing and winning the championships. Significantly, we find 

that rewarding aspects of the job are those in which students pursued a “worthwhile activity” 

rather than frustration and boredom of the classroom, we have pride, enthusiasm, satisfaction.  

 After the developmental year, they had a full varsity team, they barely made the playoffs 

and the semi-finals to Tottenville from Staten Island. The next year they came back that core 

group of girls who started with us in eighth grade, they were now juniors in high school and 

dedicated and motivated. They had gone to a camp, the year before over the summer and we 

were able to actually meet Tottenville again in the championships after losing to Tottenville twice 

in the regular season. Sam’s team won in a close, riveting game. 

We were just up and down, back and forth. It was just an incredible emotional for all of 
us to be able to climb to get over that hump, over this team that just kicked our ass every 
game. I think we were down two goals with two minutes left in the game and one girls 
Cynthia took a ground ball, and took it all the way down the filed and score. And another 
girl Tiara, was able to with a minute left take it down and score one. Then Tottenville had 
another charge, but our goalie make an incredible save, sticking out her left food and just 
kicking the ball out from going in the goal, which saved the game and we won. And the 
kids rushed the filed and there were cheering and crying and screaming and hugging. You 
know the parents, some of the boys from the football team, people talking about the curse 
being broke because they had never been able to with anything at the school. And they 
were so excited that we were actually able to win a city championship. !

 With the lacrosse, he was able to help create a strong sense of a sense of we-ness, which 

is very different for instance than Chris’s early days. His parents had come to see the game from 

Pennsylvania and some of his college buddies were there. The administrators and the 
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superintendent and many of the parents attended the game. He spent the night on the phone with 

reporters talking about the team and their win.  

The next year, they made it back there to play Tottenville again. After having lost to them again 

twice in the regular season in an even more dramatic game, they scored the game winning goal 

with 30 seconds left:  

We came back from 3 goals down, we were down 3 goals, with 3 minutes left and were 
able to fight back. The girls never quit. Just never, never quit. Never gave up , and were 
able to score the game winner with 30 seconds left and upset them for our second 
championship in a row. And that core group of girls, this was their second year and for 
them to go out on top having won twice, to come from being so bad to now winning the 
city title two years in a row was such a feather in their cap, an accomplishment. It think 
it’s a pride that they’ve taken on with them.  !

Saunders was able to make life changing difference in the lives of a handful of students who 

went to college to play lacrosse. Cynthia, his team’s top scorer is playing Division I lacrosse on 

scholarship at Howard now. She had a great rookie season where she started every game. 

Saunders notes how rewarding it was to help her get a scholarship: 

She’s a kid who’s gone through so much having lost two brothers in high school to gun 
violence, one of them at the hand of the police, but for her having gone there, so much to 
get a full scholarships to go to college, we’re beating our heads against a wall, her 
grandmother, myself, trying to figure out ways to get her a scholarship to get money to go 
to college. That makes all the hours and hard time and drive, it makes it all worth it to 
her. Any amount of my own money that I’ve poured into equipment and transportation 
and all that it makes all worth it, you know?” !

Many other former players are now doing very well in college as well. One student is playing 

lacrosse for Syracuse. One is at Hunter College in New York, another at Albany, one at Howard, 

one at Spelman, one at St. John’s. Saunders is still in touch with many of them:  

They’ve gone all sorts of places and they’re all doing very well. I think they’ve carried 
that work ethic with them. He recalls too, how far he has come as a coach: “When we 
think back on that first time and now they know enough to say Mr. Innes, you had us 
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practicing with out mouth guards. What were you doing?’” I was like, “Hey, I didn’t 
know. “ But we have that shared experiences that growth, we’ve come thorough that 
together. It was really cool.  !

 He’s also noted the kind of learning and opportunities for leadership that sport has afforded the 

students opportunities to develop leadership skills. The girls who have been on the team for a 

couple years run practices. By the time he gets to the field from his teaching at the end of the 

day, the captains have already started the practices. “They’ve learned so much about discipline, 

routine and structure. They’ve got the goals set up, the pinneys, they’ve got the other girls 

stretching. They’re really amazing.”  

 They’ve also learned what it takes to be successful at something. When they started, a 

bunch of “mistfits” as Saunders calls them, this was an impossible goal. Yet, they practiced 5 and 

6 days a week, attended camps that Saunders fundraised for at Yale and other places during 

summer vacation. They started as raw beginners and they twice beat Tottenville, an established 

team from a 95% white area of Staten Island for the New York City Championships.  

Obviously, I’m not suggesting that everyone should pursue lacrosse or coach a sport. Sam’s story 

is a dramatic and a dramatically successful one. What I suggest is that the current arrangements 

of schooling leave, in Applebee’s words, “students bored and teachers frustrated,” I’m suggesting 

too, that knowledge-in-action can be accomplished by engaging students in activities that are 

worthwhile (writing, debating, etc.) can be done well, as we saw in Chris’s experience with 

shared inquiry discussions and Sam’s discussion of the candle project.  

!
Public Recognition !
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David Plath, the anthropologist, writes that we author our own lives, but they are authorized by 

others. In other words, our identity is given us only by being in some sense validated by other 

people. Teaching is isolating work. Teachers are separated from one another and from the adult 

world (Waller). We saw Chris’s struggle with the isolation of teaching from the adult world. He 

noted that “he wanted a witness to see dramatic shift as a teacher.” Coaching gave Saunders a 

way for his work to be authorized by others. The games gave a way for his parents and friends to 

come meet his students and see the difference Saunders was making in the lives of young people. 

In fact, the coaching and the write-ups in the newspapers about the successes he had with teams 

offered Saunders a way to share the work he’s done with young people with his friends. He notes 

that it’s often hard because many of his friends who went into business and finance have no clue 

what he does: 

But, they’re also been very encouraging about it. They’ll say, “you know what, it’s so 
good what you’re doing” I think if we hadn’t gotten the press about the lacrosse, the 
public what have no way of knowing what effect I was having on people, even though 
in the classroom you have and effect on people, but how would they know that right? 
But with the press we got for the lacrosse, people read that and were like, “it’s 
amazing what you’re doing for these kids” and were real encouraging like “good for 
you.” Patting me on the back, you know “thatta boy,” which we as human being 
needs sometimes, we want that. We want approval of our peers and our families, but 
by the same token it’s always been hard for me.  !

Extrinsic Rewards: Teacher Growth, Salary and Status !
 Dan Lortie notes teaching’s lack of a staged career path: 

Compared with most other kinds of middle-class work, teaching is relatively “career-
less.” There is less opportunity for the movement upward which is the essence of 
career. People who work in highly established bureaucracies, for example, can move 
up a hierarchy of statuses, each movement involving significant gain in income, and 
they can frequently do so without endangering their occupational identities. (A soldier 
is still a soldier when promoted.).... Even ostensibly non-organizational professionals 

�131



who work for fees have powerful interpersonal networks which produce career stages 
involving income prestige and control over one’s task and clientele. (Lortie, p. 84). !

Like Jason, Saunders struggles with the role of teacher because of its limited opportunities for 

growth: 

Being a teacher has always been a weird space for me because for a number of reasons 
over the years, I don’t see myself as being a career long teacher. I’ve always thought of 
myself as doing other professional things. I can’t imagine going through life and saying 
I’ve never worked in this kind of environment or I never did this. You know, that I’ve 
been a teacher my whole life. !

Saunders comes back to, in various guises, the idea of professional growth, salary and status. 

Part of what makes this stand out for him is that many of his college friends went into finance 

and business, which gives him a point of comparison: 

When I left college we all went different directions. Another friend became a teacher 
a lot of friends went into finance, mortgage restructuring, or bankruptcy restructuring, 
investment banking, whatever it might be, sales of some sort. Where you know, I 
went into to teaching, which is very different than any of those professions. One 
because the time, the year schedule, but also a very different environment because 
I’ve been working in an urban school which is so foreign to so many of my friends. 
They can’t even imagine what it’s like. !

The most obvious growth in teaching is to abandon the teaching pathway and become an 

administrator which has a shift in occupational identify as well as work responsibilities (Lortie, 

84). “The primary benefits earned by persistence in teaching (annual increases in pay) are the 

outcome of seniority and course-taking; the incentive system is not organized to respond to 

variations in effort and talent among classroom teachers” (99).  

Lortie argues that this schedule leads teachers to undervalue extrinsic rewards, in fact he says 

that “people who seek money, prestige, or power are somewhat suspect; the characteristic style in 

public education is to mute personal ambition” (102). Many of Sam’s college friends went into 

the business world, which has given him a sometimes all too close point of comparison between 
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the growth and earning potential of his choice in the teaching as compared to their careers in 

finance:  

“I don’t even touch the amount of money that a lot of my friends are making at this 
point and here I am almost 30 years old, it’s not even touching what a lot of my friends 
are making at this point in their lives. That’s always something you’re looking at and 
you’re like, “Wait, what?” How does he have so much and I’m working just as hard. I 
know I can do whatever job they’re doing with a certain amount of training. I think that 
some people understand the sacrifice, but most people don’t.”  !

He returns again to the issue of salary, which wasn’t an issue going in, but has become one as he 

realizes how hard the job is, how expensive New York City rents are and how his peers from 

college are compensated in comparison to him. As Lortie notes, teachers are on a salary scale. 

Increases happen on a preset timetable that rewards longevity. Moreover, the salary is front 

loaded offering a better starting salary than some other fields, which serves as a good recruitment 

incentive for people just starting their careers. However, the growth potential is minimal and 

flatten out over time. He returns to this issue of third time, much later in our conversation: 

!
“I just had a friend who sold his hedge fund for 41 million dollars just pick up and 
move to Miami with his wife and kids and he’s done. He’s living an entirely different 
lifestyle than I can have. You know, I’m sharing an apartment with two dudes, because 
it’s the only way.” !

Obviously this is unusual even in the world of finance, but the fact that teaching doesn’t offer 

any trajectory for growth in salary comes up again and again as a point of dissatisfaction.  

Saunders talks about the difficulty of doing work that is low status. Like many teachers, he 

struggled with what might be called status or recognition: 

 And there’s also the idea of the status. You know, I’m a teacher. And who knows that 
makes me know whether I’m a good teacher, a shitty teacher, capable teacher, and 
inspiring teacher, a dud teacher. You just get lumped into this category of teachers. And as 
we all know, there are teachers who shouldn’t be there, but are, who really don’t care, but 
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are. Anyway, but just being lumped into that, that can be tough sometimes because there’s 
not for the rest of the world, for people outside your school, there’s no way of them 
knowing going on it seems like in and in an urban school. I think in a smaller community 
like where I grew up, you knows everybody in town knows who the teachers are because 
everyone in the town has come up through these teachers, parents and children. It’s 
different. And In New York City, you’re surrounded by people doing all sorts of different 
amazing things, some of the wealthiest people in the world. All that’s in front of you at 
any time.  !

Chris and Jason too struggle with this identity of teacher for similar reasons, partially because of 

the isolation of what you do makes it hard to convey to others both what is challenging and what 

is rewarding about it. Saunders again shifts into narrative mode as he recounts a visit that his 

friend made to the classroom. Saunders again turns to a story (Tilly) to reflect on his path as a 

teacher.  

!
Eric’s Visit to the Classroom !
 Eric, a good friend of Sam’s came in to visit the school and to spend the day with 

Saunders in the classroom while on vacation from his job in finance. Eric was also one of the 

people who came to the lacrosse championship. Eric has always been very supportive because 

teaching is something that he’s always wanted to do. Eric worked at Bear Stearns before they 

went down. He now works for the Royal Bank of Scotland. Saunders says, that Eric, “does very 

well.” During Eric’s visit, he tried to teach the kids Microsoft Excel during an 8th grade 

computer class.  

Eric introduced himself to these students and the first class went well. “He was phenomenal with 

the kids.” Eric attended high school at a prestigious Philadelphia private school and as a 

consequence, his expectations for how students should behave and how they should treat a 

teacher were very high. When he asked a question, he expected students to stand up next to their 
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desk, cite their first and last name before answering, “which was totally foreign to these kids. 

You know it’s very casual in our classrooms, you know and he’s making them stand up and say 

their full name and address him and then went really well with one of the honor classes and then 

he got another class, the non-honor students and they’re like, “What? You want me to stand up.? 

Who are you again? And they started questioning this guy. And he was like “What?” “You’re 

going to talk to me like this?” He couldn’t understand that the kids didn’t feel an obligation to 

show him respect as an adult in the class and a friend of the teacher.” The “non-honors class 

didn’t go as well as Eric had expected. The lesson “totally flopped.” Kids were on different 

pages, some kids were talking, kids were having computer problems. He didn’t have a way of 

clearly communicating with the kids.   

 After about five minutes of this, Eric says, “Dude, just take over.” By 7th period, 

Saunders sees Eric and he’s passed out on a desk, “he could barely hang on.” Saunders let him 

wander off and take a nap in the teachers’ lounge. On the way home, in Sam’s van, Eric says: 

“I’ve never been so exhausted after a day of work in my freakin’ life I can’t believe you guys do 

this every day.” You’re in charge of that many people? Some of them don’t want to listen to you, 

some don’t want to be there he goes I don’t know how you do it man.”  

 On the way home, Eric expressed shock and surprise at the way students had spoken to 

him and some of the other adults in the building. Eric also expressed shock at the math skills of 

one of the students he met during the day. “He couldn’t believe that a kid he met couldn’t even 

solve for x+2=6. The kid had no clue. Didn’t know his multiplication tables. Eric could not 

believe that somehow that kid had slipped that far and he goes, “you gotta do something, you 
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gotta do something” and I did tutor that kid, he wasn’t even one of my students, she’s still not 

where he needs to be, but it’s interesting when an outsider comes in and sees it. 

 Every time Saunders sees Eric, Eric says, “I gotta quit my job. I gotta do something like 

what you’re doing.” He says, “that was so rewarding. Just to have that contract with those kids 

just that one day, that was so rewarding, so rewarding.” He never does anything like that. Eric 

talks about guys in his workplace who are in a rat race to get new place in the Hamptons or to get 

the nicer house and really don’t give a shit about each other. They’re just materialistic pricks 

trying to get ahead and that’s who he’s working with every day. Yeah, yeah, he’s like “you do 

something.”  

 This anecdote gets Saunders thinking about the inequity is his salary relative to the 

difficulty of the challenges he experiences every day. Of course, many people and many teachers 

wish they were paid more, but few teachers have a friend as guest who works in finance and 

makes multiple times their own salary who attempts to teach a lesson, which flops, doesn’t have 

the stamina to finish the day, falls asleep and then on the ride home says he has never worked so 

hard in his life.  

There’s a real inequity. As a teacher you work just as hard, if not harder than any other 
professions not that every profession should be compensated the same, I understand it’s 
ruled by profit margins and whatever the market values, but when you see people, 
competent or less competent than you who are making 3,4,5,6 times the money you 
make, that can sometimes be a tough pill to swallow.”  !

“I’ve gotten to know a community” !
 In conclusion, Saunders has emphasized again and again the intrinsic rewards of the job. 

Mostly these rewards for him have been through the coaching. He mentions that he probably 
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wouldn’t have stuck around for as long as he has without the coaching. And he contrasts the 

coaching where girls are learning skills about leadership and perseverance and hard work with 

the work of the classroom where even he feels infantilized at some points by the administration. 

In the classroom, where he has to deliver test prep where “he sees the lights in the kids’ eyes go 

out right in front” of him. The coaching allowed him a high degree of creativity and creation. 

One of his complaints about the intrinsic rewards in teaching is that “you’re never really 

developing yourself.” He’s talking here about the lack of a staged-career path. He also says that 

“you’re never producing anything.” But with lacrosse, he strategically chose the sport for its 

similarities in structure to basketball, which is a game that his students were familiar with. He 

mentions the defensive structures, setting picks, the goal of moving down the ball down the field 

as a team. He wrote grants. He raised money to help girls attend lacrosse camps in the summer. 

And he spent a good deal of his vacation bringing them up to camp. He stayed late at practices 

knowing that this would mean that he would be up even later grading papers than usually. And he 

invested a lot of his own money in equipment and transportation among other things. He created 

a team from scratch and after a rocky start where he got the wrong sticks, he let the team play 

without mouth guards, he got screamed at by other coaches and he witnessed the racism from 

parents at other schools and he eventually lead his team to winning the Public School Athletic 

League city champions twice in a row. He helped many of the girls on his team get into 

competitive colleges, some with sports scholarships as a result of his own work. He is 
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particularly proud of Cynthia,  who is now a junior at Howard and made the all conference team 20

this year.   21

He is rightfully, exceptionally proud of the work that the girls put into the game and their 

achievement. He minimizes his own contributions, but the truth is he had a tremendous positive 

impact on hundreds of students during his time as a teacher and most noticeably on some of the 

girls he mentioned in the quotes above who are now at Howard and Syracuse and Spelman and 

other colleges.  

 His experience has a sense of nobility and heroics to it and is in many ways a success 

story for the New York City Teaching Fellows. Even though he had frustrations with students, 

like Chris’s and Jason’s early years and frustrations with the pressures of standardized testing 

like Jason and Chris’s later years, he limited it to a few students. He found success beyond any 

expectation on the lacrosse field and was changed in the process: 

I’ve gotten to know a community, who’s welcomed me in it didn’t necessarily happen 
right away but a that I’ve become a part of a group of people unlike I’ve ever known 
before we have some many new immigrants and you know it’s like, once you understand. 
I can see the world through their eyes it does something to change your perspective, 
change your outlook, changes your priorities. I look at a lot of people I’ve already known 
in my life and you see them just different. They don’t understand what a lot of these 
people go through. They don’t see what it’s like. Especially some of these new 
immigrants who come in, sending their kids into the public school system and struggling 
to get anything done. They’re working so many jobs and I go back to Pennsylvania and I 
hear the rhetoric about closing off the borders, immigration reform, Tea Party and I think, 
you just have no idea. It changes you. It’s strained my relationships with some people I 
used to know. !

He has become part of a community now and can’t imagine going back to teach back home.  
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You know I talk to people in Pennsylvania, older folks, and they don’t have the same 
sense of service or understanding. They’re like, why don’t you come back to suburban 
Philadelphia? I could get you a job at Low Marion High School or I could get you a job 
at Haverford School district. Why don’t you come to Twanda or to some where, you 
could have a really great position, better pay? It’s a tough spot because now I’ve been at 
the school for seven years and I’m part of the community. I feel a part of a lot of these 
kids families, you know because I’ve taught brothers and sisters and know their parents 
so well. And it’s one of those things where you’re like I don’t want to make myself sound 
bigger than I am or more important. There are a lot of other people who come and do a 
good job or a better job, but you know, we’re all a part of this. If I just throw my hands up 
and say, “This is stupid, I’m outta here.” You know you’re essentially giving up on the 
children. Even though you know, that for them nothing’s going to change. They’re going 
to get someone else in there who’s just going to beat them over the head with test prep. 
And I sometimes feel that strong sense of “we’ve gotta give these kids a good experience. 
We’ve gotta make this better for them, they deserve better than this.”  !!

!
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! !
CHAPTER SIX: !

BLACKBOARD BODHISATTVAS!!
Introduction !
 As I mentioned in chapter 2 of this dissertation, alternative certification programs are a 

significant part of the pipeline into education. They are a growing way by which people enter 

teaching. They serve as a significant path with easy access for those wishing to become teachers. 

They allow, as Harold O. Levy said, a way for people to make good on their better impulses. 

They also allow people to earn a salary while earning a credential. However, the structure of the 

New York City Teaching Fellows program, which offers just a few weeks of training in the 

summer before putting people into classrooms, has serious problems. As the narratives in this 

dissertation show, entering into teaching like this is costly. It’s costly to the students who lose a 

year of learning because new teachers are learning on the job. It’s costly to the system which 

invests training, mentoring and other resources into teachers only to have them leave after a 

couple years. And it’s personally costly to the teachers themselves whose induction fits Willard 

Waller’s definition of “traumatic learning.” This is not a way to train teachers or staff a school 

system. Particularly, as Richard Ingersoll of the University of Pennsylvania argues convincingly, 

schools suffer from a retention problem, not a recruitment problem, calling into question the 

whole raison d’etre of these programs (Ingersoll, 2003). 
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While there are many aspects of these programs, I focused on the experiences of three to 

better understand how they have managed to stay so long in a position that has such high 

turnover.  

 In this chapter, I would like to return to each of the cases and examine their experience 

through the following frame: recruitment, induction, realization and reconciliation. After I 

discuss each case, I will return to the idea of teacher retention and answer the question, “how did 

they stay?”  

!
The Frame !
In the methods section, I mentioned that I would run each of the narratives through the following 

framework. Here are those terms again below:  

1) Recruitment: Here I will look at how they got into the program, what they were doing 

before and how they explain their decision to enter the New York City Teaching Fellows;  

2)  Induction: Here I will characterize their initiation into teaching in this fast track 

model.  

3)  Realization. This is a point when the interviewees characterized their job, or made an 

assessment about their job. In each case this had to do with the nature of the job and the 

possibility for advancement.  

4)  Reconciliation: What adjustments did they make adjustments to the realization?  

These are not necessarily stages that one must go through. In some sense you could say 

the realization happened on day 1 in the classroom that this experience was something different 

than we had bargained for, rather here, I use this as a lens to look at different periods of the 

�141



experience as the participants adjusted from being totally new comers to teaching, New York 

City and the cultural milieu of the classroom. I will now summarize each case of terms of the 

framework given above. I will take them in the order in which they were presented in the 

dissertation.  

!
Case #1: Chris !
Recruitment: Chris didn’t bring to teaching strong convictions about social justice or civil rights. 

He claims that he basically did the program because his mom forced him to. He didn’t think 

much of the M.A. program and he think the classes were helpful within the context where he was 

teaching.  

Induction: His summer mentor quit on him. During his first year he was a traveling teacher 

which makes managing students more difficult because he didn’t see them very frequently and 

they didn’t take him seriously. Additionally, he was in a school where the entire 6th grade was 

comprised of teaching fellows. In other words, everyone was inexperienced. He had by far the 

worst racial and cultural problems in the classroom. He wasn’t sure he could even repeat to me 

what students had said to him. During his first year, 9/11 happened adding a different dimension 

to an already race-conscious student body. By his own account, he was incompetent and 

deserved the “unsatisfactory” ratings he was getting on his evaluations.  

Realization: He says at one point that he became a “shitty babysitter.” And at another point he 

says he suffers from not having any status as a teacher. He quit twice once to be a writer and 

once to make a documentary.  
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Reconciliation: When he returned to teaching the second time he stopped teaching AP English 

and he began to teach theater as an elective and it became what was most important about his 

job. He says, “I don’t think there is any way I’d be teaching if I couldn’t direct and teach 

theater.” Since taking on theater, he says, “I haven’t had one mental breakdown.” 

!
Case #2: Jason !
Recruitment: Of the three cases, I think Jason would’ve eventually made his way into public 

school teaching even without the program. He was teaching at a private school in California 

before he was hired by the Teaching Fellows. He had an awareness of the way his school system 

perpetuated societal inequalities and thought that maybe he would be a teacher. One day during a 

conversation with Erin Gruwell, the author of Freedom Writers, she asked him why he wasn’t 

teaching kids who really needed him.  

Induction: Jason had a very helpful mentor who modeled lessons and observed him. He also had 

teaching experience as mentioned above and he was in a more stable school. Still he had 

behavior problems and wasn’t sure he could teach New York kids. His first year went ok until 3 

kids from the class of another Teaching Fellow were put into his class because she was having 

problems with them. He says from there things got crazy. Like Chris, he had an incident with a 

“terrorist,” an anecdote which is relayed in chapter 4. Similarly he didn’t find the M.A. classes 

very helpful to his preparation.  

Realization: Jason tells the story about a talent show. He suggests having a teacher talent show 

and is met with skepticism and disapproval as if to suggest “we don’t have talents, we gave those 
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up when we became teachers. It’s our turn to nurture talents in others, we’re the Bodhisattva 

Pedagogues of America.”  

Reconciliation: Jason found reconciliation in the classroom teaching writing. He says that 

teaching student writing allowed for opportunities to get to know his students on an individual 

level, which was for him one of the most rewarding aspects of teaching.  

!
Case #3: Sam !
Recruitment: Saunders had a romantic notion of moving to Brooklyn that was in part according 

to his narrative based on his viewing of Spike Lee’s film He Got Game. He enjoyed school as a 

kid and thought he would like to opportunity to “help a few kids out.” 

Induction: Saunders seems to have had it the easiest. Still, he did say, “The first year of teaching, 

I got so railroaded man. I just got run over by the kids, who I know are really good kids.” He 

doesn’t mention the M.A. courses other to say that he did them. 

Realization: Saunders tells of his friend Eric’s visit to the classroom. Eric is a banker who makes 

a lot of money. Yet, when it came to trying out teaching for a day, he was asleep in the last 

period, having given the reins back to Saunders after a failed attempt to teach Microsoft Excel. 

This leads Saunders to reflect on the salary of being a teacher. “There’s a real inequity,” he says. 

He also brings up, like Chris the idea of status: “You just get lumped into this category of 

teachers,” he says. 

Reconciliation: Saunders says directly that he would’ve left the school and maybe teaching all 

together were it not for the coaching lacrosse. He finds a different dynamic on the field than he 

says is possible in the classroom. Coaching he says has kept him there and kept him “sane.” 
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An Open-Ended Commitment !
Unlike TFA, which helps recruits get out of teaching, NYCTF offers no such graceful exit from a 

demanding job. Rather than being a programmatic feature of the experience, leaving becomes an 

individual dilemma. To leave would mean professional and personal failure. It would mean that 

you couldn’t hack it. It thus makes leaving a personal decision rather than a programmatic 

inevitability. For TFA corps members, the situation is less bad. They may have a crappy couple 

years, but there is a clear end in sight when they can “graduate” and move onto to other ventures 

(Rigole, Labaree). With NYCTF (and the other regional programs started by TNTP), the 

commitment is indefinite and open-ended. 

Without any easy exit to teaching, fellows find themselves in a highly bureaucratic and 

dysfunctional organizational structure that doesn’t pay much or offer many opportunities for 

professional advancement. So the question is what to do? The answer that the narratives offer is 

the following. Each of the individuals found ways to try to avoid the bad aspects of the job-

particularly the highly prescriptive pedagogies and curriculum that are an unfortunate feature of 

urban schools in “crisis”- while trying to find ways to work with students on intrinsically 

meaningful activities and projects.  

Since there few opportunities for professional growth and intrinsic rewards are hard to 

come by down the center of the curriculum as we saw particularly in Jason and Sam’s chapters, 

each of these guys has found intrinsic rewards where they could be successful and connect 

students with something worth studying and worth doing for its own sake. In Chris’s case this 

was directing drama. In Sam’s it was coaching lacrosse and in Jason’s case it was teaching 
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writing. Sam’s case is clearly extracurricular, Chris’s is semi-curricular or marginally-curricular 

and Jason’s was curricular, which meant that he had the most interference from the regulations of 

the job, etc. 

!
Finding a Hook, Emphasizing Intrinsic Rewards !
The teaching biographies of three Teaching Fellows in this study make clear that this “alternative 

path” is stronger at recruitment than it is for preparation for teaching in a “hard to staff” school. 

But against the odds these teachers persisted beyond the five-year mark for reasons, according to 

their own stories, having to do with finding curricular, marginal curricular, or extra-curricular 

ways of making a difference in their students and thus their own lives. In reading these narratives 

for the question “how did they stay?” we find that each individual found this professional line of 

interest almost by accident. But it was these interest that gave them “generative and 

regenerative” (Margolis, 2008) experiences needed to carry on in positions that many teachers 

leave. As a recent story in The Atlantic Monthly reported, many teachers are not looking to get 

out of the classroom to move into leadership positions. Unlike many professions where there is a 

smooth transition from one position in an organization to another, in teaching this involves a shift 

in identify and often further credentialing. Many teachers want to remain teachers. This does not 

mean that they don’t want opportunities for professional and personal growth. If teaching is 

going to be something that people will stick with, it can’t be martyrdom, volunteerism and self-

abnegation. There need to be opportunities for professional and personal growth that move 

beyond either the traditional role as a classroom teacher or leaving teaching to become an 

administrator.  
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 In this section, I will discuss their “reconciliation” experience together, which I am calling 

a hook. The first is the importance of giving teachers the opportunity of finding the appropriate 

instructional programs to suit their interests and talents -- a hook, if you will – that serves 

students and teacher--if we are to retain and develop talent. Finding a hook was according to 

their own stories, essential for their longevity in these roles. As Saunders says, “I don’t think I 

would still be here without the lacrosse. It’s kept me there and kept me sane.” Chris said 

something similar about the sanity part. He said that since he has started producing drama with 

students he hasn’t had one mental breakdown. Jason said that he found developing students’ 

writing and voices was the most rewarding aspect of the job. In two cases, it is on the fringes of 

the school in directing drama and coaching lacrosse. In one case--Jason’s--he found the hook 

within the required curriculum. However, this proved frustrating as this is one of the areas that 

the system wants to bring into compliance. This became a source of frustration for Jason as we 

saw in his narrative. 

 You might consider this a type of what Lortie calls “intrinsic rewards.” Lortie has argued 

that work rewards come in three varieties: extrinsic, ancillary and intrinsic or “psychic” rewards. 

Extrinsic rewards cover things like salary and prestige and power. These are experienced by 

anyone who hold the role and therefore have an “objective quality.” Intrinsic or psychic rewards 

are intrinsic and are wholly dependent on “subjective valuations made in the course of work 

engagement” (101). These can vary from person to person in the same role. Ancillary rewards are 

both objective and subjective. For example, a parent might value the work schedule that allows 

her to be home at the same time as her children. This would be a subjective valuation of an 

objective reality. The extrinsic rewards of teaching are “front-loaded.” If one looks at the New 
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York City salary scale, the starting salary is now $45,530 and this goes up incrementally each 

year according to a schedule. Lortie argues that as a result of teaching’s lack of a staged career 

path and scheduled salary steps, teaching offers little in the way of advancement the way other 

staged career paths do. The most obvious growth in teaching is to abandon the teaching pathway 

and become an administrator which has a shift in occupational identify as well as work 

responsibilities (Lortie, 84). “The primary benefits earned by persistence in teaching (annual 

increases in pay) are the outcome of seniority and course-taking; the incentive system is not 

organized to respond to variations in effort and talent among classroom teachers” (99).  

Lortie argues that this schedule leads teachers to undervalue extrinsic rewards, in fact he says 

that “people who seek money, prestige, or power are somewhat suspect; the characteristic style in 

public education is to mute personal ambition” (102). Lortie splits his discussion of work 

rewards between men and women because he finds they experience these differently. Lortie says 

that since teaching lacks a staged career path and external rewards, many teachers tend to focus 

on the intrinsic rewards of the job. A pattern we see with the narratives in the preceding chapters.  

In fact the system of accountably devised under NCLB has made the intrinsic rewards of 

teaching harder to come by. We find that these educators don’t enjoy and don’t find effective the 

emphasis on test preparation. As Saunders says, “you just see kids’ lights go out right in front of 

you.”  

These three teachers do demonstrate that one path forward, enabling them to persist and 

improve as teachers, is to develop a point of greater engagement with and impact on the lives of 

children – a hook – whether from within, on the edge, or extra to the curriculum 

!
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 Recommendations !!
1. Alternative Recruitment Programs 

The findings, drawn from the statements of these three teachers, make it clear that the 

preparatory training in Alternative Certification programs were in their cases, and likely many 

others, totally inadequate while learning on the job, as demonstrated by these three teachers, is 

likely to be unfair to the students, and an inefficient way and difficult way to become a teacher. 

This trial-by-fire exacerbates the problem of teacher turnover, leading to programs that are 

focused on providing a steady stream of well-meaning recruits to teach in so-called hard-to-staff 

schools.   

Alternative recruitment programs need to more responsibly train recruits who they are 

going to put into difficult teaching assignments. It’s irresponsible to the students, schools and 

teachers who are inadequately prepared. TNTP has recently been hiring coaches to help support 

new teachers, but the problem really lies with the model, that offers just a few weeks in a the 

summer of preparation before giving the novice the full responsibility of a full-load of teaching. 

An apprenticeship model would allow new teachers to develop skills over time under the tutelage 

of a master teacher.  

They could put more focus on the development of talent and less emphasis on supposedly 

identifying it. The teachers in this study all had massive difficulties to overcome in the course of 

learning to become a teacher. The idea promoted by NYCTF that good teachers are selected and 

not made isn’t true. It takes time and effort to become a good teacher. As Saunders says, “you’ve 

gotta put in the long hard hours to perfect your craft.” 
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Alternative certification programs should also pay more attention to retention and the 

development of teacher’s career, not just recruitment including collaboration among starting 

teachers and more experienced teachers (based on an awareness of degree of preparation and 

practicum experience), encouragement of developments of hooks for each teacher that are 

located within the curriculum, at the edge of the curriculum, and (not “or”) outside of it.  

 

2. Teacher Training 

The development of Urban Teacher Residencies (UTRs) as a direct response to the 

problem of high turnover is a promising apprenticeship model of learning to teach. On the front 

page of their website, Urban Teacher Residency United, a non-profit which works to improve 

teacher preparation they offer the following statistic: 50% of urban public teachers leave within 3 

years. They claim that the retention rate teachers trained under their program, which emulates the 

medical residency model of training is 85%. This seems like a promising direction for the future 

of teacher training. 

!
3. Schools of Education 

Chris, Saunders and Jason barely discussed the impact of the education school they attended as 

part of their preparation. Chris mentioned his experience mainly to point out the disconnect 

between what the M.A. program was offering and the reality of the school where he taught. 

Saunders and Jason didn’t mention the programs other than to say they attended them. This is 

usually explained away by the theory practice debates. Teacher candidates are not interested in 

�150



theory, they only want to be told what to do (see Britzman). But Schools of Education have a role 

to play.  

As Katherine Crawford-Garrett has found in her study of Teach for America recruits is that corps 

members held deficit viewpoints of their students as a consequence of the TFA training. Courses 

that examine some of these “common sense” theories and look at the construction of failure and 

success, examine critically the use of data in education are useful in creating teachers who are 

critical actors in an unjust system.  

!!
Future Research !
Someone with ethnographic interests might document the practice of becoming a teacher in an 

UTR, a traditional teacher training and an alternative program. Someone with quantitative skills 

might look at patterns of teacher retention by comparing the training and the outcomes for TFA, 

TNTP and UTR’s. Someone with a political interest might examine how TFA, TNTP and other 

organizations with private interests and private got a foothold in the NYC school system. 

Someone with ideological interests might trace the explanation and framing of private or market 

solutions to education over the past two decades. Someone who likes to talk to people might do 

an actual study on the teaching fellows that interviewed a wide range of people (including 

women, students, principals, roommates, and so forth). They should observe and shadow 

teaching fellows through their training.   

!

�151



!
APPENDIX A !

!

!  

Google Ngram comparing “teacher quality” and “achievement gap.” ! !
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APPENDIX B!!
THE CONTEXT OF REFORM: A TIMELINE!!

Although I have placed the emphasis of these narratives on the Teaching Fellows, there were 

other significant educational reforms that offer some context to the narratives that follow. The 

period during which these narratives take place was during a radical restructuring of the city 

schools. This story is well told in Heather Lewis’ New York Public Schools from Brownsville to 

Bloomberg: Community Control and Its Legacy.  

 It’s a period of the growth of the small school movement as large high schools in NYC 

are broken down into separate schools and academies. It’s also a time of great privatization and 

corporatization of the schools as Bloomberg and a group of reformers with business dominated 

ideas that shared a common ideology as described in Jack Schneider’s book Excellence for All. 

!
Key Dates !
1954  
• Brown v. Board of Education rules that separate schools for white and black students is 

unconstitutional.  !
1961  
• Peace Corps, which serves as model for Wendy Kopp’s TFA is founded. !
1965  
• Teacher Corps, an early alternative recruitment program of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society 

Programs is founded to improve teaching in low-income areas. !
1966 
• James Coleman publishes Equality of Educational Opportunity, which focused on educational 

outcomes, not inputs, leading the way for the accountability movement (Ravitch, 2002, n.p.). !
1969  
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• Community dissatisfaction with the progress since Brown v. Board of Education leads to the 
creation of the Board of Education and the beginning of community school districts. Mayor 
John Lindsay relinquishes mayoral control creating the “Board of Education” which was made 
up of 7 appointment members and 32 local community school districts which had their own 
elected school boards.  !

1989  
• Wendy Kopp writes thesis at Princeton proposing the creation of what would become TFA.  
• Raises 2.5 million in first year from corporate America (see Kopp, 2001) !
1990  
• Wendy Kopp founds Teach for America. !
1994  
• Linda Darling-Hammond publishes scathing review of TFA that nearly destroys the 

organization (Holt, 2012). !
1997  
• Michelle Rhee, future DC schools chancellor and TFA alumna (1992) founds The New Teacher 

Project, the consulting and advocacy arm of TFA as executive director.  
  
1999  
• The United Federation of Teachers warns of teacher shortages. !
2000  
• Harold O. Levy is made chancellor by Mayor Rudy Giuliani replacing outgoing chancellor Dr. 

Rudy Crew. Levy, a lawyer is the first non-educator to head the NYCBOE.  !
• New Teacher Project partners with New York City Board of Education (now, Department) to 

launch The New York City Teaching Fellows to recruit teachers to fill shortages. !
• 13,000 of NYC’s 78,000 teachers are teaching without licenses, had not passed state teaching 

exams.  !
• Richard P. Mills, NYS education commissioner sues Harold O. Levy for staffing poorest 

schools with uncertified teachers.  !
2001  
• Mayor Bloomberg is elected NYC Mayor. Known as the “education mayor” he introduced 

radical changes to NYC schools.  
• He abolishes the community districts, centralizes power, and gives more authority to 

superintendents.  
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• Changes name from “Board of Education” which was the butt of lame joke (“bored of 
education”) and re-christens it the “Department of Education.”  

• Moves the department from a large bureaucratic monstrosity in Brooklyn to the historic Tweed 
Courthouse in lower Manhattan.  

• The No Child Left Behind Act is passed, which emphasizes accountability and testing.  !
Summer 2001  
• Chris and I meet in summer training.  !
Fall 2001  
• First year of teaching.  
• 9/11 happens.  
• “War on Terror” begins. 
• Students accuse Chris of being related to Osama bin Laden, putting anthrax in their milk and 

threatening to blow up the school.  !
2002  
• Bloomberg appoints Joel Klein, a former lawyer, as chancellor of NYC Schools.  
• Principals give up tenure 
• Small school movement provides a model, based on KIPP and other “successful” charters, that 

David Whitman, an advocate of this approach calls “The New Paternalism.” He describes as 
“paternalistic institutions. By paternalistic I mean that each of the six schools is a highly 
prescriptive institution that teaches students not just how to think, but also how to act 
according to what are commonly termed traditional, middle-class values. These paternalistic 
schools go beyond just teaching values as abstractions: the schools tell students exactly how 
they are expected to behave, and their behavior is closely monitored, with real rewards for 
compliance and penalties for noncompliance.” He concludes that these institutions are the 
single most effective way of closing the achievement gap” (Whitman, 2008, n.p.).  !

2004  
• Jason starts NYC Teaching Fellows. Some children accuse others of being a “terrorist” in his 

class.  
• Saunders starts teaching Fellows. !!
2007  
• Teacher for All is founded by Wendy Kopp and Teach First, the UK’s version of TFA.  
• The organization has since helped develop Teach for India (2007), Teach for China (2008), 

Teach for South Africa (2013), Ensena por Mexico (2011), Teach for Quatar (2013). For full 
list see appendix B.  

• Chris quits teaching for the first time to make a documentary. 
• Brian starts PhD.  !
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2009 
• TNTP publishes The Widget Effect: Our National Failure to Acknowledge and Act Upon 

Teacher Effectiveness, which points the way to merit pay. !
2010  
• Joel Klein leaves role as chancellor.  
• Michelle Rhee founds Children First, which advocates for ending teacher tenure !!
2012:  
• Saunders leaves NYC teaching 
• TNTP Publishes The Irreplaceables: Understanding the Real Retention Crisis in America’s 

Urban Schools.  !
2013  
• Saunders returns to teaching in Los Angeles, CA.  
• Jason leaves teaching in NYC. Begins PhD in composition and rhetoric in the school of 

education at University of Maryland.  
• TFA alumni stage “Organizing Resistance to Teach for America and its Role in Privatization” 

as part of a Free Minds, Free People event in Chicago.  22

!
2014  
• Pittsburg votes to stop using Teach for America corps members to staff hardest-to-staff schools 

in the district (Belculfine, 2013).  
• Jacobin publishes Class Action: An Activist Teacher’s Handbook 
• Brian finally finishes dissertation !!
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!
APPENDIX C !

THE GLOBAL EXPANSION  
OF ALTERNATIVE RECRUITMENT PROGRAMS !!

!
Program Country Year Created

Enseñá por Argentina Argentina 2009

Teach For Australia Australia 2008

Ensina! Brazil 2010

Enseña Chile Chile 2007

Teach for China China 2008

Noored Kooli Estonia 2006

Teach First Deutschland Germany 2008

Teach for India India 2007

Teach First Israel Israel 2010

Lespejama Misija Latvia 2008

Teach for Lebanon Lebanon 2008

Teach for Malaysia Malaysia 2010

Enseña Peru Peru 2010

Teach First United Kingdom 2001

Teach for America United States 1990

Teach for Pakistan Pakistan 2011

Teach for Bulgaria Bulgaria 2011

Teach for Austria Austria 2011
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!!

Teach First New Zealand New Zealand 2011

Enseña por Mexico Mexico 2011

Enseñá por Colombia Columbia 2011

Teach for Japan Japan 2012

Renkuosi Mokyti! Lithuania 2012

Teach for Thailand Thailand 2013

Teach for South Africa South Africa 2013

Teach for Qatar Qatar 2013

Teach for the Philipines Philipines 2013

Teach for Nepal Nepal 2013

Enseña Ecudador Ecuador 2013

Teach for Sweden Sweden 2013

Empieza por Educar Spain 2011

Teach for Belgium Belgium 2013

Teach for Bangladesh Bangladesh 2013

Program Country Year Created
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APPENDIX D!!
TABLE 1: SUMMARY OF FRAMEWORK DISCUSSED IN CHAPTER 7 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R
ecruitm

ent
Induction

R
ealization

R
econciliation

W
illard !

W
aller!

(1932)!
!

“It is a known fact that the financial 
rewards of teaching are not great; the pay 
low; the opportunity for advancem

ent, for 
m

ost teachers, slight; and econom
ic 

security little. M
ost writers have concluded 

that this is in itself an explanation of the 
known failure of the profession to attract as 
large a num

ber of capables as it should. 
Yet one m

ay wonder whether m
erely 

raising salaries all around would cause the 
m

ediocre to be crowed out by the influx of 
the talented…

Particularly dam
aging, 

probably, is the belief that is  abroad in the 
com

m
unity that only persons incapable of 

success in other lines becom
e teachers, 

that teacher is a failure belt, the refuge of 
“unsalable m

en and unm
arriageable 

wom
en” This belief is m

ore dam
aging for 

the truth that is in it. (378-9)!
!

“For the teacher, traum
atic experiences usually 

concern the loss of his position, especially the sudden 
and unforeseen loss of his position. The loss of 
control over a class m

aybe be traum
atic in its effect, 

and so m
aybe a quarrel with a colleague (399). !

!“The teacher-pupil relationship is a form
 of 

institutionalized dom
inance and subordination. 

Teacher and pupil confront each other in the school 
with an original conflict of desires, and however m

uch 
that conflict m

ay be reduced in am
ount, or however 

m
uch it m

ay be hidden, it still rem
ains. The teachers 

represents the adult group, ever the enem
y of the 

spontaneous life of groups of children (195).                                                           

“Teaching m
akes the teacher. Teaching is the boom

erang that never fails 
to com

e back to the hand that threw it. O
f teaching, too, it is, true, 

perhaps, that it is m
ore blessed to give than to receive, and it also has 

m
ore effect. Between  good teaching and bad there is a great difference 

where students are concerned, but none in this, that its m
ost pronounced 

effect is upon the teacher. Teacher does som
ething to those who 

teach” (375). !
!!!!“Teachers m

ake a determ
ined fight, som

etim
es, against becom

ing !
teachers” (422).!
!!

“The nature of the work of teaching with its m
ass of routine and its few 

opportunities for free self-expression, m
ay both deter and attract to the 

ultim
ate dam

age of the profession. O
n the one hand, the drudgery of 

teaching, com
bined with the m

any restrictions which the com
m

unity 
places upon the personal conduct of teachers, m

ay elim
inate from

 
teaching m

any of those virile and inspiring persons of whom
 the 

profession has such need, for it is a known fact that such pronouncedly 
individual persons often have little respect for purely negative m

orality, 
and react vehem

ently against living within the com
m

unity stereotype of 
the teacher. O

ne the other hand, teaching, along with the m
inistry, is 

known as one of the sheltered occupations, as an occupation where 
those persons who shrink from

 the daily battle of life, often very 
estim

able persons, by the way, m
ay find refuge.” (379)

Dan !
Lortie!
(1975)

“State governm
ent played an im

portant 
part in facilitating entry to teaching by 
creating low-cost, dispersed and non elitist 
training institutions. Thus they enhanced 
recruitm

ent to an occupation in which 
m

onetary rewards were, to put it 
cautiously, lim

ited. It is as if the society, 
acting throughout governm

ental agencies, 
sought to offset the lim

ited incentives of 
teaching by m

aking access easier; tax 
funds were m

ore readily available to train 
teachers then to pay them

 higher 
salaries” (18). 

“O
ccupations shape people. Scholars as diverse as 

Adam
 Sm

ith, Karl M
arx, Em

ile Durkheim
, M

ax W
eber, 

W
illiam

 Jam
es and Thorstein Veblen have discussed 

the profound influence work has on hum
an 

personality. …
W

e have learned that conditions of 
entry play an im

portant part in socializing m
em

bers to 
a given occupation; and we expect those who study 
work institutions to pay close attention to both form

al 
and inform

al process of induction” (55). !
Com

pared with the crafts, professions, and highly 
skilled trades, arrangem

ents for m
ediated entry are 

prim
itive in teaching. The only m

ajor device of this 
kind is “practice teaching,” which is short and 
com

paratively casual” (59).   

“Teaching seem
s to have m

ore than its share of status anom
alies. It is 

honored and disdained, praised as “dedicated service” and lam
pooned 

as “easy work.” It is m
iddle-class work in which m

ore and m
ore 

participants use bargaining strategies developed by wage-earners in 
factories…

.social am
biguity has stalked those who undertook the 

m
ission, for the real regard shown has never m

atched the professed 
regard” (10). !
!“Com

pared with m
ost other kinds of m

iddle-class work, teaching is 
relatively “career-less” There is less opportunity for the m

ovem
ent 

upward which is the essence of career” (84). !

“The thesis of this section is that cultural and structural aspects of the 
occupation influence teachers to em

phasize psychic rewards in their 
work” (101). 

Saunders!
(2011)

“I think it was H
e G

ot G
am

e a film
 about a 

kid who played hoops in Coney Island. The 
Brooklyn thing appealed to m

e, the 
environm

ent portrayed there. I think it had 
to do with hip hop culture and film

.”

“M
y first year of teaching, I got so railroaded m

an. I 
just got run over by the kids, who I know are really 
good kids. I had so m

any lessons that flopped, so 
m

any structures that were out of place. The 
classroom

 m
anagem

ent wasn’t good. The second 
year was rough too and every year I think I’ve gotten 
better and better and better. It shows you that you’re 
not going to be great at som

ething right from
 the start, 

through perseverance, you can really perfect your 
craft if you choose. You’ve got to put in long hard 
hours.” 

“And then there’s the idea of status. You know, I’m
 a teacher. And who 

knows whether I’m
 a good teacher, a shitty teacher, a capable teacher, 

an inspiring teacher, a dud teacher. You just get lum
ped into this 

category of teacher.”  
!You never feel like you’re really im

proving yourself so m
uch. It doesn’t 

feel like a tangible craft, except through the kids. I feel a strong need to 
like learn to play the banjo and take sculpture classes to continue to 
im

prove m
yself and learn for m

yself, because you don’t always get that 
with the teaching. You know you’re not actually producing som

ething 
yourself.”

“I think I would’ve left the school if not teaching altogether without this 
coaching. The coaching is such a different way to relate to students and 
it’s totally different than being in the classroom

 because you’re working 
with kids that want to be there. They choose to be there. It’s not that 
they’re forced to be there...Coaching basketball has kept m

e there and 
kept m

e sane.”

Jason!
(2011)

“O
ne night I saw Stand and D

eliver on TV.”!
!“Erin G

ruwell, author of Freedom
 W

riters 
asked: “W

hy aren’t you teaching the kids 
that need you?”

“Aaah, we’ve got a terrorist ladies and gentlem
en.”

“W
hen they were having a talent show, I said “why don’t they have a 

teacher talent show?” And they all looked at m
e like, “W

hat’s wrong with 
you?” W

e don’t have talents. W
e gave those up when we becam

e 
teachers. Now it’s our turn to nurture talents in others. W

e’re the 
Bodhisattva Pedagogues of Am

erica.”

“This is a big part of what keeps teachers teaching, not all, but a certain 
subset--especially not the ones just interested in banking inform

ation or 
playing biology professor, or what have you. The guys that coach the 
sports and the dram

a club and teach writing. W
e want to know and 

understand and nurture our students on a m
uch deeper, individualized, 

individually-responsive level... Listening to kids is a huge part of the job.” !
!

Chris!
(2011)

“I essentially got into this racket because 
m

y m
om

 forced m
e.” [Laughs].!

!“The cohort of people I eventually got hired 
with after I passed the interviews, the 
people who got hired and took over the 
entire 6th grade in this m

iddle school in 
Brooklyn were, you know, a form

er 
m

ailm
an, a saloon keeper, there was like a 

salon, she was a hairdresser, not like a 
fancy M

anhattan place, m
ore like a Long 

Island hairdresser. She had the worst hair 
and fake nails. Pouffed up, hair spray hair. 
W

e had a real shady real estate trader. 
And I was a cab driver. So they weren’t 
getting blue chip hum

an beings here.”!

“I was scared to tell them
 to be quiet because a) they 

were being really loud when they were talking to each 
other b) they were speaking faster in a dialect that I 
wasn’t fam

iliar with c) I felt uncom
fortable being a 

white guy telling black and brown kids to be quiet. I 
was just scared. Scared of them

. Scared of m
y role. 

So I just didn’t do anything. And then they were like, 
“this guy is a pussy. He won’t even tell us to stop 
talking about the m

ovies.”!
!“Look, why do teachers drink so m

uch? Because 
we’re suffering post traum

atic stress disorder.  You 
know, having kids yell at you, disrespect you, ignore, 
not try, fall asleep in your class, not bring a pen, not 
listen to your directions, not do their hom

ework, just 
sit there and look at each other, not look at you, just 
have hum

an beings not give you the dignity and the 
respect of just looking at you when you speak to them

 
or like you have to ask them

 15 tim
es to stop cursing 

at each other, whatever it is, them
 ignoring you 

reduces your spirit.  They don’t care how hard you’re 
working, they don’t care because, it was just too hard 
for m

e to ever figure how to get them
 to try hard.”  

“The job abused m
e because I was the baby sitter. I could have been 

other things. I did really well on the LSAT and the G
RE’s. I’m

 always in 
the top 90th percentile on those tests and I could’ve been a really good 
lawyer, could’ve gone to m

edical school or som
ething like that. I’m

 a 
good public speaker and I can write well so I have the kind of skills that 
society rewards with lots of com

pensation and instead what I becam
e a 

shitty babysitter.”!
!!“Their m

ission was not to train teachers, but to recruit hum
an beings.  

They m
ay as well have been an advertising agency.  That’s what they 

were, they were seducers. They seduced you, but once you were in, 
then they just treated you like som

eone that got up in the m
orning and 

left you there to fend for yourself. They didn’t care what happened to you 
once you were in the system

. O
ne of the ways they seduced you was 

with a fully-funded m
asters degree. People thought that just because it 

had value just because it had the word m
asters attached to it, but to m

e 
a m

asters degree in education was utterly worthless. But I was duped to 
som

e extent like everyone else.”!
!

“I think finding the right instructional program
 for a teacher is crucial to 

the school’s success and the teacher’s happiness. I quit teaching after 
six years because I wasn’t happy...For the past past four years I’ve 
taught high school ELA, dram

a and directed the school plays and I 
haven’t had one m

ental breakdown.”
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