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process, including Perry Gilmore, Norma Mendoza-Denton, Luis Moll, and Richard
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Burk was an invaluable editor and source of support. My husband John has been a huge
source of unbending support, love and inspiration. My daughter Kayleigh has been a
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ABSTRACT
Does school choice create new spaces that make public education more equitable?
In this educational ethnography, I focused on how parents and students enrolled in a
public charter high school in Sundale City (pseudonym), Arizona made the choice to
attend a charter school. I also focused on educational reforms in the context of two large
district high schools to further contextualize family choice-making. In contrast to the
prevailing view that it is primarily parents with the requisite cultural and social capital
ZKRDFFHVVVFKRROFKRLFHSDUWLFLSDQWVLQWKLVVWXG\ZHUHµIRUFHG¶ to choose an alternative
to their neighborhood district school due to the harmful effects of being marginalized and
penalized in traditional district school contexts. With implications for policy and practice,
this anthropological study expands the polemic surrounding school choice by considering
the discursive practices inscribed in traditional school contexts that force out
disenfranchised students. Understanding of family choice-PDNLQJDQGVWXGHQWV¶
experiences contributes to theorizing social inequality and educational reform in new
ways that lead to the development of equitable school spaces.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Recent efforts to accelerate current educational reform towards greater school
choice²the opportunity to select a public school independent of geographic locale²
represent an ongoing trend that began at the end of the 20th century and promises to
significantly alter the landscape of public education in the U.S. The Race to the Top, a
part of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA), is a federally
funded project that provides grants to states that are contributing to the development and
implementation of educational innovation and reform in the United States. In July 2009,
as part of the $4 Billion Race to the Top, the U.S. Department of Education committed
funding priority to states that would support charter school expansion (Miron &
Dingerson, 2009). In spite of the scope of this movement, existent research provides very
little insight into what is happening in schools of choice and, in particular, in existing
charter schools. Likewise, although there is much speculation, we know very little about
the potential impact of school choice on educational reform, especially as it relates to
matters of equity.
A large part of the problem is that a contentious national debate over school
choice overshadows attempts to understand it and undermines civic participation. Central
to the debate is the question of whether or not charter schools increase or decrease
educational inequities. In general, proponents argue that charter schools provide
underrepresented students with an opportunity to select and attend better quality public
schools, since they are no longer limited to enrollment at their neighborhood schools.
Opponents, for their part, typically claim that charter schools increase educational
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inequities, since only those families that have the appropriate cultural capital will be able
to access and benefit from schools of choice.
Moreover, both sides of the debate tend to overlook public participation in
shaping and assessing the value of the charter school reform movement. The fact that the
debate monopolizes and politicizes school choice to the degree that it does begs the
question: how is it possible that one of the largest public institutions in the nation,
education, fails to engage the public in what is the single most radical change to the
existing system (Sarason, 1998, as cited in Murphy & Shiffman, 2002)? Without
adequate and rigorous exploration of school choice, public school reform runs the risk of
being the unexamined product of an ideological debate rather than an opportunity for
transformative educational practices and policies.
7KLVGLVVHUWDWLRQZRUNVWREURDGHQWKHGHEDWHE\GHPRQVWUDWLQJWKDW³WKHOLYHG
reality of school choice plans is more complicated than many supporters and critics
ZRXOGKDYHXVEHOLHYH´ 5RIHV 6WXOEHUJS 6SHFLILFDOO\LQWKLVVWXG\,
explore the impact of school choice on the experiences of disenfranchised youth within
the context of a public non-profit charter high school, Midtown High School (MHS,
pseudonym), located in the downtown region of Sundale City (pseudonym), one of the
largest cities in Arizona. In this dissertation, an ethnography, I document how teachers,
administrators, parents, youth, and community members interpret and apply school
choice in their everyday lives. By expanding the national debate on school choice to
include the local and regional narratives of lived experiences, I address the driving
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research question: Does school choice create new spaces that make public education
more equitable?
The primary purpose of the present chapter is to introduce the research topic and
to outline the major foci of each of the subsequent chapters. However, prior to presenting
the chapters, I will make some distinctions about charter schools and school choice. First,
I did not set out to study charter schools as a monolithic entity. In fact, there has been
significant attention given to the complexity of studying and researching charter schools
because they do not represent a uniform entity; yet charter schools in all of their
differences and complexity are captured under a single policy (Murphy & Shiffman,
2002). It is my position that part of the confusion and divisiveness over charter schools
derives in some ways less from the schools themselves (largely because so little is known
about them), and more from the concept of charter schooling. In other words, public
misunderstanding and the ideological debate result in large part from the different and
RIWHQFRPSHWLQJZD\VWKDWWKH³SUDFWLFDOPHDQLQJRIWKHWHUP´ 0ROQDUDVFLWHGLQ
Murphy & Shiffman, 2002, p. 17) charter schools is appropriated and implemented.
Consequently, addressing the potential for charter schools to provide authentic
forms of educational equity requires studying charter schools as unique educational sites,
rather than collapsing all charter schools into the mold established by a few highly
publicized and politicized school sites. The research in this study represents one effort to
adequately explore the potential for charter schools to create new spaces for greater
educational equity through an in-depth study of a charter school site.
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The second important distinction I wish to draw is between the concepts of school
choice and charter schools. In Chapter 2, I discuss different forms of school choice that
GDWHEDFNWRWKH³YRXFKHUGHEDWHVRIWKHV±V´ 6WXOEHUJS WKHµIUHH¶
DQGµFRPPXQLW\¶VFKRROVRIWKHVDQGVDQGWKH³FRPPXQLW\-centered
alternative school-EXLOGLQJPRYHPHQWV´ 6WXOEHUJS OHGE\FRPPXQLWLHVRIFRORU
from the 1960s to the 1980s. Clearly, the idea of school choice is not new and takes many
different forms, such as magnet schools, open enrollment, vouchers, and charter schools,
all of which will be described further in Chapter 2. Additionally important to note is the
fact that the divisive and political debate that currently situates school choice did not
begin in the 1980s, as many believe; rather, it began in the early 1960s. As Stulberg
states,
Public and private school choice has historically drawn support and opposition
IURPERWKWKH/HIWDQGWKH5LJKW « VRPHRIWKHVDPHJURXSVWKDWQRZYRFDOO\
defend or criticize school choice are the same groups who participated in school
choice debates a generation ago. For example, unions and civil rights groups
faced off against voucher supporters in the Alum Rock case thirty years ago, just
as they do now in voucher battles in Milwaukee or Cleveland. (p. 16)
Lastly, although charter schools (a newer form of school choice) represent the concept of
school choice, school choice does not automatically mean or refer to charter schools.
In this study, although I discuss other forms of school choice such as open
enrollment (see Chapters 2 & 4), I primarily focus on school choice in the form of charter
schools. The fact that so many forms of school choice are all designated by the same
term²school choice²is another indication of the broadly oversimplified and generalized
circulation of what is actually an extremely complex concept.
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Outline of Chapters
In order to situate the research in this study, Chapter 2 provides a literature review
beginning with a historical overview of the study of educational inequities in educational
research. In this chapter, I also suggest the need to historicize educational research
focused on educational inequities to account for sociopolitical, economic, and cultural
shifts. Chapter 3 outlines the research methodology, design, and data analysis of the study
pointing to the significant lack of, and thus the importance of, conducting ethnographic
research on current educational reform policy. Chapter 4 identifies and discusses the
theoretical orientation of this study. In particular, this chapter recognizes the significance
of bringing together history, space, and agency in ways that complexify cultureless
accounts of school choice (Cooper, 2007) and account for the impact of an ever-changing
political economy on public education. Chapter 5 is the first of four data chapters. In this
chapter, I orient the reader to the broader state, local, and regional educational issues that
figure significantly into the local production of school choice in these data. In Chapter 6,
I present alternate ways to understand the choosing processes involved in school choice.
In this chapter, parent data broaden and problematize the prevailing view that it is
predominantly parents with social and cultural capital who access school choice. Chapter
7 discusses how students in the study constitute school choice. Specifically, this chapter
H[SORUHVWKHLPSDFWRIVWXGHQWV¶SULRUH[SHULHQFHVLQGLVWULFWVFKRROVRQWKHSURGXFWLRQRI
ZKDW,FDOOµPLVILWWHGQHVV¶DQLQVWLWXWLRQDOO\GULYHQGLVFRXUVHWKDWQRUPDOL]HVVWXGHQW
identities based on certain characteristics and pathologizes students whose identities fall
outside of the norm. In Chapter 8, the last data chapter, I identify and discuss the primacy
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of relationships to the overall mission and sustainability of MHS as a school and as a
learning community. In particular, I focus on the most notable aspects of relationships at
MHS, which include community, accountability, personalization, responsiveness, caring,
and knowing. I discuss the school structures and culture that are integral to the
development and maintenance of each of these aspects, including small school size and
one-on-one student/teacher relationships in the form of advisories. Chapter 9 completes
the dissertation with concluding thoughts on two central topics embedded in educational
research concerned with current educational reform: equity and choice. More specifically,
I discuss how the findings in this study suggest the need to expand and complexify
theoretical and methodological approaches to studying equity and choice. Implicit in this
suggestion is the question: do our methodological and theoretical approaches hinder or
facilitate the potential to transform public education? This research makes significant
contributions to understanding school choice, educational equity, and the discursive
production of youth identities.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
The overarching concern of this study is to understand the impact of school
choice on educational inequities. More precisely, the purpose of this study is to
understand whether or not school choice creates new spaces for greater educational
equity in public education in the United States. Underlying this inquiry are other
questions: What is already known about how and why educational inequities in public
high schools exist? Why do well-intentioned efforts to redress educational inequities
continue to fail? The difficulty in providing a generally accepted response to these
questions stems in part from the fact that proposed answers tend to vary according to the
particular epistemological, theoretical, and methodological approaches taken. This
chapter reviews the literature that lays out some of the preeminent theoretical paradigms
and methods used to understand the persistence of educational inequities, while also
suggesting the need for further revision to these approaches.
Over the past several decades, major efforts to understand the disparity in the
educational outcomes of public school students have focused primarily on what happens
inside of schools: classroom climate, tracking, discipline, attendance, standardized
testing, and so on (Fine, 1991; Ferguson, 2000; Lareau, 2003; Oakes, 2005). Research
findings consistently document a strong relationship between inequitable structural
obstacles and a significantly greater proportion of lower outcomes for students of color.
Scheurich (2002) provides a condensed portrayal of some of the more salient
consequences of that relationship on the school experiences of students of color:
students of color are mistreated so badly that their self-esteem is often destroyed,
as is their belief that they too can be smart and knowledgeable. Children of color
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in our schools get disproportionately the most discipline, the most assignment to
special education, the most tracking in the lowest educational tracks, the least
positive and the most negative attention of the teachers, the least assignment to
programs for the gifted, the least attention in the curriculum, and the least
understanding of their culture. (as cited in Zou & Trueba, 2002, p. 50)
Economic correspondence theory (Bowles & Gintis, 1976), cultural reproduction
theory (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977), and the cultural difference approach (Trueba, 1988)
have served as major theoretical frameworks within educational research to explain the
trends and the reproduction of uneven outcomes that result from systemic inequities. The
concern with these principal approaches is that too often they are situated within a
historical and structural uniformity that tends to homogenize and essentialize categories
of analysis (Popkewitz, 2003). The current educational debates surrounding school choice
and charter schools point to this fact, relying as they do on sweeping generalizations
about schools, choices, failures, opportunities, and equities²as if there were one single
origin or universal characteristic in which to collapse the historical, spatial, and relational
practices that constitute the multi-dimensional phenomenon of school choice. Moreover,
educational research, policy, and practices involved in the educational reform movement
RIVFKRROFKRLFHWHQGWREHYRLGRIWKH³FXOWXUDOO\UHOHYDQWIDFHWVRIVFKRRO-choice
PDNLQJ´ &RRSHUS 
Adequate consideration of the complexity behind the research question²does
school choice provide new spaces for greater educational equity?²requires a review of
the multiple bodies of literature that converge in this study. This approach to school
FKRLFHLVSDUWLFXODUO\LPSRUWDQWJLYHQWKH³GHFRQWH[WXDOL]HGQDWXUHRIGRPLQDQW
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neolibeUDOPDUNHWWKHRULHV « ZKLFK>KDYH@EHHQFULWLTXHGDVµDFXOWXUHOHVVFRQFHSWLRQ
RIIDPLO\FKRLFH¶´ &RRSHUS 
I begin with a broad summary of the predominant theoretical paradigms in
educational research that address how and why educational inequities in public schools
exist and persist. Next, I engage the literature that suggests the need for a revision of
these paradigms in light of socioeconomic, political, and cultural shifts. In particular, I
review the literature that considers the relationship between economic restructuring and
educational reform efforts like school choice. A discussion of the literature on charter
schools and the charter school debate serves to situate and characterize the particularities
of current approaches to educational reform, including the highly politicized and
oppositional matter of how to redress educational inequities in public education. I
conclude the literature review with a discussion of the literature that specifically explores
the relationship between families and school choice: particularly, how and why parents
choose a particular school for their student.
Predominant Theoretical Paradigms for Explaining Educational Inequities
Correspondence Theory
Both correspondence theory and cultural reproduction theory emerged as part of a
major theoretical shift, during the 1960 and 1970s, away from the predominance of
IXQFWLRQDOLVPDQGVWUXFWXUDOLVPLQWKHVRFLDOVFLHQFHV7KLV³ILUVWZDYHRIFULWLFDOVWXGLHV
RIVFKRROLQJ´SODFHGSULPDU\HPSKDVLVRQWKHUROHRIschooling in the reproduction of
structural inequalities within a capitalist economy (Levinson, Foley, & Holland, 1996, p.
4).
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Correspondence theory, which places primary emphasis on social reproduction
and the role of labor production in that process, is based on the idea that schools are
structured to reflect the interests of the dominant society (Bowles & Gintis, 1976). They
DUHRUJDQL]HGDFFRUGLQJWRD³KLGGHQFXUULFXOXP´WKDWPLUURUVWKHSURGXFWLRQSURFHVVHV
and class relations of the workplace in order to prepare future generations of workers for
their designated place in the hierarchy of the workforce (p. 42). Educational mechanisms
like the hidden curriculum and tracking (the practice of sorting and placing students into
high- or low-track classes; for example, Advanced Placement Classes versus Vocational
Education) perpetuate social and economic inequalities and reproduce the structure of
class relations. In the preface of the 2nd edition of Keeping Track: How Schools Structure
Inequality, Oakes (2005) summarizes the efforts to dismantle as well as defend tracking
that have occurred the 20 years since the first edition. In spite of efforts to reform the
inequalities that result from tracking (a disproportionate number of students of color and
lower socioeconomic class are placed in lower-track classes), Oakes argues that tracking
UHPDLQV³XQFDQQLO\UREXVW´DQGDVVXFK³VFKRROVFRQWLQXHWRUHSOLFDWHH[LVWLQJ
inequality along lines of race and social class and contribute to the intergenerational
transmLVVLRQRIVRFLDODQGHFRQRPLFLQHTXDOLW\´ S[L 
In Bad Boys: Public Schools in the Making of Black Masculinity, an ethnography
situated in a large intermediate school on the West Coast, Ferguson (2000) documents the
educational mechanisms that result in a disproportionate number of Black male students
being disciplined or represented in disciplinary programs relative to the overall school
population. The author observes that the disproportionate use of discipline functions to
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construct a student identity of Black male students as deviant and in conflict with the
school agenda, while appearing to be a raceless practice that is simply assigned to
students who break the school rules. The disproportionate disciplining of Black male
students represents the hidden curriculum that serves to sort and rank students along a
differentiated hierarchy, inscribed in the institutional practices of schooling and mirroring
the practices that constitute the hierarchy in the workplace (see also Haymes, 1995, &
MacLeod, 1987).
Cultural Reproduction Model
Like correspondence theory, the cultural reproduction model also posits a
systematic perpetuation of the structure of class relations through schooling; however,
this theory is based on the principle of cultural capital rather than economic determinism
/HYLQVRQ)ROH\ +ROODQG ,QWKLVPRGHOFXOWXUDOFDSLWDOUHSUHVHQWVWKH³YLHZV
VWDQGDUGVDQGFXOWXUDOIRUPV´ )HUJXVRQS WKDWDUHVSHFLILFWRWKHYDULDQW
classes in a capitalist economy. School structures exemplify the cultural capital of the
dominant class, which is notably upper-middle to upper-class, so that those students
whose cultural capital is of the dominant class have a significant advantage in terms of
school success over those whose cultural capital does not match the schools (Bourdieu &
3DVVHURQ 7KHVH³PRGHVRIGRPLQDWLRQ´DUHPDLQWDLQHGWKURXJKWKHPRQLWRULQJRI
³V\PEROLFFDSLWDO´WKHHPERGLPHQWRIFODVVSRVLWLRQLQWKHIRUPVRISK\VLFDO
characteristics, gestures, traits, and so on (Bourdieu & Passeron, p. 115). Schools
privilege the symbolic capital of students from dominant groups by bestowing greater
legitimacy on these groups. This in turn provides them with superior academic
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credentials and the necessary symbolic currency to access greater economic opportunities
once they finish schooling. Conversely, those students who do not possess sanctioned
FXOWXUDOFDSLWDOH[SHULHQFH³V\PEROLFYLROHQFH´ZKHUHLQWKHLUFXOWXUDODQGVRFLDO
resources are devalued by schooling (Bourdieu & Passeron, p. 4; see also Fordham,
 6LQFHVFKRROVW\SLFDOO\OHJLWLPL]HRQO\WKHWUDLWVRIWKHGRPLQDQWJURXS¶VFXOWXUDO
capital, subordinated groups do not receive the resources, validation, or opportunities
needed to alter their social position; thus, class structures are reproduced (Levinson,
Foley, & Holland 1996).
In the seminal work Learning to Labor: How Working Class Kids Get Working
Class Jobs, Willis (1977) provides an ethnographic account of the ways in which a group
of working-class male youth iQWKH8QLWHG.LQJGRPWKHµODGV¶FRQVWLWXWHWKHLUVRFLDO
identities as working class. The study expands the theoretical premise of the
correspondence theory of Bowles and Gintis that schools reproduce class differences by
demonstrating the cultural production of social relations inscribed in the dialect of
reproduction and opposition. The lads reproduce their working-class conditions and
identities by resisting and opposing the middle-class ideologies of school relations and
processes. They do this by being truant, opposing the school authorities, and resisting the
FXUULFXOXP:LOOLV¶VDQDO\VLVKLJKOLJKWVWKHLURQ\DQGFRPSOH[LW\RIWKDWGLDOHFWLFDO
process, since the lads were actively complicit in reproducing their working-class
identities by resisting the middle-class ideologies of school (see also Eckert, 1989, &
Lareau, 2003).
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The Cultural Difference Approach
The cultural difference approach involves the response, primarily from
anthropologists in the United States, to the culture of poverty/cultural deprivation
paradigm (Banks, 2008). The cultural deprivation approach, frequently employed in early
Head Start programs, aimed to compensate for the social and even cognitive deficits that
characterized families of color and of poverty (Genishi & Goodwin, 2008). This approach
was to happen primarily through formal public schooling and was intended to ultimately
address the persistent failure of students coming from economically and racially
marginalized families (Banks, 2008; Genishi & Goodwin, 2008; Levinson et al., 1996).
During the 1970s and 1980s, anthropologists refuted the deficit-driven approach
of earlier models and instead posited that the consistent failure of certain groups of
students was due to a mismatch between the culture of the home and community and that
of the schools (Heath, 1983; Levinson et al., 1996). The cultural difference model aimed
to shift the prevailing paradigm from one focused on deficits to one that took into account
cultural differences. According to this model, schools would address failure by
incorporating and accommodating the cultural competencies of the students and
communities served by the school (Trueba, 1988).
+HDWK¶V  ODQGPDUNVWXG\Way with Words offers one of the prevailing
examples of variance in student experiences and outcomes due to the mismatch between
home and school culture. In her study, Heath looked at the home literacy of three
different communities in the Carolinas: a working-class Black community, a workingclass White/Anglo community, and a middle-class White/Anglo community. Each
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community demonstrated a distinct approach to literacy; however, only the literacy
orientation and practices of the middle-class White/Anglo (mainstream) community
matched those of the school. The distinct literacy practices of the two non-mainstream
FRPPXQLWLHVFRQVWLWXWHGDµPLV-PDWFK¶EHWZHHQKRPHDQGVFKRROOLWHUDFLHVWKDWKDG
progressively greater negative outcomes for the school-aged children of these two
communities (see also Valdes, 1996).
Economic and Educational Restructuring
3DUWRIWKHEURDGHU³SROLWLFDOHFRQRP\DQGGRPLQDQWVRFLR-ideological
IRUPDWLRQV´ /HYLQVRQHWDOS VLWXDWLQJWKLVUHVHDUFKSURMHFWDUHWKH
significant political, economic, social, and cultural changes inscribed in the shifts from an
industrial to a post-industrial U.S. economy. Due to shifts in the U.S. economic structure,
an adequate and suitable application of the three preceding theories to more recent
examples of systemic educational inequities remains largely in questionVLQFH³VWUXFWXUDO
FKDQJHVLQWKHHFRQRP\ZRXOGEHIROORZHGE\FKDQJHVLQVFKRROVWUXFWXUH´ -RKQVWRQ
1990, p. 217). Some argue that the theories were appropriate in a more stable economy,
EXWVLQFH³WKHGHPLVHRIWKHµFDSLWDO-ODERUDFFRUG¶DQGWKHDFFRPpanying deLQGXVWULDOL]DWLRQRIWKHHFRQRP\´ :HLVS VFKRODUVQHHGWRORRNIRUWKHRULHV
that account for the impact of economic restructuring on public education.
To this end, Well and colleagues (1999) designed and conducted a qualitative
study of ten charter schools in California school districts in an effort to explore the
impact on public education of economic changes from an industrial economy to a postindustrial, global economy. In particular, the authors argue that the sociocultural shifts
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from modernity to postmodernity that correspond to the economic shifts require a
revisioning of how the concept of equity is understood and applied to educational
contexts. Equity within a modernist paradigm typically refers to the distribution of
resRXUFHVZKHUHDVHTXLW\ZLWKLQDSRVWPRGHUQHUDUHSUHVHQWVWKH³UHFRJQLWLRQRIJURXS
LGHQWLW\´ S 7KHDXWKRUVRIWKLVVWXG\VLWXDWHFKDUWHUVFKRROVDV
caught between the politics of modernity, in which the liberal project promised²
often unsuccessfully²to provide more equal distribution of material resources
along with universal rights and freedoms, and the politics of postmodernity,
which are punctuated by fragmented social movements, identity politics, and the
struggle for recognition. (p. 174)
Consequently, they claim that the emancipatory potential of localized sites of resistance
in the form of some types of charter schools is significantly limited by the vestiges of
PRGHUQLVPVLQFHWKH³JOREDOGLVWULEXWLRQRIPDWHULDOUHVRXUFHVSROLWLFDOSRZer, and
FXOWXUDOFDSLWDOUHPDLQLQHTXLWDEOH´ S 7RLOOXVWUDWHWKLVSDUDGR[:HOOVDQG
colleagues identify specific practices tied to six different composites of charter schools in
California: for example, an entrance requirement that parents volunteer at the charter
school, a requirement that students must behave in order to remain enrolled in the charter
school, and discrepancies in donations from parents and private entities.
:KLOH,FRQFXUZLWKWKHDXWKRUV¶SRVLWLRQWKDWGLVWULEXWLRQUHPDLQVLQFUeasingly
more unequal (see also Lipman, 2004), it is my position that charter schools as public
entities are no more vulnerable to the vestiges of modernism and an increasingly deeper
economic divisions than any other public institution, such as traditional district schools
(see Chapter 4). I am also unconvinced that these authors contributed to their own claim
that educational research must revision how we think about equity. Their analysis of what
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is inequitable about charter schools reflected in the prior examples represents a
longstanding approach to situating equity as distribution. Moreover, their examples do
not reflect practices that are exclusive to charter schools. In fact, they represent many of
the same practices that have historically produced inequities within the contexts of
traditional district schools. As such, I agree with the following statement:
Only by linking current education reforms, such as charter schools, to larger
social and economic changes can education researchers appreciate the need for
new ways of thinking about and measuring such fundamental concepts as equity
and stratification. (Wells, et al., 1999, p. 201)
because it identifies the importance of situating educational research within broader
socioeconomic shifts while suggesting that equity is not a static phenomenon. However, I
am skeptical of educational research that narrowly links public non-profit charter schools
to broader socioeconomic changes, as if other educational institutions like traditional
district schools stand outside of those changes.
Having established the need to situate educational research within broader
socioeconomic, political, and cultural shifts and to consider alternative theoretical
approaches to defining and understanding educational equity, I turn now to the historical
review of educational reform and restructuring that situates this dissertation.
Educational Reform
Current educational reforms are frequently identified as beginning with A Nation
at Risk (1983). The report, developed by the National Commission on Excellence in
Education during the Reagan administration, signals a national crisis in public education
in the United States and, thus, the need to create educational reform that will redress the
failure of schools to prepare a competitive workforce. The positions, policies, and
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practices represented in A Nation at Risk are often compared to the educational reform
policies developed under the leadership of the former Prime Minister of the United
Kingdom, Margaret Thatcher (1975±1990).
A Nation Prepared: Teachers for the 21st Century, The Report of the Task Force
on Teaching as a Profession (1986) constitutes the second wave of reports in educational
reform. In January 1985, the Carnegie Forum on Education and the Economy was
established in order to bringer greater public awareness to the connection between the
economy and the development of educational skills and abilities needed to achieve
economic progress (p. 7). Members of the Task Force on Teaching as a Profession
outlined four prinFLSDOSXUSRVHVWKDW³>FDOO@IRUVZHHSLQJFKDQJHVLQHGXFDWLRQSROLF\´
from professional teacher development to organizational restructuring (p. 3). Included in
WKHVXPPDU\¶VOLVWRIUHFRPPHQGHGFKDQJHVWRHGXFDWLRQDOSROLF\LVWKHIROORZLQJ
Restructure schools to provide a professional environment for teaching, freeing
them to decide how best to meet state and local goals for children while holding
them accountable for student progress. (p. 3)
This goal in particular represents the political and educational policy climate that situates
the development and legislation of charter schools five years after the publication of A
Nation Prepared. Consequently, it should come as no surprise that Albert Shanker,
recognized as the originator of the charter school movement, was a member of the Task
Force.
The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) represents the most recent effort
on the part of the federal government to reform public education. NCLB, whose full title
is An act to close the achievement gap with accountability, flexibility, and choice so that
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no child is left behind, represents a standards-based approach to educational reform that
requires states to account for student learning through standards-based curricula and
standardized tests. Under NCLB, public schools are required to provide an Adequate
Yearly Progress report (AYP) to the state Department of Education; schools that fail to
make adequate yearly progress are subject to greater regulations, including interventions
to address failing subject areas (US Department of Education). Schools that fail to make
adequate yearly progress for 3±5 consecutive years are subject to even greater
regulations. These may include an entire restructuring of school leadership, school
closure followed by reconstruction as a charter school, or takeover by a private entity.
Such private entities are often identified as an educational management organizations
(EMOs); of these, the Edison Schools, Inc., are probably the best known (for a full
description, see Molnar, 2006).
Additionally, NCLB covers a broad range of topics to which public schools must
adhere in one form or another. Topics include but are not limited to literacy, researchbased practices, teacher preparation, funding allocations, military recruitment, and
dropout prevention. NCLB also provides for the support and development of charter
schools and public school choice. In particular, NCLB provides that parents of a child in
a failing school (that is, one not making adequate yearly progress) may choose to send
their child to a performing district school or charter school (US Department of
Education).
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Educational Reform: Policy or Practice?
The three reforms described in the prior section represent federally mandated
reforms designed to systematically alter public education at a national level in order to
address perceived national economic and educational crises. Because these mandates are
driven from the top down and are tied to funding, public schools have little choice about
electing to adopt the reforms or not. Additionally, because these reforms represent
national federally mandated policies, they tend to receive greater (albeit limited) public
attention. Moreover, these policies are typically represented as a monolithic national
policy, failing to take into account the significant range in how the policies are actually
implemented at state and local levels.
In contrast, educational reform efforts like the Coalition for Essential Schools
(CES) are lesser known because they do not represent top-down government mandated
policies. I have chosen to discuss the Coalition for Essential Schools not only because of
its central role in the development of the research site in this study, but also to illustrate
an important distinction in what is understood as educational reform. The three prior
examples of federal educational reform, particularly NLCB, represent reform as policy,
whereas CES represents reform as practice. Consequently, federally driven educational
reform represents a top-down set of policies that all public schools must uniformly
follow, while reform as typified by CES is a bottom-up reform based mainly on
philosophically informed structures and practices.
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Coalition for Essential Schools
The roots of the Coalition for Essential Schools began iQZLWK³$6WXG\RI
+LJK6FKRROV´OHGE\7HG6L]HU3URIHVVRURI(GXFDWLRQDW%URZQ8QLYHUVLW\DQG
colleagues. This was a five-year research study of more than 40 large comprehensive
high schools in the United States. In +RUDFH¶V&RPSURPLVH (1984), which is based on the
five-year study, Sizer claims that high schools across the country are largely the same and
highly inadequate. Moreover, he argues that high schools are set up or designed so that
inadequacy is all but inevitable. In response to the findings in the research study, Sizer
and colleagues formed the Coalition of Essential Schools (CES)²an academic forum
dedicated to restructuring public schools²at Brown University. They designed CES
based on the following principles (Benitez, Davidson, & Flaxman, 2009, p. xviii):
x Personalized instruction to address individual needs and interests in which
WKHWHDFKHU¶VUROHLVWRJXLGHVWXGHQWVWKURXJKLQTXLU\
x Small schools and classrooms in which teachers and students know each
other well and work in an atmosphere of trust and high expectations
x Multiple assessments based on performance of authentic tasks in an
atmosphere of independent learning and intellectual rigor and richness
x Democratic and equitable school policies and practices
x Close community partnerships
In 1993, CES and Brown University received a $500 million donation from the
Annenberg Foundation to launch the Annenberg Institute for School Reform. The
substantial investment into CES allowed the reform effort to become national in scope,
with the creation of CES affiliate centers and geographically diverse restructuring
organizations that served to provide support to the design of CES schools across the
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country (Benitez et al., p. xx). In 2003, CES received a donation from the Bill and
Melinda GaWHV)RXQGDWLRQWRFUHDWHWKH6PDOO6FKRROV3URMHFW³DQHWZRUNRIRYHUILIW\
0HQWRU6FKRROVDQGQHZO\IRUPHGVPDOOVFKRROV´WKURXJKRXWWKHFRXQWU\LQWHQGHGWR
provide educational opportunities to underrepresented students (Benitez et al., p. xx).
CES now includes hundreds of schools across the country, from pre-kindergarten through
high school, in urban, suburban and rural communities. While each school is unique, all
CES schools share similar beliefs about the purposes and practices of public schooling as
UHSUHVHQWHGLQ6L]HU¶V&RPPRQ3ULQFLSOHV &RDOLWLRQRI(VVHQWLDO6FKRROVQG 
Educational Restructuring
Each of the educational reforms previously discussed (A Nation at Risk, A Nation
Prepared, No Child Left Behind, and Coalition for Essential Schools) represent different
approaches to understanding and addressing the weaknesses and failings of public
education in contemporary United States. In spite of their differences, each reform
advances educational restructuring as a central mechanism to improving public
education. In this section, I explore school choice and small school reform as primary
examples of educational restructuring embedded within broader reform movements. I
begin with a historical review of school choice and then turn to small school reform.
Educational Restructuring and School Choice
It is important to note that school choice precedes the present moment of intense
economic restructuring and has historically been a topic of debate framed by strong
political and ideological positions. Moreover, it is critical to situate current school choice
UHIRUPVZLWKLQDEURDGHUKLVWRULFDOIUDPHZRUNLQRUGHUWR³FULWLFDOO\DVVHVVWKHFXUUHQW
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DFDGHPLFDQGSXEOLFGHEDWHVRQVFKRROFKRLFHDQG « WRPHDVXUHWKHSROLWLFDODQG
academic successes and failXUHVRIFXUUHQWVFKRROFKRLFHLQLWLDWLYHV´ 6WXOEHUJS
9).
Economist Milton Friedman, an advocate of school vouchers and a strong
opponent to Keynesian economics, originally introduced school choice as a market-based
approach to public education in 1962 (Friedman, 2002). In contrast, during the 1960s and
the 1970s, politically progressive White/Anglo parents and community members who
ZHUHSDUWRIWKH8QLWHG6WDWHVFRXQWHUFXOWXUHIRXQGHGµIUHH¶DQGµFRPPXQLW\¶VFKRROV
These schools represented the belief that children are naturally curious and will learn
when given the freedom to do so, as opposed to being subjected to the traditional
authoritarian approach of public schools (Stulberg, 2004). Also during the 1970s, school
FKRLFHLQWKHIRUPRIµPDJQHW¶VFKRROVEHFDPHDSDUWRIPDQ\SXEOLFVFKRROGLVWULFWV
across the United States. Originally, magnet schools were developed as a voluntary
PHDVXUHWRZDUGVGHVHJUHJDWLRQEXWGXULQJWKHVWKH\³EHFDPHLQFUHDVLQJO\
GHFRXSOHGIURPGHVHJUHJDWLRQJRDOV´ (Stulberg, 2004, p. 13).
While most current school choice research and literature does not account for
these earlier forms of school choice initiatives, those that do often fail to recognize the
impact of yet another form of school choice that began in the 1960s and lasted through
the 1980s. These progressive schools, known as alternative community-controlled
schools, represented the politics of self-determination inherent to the social justice
PRYHPHQWVWKDWHPHUJHGIURP³FXOWXUDOQDWLRQDOLVPDQGRWKHU$frican-American social
PRYHPHQWVRIWKHVDQGV´ 6WXOEHUJS DQGZHUHOHGE\FRPPXQLWLHV
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of color; for example, the Oakland Community Schools affiliated with the Black Panther
Movement. In keeping with the importance of situating current school choice initiatives
within a broader historical framework, Stulberg states that these progressive alternative
community-FRQWUROOHGVFKRROV³RUJDQL]DWLRQDOO\SROLWLFDOO\DQGLGHRORJLFDOO\LQIRUPHG
WKHFKDUWHUVFKRROPRYHPHQW´ S DVDOWHUQDWLYe educational sites based on the
educational self-determination of disenfranchised communities.
In some of the more recent renditions of school choice, public school districts
across the nation have adopted open-enrollment policies, in which a student is eligible to
attend any public school regardless of residence. Local open-enrollment policies are
predicated on the position of unitary status (the concept that schools have become racially
balanced and, therefore, there is no further need for explicit interventions to desegregate).
Conversely, open enrollment purports to provide students in low-income neighborhoods
(where schools are generally known to be substandard due to the relationship between
property taxes and school quality) with greater opportunities to attend higher-quality
schools. However, most open-enrollment policies require students to participate in a
lottery, competing for enrollment in schools that have a finite number of openings.
Orfield and Eaton (1996), as well as other educational researchers, have argued that open
enrollment has contributed to even greater segregation. Indeed, Latino and Black
SODLQWLIIVDUHFXUUHQWO\DWWHPSWLQJWRRYHUWXUQRSHQHQUROOPHQWLQRQHRI6XQGDOH&LW\¶V
largest school districts, arguing that desegregation has not been achieved and that open
enrollment threatens to increase segregation (Bodfield, Arizona Daily Star, July 3, 2010).
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Educational Restructuring and Small Schools
In 2000, one year following the shootings at Columbine High School in
Columbine, Colorado (in which 12 students and one teacher were killed and 21 students
injured by two male students who also shot themselves), a team of policymakers,
researchers, and educators met on Capitol Hill. They met to discuss the growing
movement of small schools as a means to restructure what Patricia McNeil, Assistant
6HFUHWDU\RI9RFDWLRQDODQG$GXOW(GXFDWLRQDWWKHWLPHFDOOHG³ODUJHDQGLPSHUVRQDO´
high schools (American Youth Policy Forum, 2004). McNeil argued that large high
schools do not support advanced learning. Additionally, she stated that the crisis of
Columbine facilitated a sense of urgency around the support for smaller schools or school
units. Later that same year, the federal government awarded Small Learning
Communities (SLC) grants to large public schools to restructure them into smaller units.
(IIRUWVWRUHVWUXFWXUHWRVPDOOHUXQLWVUDQJHGIURPPHUHO\EUHDNLQJVFKRROVLQWRµKRXVHV¶
which represents little more than sorting incoming first-year students into homeroom
classrooms, up to the level of small school reform being done by Coalition for Essential
Schools as early as the 1980s.
In spite of the consistent and growing support for small school reform in public
education (albeit in varying degrees of depth and effectiveness), many small school
reformers are reticent about charter schools (which are themselves typically small
schools). At the heart of the reticence is a concern about is meant by the concept of
school choice and how it is implemented. To illustrate this concern, Meier (1995), a
pioneer reformer who redesigned large urban school districts in East Harlem to form
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VPDOOVFKRROVEDVHGRQWKHSULQFLSOHVRI&(6VWDWHVWKDW³FKRLFHPD\RIIHUWKHRQO\ZD\
to create schools that can experiment with the radically new pedagogical practices being
ZLVHO\UHFRPPHQGHGE\HGXFDWRUV´ S $WWKHVDPHWLPHVKHFDXWLRQVWKDWLQRUGHU
WRHQVXUHWKDWFKRLFHLVXVHGWRWKHVHHQGVZHPXVW³VKDSHWKHFRQFHSWRIFKRLFHLQWRD
FRQVFLRXVO\HTXLWDEOHLQVWUXPHQWIRUUHVWUXFWXULQJSXEOLFHGXFDWLRQ´ S 0HLHU¶V
position reflects a slightly more nuanced representation of the debate that currently
situates school choice in the form of charter schools.
Educational Restructuring and Charter Schools
The concept of the charter school is traceable to Ray Budde, a public school
teacher, administrator, and instructor of educational leadership at University of
Massachusetts, Amherst, who held a professed interest in organizational theory. Budde
(1988) outlined his ideas for improving public education by reorganizing schools in
Education by Charter: Restructuring School Districts. His principal idea was based on
granting educational charters to teachers that would allow them the freedom and
autonomy to create innovative curricula and programs by exempting them from many
VWDWHDQGORFDOUHJXODWLRQV5DWKHUWKDQUHVWUXFWXULQJHQWLUHVFKRROV%XGGH¶VJRDOZDVWR
reorganize academic departments and programs within schools (Murphy & Shiffman,
2002, pp. 23±24).
President for the American Federation of Teachers Albert Shanker first presented
WKHFRQFHSWRIFKDUWHUV DUHYLVHGYHUVLRQRI%XGGH¶VSURSRVDO WRWKH1DWLRQDO3UHVV&OXE
in Washington in 1988 (Murphy & Shiffman, 2002). John Rollwagen, CEO of Cray
Research (a supercomputer manufacturer) and chair of the Committee of Citizens League
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in Minnesota, heard Shanker address the Press Club and brought his ideas back to
Minnesota, where the concept of charter schooling was further revised to situate charter
schools within state policy. In 1991, Minnesota became the first state to create charter
school legislation (Murphy & Shiffman, 2002).
Beside the fact that charter schools are a relatively new phenomenon in
HGXFDWLRQDOUHIRUPZLWKPLQLPDOUHVHDUFKWRGDWHHIIRUWVWRSURYLGHD³PHWD-QDUUDWLYH´
(Murphy & Shiffman, 2002, p. 17) of the charter school movement are undercut by the
variation and complexity of the movement itself. Most variation occurs at the state level
and/or in the operation of individual charter schools.
One of the factors that accounts for so much variation is the difference in charter
legislation among states. States with strong laws or strong charter legislation allow for a
greater number of charter schools to develop and to operate independently from public
school regulations. Weak laws characterize those states in which fewer charters are
allowed to develop and in which charters must follow the same guidelines as the district
public schools (Smith, 2001). In states with weak charter laws, most charter schools are
also district schools, whereas charters that are guided by strong laws are frequently
autonomous from the public school district.
The state of Arizona, where the present study was conducted, granted its first
charter in 1994 and currently has 464 charter schools with 93,213 enrolled students. This
number has increased by almost 7,000 enrolled students since my research began in 2008,
while the number of charter schools has decreased by about 30 (United States Charter
Schools, n.d.). Arizona is characterized as having very strong charter legislation and is
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second in the nation (after California) for the greatest number of charter schools and
students enrolled in charter schools.
Charters are granted to schools by an authorizer, which is a public body charged
with the task of reviewing charter applications, granting or denying charters, and
reviewing and renewing or revoking charters. The authorizer may be, but is not in all
cases, the State Department of Education. For the state of Arizona, the authorizer is
affiliated with the Department of Education but operates as a separate and autonomous
entity²Arizona State Board of Charter Schools²and is solely responsible for reviewing
applications and authorizing or denying charters.
The primary unifying aspect of the charter school movement is the fact that it is a
VWUXFWXUDOUHIRUPUDWKHUWKDQWKHPRUHW\SLFDOPHWKRGRIUHIRUPZKLFKLVWR³SUHVFULEHD
VSHFLILFLQWHUYHQWLRQ´ 0LURQ 1HOVRQS 7KHSULPDU\FRPSRQHQWVRIWKH
structural change are choice, accountability, and deregulation. In the charter school
model, choice restructures schools through competition. Since charter schools receive
their public funding on a per-pupil basis, they must compete to attract and retain students
in order to retain the necessary funding to stay open (Miron & Nelson, 2002). The belief
is that charter schools will work hard to enhance the quality of their educational services
so as to attract parents (the consumer) and students (the client), in order to have the
requisite number of enrolled students LQGLFDWHGLQWKHVFKRRO¶VFKDUWHU 6PLWK 
Accountability and deregulation, the other two components of the charter
structure, work together to restructure schools by making the charter school accountable
for outcomes and the means to achieve those outcomes, rather than holding state or local
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policymakers responsible for those processes. The underlying belief is that educators and
school administrators are in a better position to know what students need to learn, how to
facilitate the learning, and how to measure the learning (Miron & Nelson, 2002).
However, the outcomes or goals of a charter school include more than the learning
process; they also encompass areas like administration and school operations. That is to
say, the charter school determines all outcomes or goals for itself, along with the means
to achieve those goals, regardless of the nature of the goal. This process maximizes the
FKDUWHUVFKRRO¶VDXWRQRP\DQGLWVSRWHQWLDOIRULQQRYDWLRQDVDUHVXOWRIGHUHJXODWLRQ
Proponents of charter schools thus believe that the effects of deregulation are balanced by
making the charter school fully accountable for itself.
The matter of accountability has met with significant criticism because it raises
two major questions: which outcomes will count as most important in assessing the
quality of a charter school, and who will decide if the charter school is making sufficient
progress? In most cases, the answer to the first question is academic success and the
answer to the second question is parents and students (Miron & Nelson, 2002).
The Charter School Debate
Charter schools represent a highly controversial and divisive reform effort. Both
proponents and opponents tend to build their position on the privatizing aspects of charter
school, particularly the use of market rhetoric to restructure public education.
Charter School Debate: Opponents
Opponents of charter schools contend that educational structures based on market
ORJLFDQGUKHWRULFXQGHUPLQHWKH³GHPRFUDWLFLGHDORIWKHFRPPRQJRRG´ 0ROQDU1996,
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as cited in Smith, 2001, p. 2), an integral purpose of the common school and public
education. Opponents also argue that the charter schools will neglect the role of public
HGXFDWLRQWRFXOWLYDWHDQLQIRUPHGFLWL]HQU\DQGWRFUHDWHVRFLDOFKDQJH³SDrticularly on
HTXLW\DQGGLVWULEXWLRQDOLVVXHV´ 0LURQ 1HOVRQS VLQFHWKHSULQFLSOHRI
satisfaction to the customer²in this case, parents and students²defies the principles of
democratic participation in public education, whereby a school is accountable to the
whole, rather than just to the individual customer.
Additionally, opponents also point to charter schools as part of the broader
socioeconomic and political shifts of the new economy²specifically, the encroachment
of privatization on public domains. Hursh (2006) summarizes some of the influences of
the new economy on educational reform and the perceived costs of those influences:
[t]he increasing privatization of education as public funds are diverted to private
corporations to develop standardized tests and administer both public schools
(Bracey, 2005) and charter schools; and the expanding influence of a few
SXEOLVKLQJDQGWHVWLQJFRPSDQLHVRYHUVFKRROV¶FXUULFXOXPDQGSHGDJRJ\7KHVH
reforms have increased educational inequality, eroded democratic participation in
VFKRROJRYHUQDQFHDQGGLPLQLVKHGWHDFKHUV¶DQGRWKHUHGXFDWRUV¶FRQWURORYHU
their profession. (p. 47)
+XUVK¶VDQDO\VLVRIPDUNHWLGHRORJ\DVDYLRODWLRQRIWKHSULQFLSOHVRISXEOLFHGXFDWLRQ
reflects one side of a tightly polarized debate concerning current educational reform in
general and charter schools in particular.
Charter School Debate: Proponents
The other side of the aisle is usually identified as the New Right or the Moral
Majority. Apple (2006) refers to the constituents of the New Right as the new hegemonic
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³EORF´ QHROLEHUDOVQHRFRQVHUYDWLYHVDQGDXWKRULWDULDQSRSXOLVWUHOLJLRXVFRQVHUYDWLYHV 
and their socio-politico-HFRQRPLFPRYHPHQWDV³FRQVHUYDWLYHPRGHUQL]DWLRQ´ S 
According to Apple, the efficacy of conservative modernization is attributable to
the ability of the various factions of the bloc to coalesce around those beliefs that they
share in common, like individualism, choice, and accountability. While these three
beliefs do not represent the shared ideology of the bloc in its entirety, they do represent
that which is most salient and specific to conservative modernization. Proponents of
charter schools also frequently allude to or highlight these qualities²individualism,
choice, and accountability²in support of charter schools, a trend that has led many to
believe that charter schools are only supported by individuals who fall within the
descriptive parameters of the bloc.
Proponents of the charter model respond to this criticism with the argument that
charter schools encourage innovation and, consequently, can redress educational
inequities through innovative methodologies, curriculum, pedagogies, and governance.
Proponents also argue that school choice equalizes educational opportunities by
providing low-income parents and parents of color with the option to choose a school: an
opportunity, they argue, that had previously been limited to affluent and predominantly
White/Anglo families who could finance private schools or purchase a home in an area
ZLWKµJRRG¶VFKRROV 1DWKDQ5DYLWFK 9LWWHULWL9LWWHULWLVHHDOVR
Goldhaber & Eide, 2002, and Lankford & Wyckoff, 2000).
The fundamental thrust of each argument reflects the inherent controversy in the
relationship between school structure and equitable educational outcomes and the belief
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that one structure promises greater equity over another. Prior works have documented the
extent to which traditional models of public education often function to reproduce racial,
class, ethnic, and gender inequities (Fine, 1991; Ferguson, 2000; Fordham, 1999; Lareau,
2003; MacLeod, 1995; Oakes, 2005; Willis, 1977). It is still an open question whether
educational restructuring in the form of charter schools might actually do something
different to create greater equity, and if so, whether those gains might be transferable to a
district school operating outside of the charter school structure (see Goldhaber & Eide,
2002). In an effort to promote the critical research and analysis needed to determine the
impact of school choice on equality, Stulberg (2004) puts forth a compelling argument
that suggests that most current educational research fails to adequately understand school
choice because
the school choice debates on race primarily center on the extent to which charter
schools and school vouchers exacerbate racial segregation in schooling. In large
part, these discussions draw on Brown as a symbolic reference point. Scholars
situate their investigation of the politics of charter schooling in a debate about the
extent to which charters schooling can be understood as a legacy of the Brown
decision. (p 17)
By historicizing and broadening educational research, Stulberg suggests that researchers
examine the equalizing potential of school choice by considering the current relationship
EHWZHHQ³GHVHJUHJDWLRQSROLWLFVDQGWKHSROLWLFVRIHGXFDWLRQDOVHOI-determination for
FRPPXQLWLHVRIFRORU´ S ZLWKLQWKHcurrent politics of race. Moreover, she urges
educational researchers to consider that many current school choice initiatives have
³LGHRORJLFDOSROLWLFDODQGHGXFDWLRQDOURRWV´LQSULRUVFKRROFKRLFHPRYHPHQWVWKDWZHUH
EDVHGRQ³UDFLDOMXVWLFHHTXDOLW\DQGLGHQWLW\WKDWDUHnot LQWHJUDWLRQIRFXVHG´ S 
like the progressive community-controlled schools described earlier in this chapter. Thus,
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it is one of her primary concerns that as long as the equalizing potential of new school
choice initiatives like charter schools is only evaluated in terms of their increasing or
decreasing segregation, many innovative and transformative initiatives are at risk of
being overlooked. Hence, the possibility of identifying alternate methods to achieving
greater educational equality and empowerment for disenfranchised communities is
greatly reduced.
The Impact of the Charter School Debate
While the charter school movement remains a topic of national, state, and local
debate in terms of its impact on public education as well as its potential for redressing
educational inequalities, the debate has neglected and overshadowed other considerations
as well: for example, organization, innovation, and governance. Smith (2001) asserts that
Each side of the polemic limits the terms of the debate. In the first instance [of
SURSRQHQWVRIVFKRROFKRLFH@SDUHQWV¶DQGVWXGHQWV¶VWDWXVDVFLWL]HQVLV
overlooked in favor of their status as consumers; in the latter instance [of
opponents of school choice], their capacity for human agency and selfdetermination is devalued in favor of public oversight. (p. 6)
In another example, Dingerson (2008) describes how the polarized national debate on
school choice eclipsed the voices of the populace in New Orleans post-hurricane Katrina,
further reinforcing polarities and victimizing an already vulnerable public school system.
On either side of the debate, an overwhelming preoccupation with political
agendas shortchanges educational reform and risks either increasing educational
inequities or overlooking opportunities for transformation.
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Economic Restructuring & Educational Research
In the current post-industrial global economy, the distribution of educational
resources has grown even more inequitable than in previous generations (Lipman, 2004;
Wells, Lopez, Scott, & Holme, 1999) and the processes involved in understanding and
explaining the dynamics of social injustices have grown more complex. These changes
are in large part a result of the economic and cultural shift from an era defined by the
struggle between capital and labor to the current social order, more aptly characterized by
tensions over symbolic signification (Rutherford, 1990), and a post-industrial economy
FKDUDFWHUL]HGE\D³KLJKO\VHJPHQWHGDQGLQFUHDVLQJO\SRODUL]HG´ODERUIRUFH /LSPDQ
2004, pp. 10; see also Anyon, 2005, and Johnston, 1990). Because of these changes,
HGXFDWLRQDOUHVHDUFK³PXVWEHFRPHUHIOH[LYHO\KLVWRULFDO´ :H[OHUS WDNLQJ
into account the current social order as a broader context for understanding what happens
in schools in the United States, rather than relying on static theoretical paradigms such as
correspondence and cultural reproduction theories.
In general, research that has been responsive to the economic restructuring of an
industrial economy to a global information economy has shifted the focus from
ethnographies framed by cultural reproduction theory to studies of the discursive
production of youth identities and cross-cultural practices in global times (Amit-Talai &
Wulff, 1995; Epstein, 1998; Skelton & Valentine, 1998, Maira & Soep, 2005). However,
most of these studies are situated entirely outside the context of schooling or only
minimally consider the role of schooling.
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Economic Restructuring, Youth Studies, and School Choice
Studies of schooling that examine the impact of the new economy on the
production of youth identities reveal important findings that suggest the need to revise the
cultural reproduction theory to account for socioeconomic, political, and cultural shifts.
Whereas most research focuses on economically, linguistically, and racially
marginalized students, Proweller (1998) uses the alternate methodological approach
known as studying up LQKHUUHVHDUFKZLWKSUHGRPLQDQWO\:KLWH$QJORµHOLWH¶\RXWK
1DGHUVHHDOVR'HPHUDWKIRUDQRWKHUDFFRXQWRI³VWXG\LQJXS´ 7KLVVWXG\
considers the relevance of the cultural reproduction model in the context of a private allgirls high school. In particular, the ethnography represents the ways that female students
mediate and construct their identities, given the shifts in the school demographics from
solidly upper class to highly diversified in class, race, and ethnicity due to broader local
economic and cultural shifts. The study reveals a greater level of complexity and
contradiction involved in the relationship between structural constraints and the
production of youth identities than previously understood (for another example, see Yon,
2000). Although the educational ethnographies of Proweller and Yon account for the
impact of socioeconomic, political, and cultural shifts inscribed in globalization on the
production of youth identities within the context of high schools, they do not address the
role of school choice on the production of youth identities and educational equity.
In contrast, studies that have been responsive to the impact of economic
restructuring on schooling in the form of school choice have generally paid little attention
to the discursive production of youth identities. Rather, these studies (e.g., Lipman, 2009;
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Rosen, 2003) have demonstrated how parents without a commitment or adherence to
neoliberal ideology will appropriate choice discourses inscribed in neoliberal market
policies as a means to leverage and advocate on behalf of their children in the face of
non-responsive educational policies and practices.
A notable exception to the previRXVTXDOLILFDWLRQLVIRXQGLQ5\PHV¶V  
Conversational Borderlands: Language and Identity in an Alternative Urban High
School. Rymes considers the impact of educational restructuring on the production of
youth identities through a linguistic analysis of narratives from students attending a
charter school in Los Angeles. Her work is particularly significant because it highlights
and addresses the issue that
while there is much debate at the policy level about what should be changed in
charter school leJLVODWLRQ « ZLWKWKHH[FHSWLRQRIWKHVWXGHQWVDQGWHDFKHUVZKR
work and interact there, it seems nobody really knows what is going on inside of
charter schools. (p. 11)
5\PHV¶VVWXG\SURYLGHVDJUHDWHUXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIKRZXQGHUVHUYHGSUHGRPLQDQWO\
Latino students construct student identities and enact school-related choices through the
portrayal of student-JHQHUDWHGQDUUDWLYHVRIµGURSSLQJRXW¶RIWKHODUJHGLVWULFWVFKRROV
DQGµGURSSLQJLQ¶WRWKHIRFDOFKDUWHUVFKRROLQWKHVWXG\
Although the focus of her study is on representing youth-generated narratives,
Rymes provides insights into some of the ways that innovative educational reform
becomes stymied by the political complexity involved in school choice, as well as the
pressing need for in-depth research into the interactional dynamics of school choice
inside of schools.
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6LQFHWKHWLPHRI5\PHV¶VSXEOLFDWLRQLQWKH&HQWHURI5HVHDUFKIRU
Education Outcomes (CREDO) at Stanford University has provided the first national
assessment of charter school outcomes in a 2009 report, New Stanford Report Finds
Serious Quality Challenge in National Charter School Sector. CREDO, which was
founded to advance the assessment of the impact of charter schools on student
performance through empirical evidence, provides research results intended to inform
policy and program and curriculum development, as well as accountability (Center of
Research for Education Outcomes, 2009). The overall conclusion of the CREDO study is
that, as a national reform effort, students perform better in traditional schools than in
charter schools, although that finding varies depending on whether state charter laws are
weak or strong. States with strong charter laws reported higher outcomes for students
attending charter schools than states with weak laws. The report also indicates that
students of color, English Language Learners, and students with disabilities fare better in
charter schools than in traditional schools. It is disconcerting and ironic that even though
large sectors of underrepresented students fare better in charter schools, the overall
conclusion is that students do better in traditional district schools rather than charter
schools, a discrepancy that merits further investigation and research.
In spite of the breadth and the importance of data that the report provides relative
to student performance and outcomes in charter schools across the nation, the CREDO
study does not provide insights into the relational components of charter schools, or what
Rymes (2001) refers WRDVWKH³LQWHUDFWLRQDOWHUUDLQ´RIFKDUWHUVFKRROV S :LWKRXW
the in-depth data that ethnographic studies provide, an authentic assessment of the impact
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of charter schools on educational equity remains, at best, elusive. In other words,
outcome-based studies fail to provide the actual lived experiences of school choice,
including how individuals produce and make meaning about school choice. Moreover,
outcome-based studies undermine the complexity of school choice because they do not
reflect the local and regional contexts in which school choice is differently produced (see
Holmes, 2002). Finally, educational research on current educational reform that is based
strictly on standardized test scores serves to reinforce and reproduce the hegemony of
high-VWDNHVWHVWLQJZKLFKLV³LQWHQGHGWRVWDQGDUGL]HDQGDVVHVVUDWKHUWKDQWRSURPRWH
FDSDFLW\IRUFUHDWLQJHQJDJLQJDQGHIIHFWLYHOHDUQLQJHQYLURQPHQWV´ .R\DPDS
33). For this reason, in order to identify and understand what other factors might promote
meaningful and relevant learning that contribute to academic success, I intentionally
chose not to include test scores as a measure of success in this study.
School Choice and Educational Research
Given the fact that significant structural change constitutes the greatest difference
between charter schools and traditional district schools, any attempt to understand how
charter schools might ameliorate educational outcomes for all students must take into
account the impact of school restructuring on school processes and how these phenomena
function to curtail or reproduce social inequities. As one of several structural components
of the charter model, choice provides the preferable means to explore those relationships
because of the agentive element involved in the process of choosing on the part of the
parents and students.
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Existent research on choice is relatively limited and falls into one of several areas.
µ&ULWHULRQ¶UHVHDUFKLVFRQFHUQHGZLWKWKHFULWHULDWKDWFRQVWLWXWHWKHUHDVRQVZK\SDUHQWV
choose a school (Bowe, Gewirtz, & Ball, 1994). Another area of research on choice
considers the role of cultural and social capital in choosing a school (Andre-Bechely,
2005; Ball & Vincent, 1998). Andre-Bechely claims that school choice perpetuates
educational inequities, since only those parents with the requisite cultural capital are able
to access and navigate the complexity of institutional texts involved in school choice.
In a different study, Ball and Vincent found that parents relied more on social
nHWZRUNLQJRUµJUDSHYLQLQJ¶WKDQRQIRUPDOLQIRUPDWLRQDERXWWKHVFKRROVDQGWKDW
³DFFHVVWRSDUWLFXODUJUDSHYLQHVDUHVRFLDOO\VWUXFWXUHGDQGSDWWHUQHG´ S HYHQ
WKRXJKWKH\DUHQRW³VWUDLJKWIRUZDUGO\UHODWHGWRVRFLDOFODVV´ S 
Holme (2002), in Buying Homes, Buying Schools, found that affluent
White/Anglo parents rely on social networks based on high-status ideologies of other
parents and families, rather than concrete information about schools²e.g., test scores or
curriculum²to choose a school. Holme claims that school choice predicated on statusdriven social networking rather than school attributes undermines the potential for school
choice to produce the type of competition that will force schools to improve (a primary
argument of school choice advocates).
Cooper (2007) found that urban low-income and working-class African American
mothers who appropriate school choice in order to resist educational inequity were met
with significant bias and judgment from the educational communities in which they
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HQJDJHG&RRSHU¶VZRUNXQGHUVFRUHVWKDWVFKRROFKRLFHLVDVRFLDOO\FRQVWUXFWHGSUDFWLFH
inscribed in race, gender, culture, and socioeconomic dynamics.
The Role of This Study
In their study of choice-based criteria, Bowe, Gewirtz, and Ball (1994) highlight
the fact that research on parents and choice in the United Kingdom has focused almost
exclusively on developing the criteria of choice based on an aggregation of responses
from open-ended elicitation (p. 70), leaving the process or the how of choosing
completely unexplored. The authors strongly encourage research that can get outside of
WKHPDUNHWUKHWRULFRIFKRLFHWRH[SORUH³WKHSDUWLFXODULWLHVRIWKHZD\LQZKLFKWKH\
[parents] construct the activity of choice-making within their own particular social
PLOLHX´ S 
The overall purpose of this study is to consider if school choice creates spaces for
greater educational equity by considering the relationship between how parents, students,
and teachers engaged in school choice perceive public education and the processes
involved in how families choose a school for their student. Accordingly, the study
responds to the call to explore the particularities involved in how families choose a
school. In doing so, the study also contributes to the literature, deepening the study of
educational equity by accounting for socioeconomic, political, and cultural changes
produced by economic and educational restructuring. Additionally, the study fills a void
in the existent literature on school choice by broadening the conversation to include the
nuances of actual lived experiences involved in the enactment of school choice. Finally,
the study augments the literature on the production of youth identities in schooling by
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looking at these processes in the context of both comprehensive district high schools and
schools of choice.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
At the beginning of the 21st century, market logic and rhetoric are significant
influences on the discursive production of educational reform in the United States,
particularly in terms of charter schools. This phenomenon has resulted in a widely
polarized debate about whether or not charter schools are moving public education in the
direction of privatization at the cost of what is fundamentally democratic about schools.
In spite of the noise and the intensity generated by the polemic concerning the
privatizing aspects of charter schools, the voices of opponents and proponents alike have
EHHQODUJHO\OLPLWHGWRSROLWLFLDQVWHDFKHUV¶XQLRQVSROLF\PDNHUVHGXFDWRUs,
administrators, and businesspeople. The voices of the true stakeholders in public
education²parents, students, and teachers²are largely absent from the debate. In
matters of educational reform, Levinson, Foley, and Holland (1996) describe students as
³RIWHQWKHYRLFHOHVVREMHFWVRIHGXFDWLRQDOUHIRUP´ S DIDFWRUWKDWSRLQWVWRWKHQHHG
for more research on charter schools that privileges and integrates the voices of the
primary stakeholders of public education: parents, students, and teachers.
From over a decade of work in public education as a teacher, teacher educator,
and researcher, I have witnessed the recurrent failure, because of a lack of local
engagement, of well-intentioned efforts to redress educational inequities. More
specifically, efforts aimed at transforming education through national or state reforms
erroneously reproduce essentialized notions of students and schooling by overlooking
local and regional particularities. Consequently, how stakeholders produce local and
regional forms of school choice is often unexamined. Authentic and sustainable
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educational reform requires direct input from local and regional communities, including
parents, students, and teachers, in order to accurately ascertain what is needed for change
in that locale. Findings from this particularistic approach to researching educational
UHIRUPGRQRWSURYLGH³JHQHUDOL]DEOHWUXWKV´EXWLQVWHDGFRQWULEXWHWKHRULHVDQGFRQFHSWV
that can be transferred and compared to similar research topics and contexts (Charmaz,
2000, p. 273). By exploring the lived and local experiences of families in public
education within the broader context of the current economic and educational reform
movements, this study works to breach the gap, expanding the conversation on public
schooling from an ideological polemic to one of authentic democratic participation. To
that end, this study is predicated on three overarching questions:
I.

How do local stakeholders (youth, parents, teachers and community
members) make meaning of school choice in their everyday and situated
discourses and practices?

II.

How do youth and parents involved in a local public non-profit charter
school produce school choice in their everyday lives and discourses?

III.

What do the choice-making discourses and practices of local stakeholders
(youth, parents, teachers and community members) reveal about the
impact and meaning of local school choice on educational inequities?
Why This Study? The Pilot

I have a longstanding commitment to understanding the differences in the
experiences and outcomes of youth attending public high schools in the contemporary
United States. In particular, I have sought to understand these differences by considering
the tensions that exist in the spaces between institutional discourses on youth identities
and how youth self-fashion their identities. I had begun to actively pursue a formal
inquiry into these questions many years ago, while I was working as a literacy instructor
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IRUDµUHPHGLDO¶(QJOLVKFRXUVHLQDFRPSUHKHQVLYHGLVWULFWKLJKVFKRRO3DUWRI my job
included conducting in-service literacy workshops for new instructors, using classroom
space at a district alternative high school for our meetings. One afternoon following an
in-service meeting, I fell into a friendly and spontaneous conversation with a
White/Anglo lower-income male student, Fuzz (pseudonym), enrolled at the alternative
school. Basically, he asked me what I was doing. Our first conversation led to another,
and eventually to a research project involving case studies with Fuzz and Jessica
(pseudonym), a multi-ethnic working-class female. The narratives of their lives proved
WRRFRPSOH[IRUVWDQGDUGLQVWLWXWLRQDOGLVFRXUVHVRQZKDWPDNHVDµJRRG¶VWXGHQW¶0RUH
specifically, findings from this research suggested that institutional discourses and
practices constrain and pathologize the cultural resources (e.g., knowledge, literacies,
practices, languages, and insights) that minoritized youth bring to formal learning
environments, undermining their learning in these environments. The pilot study revealed
a need for a deeper understanding of these dynamics, as well as a need to explore the role
of alternative educational spaces in the discursive production of youth identities.
Why This Study? The Focal Research Project
At the time that I began the present study, I was working as a teacher educator, a
role that included conducting site-based student/teacher observations. While conducting a
student/teacher observation at MHS, then a fairly new charter school, I observed certain
qualities that I had also noticed during my pilot at the alternative high school: namely, the
school was small, classrooms included no more than twenty students, and the formality
that is often present in larger traditional high schools and classrooms was less
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pronounced. Given my interest in understanding the tensions between the cultural
production of youth identities inscribed in institutionally sanctioned discourses and
VWXGHQWV¶VHOI-fashioning of their identities, as well as the impact of alternative
educational spaces on those processes, I observed that MHS provided a potentially
productive space to pursue the study.
Interestingly, I gave little initial thought to the fact that the school was a charter
school. Part of the process of doing ethnographic research is that the stated focus of the
research is highly responsive to what is actually observed in the field. Consequently,
focal questions and initial conjectures about a research topic are subject to revision based
on the data that emerge through the interactions of the researcher with the site and with
WKHUHVHDUFKSDUWLFLSDQWV³'DWDGRQRWSURYLGHDZLQGRZRQUHDOLW\5DWKHUWKH
µGLVFRYHUHG¶UHDOLW\DULVHVIURPWKHLQWHUDFWLYHSURFHVVDQGLWVWHPSRUDOFXOWXUDODQG
VWUXFWXUDOFRQWH[WV´ &KDUPD]S .
Fully intending to continue exploring the questions that remained with me at the
FRQFOXVLRQRIWKHSLORWVWXG\,DSSURDFKHG0+6¶V([HFXWLYH'LUHFWRU HTXLYDOHQWWRWKH
principal of a traditional district school) to inquire about the possibility of conducting a
study at the school. Maya (pseudonym), a White/Anglo female serving as Executive
Director, was agreeable and expressed her belief that exposing youth to adults from
outside the school, in varying roles and capacities, enriches the learning environment.
She asked me to present my research to the board at their next meeting to obtain full
entry into the school.
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I was ultimately granted entry, but not without being asked by one board member,
³:K\WKLVVFKRRO"´,UHDOL]HGLQDVKRUWVSDFHRIWLPHDIter the meeting that I had not
EHHQDEOHWRDGHTXDWHO\DQVZHUKHUTXHVWLRQEHFDXVHDWWKHWLPH,GLGQ¶WIXOO\XQGHUVWDQG
the significance of selecting that particular school myself. At the time of the meeting,
considerations of access, school size, and the alternative curriculum were the primary
reasons why I had chosen to conduct my study there.
Shortly after gaining entry to MHS, I spent the second half of the spring semester
volunteering in a structured study hall that provided homework assistance. I did this in
order to become acquainted with the school, so that I could begin to establish a sense of
WKH³ZKDWLVJRLQJRQKHUH"´ :ROFRWWS QHHGHGWRUHILQHWKHSXUSRVHRIWKH
study. During one of these visits, I became particularly interested in the playful banter
between the teacher of the class, a White/Anglo male (also the special education teacher)
DQGD:KLWH$QJORPDOHVWXGHQWDERXWKRZWKHVWXGHQWZRXOG³XVHWKHUHVWRIKLVWLPH´
for that period. In spite of the playfulness of the exchange, the underlying issue was one
of control (or so I assumed): basically, who would ultimately determine what the student
would do for the remainder of the class period. There was nothing particularly unusual
about the exchange; however, it made an impression on me because it seemed both
familiar and strange. On the one hand, the exchange resembled an illustration of cultural
UHSURGXFWLRQWKHRU\DVGLVFXVVHGHDUOLHULQWKLVFKDSWHU2QWKHRWKHUKDQGLWGLGQ¶W
because the teacher/student banter that I observed was actually not about control. Rather,
the exchange represented the more informal tone of teacher and student relationships and
the co-construction of classroom discourses and practice typical of the school culture.
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However simple and brief of an exchange, my subsequent and substantial
reflection of the exchange pushed me to reframe the study by taking into account what
2UWQHU  UHIHUVWRDVWKH³KLVWRULFWXUQ´³DEURDGPRYHPHQWWRKLVWRULFL]HZRUNLQ
WKHVRFLDOVFLHQFHV´ S ,QRUGHUWRdo this, I had to consider the significance of the
context²a new kind of public high school²to the research topic. In terms of this study,
that meant taking into account the broader socioeconomic, political, and cultural changes
that produce school choice and, in turn, their implications for a study focused on
understanding the relationship between the persistence of educational inequities and the
discursive production of youth identities in the context of schools.
Ethnographic Research: Reconstructing Tradition and Theory
Doing Ethnography
As I stated earlier, the purpose of this study is to understand whether school
choice provides new spaces for greater educational equity. My approach to this study is
intended to broaden the existing research and literature on school choice and educational
equity by exploring the everyday lived experiences of school choice in the lives of
parents, youth, and teachers, particularly the meanings these particular people give to the
social processes involved in school choice in the particular location of Sundale City. As
VXFKWKLVVWXG\LV³QRWGHVLJQHGWRSURYLGHGHILQLWLYHDQVZHUVWRFDVXDOTXHVWLRQV´
(Lofland & Lofland, 1984, p. 100). Instead, this study is an ethnography²in particular,
an educational ethnography, since it IRFXVHVSULPDULO\RQDVFKRRODVWKHµSODFH¶RUILHOG
of study (for more, see Spindler, 1982).
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:ROFRWW  PDNHVDGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQ³GRLQJHWKQRJUDSK\´DQG³ERUURZLQJ
VRPH HWKQRJUDSKLFWHFKQLTXHV´WRDUJXHWKDW³HWKQRJUDSK\LVPRUHWKDQPHWKRG´ S.
71). While recognizing the historical iterations of ethnography, past and present, Wolcott
maintains that the
underlying purpose of ethnographic research in this traditional view is to describe
what the people in some particular place or status ordinarily do, and the meanings
to the doing under ordinary or particular circumstances, presenting that
description in a manner that draws attention to regularities that implicate cultural
process. (pp. 72±73)
Traditional ethnography in this sense has come under scrutiny, revision, and even attack
due to the influences of alternate epistemologies and disciplines like postmodernism and
poststructuralism, cultural and literary studies, and critical social theory (Bernard, 1998).
Primary critiques point to the need to revise the ahistorical, apoliticized, and overly
essentialized views of culture inscribed in traditional ethnography (Gupta & Ferguson,
1997; Marcus, 1998; Ortner, 2006; Zou & Trueba, 2002).
I concur with these revisions and, at the same time, do not think that they preclude
a total erasure of what Wolcott argues for as traditional ethnography: namely, describing
and interpreting the meanings that people give to what they do in a particular locale under
ordinary circumstances. Instead, I approach the study of educational equities by doing
ethnography predicated on describing and interpreting the meanings that people give to
their lived experiences (i.e., the local production of school choice) situated within the
broader context of socioeconomic, political, and cultural structuring forces (i.e.,
HFRQRPLFDQGHGXFDWLRQDOUHVWUXFWXULQJ DVD³ILUVWVWHSWRZDUGIRUPVRISROLWLFDODFWLRQ
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WKDWFDQUHGUHVVWKHLQMXVWLFHVIRXQGLQWKHILHOGVLWH´ .LQFKHORH 0F&ODUHQS
106).
Ethnography Unbound
In Theory and Educational Research: Toward Critical Social Explanation, Anyon
(2009) asserts that in order for educational research to more effectively explain and
critique educational inequity, researchers need to disrupt the tendency for research and
theory to remain separate projects. They must engage their empirical studies at all levels
SULRUGXULQJDQGDIWHUGDWDFROOHFWLRQ LQWKHRULHVWKDW³H[WHQGWKHDQDO\WLFDOFULWLFDO²
and sometimes emancipatory²SRZHURIRXUGDWDJDWKHULQJDQGLQWHUSUHWDWLRQ´ $Q\RQ
p. 2). In the next chapter, I will outline the theories that inform this study; however, the
significance of theory on the conceptualization of the research design and interpretation
of data cannot be understated, nor can the importance of empirical research on the
revision of theory.
As a result of the prior example of teacher/student banter that I observed early on
in the research process, I recognized an explicit need to revise the cultural reproduction
theory (see above) as the preeminent theoretical paradigm used to explain educational
LQHTXLWLHV)URPWKHREVHUYDWLRQ,ILUVWFRQFOXGHGWKDWµVWUXFWXUH¶DQGµDJHQF\¶²two
principal features of the theory²were still relevant concepts that needed to be expanded
(especially agency) to account for the impact of socioeconomic, political, and cultural
changes on cultural reproduction in schools. My second conclusion was that part of this
process also involved a more nuanced and less deterministic rendering of the social
relations between agents and structures inscribed in cultural reproduction theory.
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In Ethnography Unbound, Buroway (1991) suggests that social science research
contribute to developing theory by identifying anomalies and or gaps in existing theories,
and then expanding or revising those theories based on present research findings. In other
ZRUGV³WKHVKRUWFRPLQJVRIWKHWKHRU\EHFRPHJURXQGVIRUDUHFRQVWUXFWLRQWKDWORFDWHV
WKHVRFLDOVLWXDWLRQLQLWVKLVWRULFDOO\VSHFLILFFRQWH[WRIGHWHUPLQDWLRQ´ %XURZD\S 
This process is accomplished by identifying those relevant theories that are contested by
the social situation in which the empirical study takes place. Doing ethnography unbound
supports the position that the explanatory efficacy of theoretical paradigms is not based
on achieving something equivalent to homeostasis; rather, a theory is robust based on its
ability to respond dynamically to the variability provided by different empirical
investigations. In order to access the robustness of cultural reproduction theory to
maintain explanatory relevance in light of empirically based revisions, I adopted a microPDFURDSSURDFKWRGRLQJWKHVWXG\WKDWLVµVHHLQJ¶WKHSDUWLFXODUVRFLDOSURFHVVHVRID
SDUWLFXODUµORFDWLRQ¶LQUHODWLRQVKLSWREURDGHUGXUDEOHVWUXFWXUHV *XSWD )HUJXVRQ
1997; Wolcott, 2008). More specifically, the study is based on seeing how families
choose a school or regard public education in their own lives (micro) as part of a broader
phenomenon inscribed in socioeconomic and cultural shifts (macro).
Most educational research on the relationship between persistent educational
inequities and the cultural production of youth identities in public high schools has taken
place in large comprehensive high schools (Eckert, 1989; MacLeod, 1987; Ortner, 2003;
Willis, 1977) that are predominantly racially and/or socioeconomically homogeneous.
These studies have primarily provided an analysis that serves to reify the determinism of
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the cultural reproduction theory, due in large part to the homogeneity of the large public
high school and the focus on the binarism of lower- and middle-class population sectors.
The social situation represented in the present study²a small, relatively more diverse
DQGµQHZ¶W\SHRIKLJKVFKRROHPEHGGHGLQWKHKLJKO\XQFHUWDLQSHULRGRIDFFHOHUDWHG
economic and educational restructuring²provides an opportunity to explore the
production and persistence of educational inequities in alternate ways. As ethnography
unbound, this study aims to provide a nuanced analysis of these issues and, in turn,
contribute to a revision of cultural reproduction theory.
Ethnography and the Researcher: Vulnerable Subjectivity
Included with some of the other shifts in traditional ethnography that I discussed
earlier, the topic of researcher objectivity versus subjectivity has drawn a great deal of
DWWHQWLRQLQDQWKURSRORJ\7KHPHDQLQJRIµVXEMHFWLYLW\¶LVZLGHO\FRQWHVWHGLQGRLQJ
ethnography. At the most basic level, subjectivity suggests that the researcher, the
primary research instrument, is not a neutral observer who stands outside of the research
project (see Marcus, 1998). As such, subjectivity points to the importance of researcher
self-UHIOH[LYLW\ZKLFKLQFOXGHVWKHUHVHDUFKHU¶VH[SOLFLWO\VWDWLQJDQ\ELDVHVWKDWPLJKW
influence the research process. Behar (1996) strongly advocates a clearly articulated and
purposeful subjectivity that connects the researcher to the study:
7RDVVHUWWKDWRQHLVD³ZKLWHPLGGOH-FODVVZRPDQ´ « LVRQO\LQWHUHVWLQJLIRQH
LVDEOHWRGUDZGHHSHUFRQQHFWLRQVEHWZHHQRQH¶VSHUVRQDOH[SHULence and the
VXEMHFWXQGHUVWXG\7KDWGRHVQ¶WUHTXLUHDIXOO-length autobiography, but it does
require a keen understanding of what aspects of the self are most important filters
WKURXJKZKLFKRQHSHUFHLYHV « WKHWRSLFEHLQJVWXGLHG S
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The fact that I am a White/Anglo middle-class woman is significant to my study, since
educational research concerned with educational inequities is predicated on the study of
race and socioeconomic status. However, following Behar and in keeping with my
theoretical IUDPHZRUNSDUWLFXODUO\WKHOHQVRIµKLVWRU\LQSHUVRQ¶ VHH&KDSWHU IRUPH
to identify my own positionality as researcher simply in terms of race, gender, and class
would risk reproducing the reductive tendency to attach static and ahistoricized variables
to essentialized identities.
For example, because I am White/Anglo and middle class, my readers might
typically conclude that I automatically possess institutionally recognized and sanctioned
cultural and social capital, affording me greater privileges. It is true that I do have
arbitrarily assigned structural privileges because of White privilege (McIntosh, 1995), as
well as other privileges due to being middle class that are profoundly embedded in the
reproduction of structural inequities. At the same time, the problem of Whiteness
(Lipsitz, 1995), of which I am a part, is not as automatic or complete as the educational
literature would suggest.
On my maternal side, I am a fourth-generation immigrant from Ireland. On my
paternal side, I am a third-generation immigrant from Ireland. Both maternal and paternal
sides of my ancestry were forced to leave Ireland due to violence, famine, and religious
wars that threatened their safety on a daily basis. None of my grandparents completed
high school; in order to help provide for their families, they worked in the service sector
as housecleaners, janitors, and childcare providers, with the exception of my maternal
grandfather, who worked first as a policeman and then was trained as an electrician. My
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mother is the only one of six siblings to graduate from college. My father funded his own
DQGKLVEURWKHU¶VFROOHJHHGXFDWLRQE\ZRUNLQJLQDVXSHUPDUNHW%RWKP\SDUHQWVJUHZ
up working-class poor in the context of large urban working-class neighborhoods,
inscribed in the ethnic and religious traditions of Irish Catholicism.
My generation represents the first in the family to move out of urban workingclass neighborhoods into suburbia, although many of my extended family members still
reside in those former neighborhoods. Growing up, I distinctly remember feeling
µGLIIHUHQW¶IURPWKHRWKHUNLGVDWVFKRROVLQFHZHFRQWLQXHGWRSUDFWLFHPDQ\RIWKH
ethnic and religious traditions that my parents had grown up with; these traditions
distinguished me from the other kids, who had become increasingly assimilated into a
cultureless Whiteness inscribed in the segregated spaces of suburbia (Lipsitz, 1995).
Additionally, although my siblings and I grew up as middle-class, we lived constantly in
WKHVKDGRZRIP\SDUHQWV¶ZRUNLng-class background with the attendant sense that our
middle-class status was fragile. Hence, although it was not a financial necessity, I began
to work at the age of 12, as did my other siblings.
What I recognize as most significant about these experiences relative to this study
is the importance of approaching the study of youth identities and matters of educational
inequities in ways that are significantly more nuanced, so as to reveal the actual
complexities involved in the production of discursive structures, like cultural capital, that
produce schooling and educational inequities. This approach opens up greater
possibilities for transformation, as well, since it presupposes a situated rather than an
exclusively causal approach to the production of identities.
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Besides these considerations to positionality in terms of my role as researcher in
this study, I admittedly came to this study with minimal understanding of charter schools
and school choice. At best, I was skeptical of the idea of charter schools, assuming that
WKH\GLGQRWUHSUHVHQWµUHDO¶VFKRROV VHH&KDSWHUIRUDGLVFXVVLRQRIµUHDO¶VFKRROV RU
at least, nothing that I could recognize or identity with. More significantly, I am a mother,
and at the time of the study I was in the process RIµFKRRVLQJ¶DKLJKVFKRROIRUP\
daughter (I would only later realize the significance of this coincidence). The process of
FKRRVLQJSURYHGWREHH[WUHPHO\GLIILFXOWJLYHQWKHµOLPLWHGRSWLRQV¶ VHH&KDSWHUIRUD
GLVFXVVLRQRIWKHGLVFRXUVHRIµOLPLWHG RSWLRQV¶ 2SWLRQVZHUHIXUWKHUOLPLWHGE\
GLVDJUHHPHQWVEHWZHHQPHDQGP\GDXJKWHU¶VIDWKHUDERXWZKDWFRQVWLWXWHGDµJRRG¶
RSWLRQIRUKHULQDGGLWLRQP\GDXJKWHU¶VSUHIHUHQFHVFKDQJHGIUHTXHQWO\FRPSRXQGLQJ
WKHGLIILFXOW\RIWKHSURFHVV0\GDXJKWHU¶s father and I were also further divided over the
possibility that the relatively recent and sustained trouble that my daughter was
experiencing at school was due to ADHD, for which a counselor had suggested that she
be evaluated. The concern and anxiety of these experiences added to the difficulty in
choosing a school.
During the course of data collection, I found myself often empathizing with the
YXOQHUDELOLWLHVWKDWSDUHQWSDUWLFLSDQWVH[SUHVVHGGXULQJLQWHUYLHZVFLWLQJWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶V
well-being and safety as integral to their experiences of schools and choosing a school. I
was also struck by the number of families who reported that the difficulty of making a
choice was tied to the presence of some type and degree of social and/or cognitive
disorder in their children. The fact that I could relate to some of the research participants
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DVDSDUHQWFUHDWHGDVHQVHRI³LQWLPDWHIDPLOLDULW\´WKDWHQKDQFHGWKHFR-construction of
deeply meaningful data between participants and myself as researcher (Blumer, 1969, as
cited in Charmaz, 2000, p. 275). It also pointed to what I think is often an oversight in
educational research: the tendency to limit consideration and understanding of human
struggle and suffering to structural analyses, without at a minimum paying homage to the
vulnerabilities of the heart that the challenges of schooling often present to parents,
students, and teachers.
Research Design
Sampling
As part of the standard process of conducting research, I was required to submit
my research plan and obtain approval from the institutional review board of the Human
Subjects Committee at the University of Arizona, which I did on January 18, 2008. In the
report, the principal investigator is required to provide full disclosure for sampling (the
process for selecting research participants). In completing this process, I was struck by
the degree of detail that was required to justify a non-exclusionary approach to sampling,
since most approaches to sampling invariably exclude someone. I used purposive
sampling³VDPSOHVRILQGLYLGXDOVZKRDUHVHOHFWHGRQSXUSRVHEDVHG « RQZKDWW\SHV
RILQGLYLGXDOVZRXOGEHHVSHFLDOO\JRRGVRXUFHVRIGDWDIRUDSDUWLFXODUUHVHDUFKWRSLF´
(Galvan, 2006, p. 57).
In an effort to achieve the highest degree of inclusion, I recruited participants
(parents, students, teachers, and administrators) by posting flyers at MHS, sending letters
out to all families with a student enrolled in MHS, and making announcements at whole-
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school events involving all students, teachers, and parents. Arguably, sampling in this
type of study presents some concerns because students, parents, and teachers have preselected themselves on two accounts: first, by being enrolled at the school, and second,
by volunteering to participate in the study. However, since I was interested in
understanding how students and parents chose to come to the school, the issue of preselection was significantly reduced: they had to be at this particular school in order to be
able to speak to the topic, thus the rationale for purposive sampling.
Later in the course of data collection, after some preliminary analysis, I used a
combination of purposive and snowball (chain) sampling²ZKLFK³LGHQWLILHVFDVHVRI
interest from people who know people who know what cases are informatioQULFK´
(Marshall & Rossman, 2006, p. 71)²to pursue themes and questions that arose in the
first analysis. Two school administrators facilitated that process by providing the names
of students whom they thought might be able to speak to my emerging questions and
themes.
The School
MHS is comprised of approximately 180 students representing all 33 zip codes in
Sundale City. While small in size, it is the local charter school with the greatest student
diversity (50% White; 35% Latino; 5% Black; 5% Asian American; 5% American
Indian). Forty to forty-five percent of the student qualify for free or reduced lunch, a
national indicator of socioeconomic status based on household income. There is an even
split between male and female students. During one of my visits to the school, Maya (the
Executive Director) and I were meeting in a classroom that was primarily used for
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English classes, but that also served as the Karate classroom. During the course of our
conversation, the students in the Karate class, all males still dressed in their street clothes,
entered the classroom with their instructor, a Black male in a Karate uniform. The range
of racial and age diversity was notable (although gender diversity was lacking) as we
watched the students form a line as part of the class. Maya summarized the class
SDUWLFLSDQWVDVDPLFURFRVPRIVRPHRIWKHFKDUDFWHULVWLFVRIGLYHUVLW\LQWKHVFKRRO³\RX
have this age range from probably 14 all the way up to 18 or 19 and real kind of
vulnerable, isolated kids with special needs coming from middle- to upper-middle-class
IDPLOLHVWRNLGVRIFRORUSUHWW\VWUHHWZLVH´
MHS has approximately 18 full-time employees (teachers, staff, and
administrators) and an adjunct teaching staff. Diversity amongst MHS staff is
significantly lower than amongst the student body, with the majority of staff being
White/Anglo; the staff has grown less diverse since the time of this research, although the
student body continues to become more diverse. Charter school teachers are required by
state law tREH³KLJKO\TXDOLILHG´ KROGDEDFKHORU¶VGHJUHHDQGEHHLWKHUFHUWLILHGor have
24 credit hours in core academic subject area or have an advanced degree in core
academic subject area or have taken and passed one of several state or national
professional teacher exams). A significant percent of the teachers and administrators from
the school are career educators who chose to leave district schools in order to develop
and/or work at MHS. Teachers and administrators participate in the Critical Friends
Group, an alternative form of professional development spearheaded by the Annenberg
Institute for Educational Reform and dedicated to improving teacher practice through
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monthly site-based collaborative learning meetings (National School Reform Faculty
Harmony Education Center, 2010).
MHS is located in a renovated department store in the center of downtown
Sundale City, where the vacant storefronts and multiple-story office buildings add to the
uniqueness of this school context. The center hub of the downtown area is a large public
bus depot. Due to the mild winters and high rate of unemployment in the region, there is
a substantial transient population. The area surrounding MHS symbolizes the complexity
of the region in terms of a struggling economy and an increasing influx of transients due
WRV\PSWRPVRIWKHHFRQRPLFGRZQWXUQRQHRIQDWLRQ¶VKLJKHVWQXPEHURIKRPH
foreclosures, increases in unemployment, and budget cuts for state-subsidized social
services that leave Arizona in the lowest quartile for funding public education, currently
second from the bottom.
Other downtown spaces include a public library (a resource for the school), three
other charter high schools, several government buildings, high-rise office buildings, a few
fast food establishments, and several bars and local upscale restaurants. Many existing
historical structures are being torn down to build new commercial real estate, or are being
UHQRYDWHGWRµUHYLWDOL]H¶DQGµXUEDQL]H¶WKHDUHD /LSPDQKDVH[SORUHGWKH
consequences of increased educational inequities due to urban regentrification and school
choice in Chicago; however, these findings do not appear to apply to this study).
Executive Director Maya describes the tension between competing interests in the
downtown area:
From early on, one of my jobs before we opened was connecting with downtown
business owners and politician type people because nobody wanted another
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FKDUWHUVFKRROGRZQWRZQ « 7KHUHVLVWDQFHDFWXDOO\SDUWRILWZDVVLPSO\ZKHQ
a school goes in, there are liquor regulations within²,WKLQNLW¶VDVTXDUHIRRW
radius²it had a lot to do with that and then the idea of making downtown a more
kind of hip, vibrant, entertainment district²a lot of these folks did not want
agencies downtown that were social services agencies « WKH\GLGQ¶WZDQWWKH
KRPHOHVVGRZQKHUHWKHGLGQ¶WZDQWVRPHRIWKH\RXWKHOHPHQWVGRZQKHUHWKDW
they were traditionally seeing and they would just lump that all together with the
alternative kind of school thing.
Since the opening of MHS, Maya reports that surrounding businesses offer mixed
responses to the presence of MHS and to charter schools in general. Fast food and
convenience stores appreciate the increase in business that the students provide.
Responses from other segments of the downtown community tend to differ based upon
whether community members have had the opportunity to interact with the school
members or not. The former group tends to describe the school members in favorable
terms, whereas the latter tends to see the school as a hXEIRUµRXWFDVW¶VWXGHQWV7KLV
MXGJPHQWLWVKRXOGEHQRWHGLVODUJHO\EDVHGRQVWXGHQWV¶SHUVRQDODSSHDUDQFHV²most
dress in black or dark clothing and either have unconventional hair and jewelry, or are
unremarkable due to the little attention paid to cultivating physical appearance²and the
JHQHUDOORFDOSXEOLFSHUFHSWLRQWKDWFKDUWHUVFKRROVDUHIRUµWURXEOHGVWXGHQWV¶ VHH
Chapters 5 and 7).
MHS is a non-profit charter school whose charter was granted in March 2003.
The school opened in September 2004. For the first two weeks, school members met in
the conference room of a downtown hotel due to delays in construction ordinances.
0+6¶VILUVWJUDGXDWLQJFODVVLQFRQVLVWHGRIVWXGHQWV0+6LVQRWSDUWRIDQ\
school district in the region and acts as an autonomous institution. MHS has an appointed
governing board comprised of educators, community members and business people. The
  

   70  

selection of board members is intended to reflect the governing structure of a non-profit
organization. Board meetings are legally required to be open to public attendance. The
primary charge of the board is policy making. In addition to the governing board, there is
also a community advisory council (CAC), which is comprised of parents, students, a
teacher from MHS, and community members. Public schools that receive Title 1 funding
(federal funds that provide for students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds) are
required to have a council that includes parent representation. In traditional district
schools, this requirement is met through the assembly of a site council. At MHS, the
CAC provides a broader perspective than that of a traditional site council. In particular,
the advisory council informs the decision-making process of the governing board by
considering issues that are directly connected to school culture (e.g., dress code).
The fact that MHS is not part of a district reflects the trend of Arizona charter
schools to open and operate as completely autonomous from a district; indeed, only one
charter high school in the region is part of a school district. This is often not the case in
other states with charter schools. About this, Maya stated that
Overall in the nation, it is my understanding in most states schools are chartered
WKURXJKWKHLUGLVWULFWVRWKHUH¶VGLstrict oversight, charters do have some more
IOH[LELOLW\WKDQWKHGLVWULFWVFKRROVEXWWKH\¶UHSDUWRIDGLVWULFWVPRUJDVERUGRI
offerings, which to me seems a more appropriate approach.
The mission of MHS is founded on some of the primary principles of the
&RDOLWLRQRI(VVHQWLDO6FKRROVDVGHVFULEHGHDUOLHULQWKLVFKDSWHU0+6¶VLQVWLWXWLRQDO
goals include personalization, community connections, student leadership, and diversity.
Place-based education and The Habits of Heart and Mind constitute two primary
approaches to curriculum and programs.
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The Habits of Heart and Mind are based on the Habits of Mind developed at
Central Park East High School in East Harlem, a public school (Meier, 1995, p. 41), as
well as the Habits of Heart and Mind from Wildwood Secondary School in Los Angeles,
a K±12 an independent private school. The Habits of Heart and Mind (Benitez et al.,
2009, p. 206) are:
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

The Habit of Perspective: The ability to address questions from multiple
viewpoints and to use a variety of ways to solve problems
The Habit of Evidence: The ability to bring together relevant information, to
judge the credibility of sources, to find out for oneself
The Habit of Connection: The ability to look for patterns and ways that things fit
together in order to utilize diverse material to form new solutions
The Habit of Convention: The ability to acknowledge accepted standards in any
area in order to be understood and to understand others
The Habit of Service to the Common Good: The ability to recognize the effects
oIRQH¶VDFWLRQVXSRQRWKHUVFRXSOHGZLWKWKHGHVLUHWRPDNHWKHFRPPXQLW\D
better place for all
The Habit of Collaboration: The ability to work effectively with others,
accepting and giving appropriate assistance
The Habit of Ethical Behavior: The ability to understand how personal values
LQIOXHQFHEHKDYLRUDQGWROLYHRQH¶VOLIHDFFRUGLQJWRHWKLFDOSULQFLSOHV

The habits serve as a framework for all intellectual activities and learning that guide
curriculum, practices, and assessments at MHS.
Place-based education, an educational philosophy originally developed by the
Orion Society in the 1990s, supplements conventional methods of instruction,
classrooms, and textbooks by including the local community as a primary resource.
Students learn about the local environs, including history, economy, and culture, in order
to be involved in solving community problems. The founders of MHS formulated their
approach to place-based education on the work of The Rural School and Community
Trust, a national non-profit organization that ³LQYROYHV\RXQJSHRSOHLQOHDUQLQJOLQNHGWR
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their communities, improves the quality of teaching and school leadership, and advocates
in a variety of ways for appropriate state educational policies, including the key issue of
equitable and DGHTXDWHIXQGLQJIRUUXUDOVFKRROV´ 7KH5XUDO6FKRRODQG&RPPXQLW\
Trust, 2010). The founders of MHS applied the principal concepts behind this approach
to place-based education to the urban setting of downtown Sundale City. For example,
throughout their tenure at MHS, students are engaged at different levels with different
entities from the community, a process that culminates with a senior internship at a
community organization: for example, a law office, a museum, or a non-profit
organization.
In addition to the approaches described above, multiple forms of assessment to
evaluate student progress²including student portfolios and student presentations in the
IRUPRIURXQGWDEOHVµJDWHZD\V¶DQGVKRZFDVHV²represent the principal methods of
assessment that MHS derives from the Coalition of Essential Schools. These forms of
assessment, known as performance- and authentic-based assessments, stand in contrast to
standardized testing. However, it should be noted that students are required by law to take
and pass state standardized tests in order to graduate, completing the same testing
requirements as students in district schools. Hence, MHS is subject to the same
regulations as district schools, being required to provide an annual AYP report and to
make continuRXVSURJUHVVDVUHIOHFWHGLQVWXGHQWV¶VWDQGDUGL]HGWHVWVFRUHV$GGLWLRQDOO\
MHS requires all students to take the PSAT and SAT or ACT (standardized tests required
for college admissions) regardless of their plans to pursue higher education after
graduation.
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MHS is not formally affiliated with other local schools, although in the past two
years, it has grown into an informal feeder for a newer local charter middle school. MHS
offers a school-based exchange, in which certain grade levels are invited to do homestays with a New Mexico charter school that is also a member of the Coalition of
Essential Schools.
On the national level, MHS had a formal relationship with High Tech High
+7+ &KDUWHU6FKRROVDVRQHRIWKHUHFLSLHQWVRI+7+/HDUQLQJ¶V*DWHV)RXQGation
JUDQW0D\DGHVFULEHVWKHSXUSRVHRIWKLVJUDQWDVHQFRXUDJLQJWKHVFKRRO³WRVHUYHDVD
replicable model and lead the school to launch other new small schools around the
country. The HTH model of replication has since shifted to focus primarily on California
charters²they are now more of a Charter Management Organization (CMO) that
RYHUVHHVQXPHURXV+7+VLWHVLQWKHLUYLFLQLW\´ SHUVRQDOFRPPXQLFDWLRQ-XO\ 
MHS is also part of the National School Reform Faculty, including the Critical Friends
Group and the Coalition of Essential Schools. According to Maya, MHS has received
VHYHUDOJUDQWVVLQFHRSHQLQJ³PDMRUVWDUW-up grants including Gates Foundation money
through High Tech High Learning, approx $400K over 3 years, and the federal CSP
charter school start-up grant, approximately $500K over 3 years. Title ID grant for $50K
for 2±3 years 2006±IRFXVZDVWRKHOSµQHJOHFWHGDQGGHOLQTXHQW\RXWK¶´ SHUVRQDO
communication, July 2010).
Prior to the study, I had no professional affiliation with the school other than
visiting to conduct a student/teacher observation. During the course of data collection, the
Executive Director asked me if I would be interested in being a substitute teacher. I felt
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that being a substitute would give me yet another opportunity to interact with students
and received clearance from Human Subjects, since there was no obvious conflict of
interest as long as I did not give out grades or collect data while serving as a substitute. In
the final stages of data collection, I was asked to serve as a research consultant on a
dropout prevention grant. I was also involved in an effort to revise the school goals to
reflect greater teacher input for a term of one school year. These opportunities afforded
me more time in the school as I was conducting my analysis, as well as providing me
with an even greater understanding of the school history, environs, and staff.
Data Collection
Participant Observation
As I indicated earlier, I began volunteering at MHS prior to formal entry and IRB
approval of the project, providing homework assistance in a structured study hall during
the 2007 spring semester. This time proved invaluable in formulating and refining the
research design, as it allowed me to observe and reflect without being fully immersed in
participant observation. I continued to volunteer at the school in different capacities
during the fall 2007 semester while waiting for IRB approval of the project, which
occurred in January 2008. Data collection began in January 2008 and continued through
)HEUXDU\(DUO\RQLQWKHGDWDFROOHFWLRQSURFHVV,ZDVLQWURGXFHGDVDµUHVHDUFKHU¶
at a whole-school meeting (such meetings occurred every Friday and included the entire
school community), and I had the chance to introduce my study. During the two years of
data collection, I conducted regular participant observations in classrooms, whole-school
meetings, recruitment meetings, field trips, after-school events, student presentations,
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teacher meetings, board meetings, and special school events. In most situations, I took
brief notes during an observation and then typed up detailed notes following the
observation. Notes were transcribed as detailed descriptions of what I had observed. I
NHSWDVHSDUDWHVHWRIµPHPRV¶WRUHFRUGUHIOHFWLRQVDQGWKoughts on my field notes.
The observations were particularly helpful in thickening and contextualizing what
occurred in the individual interviews, given the high level of conversation that took place
in most contexts. Participant observations also provided insight into a greater breadth of
student experiences, as well as multiple opportunities to observe a diversity of social
processes amongst various members of the school site: for example, student to student,
student to teacher, groups of students to teacher, the whole school together, student
groups sitting together at lunch, and so on.
Formal Interviews
,FRQGXFWHG³IRFXVHGOLIHKLVWRU\´ 6HLGPDQS LQWHUYLHZVZLWKSDUHQWV
teachers, and students. In these interviews, I asked about family history (usually
beginning with grandparents), including educational history and labor history. I also
asked participants about their personal educational and labor histories, and concluded
with a more structured set of questions about how they understood school choice and
public education. These interviews took place over the course of one to three meetings,
with each interview lasting anywhere from one to three hours. I met with participants in a
ZLGHYDULHW\RIORFDWLRQV SDUWLFLSDQWV¶KRPHVRURIILFHVFRIfee shops, public libraries,
and the school), depending on where they wanted to meet. All interviews were
audiotaped and transcribed.
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It is my sense that some of the limitations with the existent literature in adequately
explaining educational inequities, particularly in terms of school choice, result from a
lack of breadth and depth in process of conducting research. I chose to conduct life
KLVWRU\LQWHUYLHZVEHFDXVH³>D@WWKHURRWRILQ-depth interviewing is an interest in
understanding the lived experience of other people and the meaning they make of that
H[SHULHQFH´ 6HLGPDQS 7KLVDSSURDFKWRIRUPDOLQWHUYLHZVSURYLGHGPHZLWK
significant insight into how and why participants produced school choice in their lives
beyond a simplistic and overO\GHWHUPLQLVWLFDSSUDLVDORIµPDNLQJDFKRLFH¶:KLOH
participants did not necessarily make explicit connections in the narration of their life
histories with their current engagement in school choice, I found that it would have been
very easy to misunderstand their engagement with school choice without the greater
insights provided by the in-depth life history interviews. I was able to conduct life history
interviews with eight school staff members (teachers and administrators), nine parents,
and eight students. In only one case did I interview both parents (mother and father) and
student from the same family; in this case, parent and student interviews were separately
conducted.
Although I only conducted one interview of an entire household, I was able to
corroborate much of what I learned in formal parent interviews through participant
observations and student focus groups at the school. One seemingly small but particularly
profound example comes from an interview with a White/Anglo mother of a son enrolled
in his first year of high school at MHS. During the interview, the mother explained to me
that her son had to pace back and forth in order to process information (he had been
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diagnosed with several social and cognitive disorders early on, and as a result had
struggled throughout his earlier school years, particularly with social interactions).
Several days after the interview, I was sitting at a table in the school lobby, a narrow but
open space, conducting participant observations when I noticed her son pacing back and
forth. He was doing this in the middle of the walkway so that to get past him required that
a passerby walk around him. His face was intent and he appeared to be deeply
concentrating, oblivious to what was going on around him. I saw him repeat this a
number of times in various contexts, always pacing in the same back-and-forth motion,
with little apparent regard for his location or the people around him. I had conducted my
interviews with his mother at their home and had seen the student at WKDWWLPH:HGLGQ¶W
speak there or at school, which seemed to be what he preferred, and yet the opportunity to
REVHUYHKLPDWKRPHDQGVFKRROLQOLJKWRIZKDW,OHDUQHGIURPKLVPRWKHU¶VIRUPDOOLIH
history interview provided a rich and complex description and set of insights. This
richness and complexity is what is so often absent from what we read in the existing
literature about why students fail in school or drop out (see Chapters 6, 7, & 8).
Of the parents whom I interviewed, two were fathers and six were mothers. The
fact that I was able to conduct formal interviews with two fathers is significant, as
typically it is mothers who participate in the formal interview process in educational
research (see Andre-Bechely, 2005; Cooper, 2007; and Gonzalez, 2001) and it is optimal
to obtain the perspectives of both mothers and fathers. It was also significant that I was
able to conduct interviews with parents who represented a diversity of household
configurations: two single mothers; one mother in a biracial marriage; one single father; a
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married couple who participated in interviews together; a mother in a third marriage, not
WRWKHVWXGHQW¶VIDWKHUDQGDPRWKHUZKRUDUHO\OHIWWKHKRPHGXHWRKHDOWKLVVXHVLQD
two-parent household.
What follows is a brief description of the individuals²students, parents, and
school staff²who participated in formal interviews. I chose to put this outline in this
chapter so that the reader would have easier access to participant names (all pseudonyms)
and roles than if I had placed it in an appendix. I also chose to foreground this outline in
order to emphasize the importance of the participants and the information that they
provided to this study, as well as my gratitude to them. More participant details will be
provided in the data analysis of the remaining chapters. However, I include gender and
race here, as these are salient categories of identities that are typically highlighted in
research concerned with educational equity.
Although class or socioeconomic status (for a discussion of the use of these terms,
see Ortner, 2002, 2003; Weedon, 2004 and chapter 7) are also usually indicated, I do not
include specific socioeconomic status data for each individual, since it is sometimes more
difficult to collect socioeconomic data from participants. While it was provided in some
FDVHVLWZDVQRWSURYLGHGLQDOOFDVHV IRUPRUHRQWKHFRQFHSWRIDµFODVVOHVV¶VRFLHW\RU
the hiddenness of class, see Ortner, 2002, 2003; Weedon, 2004 and chapter 7). In a few
instances, the rapport I developed with participants afforded greater openness and thus,
the opportunity to inquire about socioeconomic status. For the rest of the cases, I was
able to establish a baseline of socioeconomic status from anecdotal information provided
in interviews: e.g., place of employment, location of home, and student eligibility for free
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or reduced-fee lunch (see also Ortner, 2002, 2003). Thus, rather than identifying
VRFLRHFRQRPLFVWDWXVIRUHDFKLQGLYLGXDOSDUWLFLSDQW,ZLOOVD\WKDWSDUWLFLSDQWV¶
socioeconomic status ranged from below the federal poverty level to lowermiddle/middle household income, with the majority of student participants qualifying as
lower to lower-middle household income, and with parents being fairly evenly split
between lower, lower-middle, and middle household income. School staff members
represent primarily lower-middle household income.
In addition to these participant characteristics, in the outline below I highlight
qualities that pertain specifically to this study. For students, I include the types of schools
attended throughout their entire educational history, as well as whether or not they
attended another high school prior to enrolling at MHS. These features are significant in
terms of helping to identify potential connections between prior educational experiences
and school choice. For parents, I include the number of children enrolled at MHS, as well
as the number of children attending or graduated from a high school other than MHS.
This feature is significant because it suggests a greater level of complexity involved in
family choice than the predominant theory that school choice increases educational
inequities, since it is primarily families with the requisite cultural and social capital that
will access the best schools or schools of choice. (If that were the case, it would follow
WKDWDOOVWXGHQWVLQDKRXVHKROGZRXOGDWWHQGWKHµEHVW¶KLJKVFKRROUDWKHUWKDQDWWHQGLQJ
different high schools.)
I also include information on family structure²specifically marital status of
parents²to point to another level of complexity involved in family choice. Prior to the
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advent of school choice, students attended a public school automatically designated by
residence (unless they attended a private or magnet school). With the widespread
implementation of school choice, the school a student attends is not necessarily automatic
based on residence. Consequently, school choice becomes a part of the social relations
embedded in the family structure that determine how a choice is made. Note that I use the
GHVLJQDWLRQRIµVLQJOHSDUHQW¶IRUGLYRUFHGSDUHQWVZKRKDYHOLWWOHRUQRFRQWDFWRU
involvement with the other parent, and thus function literally as single parents. In each of
these cases, the non-specified parent was not involved in the process of choosing a
school.
For school staff, I provide the number of years as an educator. Since anyone, upon
approval by a state charter agency, can open and maintain a charter school (although
increasingly more and more states, including Arizona, require that charter schools submit
to periodic reviews to obtain charter renewal), legitimate concern and critique exists to
the effect that educational services at charter schools will be subpar due to
DGPLQLVWUDWRUV¶DQGWHDFKHUV¶ODFNRIHGXFDWLRQDOH[SHULence and expertise. In evaluating
the potential for charter schools to provide educational equity through sound educational
programs, it is important to differentiate between those schools that are facilitated by
educational experts (defined in this study by training and years of service in the field of
education, as well as participation in related and ongoing professional development) who
are committed to the success of all students (inclusive of gender, race, language,
socioeconomic status, and/or ability), and those schools that are run by private entities or
individuals with minimal to no educational expertise, caught up in the effort to privatize
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public education and capitalize on educational enterprise, regardless of their stated
mission.
Accordingly, assessing the promise of charter schools to provide innovative
methodologies, programs, and curricula to educational reform writ large (one of the
original purposes of charter schools; see Dingerson, Miner, Peterson, & Walters, 2008,
and Rofes & Stulberg, 2004) would mean researching those charter schools with staff
qualified to undertake that task. Limiting research to the study of charter schools that fail
due to the employment of private entities or underqualified staff in order to make a
political point about school choice fails to identify the productive educational reform
work that may be happening in charter schools and that might be transferrable to
traditional public schools. Moreover, research on charter schools with qualified staff
dedicated to authentic educational reform provides an opportunity to more clearly
LGHQWLI\ZKDWLVQRWZRUNLQJLQWUDGLWLRQDOVFKRROVE\LGHQWLI\LQJVWXGHQWV¶SULRU
experiences in district schools and how this experience informs their present enrollment
in a charter school.
Participants in formal interviews. (There is no significance to the order and
organization of participants within or between columns).
Students
Connor:
Male, White/Anglo
Sophomore
District & homeschooled
1 semester of 9th
grade homeschooled

  

Parents
Amanda:
Mother, White/Anglo
1 son at MHS
1 daughter graduated from
district high school
Divorced & remarried

Staff
Jenn:
Founder/Teacher/Admin
Female, White/Jewish
Educator 19 yrs.
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Philip:
Male, American Indian
Junior
District
1 semester in
district high school

Senna:
Mother, White/Anglo
1 daughter at MHS
Divorced (biracial
marriage)/Single parent

Eric:
Teacher
Male, White/Anglo
Educator 25 yrs.

Sophie:
Female, White/Anglo
Sophomore
District

Saul:
Father, White/Jewish
1 son at MHS
1 daughter graduated from
district high school
Divorced/Single parent

Jim:
Teacher
Male, White/Anglo
Educator 7 yrs.

Mike:
Male, White/Anglo
Senior
District
1.5 years in
district high school

Leslie:
Mother, White/Anglo
1 son at MHS
1 son graduated from
district high school
Biracial marriage

Aimee:
Guidance Counselor
Female, Black
Career guidance counselor/
art therapist in schools

Emily:
Female, White/Anglo
Sophomore
District
1.25 years in
district high school

Lynne:
Mother, White/Anglo
1 daughter at MHS
Married

Jay:
Teacher
Male, White/Anglo
Educator 10 yrs.

Kira:
Female, White/Anglo
Junior
District

Ali:
Mother, White/Anglo
1 son at MHS
Married to Stephen
(interviewed with spouse
for 2 of 3 interviews)

Maya:
Founder/Administrator
Female, White/Anglo
Educator 22 yrs.

Jorge:
Male, Biracial
Senior
District
1.5 yrs in
district high school

Cate:
Mother, White/Anglo
1 daughter & 1 son at MHS
Divorced/Single parent

Ross
Teacher
Male, White/Anglo
Educator 5 yrs.
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Freddie:
Male, Latino
Senior
District
2 days in
district high school

Stephen:
Father, White/Anglo
1 son at MHS
Married to Ali
(interviewed with spouse
for 2 of 3 interviews)

Sean:
Teacher
Male, White/Anglo
Educator 10 yrs.

Informal Interviews
I also conducted semi-structured interviews (Seidman, 2006) with members of the
public educational community outside of the school: in particular, a face-to-face
interview with the superintendent (a White/Anglo female) and an administrator (a Latino
male) of the largest local school district in Sundale City; a face-to-face interview with the
director (a White/Anglo female) of the Arizona state agency governing charter schools;
and a phone interview with a journalist (a Latino male) who had very recently written for
RQHRI$UL]RQD¶VODUJHVWQHZVSDSHUVEXWKDGUHORFDWHGWR/RV$QJHOHVDWWKHWLPHRIGDWD
collection.
In addition, I learned about how the local public perceives school choice through
spontaneous conversations with members of the public whom I encountered throughout
the time of data collection. These conversations were often based on the unsolicited
responses of individuals to a brief summary of my research as I provided it in the course
of casual conversation. These types of interactions took place primarily with people
whom I did not know well. The informal conversations were most notable for the level of
intensity and lack of information with which people described their thoughts and feelings
about school choice, revealing the highly contested and political nature of the topic.
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Focus Groups
I chose to conduct focus groups (Marshall & Rossman, 2006) with four different
groups of students enrolled at MHS for several reasons. Although I was fortunate to be
able to conduct in-depth interviews with eight students and had informal conversations
with many more individual students, I wanted to ensure that I obtained the greatest
representation of student voices possible. Too often, educational research involving youth
is limited to either surveys or a very small number of short and highly structured
interviews. Additionally, anyone who has conducted interviews with youth knows the
obstacles involved in making sure that they get consent forms signed and returned, as
well as the difficulties involved in scheduling interviews. Many students who had
volunteered to participate ultimately did not due to these reasons. Lastly, focus groups
represent one of several methods that provide research validity through triangulation:
³EULQJLQJPRUHWKDQRQHVRXUFHRIGDWDWREHDURQDVLQJOHSRLQW´ 0DUVKDOO 5RVVPDQ
S RU³FURVVFKHFNV´ 6FKHQVXO6FKHQVXO /H&RPSWHS ,QWKLV
context, focus groups provided a cross check with findings about the phenomenon of
µPLVILWWHGQHVV¶ VHH&KDSWHU WKDWHPHUJHGIURPIRUPDOLQWHUYLHZGDWDDQGSDUWLFLSDQW
observations. Focus groups also provided a more robust representation of misfittedness
relative to diverse racial, ethnic, gender, age, socioeconomic and ability signifiers.
Focus groups were also highly informative because two of the groups took place
as part of a social science class whose course of study included examining the differences
between private versus public goods. In these focus groups, students had some formal
knowledge of the larger issues surrounding the potential for private corporations to
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privatize public goods such as education, and thus were able to talk about their own
experiences of school choice in light of the broader issues. The other two focus groups
also discussed their own experiences and understanding of school choice, but without any
connections to the broader ideological debate.
Archival Data
I collected archival data from local and national newspapers, radio broadcasts,
and school texts (including newsletters, recruiting materials, program and curricular
materials, board reports, newspaper coverage of the school, and annual board reports).
The Executive Director also granted me access to several email listservs, including a
listserv that provided daily general communication between administrators, teachers, and
staff. These sources were invaluable in providing a broader view of the research topic, as
newspapers (especially the editorial section) and radio broadcasts represented the best
method of obtaining local public perceptions of school choice. Materials from the school
presented data on how the school worked to produce a particular public image in news
coverage and recruitment materials; how policies, programs, and practices emerged in the
ongoing development of the school; and how the school interacted with families and the
public in newsletters. School materials also revealed the issues that mattered most to the
board and potential funding agencies.
Surveys
I did not include surveys in my initial research design. However, during the data
collection process, I decided that surveys could serve the same purpose as the focus
groups: triangulation. I obtained Human Subjects approval to conduct a parent survey and
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administered the survey during an open house at the beginning of the 2009 school year.
Although I do not know the exact number of parents present for the open house, I was
able to obtain a total of 80 completed surveys from parents. Given the number of enrolled
students at that time, approximately 150, the return on the surveys is very high and
provides an important source of data.
In particular, I chose to conduct the survey in order to compare what I was
learning from in-depth parent interviews with what a larger and anonymous
representation of parents would say about how they understood school choice. While I
could compare what I was learning in student and teacher interviews through participant
observations at the school and student focus groups, I needed a method for crosschecking what I was learning about parent perspectives from the parent interviews.
Findings from the parent survey proved to be consistent with findings from the parent
interviews. An overview of survey findings is presented in Chapter 6.
Data Analysis
There is some debate about the nature of analysis when doing ethnography. For
some, analysis involves only the first part of doing ethnography: gathering data and
providing descriptive reports. For others, data analysis involves focusing and analyzing
the data (Loflund & Loflund, 1984). Wolcott (1994) suggests delineating between
description/analysis and interpretation to represent the entire process. The process that I
followed for data anal\VLVPRVWFORVHO\UHVHPEOHV:ROFRWW¶VWKUHH-part process, wherein
Description DGGUHVVHVWKHTXHVWLRQ³:KDWLVJRLQJRQKHUH"´'DWDFRQVLVWRI
REVHUYDWLRQVPDGHE\WKHUHVHDUFKHU «
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Analysis addresses the identification of essential features and the systematic
description of interrelationships among them²LQVKRUWKRZWKLQJVZRUN «
Interpretation DGGUHVVHVSURFHVVXDOTXHVWLRQVRIPHDQLQJVDQGFRQWH[WV³+RZ
GRHVLWDOOPHDQ"³:KDWLVWREHPDGHRILWDOO"´ S
I began this process by analyzing the data during data collection, which included reading
transcripts of interviews and field notes and writing memos on emerging themes and
questions that surfaced from this process. As themes and questions emerged, I refined my
data collection process (conducting focus groups and the parent survey, using snowball
sampling, conducting more participant observations, and revising interview protocol) to
further my observations of salient themes. Next, I began to code data according to initial
categories that became increasingly more refined as I moved through data collection and
the systematic processing of data. I consistently wrote memos in order to cross-reference
categories in the coding process and to begin to systematically elaborate on connections
between categories. Agar (1980) provides a summary of the process:
,QHWKQRJUDSK\ « \RXOHDUQVRPHWKLQJ ³FROOHFWVRPHGDWD´ WKHQ\RXWU\WR
PDNHVHQVHRXWRILW ³DQDO\VLV´ WKHQ\RXJREDFNDQGVHHLIWKHLQWHUSUHWDWLRQ
makes sense in light of new experieQFH ³FROOHFWPRUHGDWD´ WKHQ\RXUHILQH\RXU
LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ ³PRUHDQDO\VLV´ DQGVRRQ7KHSURFHVVLVGLDOHFWLFQRWOLQHDU S
9)
$SULPDU\UHDVRQIRUFRQGXFWLQJWKLVW\SHRIGDWDDQDO\VLVLVWRGHYHORS³JURXQGHG
WKHRU\´WKHRULHVWKDWH[SODLQVRFial phenomena based on a systematic analysis of data.
Traditionally, grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998) derives
from highly systematized and formulaic methods of data analysis in order to obtain the
highest degree of positivistic objectivity.
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This study aims to make theoretical contributions as a result of systematized data
analysis; however, it differs epistemologically and methodologically from grounded
theory in two principal ways. First, in keeping with the earlier discussion on theory and
PHWKRGRORJ\ZKLFK,EDVHGRQ%XURZD\¶VZRUNLQEthnography Unbound (1991), theory
in this study derives from an ongoing dialogue between the data and existent theories.
Following this approach, systematic analysis of data points to the anomalies, gaps, and
silences in existent theories that need to be revised and expanded. The second principal
distinction reflects epistemological differences in how social reality is understood.
³*URXQGHGWKHRU\DSSURDFKHVVRFLDOSKHQRPHQDIURPWKHVWDQGSRint of their generality´
(Buroway, p. 8). In contrast, I ascribe to an epistemological position that situates social
reality as relative, multiplicitous, situated, and co-constructed, or what Charmaz (2000)
refers to as constructivist grounded theory. She writes that constructivist grounded theory
assumes the relativism of multiple social realities, recognizes the mutual creation
of knowledge by the viewer and the viewed, and aims toward interpretive
XQGHUVWDQGLQJRIVXEMHFW¶VPHDQLQJV S
This study aims to contribute constructivist grounded theory to an understanding of how
educational inequities exist and persist in the context of the local production of school
choice.
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CHAPTER 4: THEORY
There is no denying that school choice constitutes one of the largest educational
reform movements in the history of public education in the United States. In spite of the
scope of the charter school movement, very little is known about what happens in
existing charter schools, nor do we clearly understand the potential impact of school
choice as an approach to educational reform, especially in matters of equity and access
(Rofes & Stulberg, 2004; Rymes, 2001). This paucity of research stems from the newness
and the complexity of the charter school phenomenon (Murphy & Shiffman, 2002).
Additionally, attempts to understand school choice are overrun by a contentious
ideological debate monopolized by politicians, corporations, educators, legislators,
SROLF\PDNHUVWHDFKHUV¶XQLRQVDQGDFDGHPLFLDQV 6PLWK What research does
exist tends to frame all school choice findings in terms of the cultural reproduction
SDUDGLJP&RQVHTXHQWO\³DVFKRLFHEHFRPHVDODUJHUSDUWRIWKH$PHULFDQHGXFDWLRQ
reform agenda, critical and nuanced looks at school choice are increDVLQJO\LPSRUWDQW´
(Rofes & Stulberg, 2004, p. 2).
In this chapter, I outline an alternative theoretical approach to exploring
educational inequities in response to the political, cultural, and economic shifts occurring
over the past several decades. I do this for two reasons. First, the economic restructuring
of the past several decades has created shifts in existent social and cultural stratifications
that necessitate a corresponding shift in the theoretical framework for understanding
inequities. Second, the data obtained from this study suggest the need to rethink
theoretical approaches to understanding educational inequities. Specifically, what both of
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these reasons point to is the need to articulate a theoretical framework that represents new
forms of practices and discourses that emerge from the everyday experiences of teachers,
parents, and youth inhabiting new spaces constituted within the broader framework of a
post-industrial political economy.
In choosing a theoretical framework to understand the research findings, it is
HVVHQWLDOWRORRNIRUWKHWKHRULHVWKDWKDYHWKHJUHDWHVW³H[SODQDWRU\SRZHU´ $Q\RQ
S IRUPHWKLVLQFOXGHVEHLQJFULWLFDORIWKH³WUXWKVWDWXVRIXQLYHUVDOL]LQJ
theories that claim to explain societies and the pURFHVVRIKLVWRU\´DV³PHWDQDUUDWLYHV´
(Lyotard, 1984, as cited in Weedon, 2004, p. 9). In Chapter 2, I discussed the preeminent
metanarratives that are used to explain the persistent production of inequities in public
education in the United States. I alsRGLVFXVVHG%XURZD\¶V  DSSURDFKWRDQDO\VLV
that interrupts the totalizing and universalizing tendencies of metanarratives by
accounting for local, temporal, and spatial particularities without completely eliminating
the value of those theories. In WKLVVWXG\,H[SDQGRQ%XURZD\¶VDSSURDFKE\EOHQGLQJ
different theoretical strands, some that have even been framed as oppositional (see
Bhabha, 1994, Mills, 2004, and Rutherford, 1990), and by expanding on existent
metanarratives (such as cultural reproduction theory) to account for analytical features
that have been under-theorized (such as history, space, and resistance). However, and
most importantly, the rationale underlying the particular arrangement of theoretical
discourses in this approach resides in the specific ways that they respond to, are drawn
out by, and are engaged with the data. For,
[i]f anthropology is a science in the broadest sense of the term, one would expect
its subject matter to press back on its analytical apparatuses. One would expect
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the ends of an analysis not to be given at the start of a research project.
Ethnographic research would be an open-ended unfolding, not a drive toward
some telos. Change in the world would then demand change in the theoretical and
methodological toolkit of the discipline, but not according to any predetermined
path. (Maurer, 2005, p. 2)
Change in this sense does not preclude the use of, nor suggest the end of, existent
theoretical tools, but rather emphasizes an emergent approach to research and analysis,
one that innovates and transforms what already is as it simultaneously pursues what
might be. At points, I include examples from the data in order to illustrate and support the
particular theoretical stance I adopt, and to provide insights into this study as a
constructed rather than an objectified product (Charmaz, 2000, p. 281).
This chapter describes a theoretical framework that recognizes the significance of
bringing together history, space, and agency in ways that complexify cultureless accounts
of equity and school choice within a purely structural analysis, and that also situate
history, space, and resistance within a dynamic and ever-changing political economy. I
adopt a new theoretical approach to the anthropological study of schooling that situates
culture as dynamic practices and processes, as opposed to fixed and deterministic
renderings of culture, power, and schools. As such, I trace the cultural production of
VFKRROFKRLFHWKURXJKWKHIROORZLQJWKHRUHWLFDOOHQVHV³  LQVWLWXWLRQDO
microtechnologies of control and ideological socialization, and (2) group and individual
LGHQWLW\VWUXJJOHVDJDLQVWVXFKLQVWLWXWLRQDOFRQWURODQGVRFLDOL]DWLRQ´ )ROH\S
223). More specifically, I analyze the connections between school choice and educational
equity by exploring the microtechnologies of normalization and discipline inscribed in
the cultural production of a mythical American family and student identity, as well as in
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an imagined mythical American high school that represents hegemonic nationalism. In
exploring the cultural production of an imagined American family and student within
traditional school spaces, I present the institutional practices and discourses that produce
FXOWXUDOO\GLIIHUHQWVWXGHQWVDQGIDPLOLHVDVµRWKHU¶,QWXUQthe cultural production of
families and students as other that do not fit into the imaginary spaces of the traditional
American high school serve to shape the local production of schools of choice as
HGXFDWLRQDOVSDFHVIRUµPLVILWV¶3DUDGR[LFDOO\DWWKHsame time that local school choice
LVFRQVWLWXWHGDVDQHGXFDWLRQDOVSDFHIRUWKHFXOWXUDOµRWKHU¶WUDGLWLRQDOKLJKVFKRRO
VSDFHVFODLPWKDWVFKRROVRIFKRLFHDUHµOXULQJ¶DZD\WKHµEHVW¶VWXGHQWVDQGOHDYLQJWKH
traditional district schools with the greaWHUµEXUGHQ¶RIVSHFLDOQHHGVVWXGHQWV+HQFHWKH
tensions embedded in the circulation of educational service and support discourses also
constitute the local production of school choice.
To begin this chapter, I situate several key constructs²discourse, cultural
capital, and social capital²as primary theoretical mechanisms for understanding how
local school choice is produced and enacted in this study. Next, I explore the significance
of historicizing theoretical approaches to studying discursive practices, rather than
relying on static and isolated analyses of family choice and choosing. In these data, a
historicized approach suggests that the practices that produce school choice emerge
across the lifespan of subjects and are not a single and deliberate act captured in an
eternal present.
Next, I discuss the theoretical lenses for understanding power and educational
inequities in these data, particularly as they relate to the local production of school
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choice. Of particular significance, power is understRRGDVEHLQJ³GLVSHUVHGWKURXJKRXW
VRFLDOUHODWLRQV´ 0LOOVS KHQFHP\DSSURDFKWRXQGHUVWDQGLQJDQGDQDO\]LQJ
educational inequities pays specific attention to the discursive structures that produce
youth identities within situated practices. In these data, local practices situated in
WUDGLWLRQDOVFKRROVLWHVVXJJHVWWKDWµVSDFH¶UHSUHVHQWVDGLVFXUVLYHVWUXFWXUHWKDWSURGXFHV
FHUWDLQ\RXWKLGHQWLWLHVDVµRWKHU¶$GGLWLRQDOO\WKHVSDWLDOSURGXFWLRQRIGLIIHUHQFHDQG
ultimately, exclusion from traditional institutional spaces impacts teachers and parents as
well. Finally, the data in this study point to the impact of broader socioeconomic,
political, and cultural shifts on the reconfiguration of spaces and the attendant changes in
the organization of social relations (e.g., neighborhoods). Consequently, the theoretical
IUDPHZRUNIRUWKLVVWXG\LQFOXGHVWKH³VRFLDOSURGXFWLRQRIVSDFHDQGWKHUHVWOHVV
formation and reformation of geographical landscapes: social being actively emplaced in
space and time in an explicitly historical and JHRJUDSKLFDOFRQWH[WXDOL]DWLRQ´ 6RMD
1989, p. 11).
To conclude this chapter, I address agency in these data by constructing a
theoretical framework that broadens resistance theories to include a politicized approach
to caring theory (Valenzuela, 1999), tactics of resistance (de Certeau, 1984), and the idea
of revisioning community (Bhabha, 1999).
I have organized the theoretical framework for this study into different sections
for the purpose of being clear; however, all discourses are interrelated and co-constitutive
in explaining the local production of school choice. Moreover, all theoretical discourses

  

   94  

are oriented towards a reading of the production of choosing and school choice that pays
particular attention to history, space, and agency.
Discourse
Discourse constitutes a principal theoretical and analytical approach to
understanding the data in this study. Specifically, I am interested in discourses as
³SUDFWLFHVWKDWV\VWHPDWLFDOO\IRUPWKHREMHFWVRIZKLFKWKH\VSHDN´ )RXFDXOWS
49). In this study, I consider local discursive practices inscribed in broader
socioeconomic, political, and cultural discourses that produce school choice.
Accordingly, school choice is understood as something that is produced by a range of
SUDFWLFHVDQGGLVFRXUVHVLQFRQVWDQWFRQIOLFWRYHUZKDWLVPHDQWE\µVFKRROFKRLFH¶,Q
part, the conflicts that emerge from competing discourses are understood in terms of
capital: specifically, cultural and social capital.
Capital
Cultural Capital
&XOWXUDOFDSLWDOUHSUHVHQWV%RXUGLHX¶V  SRVLWLRQWKDWWKHDFFXPXODWLRQDQG
distribution of capital in immaterial and objectified forms reflect the constraints inscribed
in the functioning of the social world that, in turn, determines those practices that
translate into success (p. 15). Of particular significance to this study, cultural capital in an
embodied state represents the process, over time, of assimilating particular dispositions,
or habitus, that are typically tied to familial socialization. As a form of symbolic capital,
embodied cultural capital that functions within the field of public education depends upon
scarcity as a condition and an outcome of its maintenance, so that the symbolic profits
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associated with the social worlds embedded in school spaces are limited only to those
individuals who embody the recognized and privileged cultural capital.
Social Capital
Social capital represents an investment strategy of cultivating networks of social
relationships that lead to maWHULDODQGRUV\PEROLFSURILWV$FFRUGLQJO\³VRFLDOFDSLWDO
presupposes an unceasing effort of sociability, a continuous series of exchanges in which
UHFRJQLWLRQLVHQGOHVVO\DIILUPHGDQGUHDIILUPHG´ %RXUGLHXSS /LNHFXOWXUDO
capital, social capital represents an embodied state of competence in the form of acquired
dispositions that serve to structure and maintain the social world, by symbolically
LGHQWLI\LQJWKRVHLQGLYLGXDOVZKRDUH³ZRUWK\RIEHLQJNQRZQ´ %RXUGLHXS 
Broadening Cultural Capital
While cultural and social capital continue to serve as robust theoretical concepts
for analyzing educational research, they have several limitations. First, these concepts
tend to overemphasize the role of structures in determining the functioning of the social
world, thus undermining individual and collective agency. Second, they fail to account
for alternate forms of embodied, objectified, and institutional capital: for example, variant
forms of cultural and social capital inscribed in communities of color (see Akom, 2006,
& Yosso, 2005), as well as psychological capital (see Ortner, 2002, 2003, & Chapter 6).
Third, these concepts do not account for the role of space in conducting and
understanding educational research. More specifically, the present study suggests that the
distribution and circulation of embodied cultural capital in the social contexts of schools
is integrally tied to space, including issues related to mobility and access, as well as the
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more symbolic features of space (e.g., representational space). Later in this chapter, I
return to discuss the significance of space to this study in order to introduce a new
theoretical construct that I call spatial capital. I turn now to consider the importance of
historicizing embodied cultural capital.
The Production of Choosing
Practice Theory
For families in this study, choosing a school constitutes one of the many everyday
practices that emerge from the ongoing tensions between the structures acting upon their
lives and their capacity to mediate and alter those structures. Characterizing choosing as a
social action that emerges from everyday practices and, in turn, generates the emergence
RIQHZSUDFWLFHVVWDQGVLQVWDUNFRQWUDVWWRDPRUHIUHTXHQWSRUWUD\DORIµFKRLFH¶DVD
deliberate and completed act inscribed in the practices of families with the requisite
cultural and social capital to access school choice. The latter representation of school
FKRLFHVXSSRUWV%RXUGLHX¶V  SRVLWLRQWKDWKDELWXV²dispositions socialized
from class and family location²generate practices that serve to reproduce the originating
historical structures. One of the analytical limitations to this approach is that it requires
an ahistoricized approach to habitus, pointing to an exaggeration of the significance of
REMHFWLYHVWUXFWXUHVDQGDUHVXOWLQJVXSSUHVVLRQRIWKHVRFLDODFWRU¶VDJHQF\ VHHDOVR
Bohman, 1999). Habitus can provide a meaningful theoretical lens for analyzing the
relationship between practices that socialize an individual within informal or private
spaces, like the home, in contrast to the dominant practices within public institutions, like
schools. However, habitus is only as useful a theoretical concept as it is historical.
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Consequently, in an ever-changing world, the analytical lens of habitus must account for
historical disruptions through which social actors innovate, improvise, and re-inscribe
social relations embedded in private and public spaces: what Bhabha (1994) refers to as a
³VSLULWRIUHYLVLRQDQGUHFRQVWUXFWLRQ´ S 
History as Disruptions
Two primary qualifications to my use of history are crucial to understanding
KLVWRU\¶VUROHLQWKHSURGXFWLRQRIVFKRROFKRLFHDQGVSHFLILFDOO\IRUWKLVVWXG\LQWKH
SURGXFWLRQRIµFKRRVLQJ¶DQGHTXLW\)LUVWHWKQRJUDSKLHVDUHWUDGLWLRnally represented in
DQµHWHUQDOSUHVHQW¶ 0LOOV WKDWXQGHUPLQHVWKHLPSDFWRIWKHSDVWRQWKH
production of everyday practices in the present moment. In contrast to this approach, I
situate this study within a historical framework, following what McDonald (1996) refers
WRDVWKH³KLVWRULFWXUQ´ DVFLWHGLQ2UWQHUS RUWKHKLVWRULFL]LQJRISUDFWLFH
theory in anthropology. As Ortner explains,
The historic turn(s) were enormously important both methodologically, in
destabilizing the traditionally static modes of ethnographic inquiry, and
substantively, in insisting that the traditional world of anthropological objects²
³FXOWXUHV´²were not timeless and pristine objects, but were themselves products
of the restless operation of both internal dynamics (mostly local power relations)
and external forces (such as capitalism and colonialism) over time. (pp. 8-9)
The second qualification is that I do not attribute the more traditional notion of
history as continuous progress in the form of a more rationally and civilized world to my
use of history in this work. Following Foucault, the data in this study support the claim
WKDWKLVWRU\GRHVQRWUHSUHVHQWD³VHDPOHVVQDUUDWLYH´ 0LOOVS EXWUDWKHULV
discontinuous and shifting. Moreover, as Bhabha (1994) points out, the post-industrial
world exists in the in-EHWZHHQVSDFHVRISDVWDQGSUHVHQWWKH³UHDOPRIWKHEH\RQG´WKDW
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UHSUHVHQWVWKH³EODVWLQJRIDPRQDGLFPRPHQWIURPWKHKRPRJHQRXVFRXUVHRIKLVWRU\´
(p. 6). Accordingly, in seeking to understand the impact of school choice on issues of
educational equity, one cannot analyze school choice as part of a continuum of
educational reform that relies on a homogenous and static historical approach. Rather, I
argue that an analysis of school choice needs to account not only for broader and
enduring structures, like inequities in material resources, but also for local conflicts that
reflect historical discontinuities.
History in Person
The data presented in this study reveal practices that interrupt and problematize
the general claim that neoliberal economics produce charter schools. Moreover, this study
suggests that this prevailing and generalized claim represents an overly causal and linear
approach to analyzing and understanding the production of school choice. Instead, the
everyday practices that constitute school choice in this study are inscribed in local
struggles over educational spaces and services. History in person (Holland & Lave,
 WKH³JHQHUDWLYHFRQIOLFWXDOSDUWLFLSDWLRQRISHUVRQVLQSUDFWLFH´ S KDSSHQVLQ
the spaces of local struggles as the subject mediates her intimate self-fashioning (the
discursive production of identity) within the structuring constraints of enduring struggles.
More specifically, access to suitable educational services and spaces within the context of
contemporary educational reform constitutes the local contentious practices with which
parents, students, and teachers engage. However, in order to fully appreciate the
particular ways in which parents participate in the local contentious practices of school
FKRLFH³>U@DWKHUWKDQEHJLQQLQJIURPFRQFHSWLRQVRIDOUHDG\IRUPHGSHUVRQVZKRDUH
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µDIIHFWHG¶E\DOUHDG\IRUPHGLQVWLWXWLRQV´ +ROODQG /DYHS WKHDSSURDFK,
take, as suggested by the data in this study, is to
trace out practices of identification, the relation of these practices to broader
structural forces, and, within that relational context, the historical production of
persons and personhood. (p. 9)
Hence, how parents understand and apply school choice in their everyday lived practices
can only be understood by looking at the situated and historical production of the parent,
as opposed to reductive approaches that constitute parent choice-making within a
deterministic framework.
Reflexive Project of Self and Lifestyles
One of the highly notable and common features in the parent and teacher life
history interviews of this study is the level of change and fluctuation (moving, changing
jobs, going in and out of school, traveling) that characterizes their life experiences
beginning around the late teen and early adult years (all teachers and parents fall within
an approximate age range of 35±45 years) in contrast to the relatively stable life
experiences of prior generations. In some cases, participants describe the changes in
terms of lifestyle choices, and in other instances, parents and teachers frame the
frequency of changes within the narrative of self-exploration, in the sense of trying to
identify what to do and where to live in oUGHUWRDFWXDOL]HµEHFRPLQJVRPHERG\¶IRU
example, a writer, a teacher, an inventor, or a bohemian.
Giddens (1991) refers to the making of self-identity across the institutional
VHWWLQJVRIODWHPRGHUQLW\DVWKHµUHIOH[LYHSURMHFWRIWKHVHOI¶WKHRQJRLng processes on
WKHSDUWRIWKHLQGLYLGXDOWRPDLQWDLQDFRKHUHQW\HW³FRQWLQXRXVO\UHYLVHGELRJUDSKLFDO
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QDUUDWLYH´ S *LGGHQVDUJXHVWKDWWKHSUDFWLFHVLQYROYHGLQWKHUHIOH[LYHSURMHFWRIWKH
self arise from two primary changes in the world: the reorganization of time and space
and the disembedding of social relations from local contexts (see also Lefebvre, 1991).
Place and Choice
7KHGLVHPEHGGLQJRIVRFLDOUHODWLRQVIURPORFDOLWLHVFUHDWHVD³SOXUDOLVDWLRQRI
life-ZRUOGV´ %HUJHU%HUJHU .HOOQer, 1974, as cited in Giddens, 1991, p. 83) that stand
in contrast to social settings based on a group closely connected with each other (largely
UHPLQLVFHQWRI%RXUGLHX¶VKDELWXV 7KHWHQGHQF\IRUVRFLDOUHODWLRQVWREHGLVHPEHGGHG
from localities has been largely overlooked in terms of understanding the accelerated
production of school choice, specifically in terms of connections between residence,
neighborhood schools and school choice. What research does exist tends to fall into one
of the following examples and remains under-theorized relative to reconfigurations of
space and social relations inscribed in broader socioeconomic shifts.
Proponents of school choice argue that it has the potential to redress educational
inequities in large urban areas with high concentrations of students of color and lowincome students by providing access to better schools than the neighborhood schools
(Goldhaber and Eide, 2002; see also Lankford & Wyckoff, 2000). In contrast, opponents
of school choice argue that the implementation of school choice in suburban areas, where
there are higher concentrations of White/Anglo and middle- to upper-middle-class
families, increases segregation (Fuller & Elmore, 1996; Orfield & Eaton, 1996). In
addition to these examples, there is wKDW+ROPHV  UHIHUVWRDVWKHµXQRIILFLDO¶
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FKRLFHPDUNHWDQDIIOXHQWIDPLO\¶VDELOLW\WREX\DKRPHZLWKDFFHVVWRDJRRGSXEOLF
school.
In these data, the connections between residence, neighborhood school and school
choice are significantly more complex than in the prior three examples. In a few cases,
participant families reported that they chose a residence based on the quality of the school
(none of these families being affluent). However, they also explained that this approach is
unreliable and tenuous for multiple reasons, including changes in neighborhoods and
schools due to residential and commercial development, restructuring of districts and
DGPLQLVWUDWLRQDQGPRVWVLJQLILFDQWO\VWXGHQWV¶H[SHULHQFHVRIQRWµILWWLQJLQ¶WRWKH
neighborhood school and community. For other families, the option of purchasing a
home, much less one in a neighborhood with quality schools, was not available due to
ILQDQFLDOFRQVWUDLQWV6WLOORWKHUVZHUHXQDZDUHRIµXQRIILFLDOVFKRROFKRLFH¶
Finally, connections between residence, neighborhood schools, and school choice
need to account for socioeconomic and cultural shifts that have eviscerated existing
communities and neighborhoods for reasons including regentrification, a surge in
creating new and more remotely situated housing developments, the expansion of large
corporations, swings in the housing market, and economic mobility offered through
employment relocation (Beatley, 2004; Giddens, 1991; Henig, 1982; Lipman, 2009).
These phenomena grow increasingly more complex as school-aged children are further
displaced from their homes due to high rates of residential foreclosure and unemployment
in a persistent economic downturn.
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In Native to Nowhere: Sustaining Home and Community in a Global Age, Beatley
(2004) characterizes modern North American life as highly transient, citing the following
statistics:
Homeowners, according to the U.S. Census Bureau, will likely live in their
homes only six years on average before moving. A remarkably small
percentage of Americans²9.7 percent of heads of household²have lived in
their homes thirty years or longer. (p. 18)
Parents and students in this study report a high frequency of relocation and change in
households, coupled with a sense of not belonging to or being connected with a
community. Their experiences substantiate Beatley's findings and also point to social and
cultural explanations for relocation²such as divorce, homelessness, abuse, job loss, and
illness²WKDWUHQGHUWKHFRQFHSWRID³QHLJKERUKRRG´REVROHWHDQG³EHORQJLQJ´LQFKRDWH
The Production of Choosing and Educational Inequities
Earlier in the chapter, I indicated that some of the primary theories that explain
this study are often presented as separate and alternate approaches to understanding the
persistent production of educational inequities (see Bloch, Holmlund, Moqvist, &
Popkewitz, 2003, and Mills, 2004). I also argued that this approach risks undermining the
potential for adequately understanding and redressing inequities, since no single approach
captures the complexity of educational inequities that are both structurally and
discursively produced. Instead, I ascribe to an approach that provides for more nuanced
readings and understandings of inequities. To this end, I explore the experiences of
groups of individuals through a contextual and processual interpretation rather than an
individual approach. Typically, an individual approach casts the production of
educational inequities in terms of preexistent, reified, and essentialized characteristics
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and categories of individuals: for example, language, social class, and race (Mehan,
1997). Clearly, race, social class, and language are integral to an analysis of educational
inequities; however, I am interested in the contexts and processes that produce
educational spaces and experiences wherein race, social class, and language are
constituted as determinants of failed educational outcomes and inequities. It is my
position that a processual and contextual approach promises greater potential for
identifying what is needed in educational reform, and how to implement it to redress
inequities. This stands in contrast to an approach that ultimately pathologizes certain
groups of individuals and overlooks the agency of these groups. Central to how I analyze
eGXFDWLRQDOLQHTXLWLHVLVDGLIIHUHQFHLQZKDWLVPHDQWE\µSRZHU¶ VHHDOVR$Q\RQ
Rofes & Stulberg, 2004; Popkewitz & Brennan, 1998).
Resources and Inequities
Critical structural analyses explain educational inequities in terms of unequal
distribution of resources, access, and services across institutions (e.g., schools), most
often along the axes of race, gender, class, and language. Hence, since power is
something that the state possesses and dispenses, transformation resides in the
redistribution of resources and the agency of the social actor to resist the hegemonic
forces of oppression (Bloch, Holmlund, Moqvist, & Popkewitz, 2003). Within the
contemporary context of school choice, discourses concerned with the transformation of
educational inequities argue that charter schools provide a redistribution of state power to
a local level through the decentralization of power. A counter-argument claims that
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FKDUWHUVFKRROVLQWHQVLI\LQHTXLWLHVE\µFUHDPLQJ¶GLVWULFWVFKRROVRIWKHLUEHVWVWXGHQWV
leaving the district schools with an inflated population of at-risk students.
Knowledge and Inequities
In contrast to the Marxist view of power as repressive, Foucault (1977) views
power as something that is not possessed by an entity or an individual, but rather
circulates in the form of discourses embedded in social relations that compete and
VWUXJJOHWRREWDLQDXWKRULWDWLYHRUWUXWKVWDWXV7KHSURGXFWLRQRIµNQRZOHGJH¶LQWKHIRUP
RIGLVFLSOLQHVOLNHVFLHQFHUHSUHVHQWWKHDXWKRULW\RIµWUXWK¶WKDWUHFHLYes institutional
EDFNLQJDQGKHQFHVHUYHVWRVXEMXJDWHRWKHUOHVVµDXWKRULWDWLYH¶GLVFRXUVHVOLNH
astrology. It follows that power is understood as operative rather than repressive, since it
operates to achieve certain effects (see also Mills, 2004, Rabinow, 1984, and Ritzer,
1990).
Bio-Power and Educational Inequities
Bio-power refers to the governing and ordering of individual bodies as a means to
control capitalistic production and form a unified nation-state. Disciplinary technologies
represent the cRPELQDWLRQRISRZHUDQGNQRZOHGJHXVHGWRSURGXFH³GRFLOHERGLHV´
WKURXJK³GULOOVDQGWUDLQLQJWKHERG\VWDQGDUGL]DWLRQRIDFWLRQVRYHUWLPHDQG « WKH
FRQWURORIVSDFH´ 5DELQRZS 7KHVLJQLILFDQFHRIGLVFLSOLQDU\WHFKQRORJLHVWR
the development of capitalism is that
Without the availability of techniques for subjecting individuals to discipline,
including the new spatial arrangements necessary and appropriate to the task, the
new demands of capitalism would have stymied. In a parallel manner, without the
fixation, control, and rational distribution of populations built on statistical
knowledge of them, capitalism would have been impossible. (Rabinow, p. 18)
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Bio-SRZHU¶VVHFRQGWHFKQRORJ\QRUPDOL]DWLRQUHSUHVHQWVWKHSURFHVVHVWKURXJKZKLFh
populations are distributed and controlled. More specifically,
It is no longer a matter of bringing death into play in the field of sovereignty, but
of distributing the living in the domain of value and utility. Such a power has to
qualify, measure, appUDLVHDQGKLHUDUFKL]H « LWHIIHFWVGLVWULEXWLRQVDURXQGWKH
norm. (Foucault, 1978, as cited in Rabinow, 1984, p. 266)
In this study, discipline and normalization represent institutional discourses inscribed in
traditional school spaces that differentiate and marginalize certain students.
Disability Labels
Disability labels represent a way of objectifying subjects that divides and ranks
them by attaching an identity to a behavior that stands outside of sanctioned or
normalized institutional behaviors. AcFRUGLQJO\WKHEHKDYLRULVRIWHQRQO\DµSUREOHP¶LQ
certain contexts: for example, within schools that constitute a sense of order by governing
bodies that follow a certain set of sanctioned and normative discourses and practices
(Mehan, 1996, 1997; McDermott & Varenne, 1999). In these cases, the disability identity
RUWKHEHKDYLRUVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKWKHGLVDELOLW\GLIIHUHQWLDWHWKHVWXGHQWDVµRWKHU¶
constituting one of the primary ways that students in this study were either excluded from
certain spaces or forced out of traditional schools.
Ironically, in spite of an increase in the production of disability labels within
public schools (see Demerath, 2009, and Pollock, 2008) the data in this study provide an
alternative set of experiences wherein non-conforming behaviors such as impulsive and
disruptive classroom conduct, which public schools often attribute to a potential learning
disability, are not referred by public schools for evaluation. This yields two effects, of
which the second is dependent on thHILUVW)LUVWWKHVWXGHQWLVVWLOOLGHQWLILHGDVµRWKHU¶
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but based on a behavior rather than an actual disability. Second, since the student has not
UHFHLYHGDIRUPDOGLDJQRVLVDQGWKXVDQLQVWLWXWLRQDOO\VDQFWLRQHGODEHODVµRWKHU¶KHRU
she is not eligible for educational services and support, such as an Individual Education
Plan (IEP) or 504. (IEPs are educational plans mandated under the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act, 1990, for individuals with disabilities that meet the federal
and state regulations for special education; 504s, mandated by the U.S. Rehabilitation
Act, 1973, are accommodations made for individuals with disabilities.) In this study,
most students who displayed disruptive behaviors in traditional school settings were
eventually diagnosed with some form of social or cognitive disorder outside of the
school, through private or public mental health services. Yet even after obtaining an
outside diagnosis, these students were still unable to receive adequate or appropriate
educational services from their traditional school settings, remaining institutionally
UHPDUNDEOHIRUWKHLUµEDG¶EHKDYLRU
Demerath (2009) and Pollock (2008) point to the increase in demands for
educational support services from generally White/Anglo middle- to upper-middle-class
families for their students with learning disabilities (which are in many cases
undiagnosed). More specifically, Pollock describes the ways in which White/Anglo
families appropriate Civil Rights discourses to secure services for their students, whose
majority diagnosis is Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD). In Chapter 6, I discuss the
success of parents within a highly affluent, racially homogenous school district at
securing educational services for their children. However, as I have previously indicated,
the parents and students in this study reveal that obtaining services is constrained not only
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by social class and race, but also by other contextual and sociocultural factors (such as
the local economy or the size and funding of local school districts) as well as the cultural
SURGXFWLRQRIFHUWDLQIDPLOLHVDVQRWµILWWLQJLQWR¶WUDGLWLRQDOVFKRROLQVWLWXWLRQV$OORI
these factors prove to be critical in the local production of school choice.
Social Categories and Educational Inequities
,QDGGLWLRQWRWKHSUHYDOHQFHDQGIUHTXHQF\RIGLVDELOLW\GLVFRXUVHVLQSDUHQWV¶
DQGVWXGHQWV¶H[SHULHQFHRIVFKRROFKRLFHVRFLDOFDWHJRULHVOLNHMRFNDQGEXUQRXWDOVR
SOD\HGDVLJQLILFDQWUROHLQFRQVWLWXWLQJORFDOVWUXJJOHVWKDWµIRUFHG¶FHUWDLQVWXGHQt
identities out of traditional school spaces (see also Eckert, 1989, and Chapter 6). This
study is about those individuals who do not fit into stable and fixed social categories,
WKRVHZKRWU\WRUHPDLQ³VXIILFLHQWO\LQYLVLEOHWRHVFDSHFRPPXQLW\ULGLFXOH´ S ,WLV
also about the social isolation that they experience in traditional high schools, leading to
anger, depression, and often the desire to drop out of high school. More specifically, this
study suggests that not fitting into traditional school spaces is not about the LQGLYLGXDO¶V
IDLOXUHWRµILQGRQH¶VQLFKH¶,WLVDERXWWKHHIIHFWRIGLVFXUVLYHVWUXFWXUHVWKDWFLUFXODWH
DQGSURGXFHµQRWILWWLQJLQ¶VRWKDWFHUWDLQ\RXWKLGHQWLWLHVDUHH[FOXGHGIURPWUDGLWLRQDO
school spaces.
Thus far, I hDYHUHIHUUHGWRWKH³UHGXFWLYHWHQGHQF\RIDQDO\VWVWRGHVLJQDWHD
particular aspect of a person or group [e.g., social class, race, or gender] as explanations
IRUWKHLUEHKDYLRU´ 0HQGR]D-Denton, 2002) as a factor that undermines the potential for
researchers to understand and explain educational inequities. Rather than essentializing
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identities into single and fixed categories, I adopt an approach that understands identities
as fractured, pluralistic, intersecting, and historically situated (Mendoza-Denton, 2002).
School Spaces and Exclusion
I have argued consistently throughout this chapter for the importance of
historicizing educational research, specifically the persistence of educational inequities,
in order to unbind static, deterministic, and ahistoricized approaches to understanding
educational reform in the 21st century. In addition, it is my position that the study of
educational inequities, particularly as they relate to educational reform, must make
significant efforts to include and account for WKHHIIHFWVRIµVSDFH¶$V6RMD  
argues, to date the study of social life is almost exclusively inscribed in a historical
framework that subordinates the significance of spatiality to the long-standing
preeminence of historicism based in Western Marxism (p. 3). Soja urges reasserting a
critical approach to space that represents the simultaneity of temporality and spatiality in
the production of social life, particularly given the acceleration of modern capitalism with
its attendant changes, including ³UHVWUXFWXUHGLQVWUXPHQWDOLWLHV´ S LQVFULEHGLQ
neoliberal ideologies that perpetuate structural inequities. I take the position that school
choice represents a restructured instrumentality; however, I hesitate to posit a widesweeping generalization that all restructuring is so easily reducible to an ideologically
deterministic end. Instead, I hold that educational reform is inscribed in the broader
SROLWLFDODQGHFRQRPLFVKLIWVRIODWHFDSLWDOLVPLQFOXGLQJWKH³JHRJUDSKLFDOPRYHPHQWRI
both capital DQGODERXU´ +DUYH\S +HQFHWKHparticular effects of
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restructuring are best understood by looking at situated practices inscribed in local
struggles over the production of youth identities and school choice.
Space is critical to the study of educational reform, not only because the
restructuring of school spaces constitutes a large part of the school choice movement, but
also because spatiality produces and is produced through normalization technologies that
constitute difference and exclusion (see also Buendia & Ares, 2006, Haymes, 1995, and
Sibley, 1995). More specifically, in this study, normalization discourses inscribed in
WUDGLWLRQDOVFKRROVSDFHVSURGXFHWKHµRWKHU¶DQGFRQVHTXHQWO\H[FOXGHFHUWDLQVWXGHQWV
from privileged school spaces (lunchrooms, hallways, locker rooms) or spatial practices
(participating in school affiliated activities, sitting in front row of a classroom, asking for
clarification related to learning during class). The spatial production of exclusion is based
on what I refer to as spatial capital. Spatial capital represents an augmentation of
%RXUGLHX¶VFRQFHSWVRIFXOWXUDODQGVRFLDOFDSLWDODFFRXQWLQJIRUWKHVSDWLDOSUDFWLFHVWKDW
produce exclusion and inclusion from traditionally privileged school spaces. These
spaces are significant for the symbolic value that they represent in terms of positive and
VWURQJVFKRRODIILOLDWLRQVVXFKDIILOLDWLRQVLQFUHDVHVWXGHQWV¶IXWXUHHGXFDWLRQDODQG
employment opportunities and provide for significantly more positive and supportive
high school experiences.
In extreme cases, youth who do not possess the requisite spatial capital are
eventually forced or pushed out of traditional school spaces. In the local context of
Sundale City prior to the legislation of charter schools, such students would either drop
out, attend a district alternative school (frequently characterized in public discourse as

  

  
110  

VFKRROVIRUµEDG¶VWXGHQWV RUEHKRPHVFKRROHG6LQFHWKHLQWURGXFWLRQRIORFDOFKDUWHU
high schools, youth in this study report that without the option to attend MHS, they
would have dropped out of high school (see Chapter 7). Concomitantly, the general
public in Sundale City frequently characterizes students who attend charter high schools
DVµRXWFDVWV¶ VHHDOVR&KDSWHU )RUWKese reasons, an understanding of the local
production of school choice must
comprehend how the production of difference and marginality are maintained
LQVWLWXWLRQDOO\SDUWLFXODUO\LQZD\VWKDWPRYHEH\RQGGLVFXVVLRQVRIWHDFKHUV¶
belief systems and expectations or structures of exclusion. (Buendia & Ares,
2006, p. 3)
To this end, I undertake a spatial analysis of the production of school choice that accounts
for the ways in which spaces represent and produce inclusion and exclusion in traditional
school VSDFHV7REHFOHDUDOWKRXJKP\XVHRIVSDWLDOFDSLWDOEXLOGVRQ%RXUGLHX¶VXVHRI
cultural capital, spatial capital is inscribed in the discursive production of subjects and
spaces and thus transcends strictly deterministic analyses. Therefore, spatial capital
UHSUHVHQWVD³SURGXFWLYHPRGHORISRZHU´ 0LOOV ZKHUHLQVSDWLDOFDSLWDOQRW
only restricts subjects but also produces possibilities.
The Production of Choosing and Revisioning Resistance
Both structural and discursive approaches to understanding educational inequities
pose problems to the matter of resistance and agency. For the former, structural analyses
tend to overemphasize the role of structure in determining educational inequities; for the
ODWWHUWKHµVXEMHFW¶RUVRFLDODFWRULVYLUtually absent (Mills, 2004). In either case, the
practices and discourses that social actors and groups produce to mitigate and revise the
discursive structures that constrain them remains largely unexplored. Resistance is also
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theoretically problematic, aV0DLUDDQG6RHS  SRLQWRXWEHFDXVHRIUHVHDUFKHUV¶
growing weariness with the analytical application of resistance theory that represents
VRFLDOUHODWLRQVDVGLFKRWRPRXVHJµRSSRVLWLRQDOLW\DJDLQVWDSSURSULDWLRQ¶+RZHYHU
they argue that
there is still value in drawing attention to the fact that this is how power, in
relations of race, gender, and nation, continues to operate, and that resistance may
LQGHHGWDNHUHFRJQL]DEOHIRUPV « )XUWKHUPRUH\RXQJSHRSOHWKHPVHOYHVDUH
very much seeking vernaculars for dissent, and we may be missing the depth and
subtlety of their critiques, sometimes out of our own fears of pinning our politics
and hopes for a new theory of resistance on young people. (Maira & Soep, 2005,
p. xxxi)
To this end, Ginwright, Noguera, and Cammarota (2006) argue that the civic engagement
of youth in response to community and school conditions constitutes the basis for the
WUDQVIRUPDWLRQRISROLF\DQGSUDFWLFHVWKDWWUDQVFHQGµUHVLVWDQFH¶WKHRULHVSDUWLFXODUO\LQ
cultural VWXGLHVZKHUHWKHFRPPRQDUJXPHQWLVWKDW³HYHQDSSDUHQWO\SURJUHVVLYH
FXOWXUDOIRUPVFDQLQIDFWEHFRPSOLFLWZLWKWKHYHU\IRUFHVSDUWLFLSDQWVDLPWRRYHUWKURZ´
(Maira & Soep, 2005, p. xxxi). In keeping with the overall theoretical orientation of this
study, the data suggest that social actors are actively engaged in producing new cultural
forms that resist and transform the very school spaces and practices that produce
educational inequities. In particular, these data are best understood in terms of three
primary theoretical concepts: tactics, revisioning, and the politics of caring.
Tactics
GH&HUWHDX¶V  QRWLRQRIWDFWLFV³DQDUWRIWKHZHDN´UHSUHVHQWVSUDFWLFHV
that are recognizable as resistance:
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It [tactics] must vigilantly make use of the cracks that particular conjunctions
open in the surveillance of the proprietary powers. It poaches in them. It creates
surprises in them. It can be where it is least expected. It is a guileful ruse. (p. 37)
In these data, tactics represent the production of new cultural forms that youth, teachers
DQGSDUHQWVSURGXFHLQWKHµFUDFNV¶EHWZHHQWKHUHSUHVHQWDWLRQDOVSDFHVRIWUDGLWLRQDO
high schools and charter high schools. For example, the second graduating class at MHS
was able to override significant faculty opposition to having a school prom. Opposition
IURPIDFXOW\ZDVGXHWRIDFXOW\PHPEHUV¶RZQUHVLVWDQFHWRWKHV\PEROLFYLROHQFH
HPEHGGHGLQWKHFXOWXUDODQGVRFLDOPHDQLQJVRIµSURP¶ QRUPDWLYHKHWHURVH[XDOLW\DQG
social categories) inscribed in their own traditional school experiences, first as students
and then later as educators. In between the space of teacher resistance and the desire to
have a prom, students found the cracks and constituted a new cultural form of prom. For
example, the MHS prom included a dress swap, in which donated and shared dresses
hung on a clothes rack in the front foyer, allowing students to choose a dress rather than
forgo the prom due to the often prohibitive cost of purchasing a dress. As another
example, the students of MHS elected a gay male as prom king.
Revisioning
%KDEKD¶V  FRQFHSWRIUHYLVLRQLQJZKLFKFORVHO\UHVHPEOHVGH&HUWHDX¶V
concept of tactics, urges an approach to understanding the production of subjectivities
that moves beyond originary and essentialized notions of identities. In particular,
%KDEKD¶VUHYLVLRQLQJLVFRQVWLWXWHGLQOLJKWRIVLJQLILFDQWKLVWRULFDOVKLIWVWR³IRFXVRQ
WKRVHPRPHQWVRUSURFHVVHVWKDWDUHSURGXFHGLWWKHDUWLFXODWLRQRIFXOWXUDOGLIIHUHQFHV´
(p. 2). It is within these spaces, %KDEKDDUJXHVWKDW³WKHWHUUDLQIRUHODERUDWLQJVWUDWHJLHV
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of selfhood²singular and communal²that initiate new signs of identity, and innovative
VLWHVRIFROODERUDWLRQDQGFRQWHVWDWLRQLQWKHDFWRIGHILQLQJWKHLGHDRIVRFLHW\LWVHOI´ S
2) can be found. In the present study, MHS students revision their experiences of spatial
exclusion in traditional schools (not fitting in) through the production of subjectivities
NQRZQDVµPLVILWV¶,QWKLVZD\WKHDUWLFXODWLRQRIµPLVILWV¶FRQVWLWXWHVQHZLGHQWLWLes that
DUHLQVFULEHGLQWKH³FRQWLQJHQF\DQGFRQWUDGLFWRULQHVV´ %KDEKDS IRXQGLQ
³LQQRYDWLYHVLWHVRIFROODERUDWLRQ´ S 
Politics of Caring
The educational literature increasingly supports the role of authentic caring as the
basis of teacher and student relationships in redressing educational inequities
(Cammarota & Romero, 2006; Ginwright, 2010; Noddings, 1992; Valenzuela, 1999). The
data in this study corroborate these findings and underscore the imperative of developing
what Valenzuela (1999) refers to as the politics of caring. In her ethnographic study,
Valenzuela explores the academic achievement and educational affiliations of Mexican
and Mexican American students attending a comprehensive high school in Texas. One of
her primary findings is that students attribute decreases in positive orientations to
schooling to teachers not caring about them. Valenzuela found that the students in her
study, similar to the majority of students in the present study, are generally positive about
education. However, she found that the processes involved in schooling²including
superficial or non-existent caring from teachers²force students into school-based
relationships that require the loss or subtraction of critical aspects of their cultural and
linguistic identities in order to be successful in school. To conduct an analysis of caring
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that augments prior notions of instrumentally driven forms of caring known as aesthetic
caring (Noddings, 1984), Valenzuela argues that
&RQFHSWXDOL]DWLRQVRIHGXFDWLRQDO³FDULQJ´PXVWPRUHH[SOLFLWO\FKDOOHQJHWKH
notion that assimilation is a neutral process so that the cultural- and languageaffirming curricula may be set in motion. The definition of authentic caring that
evolves in this work thus expands on caring theory to include a pedagogical
preoccupation with questions of otherness, difference, and power that reside
within the assimilation process itself (Portes and Rumbaut 1990; Darder 1991;
6SULQJ ,QVXFKDZRUOG³µGLIIHUHQFH¶LVVHHQDVDUHVRXUFHQRWDVD WKUHDW´
(Flores and Benmayor 1997, p. 5). (p. 25)
,QWKLVVWXG\DXWKHQWLFFDULQJHPHUJHVIURPSDUHQWV¶WHDFKHUV¶DQGVWXGHQWV¶GHVLUHWR
form school-based relationships that transcend the sanctioned instrumental caring
inscribed in grading, classroom management, and attendance discourses. In the process of
seeking to build authentically caring relationships, parents, teachers, and students in these
GDWDSURGXFHµVFKRROFKRLFH¶DVDNH\VLWHWRUHYLVLRQWKHVSDWLDOSURGXFWLRQRIH[FOXVLRQ
from those traditional school spaces that serve to marginalize or eliminate certain types of
students.
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CHAPTER 5: ENDURING STRUGGLES AND THE LOCAL PRODUCTION OF
SCHOOL CHOICE
C: Do you think people know what a charter school is?
Kira (female student at M HS): I think in Arizona they do because we have more
charter schools²do we have more charter schools than anywhere else?
C: :H¶UHVHFRQGWR&DOLIRUQLD
Kira: Yeah, so I think everyone in Arizona does but not necessarily more global more
nationwide people do. Actually, I was in Idaho and I was talking to this woman who was
apparently discussing charter schools there and she was really reluctant.
C: Was she an educator? Did she say what her reluctance was?
Kira: Yeah. Interestingly, so you know the whole taking kids away from public school
thing²I was talking about how MHS represents Sundale City²LW¶VDFWXDOO\D
representative sample²DQGVKHZDVOLNH³ZHOOSUREDEO\QRWILQDQFLDOO\´VR,DFWXDOO\
thought it was weird that she thought only like rich parents sent their kids there, which
GLGQ¶WPDNHDQ\VHQVHWRPHEHFDXVHZHDFWXDOO\KDYHORWVRISHRSOHZKRDUHQ¶W,
thought that was weird.
In spite of the fact that Arizona is the second state in the nation (after California)
with the highest number of charter schools, the phenomenon of school choice remains
elusive, misunderstood, or unknown to a majority of the general public. The existent
literature (Andre-Bechely, 2005; Benitez et al., 2009; Holme, 2002; Kozol, 1992a, 2007;
Lipman, 2009; see also Chapter 2) suggests that it is primarily parents with the requisite
social and cultural capital who know how to access school choice; thus, research to date
posits that school choice perpetuates and even increases educational inequities. While this
might be the case in some geographical locations, and possibly in a few isolated charter
schools within Sundale City, the present study demonstrates that the processes involved
in choosing a school are significantly more complex. In turn, the results of this study
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suggest that the potential for school choice to redress educational inequities is equally
complex.
My data point to several primary factors that account for the complexity of school
choice within this regional locale. First, the bankrupt public education system is
increasingly too large and non-responsive to adequately educate students. Secondly, an
often hostile silence exists between the administrators and educators of traditional versus
charter schools, which prompts the dissemination of distorted information from each
about the other. Finally, there is a significant difference in terms of the history of district
schools versus charter schools, since district schools were in existence long before the
opening of the first charter school in Arizona during the mid-1990s.
All charter schools in the region of this study, except one, operate autonomously
IURPDQ\GLVWULFWDQGWKXVDUHZKDWLVUHIHUUHGWRDVµVWDUW-XS¶FKDUWHUVFKRROV7KH
obvious implication of a start-XSFKDUWHUVFKRROLVWKHDEVHQFHRIDµWUDFNUHFRUG¶RU
known history, although the teaching and administrative staff of a charter school might
represent a particular history by way of their prior educational and professional
experiences, as is the case for many of the teachers and administrators at MHS.
This study also suggests that, not unlike the larger national debate, the local
discourses that constitute school choice are simplistically divisive, largely due to the
production and circulation of misinformation or lack of information about charter schools
and school choice. Simultaneously, local discourses also reveal real issues with the local
public school system that merit greater attention in terms of educational reform: for
example, the expansion of classroom enrollment to well above 30 students, a lack of
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DGPLQLVWUDWLYHUHVSRQVLYHQHVVWRSDUHQWV¶FRQFHUQVDERXWVWXGHQWSURJUHVVPDVVLYHFXWV
in state funding, inflated rates of social promotion, the uneven quality of academic
programs within districts, ongoing school closures, widespread disagreement on
desegregation mandates, and tension over state versus local control of schools.
I highlight the broader issues above in order to underscore the salience of the local
and regional contexts to the production of school choice. One of the original rationales
for developing charter schools was the claim that they would provide spaces for
educators to innovate, with the intention that those innovations identified as successful
would be transferred to traditional public schools (Dingerson, Miner, Peterson, &
Walters, 2008; Rofes & Stulberg, 2004). The data in this study point to the fact that
charter schools can also contribute to administrative forms of innovation because the
development of charter schools in a specific locale provides a contrast to district schools,
reflecting both what is working in district schools and what issues or problems exist
there. Consequently, I take the position that it is critical to contextualize research on
charter schools within a broader presentation of the local school district(s).
To begin this chapter, I contextualize the local production of school choice in
Sundale City by identifying some of the broader enduring struggles in public education in
the region. To do this, I highlight principal issues through a portrayal of the oldest and
largest district in the area, Valley Unified School District (VUSD). I also highlight a high
school in another district, Granite Heights School District (GHSD), to provide a
contrasting view of the enduring educational struggles of the region. (The latter school is
also significant to the local production of school choice for its impact on MHS.)
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Next, I identify primary discourses that serve as key sites of local struggle from
which school choice is produced, including discourses about charter schools as public
schools, the circulation of misinformation on public education and the lack of a public
forum, and discourses related to enrollment. I conclude the chapter by discussing how the
production of a school choice program within VUSD plays a significant role in shaping
local discourses and perceptions about school choice, as well as interrupting and
problematizing the pervasive claim that charter schools appropriate market values and
practices that are directed at privatizing public education. Specifically, I discuss the
GLVFXUVLYHSURGXFWLRQRIFRQFHSWVOLNHµILQGLQJ\RXUQLFKH¶DQGµILQGLQJWKHULJKWILW¶
which are seen as central to school choice reform within the public school district, and
demonstrate that these discourses stURQJO\GLIIHUIURPWKHSURGXFWLRQRIµILWWLQJLQ¶DV
taken up and embodied by the members of MHS (see Chapters 6 & 7).
As a whole, this chapter provides an overview of some of the specific ways in
which pervasive public perceptions and discourses about school choice are produced in
Sundale City, how these discourses are tied to enduring and novel state and local issues,
and how these phenomena ultimately shape school choice in Sundale City.
Contextualizing the Local Production of School Choice: Enduring Struggles
The county in which Sundale City is located has six public school districts.
Although each district plays a unique role in the production of school choice in this
locale, I will discuss only two districts, Valley Unified School District (VUSD) and
Granite Heights School District (GHSD), describing the primary factors that each one
contributes to the local production of school choice.
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Valley Unified School District
VUSD is the largest and oldest district with the oldest and largest high school
(Valley Unified High School, VUHS) in Sundale City. Because it is the oldest and largest
public school district, VUSD receives the greatest amount of public attention on a wide
spectrum of issues, including issues of policy, programs, administration, funding, and
FXOWXUH7KXV986'SURYLGHVDUHODWLYHO\FRPSUHKHQVLYHUHSUHVHQWDWLRQRIWKHUHJLRQ¶V
enduring educational struggles. VUSD is also significant to this study because it provides
a key site to explore the complexity involved in the local production of school choice
within the context of broader enduring struggles.
In the past, VUSD received significant public criticism for funding abuses; of late,
local disapproval and opposition has centered on budget woes and school closures. At the
close of the 2009±VFKRRO\HDU986'¶VGHILFLWQHDUHGPLOOLRQWKHSUHYLRXV
year had seen significant budget cuts. A month before this writing, the Arizona Daily Star
(Huicochea, April 24, 2010) announced the closure of four more schools, as well as the
ongoing dismissal of teachers and school staff, due to finances, underenrollment, and
failing annual yearly progress (AYP) reports.
Additionally, desegregation mandates for the district have been replaced with a
two-year pilot of a post-unitary plan (to become permanent following the close of the
2011 school year). The plan is predicated on the claim that school desegregation along
racial lines has been achieved within the district; consequently, the district is unified. The
post-unitary plan purports to maintain unitary status by allowing students to apply to a
school of choice through open-enrollment policies.
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During my data collection for this study, VUSD hired a new superintendent, Dr.
Smith. I was able to conduct an interview with Dr. Smith and one of her colleagues, Mr.
9DUJDVVHYHQPRQWKVLQWR6PLWK¶VUROHDVVXSHULQWHQGHQW'U6PLWKLVD:KLWH$QJOR
ZRPDQLQKHUWKLUWLHV&KDUDFWHUL]HGLQWKHORFDOSUHVVDVµ\RXQJ¶IRUKHUSRVLWLRQVKH
transferred to VUSD from an Associate Superintendent position in Iowa. Mr. Vargas is a
Latino man, a native of Sundale City, who has worked for the district for 25 years and is
currently a top-ranking district administrator who works closely with Dr. Smith.
In spite of their significantly different professional histories with VUSD, Smith
and Vargas appeared equally invested in reforming VUSD and shared similar
perspectives on the state of education in Arizona and its effects on VUSD. Smith
frequently characterized her perspective on VUSD and education in Arizona by
contrasting it with what she had experienced in Iowa. In particular, she emphasized what
VKHSHUFHLYHVDVDVWDUNGLVWLQFWLRQRQWKHVWDWHOHYHOEHWZHHQ,RZD¶VVXSSRUWIRU
XQGHUUHSUHVHQWHGVWXGHQWVYHUVXV$UL]RQD¶VODFNRIVXSSRUWIRUWKHVHVWXGHQWV
The public school sentiment in Iowa and the leadership of the state believe in
public education, they believe in supporting public education, when they say all
FKLOGUHQWKH\PHDQDOOFKLOGUHQWKH\GRQ¶WPHDQZH¶OOHGXFDWHDFHUWDLQJURXS
really well and secretly wHGRQ¶WUHDOO\PLQGLIWKHVHNLGVGRQ¶WJHWWKDWLW¶VQRW
that way and there is 100% sort of rallying around that in the state and you really
GRQ¶WKDYHWKDWKHUHDQGWKDWLVDELJGLIIHUHQFH
When I asked her how she would explain the difference, she replied,
,¶PFHUWDLQO\QRWDQH[SHUWLQWKLVILHOGEXW,WKLQNWKDWLW¶VQRWWRRKDUGWRILJXUH
RXWWKDWWKHERUGHUVWDWHPHQWDOLW\LW¶VYHU\SHUYDVLYHDQGLW¶VQRWDERXWKDWHDV
PXFKDVLW¶VDERXWIHDU7KHUHLVDKXJHDPRXQWRIIHDUDERXWSHRSOHWKDWDUH
GLIIHUHQW « LQVWDWHVWKDWKDYHKLVWRULFDOO\EHHQYHU\KRPRJHQHRXVWKHUHVHHPV
to be less fear of difference, so when you go to an Iowa, a Minnesota or a
Wisconsin, those are historically very homogenous states. When refugees go
there, whoever chooses WRJRWRWKDWVWDWHWKH\¶UHZHOFRPHGWKH\GRQ¶WIHDUWKHP
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DVGLIIHUHQW « P\EDVLFWKRXJKWVDUHPRVWO\DERXWWKHIDFWWKDWLW¶VDERUGHU
VWDWHDQGWKHUHDUHSHRSOHKHUHWKDWWKH\GRQ¶WXQGHUVWDQGDOORIWKDWDQGDOOWKH\
VHHLVZKDW¶VRQWKHQHZVDQGWKe make a lot of gross generalizations based on that
DQGWKH\FRQMXUHXSWKLVOHYHORIIHDUWKDW,KDYHQ¶WVHHQEHIRUH
Both VUSD administrators, Smith and Vargas, reported that what they perceived as a
ZLGHVSUHDGIHDUDWWKHVWDWHOHYHODERXWWKHµEURZQLQJ¶RI$UL]RQD WKHSUHVHQWPDMRULW\RI
White/Anglos being replaced by a majority of Latinos) contributes to the politicization of
public education and the tensions between state and local control over educational
decision-making.
Both Smith and Vargas presented the position that the state of Arizona does not
support public education. Smith claimed that the proliferation of charter schools in
Arizona is an example of how the state uses public education to play out political issues.
Vargas indicated that WKHUHKDYHEHHQQRLPSURYHPHQWVEXWUDWKHU³UHJUHVVLRQ´LQ
$UL]RQD¶VSXEOLFHGXFDWLRQRYHUWKHODVW\HDUVEHFDXVHRIFRQIXVLRQDERXWWKHUROHRI
state legislature and the role of public education. In his view, this confusion makes it
increasingly difficult for public school districts to address the increasing number of
educational mandates when also faced with a steady decrease in funding.
Again, I chose to contextualize the discussion of the local production of school
choice by beginning with a representation of some of the broader and enduring
educational struggles that characterize public education in Arizona: significant lack of
state support in terms of funding, especially for underrepresented students, contrasted
with high levels of state control at the local level in the form of increasing mandates and
partisan politics. In order to understand the subsequent discussion that explores local
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struggles over the production of school choice in Sundale City, it is critical to understand
the broader context in which they are situated.
Local Struggles and the Production of School Choice
Charter Schools are Public Schools
Having established the district context, I now turn to a discussion of charter
schools that begins with my initial involvement at MHS. Although I had previously
volunteered at MHS over the course of a school year (see Chapter 3), I was officially
LQWURGXFHGDVµWKHUHVHDUFKHUIURPWKHXQLYHUVLW\¶DWRQHRIWKHILUVWZKROH-school
meetings. Whole-school meetings, which occur every Friday at MHS, include the entire
school community and are intended to continue the community-building initiated during
the first week of school. As it is common for adults to visit MHS for varying lengths of
time and in a variety of capacities, there was nothing truly novel or surprising about my
presence at the school. In fact, the executive director was very supportive of my research;
she expressed her belief that it is important to have different adults in the school
modeling various kinds of work and professional activities.
Given the regular circulation of new faces visiting the school for various
purposes, I was not surprised that in spite of my introduction and regular presence in the
school, during the first several months of my participant observations, students often
DVNHG³:KRDUH\RX"´ $VGHVFULEHGLQ&KDSWHU,ZDVDVNHGWRILOOLQDVDVXEVWLWXWH
teacher early on in the research, so I was in the classroom interacting with students quite
a bit.) I answered the question with a brief explanation of my research. Typical student
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UHVSRQVHVZHUHXVXDOO\DEULHI³2K´RUDIHZPRUHTXHVWLRQVIROORZHGE\DQDEUXSWHQG
awkward silence, or a random change of topic.
Of particular significance was an interaction I had with a first-year Latina student
early in WKHVFKRRO\HDU6KHDVNHGWKHXVXDO³:KRDUH\RX"´EXWUDWKHUWKDQWKHW\SLFDO
student follow-up described above, she tilted her head to the side, stood still, and looked
DWPHZLWKVXUSULVHDVNLQJ³7KLVLVDFKDUWHUVFKRRO",GLGQ¶WNQRZWKDW´$WWKH time, I
FRXOGQ¶WXQGHUVWDQGKRZDQ\VWXGHQWDWWHQGLQJWKHVFKRROZRXOGQRWNQRZLWZDVD
FKDUWHUVFKRROLIIRUQRRWKHUUHDVRQWKDQWKHIDFWWKDWLWµORRNVGLIIHUHQW¶WKHVFKRROLVLQ
a building that is a former department store, students are allowed to sit on the hall floors
during passing periods and lunch so that teachers have to literally climb over their
extended legs, and there are no yellow school buses that drop kids off in the morning.
Unfortunately, there was no time to pursue the topic with her, although she did inform me
that her mom had found out about the school and decided to send her, a claim she made
as matter-of-factly as I would have made decades earlier if I had been asked how I came
WRDWWHQGWKHSXEOLFVFKRROVWKDW,GLG³%HFDXVHLW¶VZKHUHWKHNLGVLQP\QHLJKERUKRRG
JR´$VLWWXUQHGRXWKHUFRQIXVLRQDQGVXUSULVHWKDW0+6LVDFKDUWHUVFKRROLV
consistent with a general lack of knowledge about charter schools expressed frequently in
public discourse.
In the weeks following my interaction with this student, I became keenly aware of
the extent to which very few members of the public, including parents with children in
charter schools, were aware of what a charter school is or what school choice means. In
particular, I noted a lack of understanding about the fact that charter schools are public
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schools. My observation was corroborated by a journalist who had previously reported
for one of the larger newspapers in the area but had recently relocated to Southern
California. I had the opportunity to speak with him by phone about how citizens of
Arizona and Sundale City perceive charter schools. He stated that people in Sundale City
DUHVWLOODVNLQJTXHVWLRQVOLNH³$UHFKDUWHUVSULYDWHRUSXEOLF"´
Among parents with children enrolled in local charter schools, I observed a
SHUYDVLYHGLVFRXUVHWKDWFKDUDFWHUL]HVFKDUWHUVFKRROVDVµSULYDWHVFKRROV¶7KHIDFWWKDW
parents and community members believe that charter schools are private, without asking
how it is possible that students can attend a private school and not pay tuition, reveals the
extent to which the public is genuinely unclear about charter schools and school choice.
The following example from Cate, a White/Anglo mother with two students enrolled in
MHS, reveals the extent of the broader public confusion:
,¶PJODGWKDWP\NLGVGRQ¶WJRWRDSXEOLFVFKRRODQ\PRUH « :KDW,VHHLQWKH
SULYDWHVFKRROVQRZRUWKHFKDUWHUVFKRRO«
I found this level of confusion circulating in the local press, particularly in editorials
submitted by parents with students attending charter schools, in informal and formal
conversations about my research topic, and in interviews with both students and parents.
Misinformation and No Information: The Role of the Press and Public Forums
Another factor that accounts for the local widespread confusion about charter
schools and school choice in Sundale City is the lack of local press coverage of charter
schools and the absence of a public forum in which to address public education and
school reform. Press coverage on public education is typically limited to major issues
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(e.g., finances, school closures, or leadership) that impact the larger districts, particularly
986'DQGµVSRWOLJKW¶VWRULHVSDUWLFXODUO\UHODWHGWRDWKOHWLFV
Press coverage of charter schools is minimal. Only recently has the Sundale City
press begun to include some charter schools in its coverage of the annual Adequate
Yearly Progress (AYP) report for district public schools. Otherwise, coverage of charter
schools tends to fall into one of two categories. In the first category, charter schools are
represented as a uniform entity luring talented students from public district schools.
$UWLFOHVWKDWSURYLGHWKLVOHYHORIFRYHUDJHRIWHQµSDWKRORJL]H¶FKDUWHUVFKRROVDVWDNLQJ
over traditional SXEOLFVFKRROVE\XVLQJZRUGVVXFKDV³VLSKRQLQJ´³EOHHGLQJ´
³KHPRUUKDJLQJ´RU³OXULQJ´WRGHVFULEHWKHLUDFWLYLWLHV %RGILHOGArizona Daily Star,
July 21, 2008; Bodfield, Arizona Daily Star, January 27, 2009; Danehy, Tucson Weekly,
June 26±July 2, 2008; Duarte & Hicochea, Arizona Daily Star, January 24, 2010).
,QWKHVHFRQGFDWHJRU\FHUWDLQFKDUWHUVFKRROVKDYHEHHQIHDWXUHGDVµVSRWOLJKW¶
stories for their specific accomplishments, such as academic recognition, value to
particular ethnic communities, or innovative instruction or curriculum (Arizona Daily
Star, August 26, 2008; Bodfield, Arizona Daily Star, August 24, 2008; Bodfield, Arizona
Daily Star, October 6, 2008; Sanchez, Arizona Daily Star, May 17, 2008). In only one
instance during my two years of data collection did I find any coverage that included an
explanation of what a charter school is and an account of the history of charter-school
legislation in Arizona (Sanchez, Arizona Daily Star, May 17, 2008). The explanation
appeared bracketed in a small square within an article recognizing the academic
accomplishments of a local charter high school. It is likely that, because of its particular
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placement in the paper, few people noticed it or read it. Ironically, the explanation began
with the quHVWLRQ³'LG\RXNQRZ"´
The journalist with whom I conducted the phone interview also informed me that
the pervasive confusion surrounding charter schools stems largely from the lack of a local
public forum on charter schools and public education. In comparison, he indicated that
the area in Southern California where he currently works fosters significant public
discourse about public education and, in particular, charter schools. He attributes this
extensive press coverage to the fact that many economically and politically high profile
people and partnerships²including, but not limited to, Eli Broad from Kauffman Broad
Homebuilders, the Gates Foundation, and the city mayor²are invested in the idea that
³FKDUWHUVFKRROVDUHDUHYROXWLRQDZD\WRWDNHVFKRRls away from school boards and
KDYHVRPHVD\LQHGXFDWLRQ´7KHVHDQGRWKHUSURPLQHQWYRLFHVVKDSHWKHSXEOLF
conversation on school choice in that region. The journalist also indicated that, when he
worked in the San Francisco Bay area prior to his time Sundale City, public discourse on
charter schools in that part of Northern California was close to non-existent.
The extreme differences in public discourse on school choice and charter schools
in these two regions of California, as well as the limited and frequently misinformed
public discourses that circulate in Sundale City, demonstrate the extent to which school
choice and charter schools are locally produced through the specific socioeconomic,
political, and cultural climate of a particular locale or region. This in turn reinforces the
complexity involved in understanding school choice and charter schools, as well as the
extent to which broad claims about charter schools, whether supportive or oppositional,
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are largely unreliable and potentially meaningless. The data in this study suggest that the
preexisting and current characteristics of state, local, and regional contexts contribute
significantly to the local production of school choice and charter schools. Thus, the
greatest potential for educational reform lies in identifying, examining, and redressing
educational inequities within the specific state, local, and regional contexts.
Interestingly, during the course of my data collection, the Southern Arizona
Leadership Council organized a public forum, A Community Conversation in K±12
Education, intended to create greater awareness of public education for community
members in Sundale City. The council, founded in 1997, includes businesses and
professional members invested in providing leadership to impURYH$UL]RQD¶VTXDOLW\RI
OLIHDQGHFRQRPLFFOLPDWH7KHSXEOLFIRUXP¶VNH\WRSLFVZHUHZD\VWRJHQHUDWHPRUH
revenue for public education and to recruit and retain high quality teachers. The council
hoped to encourage community buy-in from citizens, politicians, educators, and
businesses. The prolific press coverage in the editorial section of the newspaper from
university administrators and local businesspeople prior to the event highlighted concerns
about the need to tie improvements in local public education to regional and local
economic growth: yet another example of how broader enduring struggles, both
economic and political, constitute local struggles with public education as a key site for
those struggles.
Several responses to the event in the editorial section of the local press
highlighted the fact that the timing of the event excluded certain key stakeholders from
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attending²teachers, working parents, and students²resulting in a failed effort to
FXOWLYDWHDWUXO\µSXEOLF¶ORFDOIRUXP
The timing of this meeting, during the day at midweek, seems almost calculated
to exclude those most likely to raise a ruckus²teachers and parents. I also noted
LQWKHVLGHEDUWRWKHHGLWRULDOWKDW³:KR¶V,QYLWHG´OLVWHGSROLWLFLDQVDQGEXVLQHVV
owners before parents,W¶VJHW-a-clue time folks. Parents are the key to this whole
SURFHVV « ,IZKDWRXUOHDGHUVKLSZDQWVLVDQRWKHUIHHO-good meeting about
HGXFDWLRQDQG\HWDQRWKHUIRUXPGRFXPHQWWRJDWKHUGXVW « PLGZHHNLVJUHDW
timing for this meeting (Arizona Daily Star, October, 1, 2008).
µ6L]LQJ8S¶6FKRRO&KRLFH
In spite of the lack of a public forum on public education in Sundale City, clearly
identifiable public discourses serve to characterize and shape public education and
charter schools in the area. In a national trend that gained prominence in the 1990s
following the passage of the first charter legislation in Minnesota (1991) and the
shootings at Columbine High School (1999), school size has figured prominently in the
discursive production of educational reform. The prominent discourses on school size
WHQGWRUHSUHVHQWGLYLVLYHFODLPVFKDUDFWHUL]HGE\DµIRURUDJDLQVW¶VWDQFH LHHLWKHUIRU
or against large schools or small schools) that undermines efforts to identify suitable and
meaningful reforms. ,Q6XQGDOH&LW\µHQUROOPHQW¶ LHWKHQXPEHURIVWXGHQWVHQUROOHG
at a school) figures significantly into the local production of school size discourses and,
consequently, into the local production of school choice.
In order to fully appreciate the complexity involved in the intersection of school
VL]HDQGVFKRROFKRLFHLW¶VZRUWKGUDZLQJDVL]HFRPSDULVRQEHWZHHQ9+6 LQWKHODUJH
VUSD school district) and MHS. The comparison provides an approximation of size
differences between most local district high schools and most local charter high schools.
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9+6¶VHQUROOPHQWLVDSSUR[LPDWHO\Q  /DWLQR:KLWH%ODFN
American Indian, and 2% Asian). Forty percent of the student body qualifies for
free/reduced-fee lunch, a national indicator of socioeconomic status based on household
income.
There are 42 other charter high schools in the county, with an average enrollment
of 150±200 students. In general, enrollment at the charter schools in Sundale City
parallels enrollment at the alternative schools in VUSD in terms of number of students
and demographics. In fact, the public frequently collapses alternative and charter schools
LQWRWKHVDPHFDWHJRU\RIµW\SHV¶RIVFKRROVDIDFWWKDWSRLQWVWRWKHQHHGIRUPRUH
research on the relationship between alternative and charter schools.
Arizona is consistently in the lowest quartile for per-pupil expenditure in the
nation, ranking 49th of 50 states (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008). Concomitantly, drastic
budget cuts driven by state deficits that far exceed the national average further impact
public schools in ways that compromise the quality of education and the focus of reform.
Underlying these issues is a central concern for both district schools and charter schools:
HQUROOPHQW6LQFHWKHEXONRIDVFKRRO¶Vfunding depends on student enrollment, all local
schools²district and charter schools alike²require a certain number of students in order
to remain open and operational. However, there are major financial differences between
charter schools and district scKRROVVLQFHWKH\DUHGLIIHUHQWW\SHVRIILVFDOHQWLWLHV³LQ
general, charters have one budget, whereas school districts have separate capital and
RSHUDWLQJIXQGLQJVWUHDPV´ 0XUSK\ 6KLIIPDQS ,QDGGLWLRQWKHH[DFW
percent of per-pupil funds that charter schools receive differs from state to state, with
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charter schools in many states receiving 20±30% less than the per-pupil funding for
district schools. Finally, charter schools must cover all capital costs, from the cost of the
school facility itself to educational equipment within the school; this is particularly
challenging for start-up charter schools working from the ground up. The level of
complexity involved in charter school funding and finance is not reflected in the local
public discourse on charter schools²not even among district school administrators, like
Smith and Vargas.
Given the salience of funding as an enduring struggle in the broader context of
public education in Arizona, it is not surprising that discourses tied to enrollment
FRQVWLWXWHNH\VLWHVLQWKHORFDOVWUXJJOHRYHUVFKRROFKRLFH,QWKHVHGDWDµEOHHGLQJ¶DQG
µQXPEHUJDPHV¶FRQVWLWXWHWKHWZRSULPDU\GLVFRXUVHVLQVFULEHGLQWKHORFDOVWUXJJOHRYHU
school choice.
Enrollment in Traditional Schools: Bleeding and Blaming
Press coverage and public discourses concerning the relationship between charter
and district schools are largely limited to discourses that claim that charter schools take
students away from public schools (further indicative of the lack of public awareness that
charter schools are public schools). The local press frequently characterizes charter
VFKRROVDVµOXULQJ¶VWXGHQWVIURPWKHSXEOLFVFKRROV IRUH[DPSOHVVHHArizona Daily
Star, January 27, 2009; Bodfield, Arizona Daily Star, July 21, 2008; Danehy, Tucson
Weekly, June 26±July 2, 2008; Duarte & Hicochea, Arizona Daily Star, January 24,
2010). While district administrators deny that charter schools pose a real threat to
decreasing their student enrollment, the public frequently understands and explains its
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general disapproval of charters as a response to press coverage that focuses on the drop in
district enrollments due to charter school enrollment. The former Sundale City journalist
with whom I spoke indicated that, while the districts initially dismissed charter schools
WHQ\HDUVDJRQRZWKH\SHUFHLYHFKDUWHUVFKRROVDVDWKUHDWEHFDXVHWKH\DUH³VLSKRQLQJ´
funds away from the schools.
7KHMRXUQDOLVW¶VSHUVSHFWLYHRQKRZSXEOLFVFKRROGLVWULFWVDQGWKHLUVXSSRUWHUV
view charter schools was reinforced many times by my interviews and conversations with
teachers and community members from district and charter schools alike. However,
uninformed and inflated assumptions about the actual percent of students transferring out
of district schools to enroll in charter schools exist at the core of the siphoning argument;
in fact, in VUSD, the percentage of students leaving district schools for charter schools
equals about 3% (Duarte & Huicochea, Arizona Daily Star, January 24, 2010). The
reliance on assumption and misinformation in the production of school choice and
educational reform eliminates the possibility of identifying and addressing the real issues
that undermine the academic and social success of all public school students.
In my interview with Dr. Smith, the VUSD superintendent, she maintained that
ZKLOHFKDUWHUVFKRROVGRQRWSRVHDUHDOWKUHDWWRGLVWULFWHQUROOPHQWWKH\GRµFUHDP¶WKH
top students from district schools, thus leaving them with the greater financial burden of
meeting the costs of special needs services:
&KDUWHUVFKRROVJHWWRFKRRVHWKHLUVWXGHQWVWKH\GRQ¶WWDNHVSHFLDOQHHGV
students, they can send them away any time they want, we take everyone and
RIIHUDOOVHUYLFHVWRDOOVWXGHQWV7KH\GRQ¶WUHDOO\PHHWWKHFRQVWLWXWLRQDO
expectation of a free and appropriate public education for all children and so that
part of it is really hard for me to understand and why people think that that system
LVVXFFHVVIXOZKHQLWGRHVQ¶WPHHWWKHEDVLFUHTXLUHPHQWV
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In contrast, Jenn, a White/Jewish woman who is one of the founding
administrators of MHS, provided the following rebuttal to the charge that charter schools
DUHµFUHDPLQJ¶WKHWRSVWXGHQWV
We get who we get and we hope that we get a nice balance of all kinds of students
but as far DVFUHDPLQJZHGRQ¶WRIIHU$3FODVVHVDQGZHKDUGO\KDYHILJXUHGRXW
how to offer a stout honors program so any student who would be considered the
cream of the crop, that wants to load up their transcripts with honors and AP
classes, is not looking at MH6DVDYLDEOHRSWLRQ « ,MXVWGRQ¶WVHHKRZWKH\
[the district] can make that argument²,¶GZDQWWRVHHWKHQXPEHUV,UHDOO\ZDQW
to see some numbers.
The disconnect captured in the distinct perceptions of district and charter administrators
can be understood in terms of a dearth of information as well as a wealth of
misinformation. The lack of information sharing between charters and districts suggests
that education reform in Sundale City would be better served by more communication
between districts DQGFKDUWHUV UHFDOO-HQQ¶VFRPPHQW³,UHDOO\ZDQWWRVHHVRPH
QXPEHUV´ $GGLWLRQDOO\DFRPSUHKHQVLYHDQGDFFHVVLEOHGDWDVRXUFHRQVWXGHQW
enrollment in both charter and district schools is needed to conduct a reliable aggregate
analysis of student dePRJUDSKLFVDQGQHHGVZLWKLQ6XQGDOH&LW\¶VSXEOLFVFKRROV
It is worth noting that much of the local conflation and misperception of charter
VFKRROVZLWKUHJDUGWRWKHµFUHDPLQJWKHWRS¶GLVFRXUVHVWHPVIURPSUHVVFRYHUDJHRID
singe local charter high school, Foundations (Bodfield, August 24, 2008, Arizona Daily
Star; Danehy, Tucson Weekly, June 26±July 2, 2008; Sanchez, Arizona Daily Star, May
17, 2008;). Foundations (pseudonym) was featured in a prominent national mainstream
news magazine (Matthews, May 26, 2008) as the top academic high school in the nation.
Eric, a White/Anglo male who is the special education teacher at MHS, believes that the
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local attention Foundations has received will enhance the overall public image of charter
schools in the area. +RZHYHUKHDOVREHOLHYHVWKDWWKHDWWHQWLRQWKDWIROORZHGWKHVFKRRO¶V
recognition, coupled with a general lack of coverage and public misinformation about
charter schools, contributes to a discourse that collapses all charter schools into a singular
identity:
I think charter schools as a whole is still trying to build, trying to salvage some
VRUWRIUHSXWDWLRQIURPWKHPLGVLWGHYHORSHGWKLVUHSXWDWLRQRIMXVW³ZHOOLI
\RXUNLG¶VJRLQJWRFKDUWHUVFKRROWKH\¶YHJRWWREHZRUWKOHVV´W\SHRIDWWLWXGH
³WKH\MXVWGRQ¶WILW´W\SHRIDWWLWXGH6R,WKLQNWKDW¶VJRLQJWRWDNHDZKLOH,WKLQN
\RX¶UHVWDUWLQJWRVHHZLWKWKHSXEOLFLW\\RXUHFHLYH)RXQGDWLRQVMXVWEHLQJ
QDWLRQDOO\UHFRJQL]HGVWXIIOLNHWKDW«
Although the majority of parents in the parent survey (see Chapter 6) indicated
that they thought the public perception of charter schools in Sundale City was negative,
DVDSODFHIRUµWURXEOHG¶DQGµRXWFDVW¶NLGVVHYHUDOSDUHQWVSURYLGHGSHUVSHFWLYHVVLPLODU
WR(ULF¶V)RUH[DPSOHLQUHVSRQVHWRWKHTXHVWLRQ³:KDWGR\RXEHOLHYHLVWKHSXEOLF
LPDJHSHUFHSWLRQRIFKDUWHUVFKRROV"´RQWKHSDUHQWVXUYH\RQHSDUHQWUHVSRQGHG
³,PSUHVVLYHPRVWO\EHFDXVHRI)RXQGDWLRQV´7KHPLVSHUFHSWLRQWKDWDOOFKDUWHUVFKRROV
must be like Foundations, and therefore mXVWDWWUDFW6XQGDOH&LW\¶VEHVWVWXGHQWVDZD\
IURPGLVWULFWVFKRROVLVUHIOHFWHGLQ6XSHULQWHQGHQW6PLWK¶VFODLPWKDWFKDUWHUVFKRROV
³JHWWRFKRRVHWKHLUVWXGHQWV´ZKLOHWKHGLVWULFWVFKRROV³WDNHHYHU\RQHDQGRIIHUDOO
VHUYLFHVWRDOOVWXGHQWV´6PLWK¶V claim about the presupposed selection processes of
charter schools is yet another example of how a lack of information or the circulation of
misinformation constitutes school choice in this particular locale, as educators and
administrators compete over limited funding in the context of a state that does not
promote collaboration as integral to educational reform.
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Enrollment in Charter Schools: Throwaways and the Numbers Game
For charter schools, enrollment issues produce a set of discursive practices that
are significantly different from those identified in the district discourses described above.
At the most basic level, all charter schools in Sundale City except one operate
independent of a district and, consequently, do not attract students to enroll as part of an
option within a district. As I indicated earlier, charter schools receive public education
monies for each enrolled student, but these are less than what district schools receive per
pupil. Additionally, charter schools are responsible for all start-up costs, unlike district
schools. For example, new charter schools must locate and lease a school site that fits all
state requirements in terms of safety and hazard codes. Once a charter school is opened
and begins to enroll students, the bulk of its funding comes from student enrollment.
Without the opportunity for student enrollment to build from an existent pool of students
by being part of a district, most local charter schools must build enrollment from the
ground up in order to remain open and meeting operational costs. Moreover, the data in
this study suggest that the simultaneity of building enrollment and cultivating an
institutional identity are deeply interconnected.
In the context of MHS, enrollment discourses appear embedded in the
simXOWDQHRXVSURGXFWLRQRIGLVFRXUVHVDERXWµSOD\LQJWKHQXPEHUVJDPH¶²that is,
enrolling whomever walks in the door to build enrollment and, hence, funding²and
discourses about building a school identity. Generally, teachers and administrators
characterized WKHILUVW\HDUDW0+6DVµSOD\LQJWKHQXPEHUVJDPH¶%RWKJURXSVUHSRUWHG
enrolling a disproportionately high number of at-risk students the first year. (It should be
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QRWHGWKDWDODUJHSHUFHQWDJHRIWKHVWXGHQWERG\FRQWLQXHVWRTXDOLI\DVµDW-ULVN¶DVKigh
as 55% according to several established indicators; e.g. homelessness, living with
someone other than a parent, emotional and social challenges, substance abuse, or
free/reduced-fee lunch). Additionally, a relatively high percentage of students (20%)
qualify for IEPs and 504s. Eric, the special education teacher, explains the inflated ratio
of at-risk students:
DIHZRIWKHNLGV,¶YHVHHQFRPHLQKHUHDUHIXQFWLRQLQJDWDIRXUWK-grade level
DQGWKH\¶UHFRPLQJLQKHUHDVDQLQWKJUDGHUDQGWKH\¶UHUHDGLQg at a third to
fourth-grade level or writing at a third to fourth-grade level and if you look back
RQWKHLUHGXFDWLRQDOKLVWRU\WKH\¶YHERXQFHGDURXQG7KHUH¶VEHHQQR
FRQWLQXDWLRQRIVWUXFWXUHVDQGFRQWLQXDWLRQRILQWHUYHQWLRQVWKDW¶VUHDOO\KHOSHG
that LQGLYLGXDOWRSURJUHVV « WKDW¶VZKDW\RX¶UHJRLQJWRILQGLQDFKDUWHU
VFKRRO « \RXKDYHNLGVWKDWGRQ¶WPDNHLWLQDWUDGLWLRQDOVFKRROEHFDXVHRI
social issues, emotional issues, academic issues, skill-wise, special ed, being at
risk, whatever they KDYHDWHQGHQF\RIERXQFLQJ « LI\RXWDONWRVRPHRIWKHVH
NLGVWKH\¶YHEHHQWRPRUHWKDQMXVWRQHFKDUWHUVFKRRO>7KLV@VHHPVWREHWKH
nature of at-risk kids.
Later in the interview, Eric makes the connection between this demographic of students
anGWKHSURFHVVRIEXLOGLQJHQUROOPHQWRUµSOD\LQJWKHQXPEHUVJDPH¶
WKHILUVWWKUHH\HDUVZHZHUHMXVWSDUWRIWKHFKDUWHUVFKRROV\VWHP « ,WKLQN
some of our kids were throwaways from the traditional system that could never
really make it, they look different, some of them, and they act different and school
could care less if they had them or not. I think they played into the whole charter
VFKRROWKLQJ³ZHOOOHW¶VJRWRWKLVFKDUWHUVFKRRODQGVHHLIWKLVZRUNV´DQG,
think that was happening for the first two years, I think we saw the nomadic type
of behavior where kids were coming in and kids were going out and the other
thing that I think probably contributed to that was just playing the numbers game.
As any charter school does when they start, you just need to have numbers, so you
just kind of open up the doors.
Two of the male students that I interviewed, both of whom started at MHS with
the original student cohort, provide an alternate view of what attracted some of the initial
at-risk students to the school. I interviewed Mike during the semester he was scheduled to
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graduate (he had enrolled at MHS in the second semester of his sophomore year). He had
OHIWDGLVWULFWKLJKVFKRRO³VHHLQJDGDUNURDGDKHDGRIKLP´EHFDXVHRIEHLQJ³DQJU\DQG
pretW\SLVVHGRIIDWHYHU\WKLQJ´+HUHSRUWHGEHLQJRFFDVLRQDOO\EHDWXSDQGFDOOHGD
³IDJJRW´DWWKHWUDGLWLRQDOVFKRROEHFDXVHKHLVQRWD³MRFN´RU³ILOOHGZLWKDVPXFK
WHVWRVWHURQHDVRWKHUV´ VHH&KDSWHU 
Around the time of the interview, I had been in a classroom conducting
participant observations when he and a teacher started arguing about his refusal to
FRPSOHWHDQHZJUDGXDWLRQUHTXLUHPHQWDµVKRZFDVH¶WKDWLVDSXEOLFSUHVHQWDWLRQE\
senior students which is a culmination of some particularly salient focus of their learning
throughout their entire high school experience. He claimed that the requirement was
³XQIDLU´VLQFHLWKDGMXVWEHHQDGGHG+HDOVRVDLGWKDWLWZDV³SRLQWOHVV´ZRUNDQG
incompatible with the way the school had been when it first opened. Mike described that
first year:
WKDWILUVWKDOIRIVHPHVWHU « ,QRWLFHGWKLQJVKHUHWKDWSHRSOHZHUHQ¶W²people
here like to use the word, the anti-conformity thing²but when I first showed up
here, no one used that word here, they just actHGRXWDQGWKDWZDVDZHVRPH, « 
observed some really cool stuff, people having in-depth conversations about
UHDOO\UHDOO\LPSRUWDQWVWXIIDQGHYHQZKHQLWZDVQ¶WLPSRUWDQWWKH\ZHUHVWLOO
genuine people, not pretending to be someone else for the sake of not getting their
DVVNLFNHG « WKHQP\MXQLRU\HDUZDVUHDOO\JRRG,VRUWRIFDPHRXWRIP\
shell, expressed myself a lot more, fighting the power and it was a nice
H[SHULHQFH « ,ZDVUHDGLQJSRHWU\DQGLQ-GHSWKFULWLFDOFULWLTXHV « ,WZDV
just the greatest time ever because there was this giant power struggle it seemed
OLNHGDLO\ « LWZDVQLFHWRVHHVWXGHQWVKDYHWKDWPXFKSRZHU « VHHLQJD
school driven in a direction of where the students wanted it to go and that slowly
died out throughout the year, with kids doing their own thing, leaving, getting
NLFNHGRXW « RQFHWKHVWDQGDUGL]DWLRQEHFDPHPRUHRIDWHDFKHU-student role
LQVWHDGRIDPHQWRUDQGDSSUHQWLFH « $QGWKHQDORWRINLGVOHIWDQGWKLVSODFH
kind of changed.
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Freddie, also scheduled to graduate the semester of his interview, had gone to a
district high school for two days, but had to leave because he got into a physical fight
with the P.E. teacher over a miscommunication. Like Mike, Freddie displays a sense of
nostalgia for the first year at MHS. In particular, he describes the way the school looked:
³LWORRNHGZHLUGIRUDVFKRRO « 6R,ZDVEDVLFDOO\MXVWWKLQNLQJZKDW¶VJRLQJRQ"
:H¶UHJRLQJWRVFKRROLQDKRWHO´ 'XHWRFRQVWUXFWLRQGHOD\V0+6ZDVRULJLQDOO\
located in conference rooms in a local downtown hotel.) Freddie referred to his friends in
WKHRULJLQDOFRKRUWZKRZHUH³NLFNHGRXW´IRUEHKDYLRUDOSUREOHPV+HDOVRLQGLFDWHGWKDW
he was at risk of being expelled from MHS, but unlike his friends he attended the
³H[SXOVLRQPHHWLQJ´DQGZDVDOORZHGWRVWD\:KHQ,DVNHGKLPZK\KLVIULHQGVGLGQ¶W
DWWHQGKHVDLG³WKH\GLGQ¶WFDUH´,UHVSRQGHGE\DVNLQJKLPLIKHZDVVWLOOLQWRXFKZLWK
those friends and if they had graduated from high school somewhere else. He replied,
1RWKH\¶UHDOOJRLQJGRZQWKHGUDLQ0\IULHQG-HVVLVRQWKHUXQORRNLQJDWWR
15 for home invasions, my friend Dex is currently not doing anything at all, just
hanging out at his house²,JXHVVKLVPRPKDVFDQFHUVR,GRQ¶WNQRZZKDW¶V
going to happen.
He had fallen out of touch with his other two friends.
Staff and student discourses about the first year at MHS demonstrate the extent to
ZKLFKµHQUROOPHQW¶UHSUHVHQWVDVLJQLILFDQWO\PRUHFRPSOH[VHWRISUDFWLFHVWKHQ
cultureless debates over school choice permit. Each discourse reveals elements of spatial
practices inscribed in local struggles²interventions, services, dropouts, suspensions,
physical and verbal violence²that collide to produce school choice. The spatial practices
inscribed in the first-year discourses also reveal how the emergence of a school identity is
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inscribed in initial enrollment discourses and practices, a topic that will be further
developed in Chapters 6±8.
Grades as Relationships: Wealth and the Local Production of School Choice
We started out²RQSDSHULW¶VFOHDUWKDW0+6LVDSODFHZKHUH\RXGRQ¶WKDYHWR
choose between a rigorous academic curriculum, high standards, competitive
admissions²WKDW\RXGRQ¶WKDYHWRFKRRVHEHWZHHQWKDWDQGVRPHWKLQJWKDW¶V
engaging and project-EDVHGDQGFRPPXQLW\RULHQWHGDQGUHOHYDQWDQGORFDO « 
But what I think MHS has become more than anything else is a place about
relationships. ²Jenn, founder, educator, and administrator at MHS
The three original founders of MHS had a concrete vision of their concept for the
school: a charter school based on compatible but diverse pedagogical and methodological
reforms and approaches²Place-Based Education, Habits of Heart and Mind, CES, and
Critical Friends Group²combined with a relatively traditional school structure, including
five to seven periods a day and traditional classrooms for core academic courses.
The idea for the school originated over a campfire. At the time, the three
founders of MHS (Maya, Jenn, and Ryan) were all career educators at the wealthiest and
most racially homogeneous district public high school, Granite Heights High School
(GHHS). The student population of GHHS is 76% White/Anglo, 10% Asian, 12% Latino,
and 2% Black; 3% of students qualify for free or reduced-fee lunch. Maya, Jenn, and
Ryan had originally been attracted to GHHS because of its initial but progressively
decreasing involvement with the Coalition of Essential Schools. As they talked during the
camping trip, they realized that opening a charter school would provide them with an
opportunity to pursue the educational reform work based on the Coalition for Essential
Schools that had originally drawn them to GHHS.
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GHHS was originally created and opened as a part of the Coalition for Essential
Schools. Although Jenn was not there for the first year, she had heard enough stories to
claim that the first year that GHHS implemented a coalition approach was perceived as a
³QLJKWPDUH´³WKHSHRSOHWKDWZHUHWKHUH « WDONDERXWLWSUREDEO\WKHZD\SHRSOHWDONHG
about WKH%XERQLF3ODJXH´6KHVWDWHGWKDWWKHDSSURDFKRIDFRDOLWLRQVFKRROZDV
³DQWLWKHWLFDOWRZKDW>SDUHQWV@EHOLHYHGDERXWDJRRG$PHULFDQKLJKVFKRROHGXFDWLRQ
« LWIUHDNHGSHRSOHRXW´6KHGHVFULEHVKHUUROHDVDQHGXFDWRUDW*++6DVDQ
³DFFRXQWDQW´
It was all about numbers and hoops and it was very unfulfilling and very
IUXVWUDWLQJIURPDQHGXFDWRU¶VVWDQGSRLQWWREHWKHUHDOOGD\ZLWKNLGVDQGKDYLQJ
no²I was missing something. I was missing out on all of the amazing deep and
fulfilling relationsKLSVWKDW,FRXOG¶YHEHHQKDYLQJZLWKP\NLGVWKHUHZDVQ¶W
WLPHIRULW « ,WZDVWUXO\MXVWD³,¶PJRLQJWRVKRZXSDQGGRP\WKLQJDQG
WDNHDWWHQGDQFH´LWZDVQ¶WOLNHDFROGIDFWRU\NLQGRIWKLQJZHJRWDORQJWKH\
liked me, I liked them, but there was no time to do anything else other than just
teach the curriculum and then have arguments about grades, there was a lot of
grade arguing.
When I asked her what she thought grades meant to the students and parents at GHHS,
she replied,
The grades meant a pathway to college. A good life, a house in the foothills, I
GRQ¶WNQRZ « 7KHUHZDVDORWRIPDWHULDOVXFFHVVWKHUHLVDORWRIPDWHULDO
wealth in district 27 and when you have a lot of parents that have benefited from
that life, they want that for their kids and anything else just seems absurd.
Maya, another founder and the executive director at MHS, is also a former GHHS teacher
who moved from the East Coast to help start GHHS as a coalition school. Maya
described parental opposition to CES in terms of tracking:
the idea for example of getting rid of tracking, you have your most empowered
SDUHQWVDGYRFDWLQJIRUWKHLUKRQRUFKLOGDQG\RX¶UHIO\LQJLQWKHIDFHRIZKDWLV
usually a pretty strong politically empowered group, political capital for a group
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like that²in communities that the parents are often in the community because of
the schools and those schools are expected to be very responsive to the parent
community and that kind of thing.
Consequently, because of all the parental opposition to the idea of a coalition school,
GHHS switched gears and began to thrive as a more traditional American high school. (It
did keep a few minor vestiges of its original incarnation as a CES school, such as a
diluted version of advisories; see Chapter 8 for more discussion of this concept).
0DQ\RI0+6¶VIRXQGHUVDQGVWDIIFRQWLQXHGWRWHDFKRUZRUNDW*++6IRUD
decade or longer under the new, more traditional model (although many of them
continued to participate with the broader Coalition of Essential Schools community and
affiliate groups). As such, the core staff at MHS embody the social and cultural currency
associated with their previous tenure as teachers in one of the premier high schools in the
region. However, as secessionists to tradition and advocatHVRIµDOWHUQDWLYH¶UHIRUPV
pedagogies, and methodological approaches (such as CES), the founders report that few
families from GHHS initially enrolled their students at MHS. Jenn aptly captures the
disconnect between what families at GHHS perceived as a µJRRG¶HGXFDWLRQDQGWKH
DOWHUQDWLYHHGXFDWLRQDOUHIRUPVHPERGLHGLQWKHPLVVLRQRI0+6³,NQRZWKDWWKH
parents that are most intent on their kids getting into really, really competitive colleges
DUHQRWVHQGLQJWKHLUNLGVWR0+6´
This disconnect can be understood in terms of a lack of cultural and social capital:
since MHS does not represent the sanctioned curricula of a traditional school, it lacks the
cultural capital needed to build enrollment through the circulation of the social capital of
GHHS families. Without the social capital that results from the accumulation of a
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historical identity or a social network of parents invested in progressive educational
UHIRUP0+6¶VLGHQWLW\HPHUJHGDVWKHOLYHGQHJRWLDWLRQRIZKDWLWVWRRGIRURQSDSHUDQG
how the initial members of that community appropriated, self-fashioned, and enacted
those ideas into a lived school identity.
What emerged from the simultaneity of building enrollment and developing a
school identity at MHS was a critical mass of students and an original group of staff who
VHUYHGWRVKDSHWKHLQLWLDOWUDMHFWRU\RIWKHVFKRRO¶VLGHQWLW\DQGXOWLPDWHO\OD\WKH
foundation for building future enrollment through social capital. In the case of MHS, the
emergent and enacted capital that ultimately facilitated enrollment growth was the
VFKRRO¶VLGHQWLW\DVEHLQJD³SODFHDERXWUHODWLRQVKLSV´ UHFDOO-HQQ¶VFRPPHQWWKDW³ZKDW
,WKLQN0+6KDVEHFRPHPRUHWKDQDQ\WKLQJHOVHLVDSODFHDERXWUHODWLRQVKLSV´ 7KH
primacy of relationships among all members of the school community differentiates
MHS on many levels from other charter schools as well as district schools. It serves to
attract certain families and to deter the interest of other families, particularly those with
middle- to upper-middle-class educated parents, whose educational priority for their
children is predicated on a traditional academic environment. In Chapters 6±8, I elaborate
further on how the primacy of relationships, particularly important for certain parents and
students due to prior negative educational experiences, constitutes school choice.
With regard to educational reform, the data in this study point to an important
distinction in how educators, administrators, and policymakers understand and apply the
concept of personalization. In the context of MHS, as will be seen in greater detail in later
chapters, personalization is relational and refers to creating and maintaining strong
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communal relationships. In contrast, other applications of personalization reference an
individualized DSSURDFKWROHDUQLQJDVFDSWXUHGLQWKHSRSXODUGLVFRXUVHVRIµILQGLQJ
RQH¶VQLFKH¶RUµILQGLQJWKHULJKWILW¶
Niches and the Local Production of School Choice
In the beginning of this chapter, I identified some of the broader and enduring
educational struggles that characterize public education in Arizona, including the recent
end of desegregation mandates in the form of a post-unitary plan. As I stated earlier,
PDJQHWVFKRROVDQGRSHQHQUROOPHQWFRQVWLWXWHWKHGLVWULFW¶VSULQFLSDODSSURDFKHVWR
maintain unitary status in the post-unitary plan. Open enrollment allows students to enroll
in any school in any district regardless of their home address, with two primary
constraints: each school has a limited number of open enrollment placements each year,
and open enrollment placements are awarded by a lottery system, with students being
required to submit their names for the lottery at a specific district location and on a
specific date in the spring of the previous school year. Since students who live in the
neighborhood of a particular district school maintain their priority to attend that school,
the number of open enrollment placements for each school depends on neighborhood
student enrollment.
In the post-unitary plan, the district claims that the stUDWHJ\RI³)LUVW&KRLFH
6FKRROV´
means better and more abundant educational opportunities for all families, not
just for those who can afford them. Systems based on choice help to remove the
barriers associated with poverty, race, language, and achievement. (Valley
Unified School District Post-Unitary Plan, 2009, p.6)
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7KHSODQDOVRFODLPVWKDWWKH³)LUVW&KRLFH6FKRROV´DSSURDFK
will require school communities to transform themselves into well-defined centers
of 21st Century learning that will provide students with the skills necessary to
have a competitive edge in a global society. The underlying premise is simple: a
specialized focus is compelling enough to draw a diverse range of students to
attend a school outside their zone of residence, even if this requires travel to a
different, or even distant, neighborhood. (p. 7)
6RPHH[DPSOHVRISRWHQWLDOµVSHFLDOL]HGVFKRROV¶LQFOXGH
OMA Gold Schools, International Baccalaureate Schools, Artful Learning
Schools, International Schools, Ron Clark±inspired Schools, Disney-inspired
Schools, Zoo Schools, Reggio Emilia Schools, Marc Prensky±inspired Schools,
Montessori Schools, and more. (p. 7)
6KRUWO\IROORZLQJWKHLPSOHPHQWDWLRQRI986'¶VRSHQHQUROOPHQWSROLF\,REVHUYHGWKH
first appearances of district-geneUDWHGWH[WVSURPRWLQJµVFKRROFKRLFH¶LQFOXGLQJVHYHUDO
PDLOLQJVDQGDODUJHELOOERDUGDWDPDMRU6XQGDOH&LW\LQWHUVHFWLRQSURPRWLQJµVFKRRO
FKRLFH¶DW986',QVSLWHRIWKHVHHPLQJO\VXGGHQSURPRWLRQRIWKHFRQFHSWLWUHPDLQHG
unclear to me what was meDQWE\µVFKRROFKRLFH¶DWWKHGLVWULFWOHYHO:KHQ,DVNHG
teachers outside of the district and community members about their knowledge or
XQGHUVWDQGLQJRI986'¶VVFKRROFKRLFHSURJUDPWKHPDMRULW\UHSRUWHGKDYLQJQR
knowledge of the program.
986'¶VVXSerintendent, Dr. Smith, provided greater clarification during our
interview, explaining that select consultants on the post-unitary plan had advised VUSD
WRSURPRWHWKHGLVWULFW¶VSODQE\PDUNHWLQJµVFKRROFKRLFH¶0RUHRYHUVKHVWDWHGWKDWWKH
conceptualization of open enrollment as district-ZLGHµVFKRROFKRLFH¶UHIRUPUHSUHVHQWV
986'¶VHIIRUWVWROLWHUDOO\µUH-IRUP¶ODUJHXUEDQVFKRROGLVWULFWV6PLWKVSRNH
passionately about the need to reform large urban school districts by restructuring them to
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meet the demands of the 21st century, claiming that small schools and small districts
ZHUHLQHIILFLHQWDQGGLGQ¶WRIIHUZKDWUHVWUXFWXUHGODUJHXUEDQVFKRROGLVWULFWVXOWLPDWHO\
FRXOGHGXFDWLRQDOUHIRUPSUHGLFDWHGRQWKH³LQQRYDWLRQFUHDWLYLW\DQGUHVLOLHQFH´
QHHGHGWRFRPSHWHLQWKH³KLJKHUVWDNHV´RIWKH³JOREDOVWDJH´
Smith framed her characterization of large urban district reform in terms of the
VRFLRHFRQRPLFDQGFXOWXUDOJHQHUDWLRQDOVKLIWVGLVWLQJXLVKLQJWKH³th century school
system that we all wenWWKURXJKZKHUH\RXZHQWWR\RXUQHLJKERUKRRGVFKRRO´IURPD
QHZDSSURDFKWRSXEOLFHGXFDWLRQEDVHGRQSDUHQWV¶FKRRVLQJGLIIHUHQWW\SHVRU
approaches to education²such as Montessori or Reggio Emilia²to provide what she
GHVFULEHGDVWKHULJKW³ILW´RU³QLFKH´IRUWKHLUVWXGHQWV6KHLGHQWLILHVWKHFXUUHQW
JHQHUDWLRQRIOHDUQHUVDV³JHQHUDWLRQ(´RU³PLOOHQQLDONLGV´DQGFKDUDFWHUL]HVWKHLU
parents as representing a
FKDQJHGSDUHQWLQJVW\OHZKHQ\RXFRPSDUHWKHPWRSUHYLRXVJHQHUDWLRQV « 
parents now are really cultivating their children from the very beginning and
WKH\¶YHEHFRPHPRUHLQIRUPHGQRWDOOEXWWKHUHLVDELJSRUWLRQRIWKHPWKDWDUH
doing that and we want them to choose our schools.
,Q6PLWK¶VZRUGVWKLVJHQHUDWLRQRIOHDUQHUVDQGWKHLUSDUents are used to the type of
SHUVRQDOL]DWLRQSURYLGHGE\FRUSRUDWLRQVOLNH6WDUEXFNVZKHUH³,RUGHUP\ODWWHDQ\ZD\
,ZDQWLW´RU$PD]RQZKHUHWKH\SURYLGH³UHFRPPHQGDWLRQVMXVWIRU\RXEDVHGRQZKDW
\RXOLNHWRUHDG´$FFRUGLQJWRKHUWKLVJHQHUDWLRQ RISDUHQWVGRHVQ¶W³ZDQWRQHVL]HILWV
DOO´ZKLOHWKHVWXGHQWVVKHGHVFULEHVDV³PLOOHQQLDONLGV´DUHXVHGWR³KLJKOHYHOVRI
SHUVRQDOL]DWLRQ´VLPLODUWRWKHPXOWLWXGHRI³RSWLRQV´WKDWZHEVLWHVSURYLGH$FFRUGLQJO\
VKHFODLPVWKDW³GLVWULFWVQHHGWRUHVSRQGLQNLQG´VLQFH³WKDW¶VWKHIXWXUHRIWKULYLQJ
XUEDQV\VWHPV´
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In spite of this characterization of parents and students, Smith expressed her belief
that the majority of parents would need to be informed about what school choice really
means and how to access it. She indicated that the district was working on plans to
PDUNHWWKHSURJUDPWKDWZRXOGKHOSWR³FKDQJHSHRSOH¶VSHUVSHFWLYHV´6KHSURYLGHGWKH
example of putting a school choice checklist on grocery bags at one of the largest local
grocers. She also stressed the primacy of customer service in this new era of public
education. Though it was not mentioned in the interview, the local press had offered
significant coverage of the fact that Smith introduced her executive team to the Walt
Disney management model by sending a group of administrators to the Disney Institute
for training, with the intention of developing a district-wide customer service protocol.
The article indicated that
Disney is well-known in corporate circles for its management worN « 6PLWK
said school districts typically cannot afford the workshops, but, she added, change
LVQ¶WJRLQJWRFRPHWKURXJKGULYH-by staff training. (Arizona Daily Star, October
19, 2008)
3XEOLFLQGLFHVRIWKHµEUDQGLQJ¶RI986'¶VVFKRROFKRLFHSURJUDPDUe limited,
DOWKRXJKWKH986'ZHEVLWHFKDUDFWHUL]HVWKHGLVWULFWDVRQHZLWK³RYHURSWLRQVWR
ILQGWKHULJKWILW>IRU@\RXUFKLOG´7KHZHEVLWHRIIHUVDQRQOLQHFKHFNOLVWWKDWDOORZV
parents to highlight their criteria in selecting a school; based on the combination of
selected criteria, the checklist generates an automatic recommendation of which school(s)
would provide the best fit. However, the actual opportunity to choose a specific school
remains largely unchanged: filling out a form on a certain date at a certain district
location, and then being selected by lottery, depending on placement availability.
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Given the limited public forum within which to explore and discuss issues related
to public education described earlier in the chapter, it is unclear what percentage of the
SXEOLFDUHDZDUHRIWKHLUGLVWULFWµFKRLFHV¶RUKRZWRDFFHVVWKHP$OVR,DPXQDZDUHRI
any sustained and systematic efforts to calculate what percentage of families is successful
in obtaining placement at a district school of choice. Recent local press coverage
indicated that in 2004, prior to the post-XQLWDU\SODQWKHGLVWULFWDOORZHG³PLQRULW\
students to transfer to schools that were already 90 percent or more minority, while 1,138
Anglo students chose to transfer to VFKRROVWKDWZHUHUDFLDOO\LGHQWLILDEOHDV$QJOR´
(Bodfield, Arizona Daily Star, July 3, 2010, p. A4).
The district-ZLGHDSSURSULDWLRQRIWKHµVFKRROFKRLFH¶GLVFRXUVHGHILQHGE\WKH
GLVWULFWDVDPDWWHURIILQGLQJWKHULJKWµILW¶RUµQLFKH¶KDVUHFHLYHd significant public
press and demonstrates the extent to which public district schools are implicated in
appropriating market rhetoric, values, approaches, and services in providing public
education. This fact undermines widespread claims by districts, the public, and the
existent literature that charter schools are primarily and or solely responsible for
encouraging the encroachment of privatization on public education. I therefore take the
position that there is a need for closer and more reliable examinDWLRQVRISULYDWL]DWLRQ¶V
actual threat to public education²something to which no public school is immune, nor
which any one type of public school can single-handedly create.
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CHAPTER 6: THE HISTORICAL PRODUCTION OF SCHOOL CHOICE
In Chapter 5, I discussed some of the salient discourses that constitute key sites of
ORFDOVWUXJJOHVLQVFULEHGLQ$UL]RQD¶VEURDGHUDQGHQGXULQJHGXFDWLRQDOVWUXJJOHV7KH
local struggles described in that chapter reflect local public discourses as well as some of
the primary district and charter school discourses that produce school choice. In this
chapter, I consider how parents produce school choice in their everyday lives and the
practices involved in making a choice. As in Chapter 5, local struggles inscribed in
broader and enduring educational struggles provide key sites for exploring how parents
produce school choice practices.
Central to the national charter school debate is a fundamental ideological rift
concerning the role of market logic in public education. Proponents argue that
competition is healthy and will force poorly functioning public schools to improve or
close. Opponents argue that parents (consumers) with the requisite cultural and social
capital are the ones who are in a position to shop for school choices, thus interpreting
school choice as yet another structural mechanism implicated in social reproduction and
the increase of educational inequities.
,QDQHIIRUWWRXQGHUVWDQGSDUHQWV¶SHUFHSWLRQVRIPDUNHWWDONDQGWKH
encroachment of privatization on public education, I directly inquired about the topic if it
GLGQ¶WRWKHUZLVHRFFXURYHUWKHFRXUVHRISDUHQWLQWHUYLHZV7KHPDMRULW\RISDUHQW
participants were largely unaware of the extent of the debate, as well as the specifics of
market logic within the debate. In the course of one life history interview, I summarized
the debate to Cate, a White/Anglo single mom whose daughter and son attend MHS, and
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who works in /HJDO3URFHVVLQJ6XSSRUWDWWKH&RXQW\$WWRUQH\¶V2IILFH&DWH does not
hold a college degree, but is currently taking community college courses towards an
Associate of Applied Science degree. Her children qualify for reduced-fee lunch based on
household income. 7RP\GHVFULSWLRQRIVFKRROFKRLFHVKHUHSOLHG³,¶YHQHYHUEHHQD
really good consumeU,GRQ¶WEX\QDPHEUDQGVRUVKRSDWSODFHVOLNHWKDW,¶YHDOZD\V
made my own choices when it comes to stuff like that. I shop at yard sales. What kind of
FRQVXPHUDP,"´,QOLHXRIDPDUNHWH[SODQDWLRQWKLVSDUHQWXQGHUVWRRGWKHUROHRIFKRLFH
DV³ERLOLQJGRZQ´WRWKHIDFWWKDWLIDVFKRROLVQ¶WZRUNLQJRXWIRUDVWXGHQWWKHSDUHQW
will be forced to find something else, making choice for her a matter of schools providing
what parents want.
In light of the prevailing view that parents who choose are consumers with the
requisite symbolic currency needed to navigate the landscape of school choice, how do
we understand Cate's response and the fact that both of her children attend a charter
school, or school of choice, even though she presumably does not possess the requisite
symbolic and cultural capital to choose a school? Cate describes her motivation for
FKRRVLQJDµGLIIHUHQW¶VFKRRODVIROORZV³WKHSDUHQWZLOOEHIRUFHGWRILQGVRPHWKLQJ
GLIIHUHQWIRUWKHP>VWXGHQW@LILW¶VQRWZRUNLQJRXWDQGWKDWWKDW¶VZKDW,VHH´,QWKLV
rendering, school choice is not as much a matter of choosing in the sense of electing to
FKDQJHUDWKHUFKRLFHUHSUHVHQWVDµIRUFH¶WREHUHFNRQHGZLWKLQOLJKWRIWKH
FLUFXPVWDQFHVVXUURXQGLQJWKHVWXGHQW¶VSDVWDQGSUHVHQWVFKRol experiences.
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The following data taken from a parent survey administered at an open house at
0+6SURYLGHVDEURDGHURYHUYLHZRIWKHSDUHQWVZKRµFKRVH¶WRVHQGWKHLUVWXGHQWVWR
MHS.
Summary of Data from Parent Survey²Fall 2009 Open House at MHS
White/
Anglo

African
American

Mixed
Ethnicity

American
Indian

Latino/
a

No
English
Response Speaker

Spanish
Speaker

Free/
Reduced
Lunch

Mother
N=55

37

1

4

1

8

4

49

6

15

Father
N=25

19

0

1

2

3

0

25

4

2

Table A: Parent Demographic Data. Demographic information on parents who attended
Open House (Fall 2009) at MHS and have at least one student enrolled at MHS.
High
School
Diploma

General
Education
Diploma
(GED)
4

$VVRFLDWH¶V %DFKHORU¶V Graduate
Degree
Degree
Degree

Professional
Degree

Mother
17
8
5
8
4
N=55
Father
6
1
5
3
2
7
N=25
Table B: Parent Educational Data. Educational level of parents who attended Open
House (Fall 2009) at MHS and have at least one student enrolled at MHS.

Mother
N=55
Father
N=25

# Students
(SS)
enrolled at
MHS

# SS in
household
high school
other than
MHS

# SS
enrolled
at MHS
who
attended
more
than one
high
school

# SS
enrolled at
MHS who
attended
district
schools

# SS
enrolled
at MHS
who
attended
other
charter
school

# SS
enrolled
at MHS
who
attended
private
school

# SS enrolled at
MHS who were
homeschooled

56

15

19

44

22

10

9

25

6

8

17

10

5

5

Table C: Student Mobility. Educational background of students attending MHS in
household and number of additional high school students in household attending a high
school other than MHS taken from parent survey (Fall 2009 Open House).
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Parent
Chose

Student
Chose

Parent &
Student
Chose
40

No
Response

Small
School

Mother
11
3
1
21
N=55
Father
2
2
21
0
11
N=25
Table D: Household Choice-Making Data. Information on who made choice in
household for student to attend MHS and whether attending a small school was a
favorable factor in the choice (Parent Survey, Fall 2009 Open House at MHS).
Public
perspective on
school choice is
positive
4

Public
perspective on
school choice is
negative
17

Public
perspective on
school choice is
mixed
12

'RQ¶WNQRZ
public
perspective

Mother
22
N=55
Father
2
9
11
3
N=25
Table E: Parent Public Perspective Data. 3DUHQWV¶VHQVHRIWKHORFDOSXEOLFSHUVSHFWLYH
on school choice (Parent Survey, Fall 2009 Open House at MHS).
Website/Internet Social
Network

Other
Charter
School
Referral
6

General
Publicity
(Newspaper,
radio)
4

Location

Mother
9
31
4
N=55
Father
6
12
1
0
0
N=25
Table F: Sources of Information on Choice-Making Data. Information on how parents
and students found out about MHS (Parent Survey, Fall 2009 Open House at MHS).
Findings from the survey do not reflect the level of student diversity at MHS, but
they do provide some important insights about school choice that challenge prevailing
views. The educational background of parents in the survey represents relatively diverse
levels, with a larger percentage of mothers than fathers holding a high school degree.
This is in contrast to other literature on school choice that claims that parents with
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cultural capital in the form of higher educational degrees are most likely to access charter
schools (Andre-Bechely, 2005, Holmes, 2002; Kozol, 2007; Lipman, 2009). In addition,
the number of youth in the household attending a different high school from MHS points
WRWKHIDFWWKDWµFKRRVLQJ¶DKLJKVFKRROLVPRUHFRPSOH[WKDQDPDWWHURIFKRRVLQJWKH
µWRS¶RUµEHVW¶KLJKVFKRROEDVHGRQWHVWVFRUHVRUDFDGHPLFSURJUDPV)LQGLQJVDOVRVKRZ
that a high percent of students enrolled at MHS had not only attended district schools but
had previously participated in other forms of school choice, such as private schools, other
charter schools, and home schooling.
The survey data also show that a fairly significant number of students enrolled at
MHS had attended at least one high school prior to enrolling at MHS. This finding,
coupled with the high percent of parents indicating less than positive public local images
of charter schools, suggests that choosing MHS was not an automatic or obvious (in the
sense of being highly desirable and sought after) option, a topic that will be developed
further in this chapter. In fact, although a fairly high number of parents report that they
found out about MHS through social networks, comments on the survey serve to qualify
those findings. The findings indicate that learning about MHS through social networks
ZDVRIWHQDUHVSRQVHWRSDUHQWV¶FRQFHUQVDERXWWKHLUVWXGHQWV¶SUHVHQWHGXFDWLRQDO
situations (another topic that will be further developed in this chapter) or emerged
inadvertently out of casual conversation with friends, co-ZRUNHUVWHDFKHUVRUVWXGHQW¶V
friends, rather than from more systematic grapevining.
/DWHULQWKLVFKDSWHUDQGLQ&KDSWHUVDQG,GLVFXVVKRZVWXGHQWV¶H[SHULHQFHV
of not fitting into traditional schools constitute school choice. This highly significant
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finding is also reported by at least 30% of parents in the survey, whose comments
indicate that they chose MHS because their students did not fit in to traditional schools.
In some cases, parents also included that not fitting in was due to social issues connected
to high-IXQFWLRQLQJ$VSHUJHU¶V6\QGURPHDQGDXWLVP DQRWKHUWRSLFWKDWZLOOEHIXUWKHU
GHYHORSHG RUGXHWRVWXGHQWVEHLQJSHUFHLYHGDVµGLIIHUHQW¶DQGµFUHDWLYH¶7KHILQGLQJV
from the survey serve to introduce a broad overview of some of the key sites of local
struggles that constitute school choice.
In this chapter, I present alternate ways to understand the processes involved in
choosing: ways that both broaden and complexify prevailing views. In this study, family
FKRLFHPDNLQJLQYROYHVHYHU\GD\SUDFWLFHVWKDWW\SLFDOO\GRQRWUHVXOWIURPDSDUHQW¶V
social or cultural capital. Rather, they emerge as part of the life span of the parent and, as
such, are full of contradictions that vaJXHO\LIDWDOOUHVHPEOHDGHOLEHUDWHµFKRLFH¶,Q
WKLVVHQVHµFKRRVLQJ¶LVKLJKO\UHFXUVLYHIXOORIFRQWUDGLFWLRQVSURIRXQGO\UHODWLRQDO
historically situated, and never complete. Specifically, in this chapter, I construct an
analysis of choosing that draws heavily on the life-history interviews of parent
participants. These interviews reveal the ways in which choosing a school reflects
emergent processes intimately and reflexively tied to the historical formation of the
parent subject. Consequently, the data suggest that understanding how families choose a
school cannot be achieved only in the present context, at the moment the choice is made.
Instead, choosing is part of an ongoing series of actions, produced from formations of
³KLVWRU\LQSHUVRQ´ Holland & Lave, 2001).
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Additionally, these data suggest that the current production of educational reform
GLVFRXUVHVDGYRFDWLQJWKHµULJKWILW¶RUµQLFKH¶RYHUORRNWKHKLVWRULFDOSURGXFWLRQRI
µILWWLQJLQ¶WKDWFKDUDFWHUL]HVWKHHGXFDWLRQDOH[SHULHQFHVRI parent participants and, in
WXUQWKHHGXFDWLRQDOH[SHULHQFHVRIWKHLUFKLOGUHQ$VVXFKSDUHQWV¶SURGXFWLRQRIVFKRRO
FKRLFHLVHPEHGGHGLQDQGHPHUJHVIURPWKHKLVWRULFDOSURGXFWLRQRIµILWWLQJLQ¶
In order to differentiate the particular significaQFHRIµILWWLQJLQ¶WRVFKRROFKRLFH
IURPEURDGHUXVHVRIµQLFKH¶DQGµILW¶,EHJLQWKLVFKDSWHUE\FRQWH[WXDOL]LQJWKH
KLVWRULFDOSURGXFWLRQRIµILWWLQJLQ¶DVUHSUHVHQWHGLQSDUHQWLQWHUYLHZV7RGRWKLV,
GLVFXVVWKHGLVFXUVLYHSURGXFWLRQRIWKH³PHWDSKRULFDO$PHULFDQIDPLO\´ 3RSNHZLW]
2003, p. 40). In particular, I explore the metaphorical American family as a normalizing
WHFKQRORJ\WKDWSURGXFHVSDUHQWV IDPLOLHV LQWKHVHGDWDDVµRWKHU¶$VWKHµRWKHU¶UHODWLYH
to the cultural and institutional norms inscribed in the metaphorical American family,
SDUHQWV IDPLOLHV IRUHJURXQGWKHLURZQHGXFDWLRQDOH[SHULHQFHVZLWKLQµILWWLQJLQ¶
discourses and ultimately, those of their children.
+LVWRULFDO3URGXFWLRQVRIWKH&XOWXUDODQG3ROLWLFDOµ1RUP¶
A meaningful understanding of the relationship between normalizing technologies
and the school choice practices of the parents in this study requires a retrospective
analysis that locates the earliest traces of these practices in family histories, accounts for
shifts in these practices across generations, and illustrates current productions of these
SUDFWLFHVDVWKH\UHODWHWRFKRRVLQJDVFKRRO3DUHQWSDUWLFLSDQWV¶GHVFULSWLRQVRIHYHU\GD\
practices from earlier eras and generations corroborate with theoretical descriptions of
normalizing technologies, particularly as they aimed to govern the impoverished as well
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as the racial and ethnic other. Additionally, the data reveal the impact of what Harvey
 LGHQWLILHVDVDQHUDRI³FRXQWHU-cultural and anti-modernisWPRYHPHQWV´ S RQ
normalizing technologies and their attendant discursive practices.
7KH+LVWRULFDO3URGXFWLRQRIµ)LWWLQJ,Q¶DQGWKH0HWDSKRULFDO$PHULFDQ)DPLO\
White/Anglo middle- and upper-middle-FODVVIDPLOLHVUHSUHVHQWD³KHJHPRQLF
LGHQWLW\´ (Rutherford, 1990 p. 12) inscribed in normalization technologies produced by
the nation-state (Dyer, 1997; Sleeter, 2008; Weedon, 2004). More specifically, the
³PHWDSKRULFDO$PHULFDQIDPLO\´UHSUHVHQWV³LQVWUXPHQWVIRUUHJXODWLQJSRSXODWLRQV´
through proper child rearing and socialization processes (Popkewitz, 2003, p. 40) in
conjunction with the historical sites of the community, neighborhood and school. Lowe
 IXUWKHUVLWXDWHVWKHUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQµ:KLWHQHVV¶FODVVDQGµIDPLO\¶WR
µVSDFH¶LQWhe production of a hegemonic family identity-norm:
Whiteness in the context of suburban United States, however, is not only about
race, but is a class position and normative concept. Whiteness is defined by a
SHUVRQ¶V³FXOWXUDOFDSLWDO´²that is the ability to have access to and make use of
things like higher education and social graces, vocabulary, and demeanor that
DOORZRQHWRSURVSHURUDWOHDVWFRPSHWHZLWKLQWKHGRPLQDQWFXOWXUH « 7KXV
middle-class whiteness is defined as much by mainstream acceptance of norms,
values, and life expectations as by race or ethnicity. (p. 18)
Additionally, the metaphorical American family embodies cultural representations
RIZKLFKWKHV³&OHDYHU)DPLO\´ZRXOGEHFRPHDFXOWXUDOLFRQ7KHUROHRIWKH
metaphorical American family embodied in television sitcoms like Leave it to Beaver
SURYLGHGWKHPRGHORIWKHQRUPDOL]LQJSURMHFWLQWHQGHGWR³GH-normalize all kinds of
IDPLO\YDULDWLRQ´ 2UWQHUS ²immigrant, racial, and ethnic²and to produce a
significantly more assimilated and homogenized society. The following description of
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growing up White/Anglo in Covington, Louisiana during the 1950s illustrates the impact
of the metaphorical American family inscribed in the post-WWII normalizing project on
the life of parent participant Amanda, whose son attends MHS:
,ZDVHYHU\WHDFKHU¶VSHWEHFDXVH,ZDVWKHSHUIHFWOLWWOHFKLOG0\PRPKDGKDGD
very deprived childhood and later became a movie actor and had it in her mind
the ideal life and so she tried to perpetuate that, so we were very much kind of
like June Cleaver and that whole scene. 0\GDGGLGQ¶WILWLQ very well but she
tried her best, and we would get all dressed up and meet him at the door, I mean
the whole thing. I made good grades, and my handwriting was beautiful, and I
ZDVVZHHWDQGREHGLHQWDQGWDOHQWHG « ,ZDVUDLVHGYHU\WUDGLWLRQDOO\ « WKH
Christian religion, good clean churches. [emphasis added]
She continues:
,ZRXOGZHDUSHWWLFRDWVDQGWKHOLWWOHZKLWHJORYHV « WU\LQJWREHOLNHP\
mom but then when she took me to see Peter Pan I identified more with Tiger Lily
WKDQ:HQG\ « WKHQZHPRYHGXSWRWKHFRXQWU\FOXEDQGI just never fit in with
WKHNLGVLQ/RXLVLDQD « ,WZDVDOVRRIFRXUVHLQWKH\HDUVZKHQ&LYLO5LJKWV
became a really big issue in my family. My dad was probably in the Birch Society
and I remember my mom telling us that if a Black person comes into the church,
WKH\¶UHWKHUHWRFDXVHWURXEOH « DQG,UHPHPEHUWKHDOOWKHIURQWRIWKHEXVDQG
the back of the bus, at the health center there were two sides, two separate
EDWKURRPVWZRVHSDUDWHZDWHUIRXQWDLQV « ,ZDVDSDUWRIDOORIWKDW « ,ZDV
filled with all kinds of confusion. [emphasis added]
$PDQGD¶VVWRU\UHSUHVHQWVKHUPRWKHU¶VHIIRUWVWRGLIIHUHQWLDWHKHUVHOIDQd her family
IURPWKHHFRQRPLFGHSULYDWLRQWKDWFKDUDFWHUL]HGKHUPRWKHU¶VFKLOGKRRGDQGIURPWKH
UDFLDOL]HGµRWKHU¶E\SHUIRUPLQJWKHPHWDSKRULFDO$PHULFDQIDPLO\LQVSLWHRIWKHIDFW
WKDW$PDQGD¶VGDGGLGQRW³ILWLQYHU\ZHOO´QRUGLGVKH
More receQWO\WKH³SROLWLFVRIIDPLO\´ 5XWKHUIRUGS FRQVWLWXWHVD
primary platform inscribed in political discourses of the Right intended to counter an
increasingly diverse world (see also Lowe, 2003). Rutherford (1990) cites Margaret
Thatcher, the fRUPHU3ULPH0LQLVWHURI(QJODQG³WKHIDPLO\DQGLWVPDLQWHQDQFHLVWKH
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most important thing not only in your personal life but in the life of any community,
EHFDXVHWKLVLVWKHXQLW\RQZKLFKWKHZKROHQDWLRQLVEXLOW´ S $SSOH  
broadens this LGHDE\LGHQWLI\LQJµUHWXUQ¶GLVFRXUVHVSURGXFHGE\IXQGDPHQWDO&KULVWLDQ
groups. These groups have appropriated conservative Right-wing politics as a key site to
mobilize their ideological positions in light of increasingly accelerated changes in the
world (see also Giddens, 1991):
It should come as no surprise that in times of insecurity and fragmentation, there
is a concomitant rise in longings for social and cultural stability and an increased
emphasis on the authority of basic institutions. Against the fears of moral decay
DQGVRFLDODQGFXOWXUDOGLVLQWHJUDWLRQWKHUHLVDVHQVHRIDQHHGIRUD³UHWXUQ´,Q
conditions such as these, a romantic past is often constructed, a past that glorifies
(particular versions of) family and tradition, patriotism, Victorian values, hard
work, and the maintenance of cultural order. Barbarians are at the gates. And
XQOHVVZHUHVWRUH³RXU´NQRZOHGJHYDOXHVDQGWUDGLWLRQVWRWKHFHQWUDOSODFHWKH\
once had, civilization will be lost. (Apple, 2001, p. 21)
The metaphorical American family constitutes a principal normalizing technology in the
formation of a national identity based on the abjection of diversity. Likewise, the state
DSSDUDWXVRIHGXFDWLRQFRQVWLWXWHVDQRWKHUWHFKQRORJ\LQWHQGHGWRQRUPDOL]HWKHµRWKHU¶
As a current and particularly straightforward example, Eric, the special education teacher
DW0+6UHSRUWHGGXULQJDQLQWHUYLHZ³,WKLQNWKDWWKHWUDGLWLRQDOVFKRROVFDQPDNH\RXD
PLVILW´,QWKHIROORZLQJVHFWLRQ,H[SORUHWKHKLVWRULFDOSURGXFWLRQRIILWWLng-in
GLVFRXUVHVWKDWHPHUJHIURPWKHFROOXVLRQRIHWKQLFDQGVRFLRHFRQRPLFµRWKHULQJ¶DQGWKH
technology of public schooling.
7KH+LVWRULFDO3URGXFWLRQRIµ)LWWLQJ,Q¶)DPLO\1HLJKERUKRRGVDQG6FKRROV
Saul is a White/Jewish man whose son attends MHS. Saul's grandfather, a firstgeneration immigrant from Poland and a former Communist, owned a factory in New
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<RUN&LW\WKDWPDGHPLOLWDU\JRRGV'XHWRDOFRKROLVP6DXO¶VJUDQGIDWKHUZHQWEDQNUXSW
and closed the factory when Saul was ten years old. Prior to his bankruptcy, he provided
WKHGRZQSD\PHQWIRU6DXO¶VIDPLO\WRPRYHWR/RQJ,VODQG3UHYLRXVO\WKHIDPLO\KDG
been living in a mixed-racial post-war subsidized housing community that, according to
6DXOZDVVDIHXQWLO³WKH\VWDUWHGEULQJLQJLQWKRVHZHOIDUHSHRSOH´LWWKHQEHFDPHFULPHridden.
,QFRQWUDVWWR6DXO¶VUHSUHVHQWDWLRQRIWKHGDQJHURXVµRWKHU¶6DXO¶VUHQGHULQJRI
KLVJUDQGIDWKHUSURYLGHV6DXO¶Vown framing of the family as dysfunctional and
HVWDEOLVKHV6DXO¶VUHSUHVHQWDWLRQRIKLPVHOIDQGKLVIDPLO\DVµRWKHU¶DOEHLWD
dysfunctional and not a dangerous other. Saul further characterizes his grandfather and
his work:
KHZDVDQRGGPDQ « LQWKHJDUPHQWGLVWULFWRI1HZ<RUN&LW\\RXNQRZWKH
whole Jewish trade thing²really the whole cutthroat thing and he was basically a
FULPLQDO+HVROGRXWVHYHUDORIKLVEXVLQHVVSDUWQHUV « LQRUGHUWRDYRLGJRLQJ
WRMDLOKLPVHOIDQGVHQWSHRSOHDZD\WRMDLOIRUORQJSHULRGVRIWLPH « +HPDGH
a lot of money²he buried it under²god only knows where it LV « VXFKDQ
incredible dysfunctional family.
7KHSURGXFWLRQRI6DXO¶VIDPLO\DVµRWKHU¶UHSUHVHQWVHQGXULQJVWUXJJOHVFHQWUDOWRWKH
³UHYLVHGELRJUDSKLFDOQDUUDWLYH´ *LGGHQVS RUVHOI-reflexive project of Saul as
history in person. Moreover, enduring struggles are spatially inscribed in local conflicts
WKDWXOWLPDWHO\LQVWDQWLDWHWKHHDUOLHVWGLVFRXUVHVRIµQRWILWWLQJLQ¶LQ6DXO¶VOLIH
I guess it goes back to my odd parents in a way because they moved to this town,
it was known for having good schools, but we lived on, Long Island has a strange
history, geographically, I mean geologically²the ice age stopped on Long Island,
the mountains got kind of pushed down, the upper part you have those rolling
hills, Great Gatsby, and then it ends aQG\RXKDYHDIODWVDQGEDU « WKH
particular town that I grew up in straddled both sides, I grew up in a house built in
the 1950s, on the flat sandbar, but across the divide you had these very rich
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families living in these beautiful homes in these rolling hills, and so, the part of
town that I grew up in²WKLVLVJRLQJWRVRXQGGUDPDWLFEXWLW¶VWUXH²the school I
ZHQWWRZDVDFWXDOO\ZDVQH[WWRDWR[LFZDVWHVLWH « WKHUHZDVKROHVLQWKH
fence so we used to play in the pretty pink and purple and green saQG « WKH
neighborhood that I grew up in was kind of brutal, I never fit in there, it was the
place where I got beat up a lot. [emphasis added]
Saul attended high school on the other side of the tracks because, while the
district had multiple elementary schools, there was one high school. Saul describes his
SDUHQWVDVZRUNLQJFODVVWKRXJKWKH\³DVSLUHGWREHHGXFDWHGDQGPLGGOHFODVV´6DXO
qualifies the opportunity for him to attend the better high school as a blessing and calls
KLPVHOID³VWUDQJHNLG´VLQFHKHZDVGULYHQWRGRZHOODQGZDV³EHJUXGJLQJO\DGPLWWHG
WRDGYDQFHGSODFHPHQWFODVVHV´E\VFKRROVWDIILQVSLWHRIWKHIDFWWKDWKHZDVWROGWKDWKH
³ZDVQ¶WVPDUW´9DUHQQHDQG0F'HUPRWW  UHYLVHWKHXQGHUO\LQJDVVXPSWLRQRIWKH
cultural deprivation model that individuals are culturally deprived due to race and poverty
to argue that
people who were pushed out of their areas of origin and pulled to major industrial
centers gave their children something of the past that did not fit into classrooms
RUJDQL]HGRQGLIIHUHQW ³GRPLQDQW´³KHJHPRQLF´³PLGGOHFODVV´³$PHULFDQ´ 
principles. It seemed obvious that this process would lead to miscommunication
and other kinds of trouble. (p. 8) [emphasis added]
Since Saul lacked the obligatory networks to usher him into an elite college with
KLVJUDGXDWLQJSHHUVKHGHYHORSHGD³VFRUQIXODQGF\QLFDO´DWWLWXGHWRZDUGVWKHVRFLDO
networks of the rich families at his high school and at the country club where he worked
LQWKHPHQ¶VORFNHUURRPVKLQLQJVKRHV DQGFOHDQLQJWRLOHWV6DXO¶VVFRUQUHSUHVHQWVWKH
embodiment of the local socioeconomic conflict that regulates his access to education,
KRXVLQJDQGHPSOR\PHQW$VVXFK6DXOH[LVWVLQWKH³LQ-EHWZHHQ´VSDFH 2¶/HDU\
Gonzalez, & Valdez-Gardea, 2008), not fitting into his neighborhood community or with
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KLVKLJKVFKRROSHHUV6DXO¶VVFRUQDOVRUHSUHVHQWVDUHVSRQVHWRWKHJHQHUDWLRQDOVKLIWLQ
consciousness produced by the countercultural movements of the 1960s and 1970s, a
movement that served to interrupt and interrogate the cultural practices embedded in the
metaphorical American family.
Countercultural Movements of the 1960s and 1970s
The impact of the countercultural movements on the historical production of
fitting in within the lives of parent participants is aptly captured in the following example
RI$PDQGD¶VOLYHGH[SHULHQFHV$PDQGD¶VH[DPSOHGHPRQVWUDWHVWKHWHQVLRQVLQVFULEHG
LQERWKWKHJHQHUDWLRQDOUHYLVLRQLQJSURGXFHGE\KHUPRWKHU¶VHIIRUWVWRHQDFWWKH
PHWDSKRULFDO$PHULFDQIDPLO\DQGWKH³FRQIXVLRQ´WKDWWKH&LYLO5LJKWV0RYHPHQW
SURGXFHGUHODWLYHWRWKRVHQRUPDOL]LQJSUDFWLFHV,QWKLVZD\$PDQGD¶VUHSUHVHQWDWLRQRI
WKH³FRQIXVLRQ´VKHUHPHPEHUVDVDFKLOGH[LVWVLQWKHVSDFHVEHWZHHQKHUPRWKHU¶V
µSHUIRUPLQJ¶WKH&OHDYHU)DPLO\DQGWKHFXltural disruptions of the Civil Rights
Movements:
7KRVHRIFRXUVHZHUHFUD]\WLPHVIURP¶WR¶ « ZKHQ,VWDUWHGRIILQ/68
JLUOVKDGWREHLQGUHVVHVWKHUHZDVR¶FORFNFXUIHZV « DQGE\WKHWLPH,OHIW
everybody was in jeans, cutoffs, no sKRHV « P\PRWKHUWKRXJKWWKDW,ZHQW
there and just went nuts.
$PDQGD¶VUHIOHFWLRQVRQKHURZQVHOI-making during the countercultural movement
reflect the broader socioeconomic, political, and cultural production of historical
disruptions to the normalization projects of middle-classing and Americanization. Eric,
the special education teacher at MHS, characterizes the disruption:
3HRSOHVD\LQJ³\RXFDQ¶WGRWKDW<RXFDQ¶WORRNOLNHWKDW<RXFDQ¶WGUHVVOLNH
WKDW´DQGWKDWJRHVEDFNWRWKHVDQGEHfore that even. Youth being told that
WKH\FDQ¶WGRFHUWDLQWKLQJVDQGWKH\¶UHJRLQJWRILJKWEDFNDJDLQVWLW
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While the counterculture provided alternative discourses to the discursive
practices inscribed in the normalizing technologies of the metaphorical American family,
it did not serve to eliminate them. Instead, what the data of this study demonstrate is the
FXOWXUDOSURGXFWLRQRIDOWHUQDWHµIDPLO\¶GLVFRXUVHVWKDWVWDQGLQFRQWUDVWWRDQGRXWVLGH
of, the metaphorical American family and, as such, represent the objectification of
particular forms of family. This in turn serves to produce discursive practices wherein
FHUWDLQIDPLOLHVGRQRWµILWLQ¶ZLWKVWDWHLQVWLWXWLRQVOLNHSXEOLFVFKRROVEHFDXVHWKH\GR
not embody the mythical qualities of norPDOF\LQVFULEHGLQWKHµIDPLO\DVQDWLRQ¶
metaphor. As an example, Senna, a White/Anglo single mom (her eldest daughter attends
0+6 GHVFULEHVKHUVHOIDVILQDOO\³JHWWLQJDFOXH´DUHVXOWRIKHUFRXUVHZRUNDWD
Research I university, in particular a course on marriage and family:
,OHDUQHGWKDWERWKRIP\PDUULDJHVZHUHMXVWUXQFRPSOHWHO\ZURQJ « $QGVRLW
MXVWFRPSOHWHO\IDLOHG « ,GRQ¶WIHHOOLNH,ZDVUHDOO\FOHDUHQRXJKRQKRZWR
build a good human until I started becoming educated and studying iW « D
strong sense of how to function, like how to clean a house, how to wash a dish,
KRZWRGR\RXUODXQGU\WKLQJVOLNHWKDWWKHQ\RX¶UHPRUHVXFFHVVIXO
6HQQD¶VRZQDQDO\VLVUHYHDOVWKHH[WHQWWRZKLFKHGXFDWLRQDVDQRUPDOL]LQJWHFKQRORJ\
functions WRSURGXFHWKHLFRQLFµKRXVHZLIH¶DQGµPRWKHU¶LQVFULEHGLQWKHPHWDSKRULFDO
American family. In this case, Senna appropriates normalizing discourses to highlight her
RZQµRWKHUQHVV¶DVVRPHRQHZKRGRHVQRWTXDOLI\DVD³JRRGKXPDQ´
The New Social and CuOWXUDO3URGXFWLRQVRIWKHµ2WKHU¶)DPLO\
,QWKLVVHFWLRQ,GHVFULEHKRZSDUHQWSDUWLFLSDQWVGLVFXUVLYHO\SURGXFHWKHµRWKHU¶IDPLO\
in relation to enduring notions of the metaphorical American family. I do this in order to
illustrate how the local production of school choice represents a key site of local conflicts
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HPEHGGHGLQWKHHQGXULQJSURGXFWLRQRIµILWWLQJLQ¶,QRUGHUWRUHSUHVHQWPXOWLSOH
instances of these phenomena, I present brief descriptions of five families who provide
stunningly similar representations of the relationship between the historical production of
µILWWLQJLQ¶WKHµRWKHU¶IDPLO\DQGFKRRVLQJDVFKRRO
,DOVRGHPRQVWUDWHKRZWKHIDPLO\DVµRWKHU¶LQWXUQVHUYHVWRLQVFULEHVWXGHQWV
within the historical production of fitting in. In particular, the majority of parents in these
GDWDGHVFULEHWKHLPSDFWRIVRFLDODQGRUFRJQLWLYHGLVRUGHUVRQWKHLUVWXGHQW¶V
experiences of fitting in within traditional school spaces. Additionally, parent data point
to the difficulty of procuring support services for their student, which further contributes
WRWKHIDPLO\¶VH[SHULHQFHRIQRWILWWLQJLQ7KLVSKHQRPHQRQUHVXOWVLQSDUHQWV¶IHHOLQJ
forced to choose a different school; yet, given the limited public discourse surrounding
school choice, PRVWSDUHQWVUHSRUWDVHQVHRIEHLQJZLWKRXWµRSWLRQV¶
Senna
Senna is a White/Anglo mother of two daughters from different marriages. She is
currently divorced. Her older child, Jade, who is White/Anglo, attends MHS; her younger
daughter, Rachel, who is biracial, also attends a charter school. At age 35, Senna is five
to ten years younger than the average age of the other parent participants in this study.
She consistently represents the tensions of broader structuring forces in relation to her
lived experiences through the highly contradictory discourses of family, beginning with
the impact of the countercultural movement, as well as the educational reform policies of
Margaret Thatcher in Great Britain. (Senna, who is English, grew up in Great Britain
until she was 16 years old, at which point she moved to the United States by herself). The
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IROORZLQJVHJPHQWVIURP6HQQD¶VLQWHUYLHZWUDQVFULSWVLOOXVWUDWHWKHGLVFXUVLYH
production of choosing that emerges from the historical production of the parent subject
inscribed within larger structuring histories:
,ZDVUDLVHGDPLGVWDORWRISROLWLFDODFWLYLVPDQGIHPLQLVPDQGFRPPXQHV « 
SROLWLFDOKLSSLQHVVQRWGUXJXVHQRWWKDWVRUWRI$PHULFDQGUXJ¶VWKLQJLWZDV
a very pro-DFWLYHHQYLURQPHQW «
I started going to a very large inner city high school with about 3,000 students
« GXULQJWKDWWLPH0DUJDUHW7KDWFKHUZDVLQRIILFHVRVKHZDVFXWWLQJDOOWKH
JRYHUQPHQWIXQGLQJVRWHDFKHUVZHUHVWULNLQJDORW « LWZDVFRPSOHWHFKDRV
« WKHQWKH\IRXQGDVEestos in the schools, so they got an annex and started
shipping 3,000 students every morning amidst the striking schedule, to this annex
on the other side of town. Needless to say, this is when I quit school. I quit school
DW «
I will never forget it, the social worker profusely apologizing for the system
failing me and I was like, what am I supposed to do now? So I had kids at 19 and
lived on the road for the next 15 years. I traveled, I completely lived outside of
society.
She describes the early school experiences of her oldest daughter:
6KHVWDUWHGJRLQJWRWKH:DOGRUISUHVFKRRO « ,FRXOGQ¶WUHDOO\DIIRUGLWEXW,
UHDOO\ZDQWHGWREHWROLYHWKDWZLWKP\NLGV « ,¶PQRWLQWRPHGLDZHGRQ¶WHDW
refined food, we live a very alternative life « ,VRRQFDPHWRUHDOL]HWKDWHYHQ
though they [the Waldorf school] offer scholarships and I could work a lot, like
every day so my kid could go to school there, I would never be at the same
economic status at the other parents there and so I would never be able to feel
integrated with them.
Describing the years that her daughter Jade attended a public school in Washington,
where her dad lived with his new family, Senna says:
3rd grade, this was, and she went to a really, really straight, regular large public
VFKRROLQ:DVKLQJWRQ « VKHOHDUQHGKRZWRIXQFWLRQZLWKLQDV\VWHP « LW
was really good for her to have that structure and that normalcy²you get an ice
cream sundae if you pass your tests²VKH¶GQHYHUEHHQDURXQGWKDWVWXII
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Choosing a middle scKRROIRU-DGHUHSUHVHQWV6HQQD¶VVXVWDLQHGHIIRUWVWRPDWFKKHU
FKLOGUHQ¶VHGXFDWLRQZLWKKHUSULRUOLIHH[SHULHQFHVDQGDOWHUQDWLYHOLIHVW\OH
I think because of my school experience, I really wanted to keep her out of the
UHJXODUV\VWHP « ,ZDQWHGKHUWRKDYHDQDOWHUQDWLYHHGXFDWLRQµFDXVHZKDW
happened to me was when I came to Ithaca and I came to 10th grade, I went to an
alternative high school for two years and I felt like if I had discovered that place
in 6th grade, I would be a different person, ,¶GKDYHDGLIIHUHQWDWWLWXGHWRZDUG
HGXFDWLRQ « WRZDUGSHRSOHRUDGXOWVRUSHHUV « VR,VDLGWRP\VHOI³P\NLGV
DUHQRWJRLQJWRUHJXODUVFKRRO´
Senna expresses a strong desire for an alternative education for her children. Yet her
inability to obtain this goal due to the cost of tuition at private alternative schools, as well
DVKHUFRQVLVWHQWDPELYDOHQFHDERXWWKHSRWHQWLDOEHQHILWVRISDUWLFLSDWLQJLQWKHµV\VWHP¶
by sending her daughter to the large district high school, reflect contradictory, conflictual,
and recursive discursive practices. In the following example, she presents her
ambivalence as she considers the possibility of pulling Jade out of MHS and enrolling her
in a large traditional district high school, VHS, for her sophomore year:
VHS will teach her how to function in a regular environment and have deadlines
DQGEHFKDOOHQJHGDQGEHH[SRVHGWRWKHODUJHUVRFLHW\,¶PQRWFRPSOHWHO\VROG
RQWKDWEHLQJWKHEHVWWKLQJWKRXJK6WLOOQRW,¶PTXLWHZRUULHG « ,GRQ¶WZDQW
her to become a normal little mainstream kid.
6HQQD¶VPRWLYDWLRQIRU-DGHWRSDUWLFLSDWHLQD³UHJXODUHQYLURQPHQW´LQRUGHUWROHDUQ
FHUWDLQDVSHFWVRIIXQFWLRQLQJLQWKH³ODUJHUVRFLHW\´DUHLQWHUUXSWHGE\KHUFRQFHUQWKDW
-DGHZLOOEHFRPHD³QRUPDOPDLQVWUHDPNLG´DVDUHVXOWRIDWWHQGLQJDODUJHWUDGLWLRQDO
GLVWULFWNLG,QWKLVFDVHQRWRQO\GRHV-DGHQRWFXUUHQWO\µILWLQ¶WRWKHGLVWULFWVFKRRO
³P\NLGVDUHVXFKRGGEDOOV´6HQQDVD\V EXW6HQQDDOVRZDQWVWRHQVXUHWKDWLI-DGH
were to attend the district sFKRROVKHZRXOGFRQWLQXHWRQRWµILWLQ¶
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6HQQDLVFXUUHQWO\ZRUNLQJRQKHU%DFKHORU¶VGHJUHHDQGRIWHQFODLPVWKDWKHUOLIH
ZRXOGKDYHEHHQGLIIHUHQW³EHWWHU´LIVKHKDGNQRZQZKDWVKHNQRZVQRZHVVHQWLDOO\
the disciplinary apparatus of the metaphorical American family²buying a house in the
µULJKW¶QHLJKERUKRRGRUNQRZLQJKRZWREHDJRRGZLIHGRWKHGLVKHVDQG³KRZWREXLOG
DJRRGKXPDQ´<HWKHUOLYHGH[SHULHQFHVDUHSXQFWXDWHGZLWKKLVWRULFDOGLVUXSWLRQVWKDW
SXOOKHULQRWKHUGLUHFWLRQVDVD³Oiving-outside-of-VRFLHW\IUHDN´DVVKHSXWVLWERWK
constraining what she is able to imagine and accomplish as well as providing her with
resources to pursue academic goals.
6HQQD¶VOLYHGSUDFWLFHVDUHUHSUHVHQWHGDVFRQWUDGLFWRU\FRQIOLFWLQJDQGRQgoing
WRWKHH[WHQWWKDWVKHFODLPV³,GRQ¶WNQRZZKDWWREHOLHYH´,QWKLVZD\6HQQD¶V
choosing schools for her children actually represents the highly negotiated collusion of
XQFKRRVLQJDQGFKRRVLQJ,Q6HQQD¶VFDVHXQFKRRVLQJLQYROYHVFKRRVLQJDVFKRol based
on a particular set of values and expectations, and then leaving the school when those
expectations are not met or values are in conflict. This, coupled with her long history of
living an alternative lifestyle, situates her within the discursive practices that produce the
µRWKHUHG¶IDPLO\
6HQQD¶VOLIHDVZHOODVWKRVHRIWKHSDUHQWSDUWLFLSDQWVWKDWIROORZLVSXQFWXDWHG
and inscribed within sociopolitical, cultural, and economic shifts that mitigate the
KLVWRULFDOSURGXFWLRQVRIµILWWLQJLQ¶ZLWhin her lifespan. While this chapter is primarily
focused on the historical production of fitting in and its relationship to how parents
choose a school, it is also important to consider the lived examples of the parent
participant narratives in light of a distinction that Popkewitz and Brennan (1998) make
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FRQFHUQLQJWKHµFRQVHUYDWLYHUHVWRUDWLRQ¶7\SLFDOO\WKHFRQVHUYDWLYHUHVWRUDWLRQDQGLWV
attending economic changes are described as beginning with the governments of Ronald
Reagan in the United States and Margaret Thatcher in the United Kingdom. In contrast,
Popkewitz and Brennan claim that
>W@KHFKDQJHVLQHFRQRP\FXOWXUHDQGSROLWLFV « HQWDLODUH-organization of
knowledge in practices that occurred in an uneven pattern, within multiple
institutioQVDQGRYHUDSHULRGWKDWLVORQJHUWKDQWKHµ5HDJDQ-%XVK¶HUD:KDWLV
UHSRUWHGDVVWUXFWXUDOKLVWRULFDOFKDQJHLQWKHµFRQVHUYDWLYHUHVWRUDWLRQ¶LV
nonhistorical and nonrelational. (p. 17)
The socioeconomic, political, and cultural changes that occur across the lifespan of parent
participants in this study are described as uneven and often unanticipated or emergent,
VLPLODUWR3RSNHZLW]DQG%UHQQDQ¶VGHVFULSWLRQRIWKHFRQVHUYDWLYHUHVWRUDWLRQ$VVXFK
these examples problematize the prevailing insistence on connecting charter schools to
the privatization of public education through discourses that are overly causal and linear.
,QVWHDGWKHGDWDVXJJHVWWKDWFKDQJHVLQVFKRROVDVLQSDUWLFLSDQWV¶OLYHVUHSUHVHQWD
multitude of generative and contradictory practices inscribed in the broader political,
cultural, and economic contexts that constitute social life.
Ali and Stephen
Ali and Stephen, a White/Anglo couple who married when she was 19 and he was
21, have been married for 22 years. Stephen is a freelance media artist and Ali a caterer.
They both grew up in California, in different parts of the state.
$OLJUDGXDWHGIURPD³WUDGLWLRQDOKLJKVFKRROMXVWDELJQRUPDOJLJDQWLFKLJK
VFKRRO´LQLQ6DQ'LHJRDVFKRROWKDWVKHKDWHGDQGZKHUHVKH never felt like she
³ILWLQ´6KHGHVFULEHVIHHOLQJOLNHVKHZDVLQD³WRWDOO\GLIIHUHQWVRFLRHFRQRPLFJURXS´
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IURPKHUSHHUVQRWKDYLQJWKH³FORWKLQJDFFHVVRULHVDQGVWXII´DERXWZKLFKRWKHU
students competed.
Ali and her sister were raised by a single mother who struggled to get by as an
aspiring artist, but also managed to enroll her daughters in one of the better public
VFKRROVRXWVLGHRIWKHLUQHLJKERUKRRG$OL¶VPRWKHUKDGFRPHIURPD³YHU\SRRUIDPLO\´
and was always embarrassed by the way her faPLO\VSRNH³\RXGDPQNLGV\RXDLQ¶WQR
JRRG´6KHZDQWHGOLIHWREHEHWWHUDQGHDVLHUIRUKHUGDXJKWHUVWKDQLWKDGEHHQIRUKHU
she believed that a good education would provide that.
6WHSKHQLVDQRQO\FKLOGIURP³WKHPRVWQRUPDOIDPLO\WKDW\RXFDQLPDJLQH´
6WHSKHQDWWHQGHGD³WUDGLWLRQDO%HDYHU&OHDYHUJUDGHVFKRRO´WHVWHGLQWRWKHJLIWHG
program in third grade, and switched to a very new and experimental public school (the
classrooms were multi-grade-level and physically organized as open spaces, a relatively
common feature of progressive public school reform during part of the 1970s). The
school was outside of but still close to his neighborhood.
6WHSKHQJUDGXDWHGIURPKLJKVFKRROIHHOLQJOLNHKHKDWHGWKH³VRFLHW\´WKDWLW
represented. He had LQLWLDOO\DWWHPSWHGWRµILWLQ¶E\SOD\LQJIRRWEDOODQGEHLQJRQWKH
wrestling team (something that connected him to his dad) until the end of his sophomore
year, when he quit after realizing that school spirit was something totally alien to him.
Stephen presents the following picture of himself as a high school senior:
:H>6WHSKHQDQGKLVJURXSRIµRXWFDVW¶IULHQGV@ZHUHVPDUWUHEHOV « :HZHUH
EXFNLQJWKHV\VWHP:KHQ,ZDVD1DWLRQDO0HULW6FKRODU « WKHGD\ZHWRRN
our picture, I made sure that my hair was really long, my mustache was really
long, I was unkempt, unshaven, I wore this ripped-up shirt. I had my picture taken
as a Merit Scholar in that.
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+HIXUWKHUFKDUDFWHUL]HVKLVKLJKVFKRRO\HDUVE\VD\LQJWKDW³,ZDVORRNLQJWREUHDNRXW
of that norPDOF\DQG\HWLW¶VGHILQLWHO\ZKHUH,KDYHP\IHHWILUPO\SODQWHGVRWKHUHZDV
VRPHGLVVRQDQFHWRWKDW´+LVIULHQGVKRZHYHUFDPHIURP³UHDOO\G\VIXQFWLRQDO
IDPLOLHV´
7KH\HDUVWKDWIROORZ6WHSKHQDQG$OL¶VPDUULDJHFDQEHUHDGDVDQHPERGLPHQW
of eFRQRPLFSROLWLFDODQGVRFLDOFKDQJHVDQGWKHFRXSOH¶VHIIRUWVWRPDNHDQGUHPDNH
their lives in the face of those changes. Ali describes living the shifts created by economic
restructuring during the time that Stephen worked in advertising for a large auto company
in Detroit:
7KH\GRZQVL]HGKXJHELJWLPH<RX¶GJRWRSDUWLHVDWWKHDXWRSODFHVDQG WKH\¶G
have a table this big filled with shrimp²MXVWOLNH\RX¶YHQHYHUVHHQVRPXFK
shrimp, and that was like in the big days and the years would go on and by the
WLPHZHOHIWWKHUHWKH\¶GPD\EHKDYHVRPHFKHHVHDQGFUDFNHUVRXWIRU\RXLI\RX
were lucky. The shrimp days were really good²WKHPLG¶V²WKH\GRQ¶WGR
anything like that anymore, it was so different. It was fun to be there during that
time.
Following the downsizing of the company, the family moved to Indiana, where their son
Connor was able to attend a Montessori public preschool after being selected from the
district lottery. Shortly after the move to Indiana, the family decided to move to Arizona
due to more economic shifts and lifestyle choices.
$OLGHVFULEHVVHOHFWLQJDWRZQDQGKRPHRQD³IOXNH´IURPDWUDYHOERRN7KH
town that they chose, Happy Valley, is predominantly a retirement community. At the
time of their move, the area was less developed, and the public neighborhood school was
³IDEXORXV´'XULQJ&RQQRU¶VVHFRQGJUDGHWKHVFKRROEHJDQDVHULHVRIDGPLQLVWUDWLYH
changes that would continue for several years. These changes, coupled with significant
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increases in property development in the surrounding areas, resulted in a very different
school experience that was further compromised by their sense of not fitting in to the
school or community. In the following example, Ali and Stephen describe their family
relative to the families in their surrounding neighborhood and community, as well as the
IHHGEDFNWKDWWKH\UHFHLYHGIURPWKHVFKRROWKDW&RQQRUZDV³FKRRVLQJEDGEHKDYLRUV´
>I@RUWKHFRPPXQLW\WKDWZHOLYHLQZH¶UHDOLWWOHGLIIHUHQWDQ\ZD\V,MXVWWKLQN
LW¶VOLNHWKH\MXVWGLGQ¶WJHWRXUIDPLO\ « ZH¶YHGRQHWKLQJVDFHUWDLQZD\WKDW
have been pretty successful for us and the things that we think our important²to
PH,WKLQNWKHDUWVDUHDORWPRUHLPSRUWDQWWKDQDWKOHWLFV « VRZKHQKDOIWKH
teachers are coaches²LW¶VYHU\WUaditional, very traditional. Traditional school,
traditional schools.
%RWK$OLDQG6WHSKHQGHPRQVWUDWHWKHKLVWRULFDOSURGXFWLRQRIµILWWLQJLQ¶DFURVVD
lifespan of lived experiences, although for different reasons: Ali largely in response to the
economiFGHSULYDWLRQRIKHUPRWKHU¶VXSEULQJLQJDQGWKHQLQKHURZQXSEULQJLQJDVRQH
of two children in a single-parent home, and Stephen for reasons related to being
RYHUZHLJKWDVDFKLOGDQGODWHUEHLQJDKLJKVFKRRO³RXWFDVW´IRUSUHIHUULQJILOPDQGDUWWR
atKOHWLFV7KHLUSURGXFWLRQVRIµILWWLQJLQ¶FRQWLQXHWRVKDSHWKHLUOLIHVW\OHFKRLFHVDQG
further contribute to their experiences of not fitting into traditional school institutions.
$OL¶VFKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQRIWKHLUIDPLO\DV³GLIIHUHQW´LVFRPSRXQGHGE\Dseries of
incidents that occurred while Connor was enrolled in the neighborhood school. In third
JUDGH$OLUHFRXQWV&RQQRU VWHDFKHUUHFRPPHQGHGWKDWKHKDYHD³VSHFLDOFKDLUZLWK
VWUDSV´LQWKHEDFNRIWKHFODVVURRPEHFDXVHKHZRXOGQ¶WVWD\LQKLVVHDW It was hinted
that Connor might have attention problems, but no diagnosis was ever made. Although
the information was written down and put in his files in third grade, Stephen and Ali were
not informed. They would only find out later, when Connor was in middle school, that
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the notation even existed. Instead of giving the pertinent feedback about Connor to
6WHSKHQDQG$OLWKHVFKRROFRQVWUXFWHGKLVµGLIIHUHQFH¶DVDEHKDYLRUDOSUREOHPWKDW
disrupted school space.
In fourth grade, Connor was allowed to stand in the back of the classroom since
KHFRXOGQ¶WVLW7KHWHDFKHUFDOOHGLWKLV³VWDQG-XSWKLQJ´'XULQJWKHIROORZLQJ\HDUV
WKLQJVJRWZRUVHDVWHDFKHUVLQIRUPHG6WHSKHQDQG$OLWKDW&RQQRUZDV³DEDGNLG
FKRRVLQJWRKDYHEDGEHKDYLRUV´6WHSKHQDQG$li finally decided to have Connor
evaluated outside of school. He was diagnosed with ADHD and received outside
treatment.
Feedback from the school about receiving interventions was mixed. A principal
FODLPHGWKDW³LW¶VQRWWKHVFKRRO¶VUHVSRQVLELOLW\WRWHll parents when their children have
VSHFLDOQHHGV´ZKLOHRWKHUDFTXDLQWDQFHVLQGLFDWHGLWZDVDPDWWHURIUHVRXUFHV³WKH\¶UH
QRWHQFRXUDJHGWRRIIHUDQ\WKLQJEHFDXVHWKHVFKRROGLVWULFWKDVWRIORDWWKHPRQH\´
Connor remained in the neighborhood school until eighth grade, at which point Stephen
and Ali decided that Ali would home-school him; according to Ali, they felt they had
³]HURRSWLRQV1RRSWLRQVDWDOO « WKHUHZHUHQRFKRLFHVQRFKRLFHVDWDOOIRUVFKRRO´
Ali describes the homeschooling exSHULHQFHDV´VRPHWKLQJWKDWZHQHYHUWKRXJKW
ZHZRXOGGR´+RZHYHUWKLVZDVWKHRQHRSWLRQWKDWWKH\IHOWWKH\GLGKDYH$OLGLG
Internet research and came across an online charter school called Arizona Virtual
Academy.
&RQQRUZKRKDGIULHQGV³JRLQJWRUHJXODUVFKRROV´ZDQWHGWRDWWHQGWKH
QHLJKERUKRRGKLJKVFKRROD³JLJDQWLF´KLJKVFKRROWKDWKLVSDUHQWVIHOWZRXOGKDYH³MXVW
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EHHQDGLVDVWHUIRUKLPIRUDYDULHW\RIUHDVRQV´&RQQRU¶VRSWLRQVIRUSXEOLFVFKRROV
were largely constrained by the fact that the family lived 27 miles from Sundale City,
where Connor would eventually attend MHS.
The process of how the family chose MHS does not represent a linear or highly
intentional set of practices. MHS was introduced to the family during the course of casual
conversation with the son of a family friend. Ali and Stephen's recollection of the
conversation remains vague and seemingly inconsequential in their description of
choosing. Ali does recall that at the time she recognized the name of the school. She had
KHDUGRI0+6IURPDQRWKHUIULHQGD³JUDQGPRWKHU´ZKRGRHVQ¶WKDYHNLGVLQWKH
³V\VWHP´DQGZKRVDLGWKDW0+6ZDV³FUD]\´DQG³GLVRUJDQL]HG´DQG³QRWDJRRGSODFH
WRVHQG\RXUNLG´1HLWKHUFRQWDFWUHSUHVHQWVWKHV\VWHPDWL]HGDQGLQWHQWLRQDOHIIRUWV
usXDOO\DVVRFLDWHGZLWKSDUHQWV¶VRFLDOQHWZRUNLQJWRLGHQWLI\FKRRVHDQGRUFKHVWUDWH
access to the best schools (Andre-Bechely, 2005; Holmes, 2002). However, it does
represent the type of misinformed public discourses that circulate and serve to produce
one version of school choice in Sundale City.
Besides homeschooling Connor, Ali thought the only other option was an
academically accelerated district high school that students had to test into, which thus did
QRWUHSUHVHQWD³UHDO´RSWLRQWRKHU6KHZDQWHGWRILQGDVFKRROZKHUH&RQQRUZRXOG³ILW
LQ´EXWWKDWZRXOGDOVRSURYLGHWKHQHFHVVDU\FUHGHQWLDOVWR³KDYHKLPUHDG\IRUFROOHJH´
$OLUHVXPHGKHU,QWHUQHWVHDUFKILQGLQJD³VPRUJDVERUG´RIVFKRROVZLWKFKRLFHV
including private, charter, and public district schools, but few were accessible due to cost
RUHQWUDQFHUHTXLUHPHQWV6KHDOVRQRWHGWKDWDORWRIVFKRROVXVHGD³GLIIHUHQW´NLQGRI
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language to obscure issues related to accreditation and graduation requirements. Finally,
Ali looked up the website for MHS. According to Stephen and Ali, in the end, the
³ZHEVLWHJRWXVWKHUH´>WR0+6@EHFDXVHLWPHWWKHLUJUDGXDWLRQUHTXLUHPHQWVDQG
EHFDXVHWKHVWXGHQWDUWZRUNIHDWXUHGRQWKHVLWHORRNHGOLNH³UHDOVWXII´QRWMXVW
something that students were required to do by their teacher.
In describing the visit to MHS, Ali and Stephen presented two major discourses.
$OLFKDUDFWHUL]HVKHUSRVLWLRQE\VD\LQJWKDWVKHKDGDQ³LGHDRIZKDW&RQQRUVKRXOGORRN
OLNHLQKLJKVFKRRO´DQGWKDWLWGLGQRWPDWFKWKHNLGVattending the neighborhood high
school. She continues by remarking that when she arrived at MHS, the kids looked like
&RQQRU³REYLRXVO\NLGVWKDWDUHDOWHUQDWLYHVWUDQJHNLGVEXWWKDW¶Vwhere he fits in´
[emphasis added].
As a freelance artist, Stephen represents the only parent participant who situates
his experiences and perspectives in terms of being a consumer. He describes his position
after the initial visit to MHS in terms that do not reflect a commodified view of
educational services as much as a relational one. His perspective is cast in terms of his
IDPLO\¶VSULRUQHJDWLYHH[SHULHQFHVZLWKWKHWUDGLWLRQDOGLVWULFWVFKRROLQPHHWLQJ
Connor's specific learning needs as a result of the ADHD diagnosis:
6RIDUFXVWRPHUVHUYLFHLVJUHDW,¶PQRWUHDlly used to seeing that in schools.
8VXDOO\DVDSDUHQWZHDUHEHKROGHQZH¶UHRIVHUYLFHWRWKHVFKRROVRPHKRZ
instead of the school having sort of a relationship and responsibility to us and to
Connor.
$OLUHLQIRUFHV6WHSKHQ¶VSRVLWLRQWKURXJKKHUSDrticular interpretative framework,
frequently characterizing practices and discourses as relationally epochal:
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LWVHHPVPRUHQRWPRGHUQLVQ¶WUHDOO\WKHULJKWZRUGEXWLWVHHPHGPRUHROGfashioned at Hydeland High School [the neighborhood school], that they really
saw themselves providing us. We were lucky that they let Connor go to school
there, so be quiet and get with the program and not real service-oriented.
7KHDSSURSULDWLRQRIWHUPVOLNH³VHUYLFH´HVSHFLDOO\³FXVWRPHUVHUYLFH´UXQVUDPSDQWin
the educational literature as either necessary to create real reform or lethal to the purposes
of public education. However, a more nuanced reading of the appropriation of these
terms by parent participants in light of their prior school experiences reveals the
XQGHUO\LQJPHDQLQJRIKRZSDUHQWVXQGHUVWDQGDQGDUHDSSO\LQJFRQFHSWVOLNHµVHUYLFH¶
that is, the majority of these parents have been unsuccessful in acquiring the support
µVHUYLFHV¶RUKHOSIURPWKHGLVWULFWVFKRROVWKDWWKHLUFKLOGUHQQHHG
These phenomena stand in contrast to the success of parents in districts like
GHSD at obtaining support services for their students. Eric, the special education teacher
at MHS, previously taught in and directed the special education program at GHHS (recall
that many of the teachers at MHS previously worked at GHHS, the wealthiest and most
racially homogeneous public high school in the region). Eric attributes a difference in the
severity of learning disabilities between what he observes at MHS and at GHHS to the
³LQWHQVLW\RILQWHUYHQWLRQ´LQWURGXFHGHDUO\LQDVWXGHQW¶VHGXFDWLRQDOH[SHULHQFHV
the learning disabilities here [MHS], compared to the larger district, GHHS, are
more severe than they are in the foothills. And that comes from various reasons:
one, WKHVWUXFWXUHVLQ*++6 « LQSDUWLFXODULQWKHHOHPHQWDU\OHYHODUHYHU\
intensive remediation to be able to get those kids to get to a point where they can
be successful and advocate for themselves and their levels just move up because
of the intensity of the intervention.
Eric reports that the differences are due to the resources and administrative
responsiveness at GHHS, as compared to the general lack of support for parents with
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students who had attended schools in other districts (for further discussion of this topic,
see also Demerath, 2009):
working in a district like GHSD for 13 years²most kids up there had access to
UHVRXUFHVWRDQ\NLQGRIUHVRXUFHWRKHOSWKHPJHWWKURXJKZKDWHYHU « GRZQ
KHUHNLGVGRQ¶WQHFHVVDULO\KDYHWKRVHUHVRXUFHVVR when it comes to kids that
DUHVWUXJJOLQJHPRWLRQDOO\KHUHWKH\GRQ¶WQHFHVVDULO\KDYHWKHUHVRXUFHVVR
WKH\FDUU\DORWRIEDJJDJHEHFDXVHWKHLUSDUHQWVGRQ¶WKDYHWKHUHVRXUFHVWRKHOS
WKHPJHWWKURXJKZKDWHYHUWKH\¶UHJRLQJWKURXJKDQGDUHVRPHWLPHV busy with
life raising 4, 5, 6 children, working²[in GHSD] both parents work but they have
FDUHJLYHUVDQGQDQQLHVDQGFRRNVDQGDOOWKDWVWXIIZKHUHWKHVHSDUHQWVDUHQ¶WLQD
position to have that. I think all the other behaviors are pretty similar to any other
NLGEXW,WKLQNWKHVHNLGVGRQ¶WQHFHVVDULO\KDYHSODFHVWRGHDOZLWKLWUHVRXUFHVWR
help them deal.
Additionally, in describing the role of legal knowledge in offering educational support
services through IEPs and 504s, Eric describes how parents at GHHS leverage their
cultural capital to procure and secure educational support services:
within the realm of special education they [the State of Arizona] will come in and
WKH\¶OOVKXWGRZQDZKROHVFKRROLI\RX¶UHQRWGRLQJZKDW\RX¶UHVXSSRVHGWRGo.
7KHIRUPDOWUDLQLQJ>(ULF¶V@FDPHIURP*+6'EHFDXVH\RXKDYHSDUHQWVWKDW
FRPHLQWKHUHZLWKWKHLUODZ\HUVVLWWLQJGRZQDQGVD\LQJ³ZH¶UHJRLQJWRVXH
\RXUDVVLI\RXGRQ¶WGRWKLVRU,GRQ¶WGRWKLV´VR\RXEHWWHUNQRZZKDW\RX¶UH
doing so I learned a lot from being in that environment.
Thus, receiving special services or, at a minimum, having the opportunity to discuss them
with the school staff represents a very different experience from what most of the parent
participants had grown to accept in the context of the district schools that their students
DWWHQGHG7KHVHH[SHULHQFHVLQVFULEHGLQGLVFRXUVHVRIµFXVWRPHUVHUYLFH¶RUµVHUYLFH¶
provide important insights into the ways that many families and students are not being
µVHUYHG¶E\GLVWULFWVchools. Rather than qualifying these statements as indicative of the
encroachment of privatization of public education, the data suggest that educational
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UHIRUPZRXOGEHQHILWIURPDPRUHQXDQFHGDQGFORVHUUHDGLQJRISDUHQWV¶DQGVWXGHQWV¶
actual lived experiences of attempting to acquire support services.
Cate
Cate, quoted earlier in this chapter, moved her two children from Colorado to
Sundale City at the time she was getting a divorce from their father. Prior to their move,
&DWH¶VFKLOGUHQKDGDWWHQGHGVchool in Arkansas and Colorado, where Cate worked nights
and weekends cleaning houses, waitressing, and taking assignments as a freelance editor.
During the time that Jennifer, her older child, was attending a public kindergarten
in Arkansas, a special education teacher approached Cate and suggested that her younger
child, Chris, be evaluated for autism, having noticed Chris when he accompanied Cate to
drop Jennifer off at school. Chris was eventually provided with the diagnosis of echolalia,
a speech disorder, and tactile defensiveness, a sensory processing disorder.
When Chris started school in Arkansas, he received an IEP and extra social and
academic support. His IEP was further developed and he received even greater support
when the family moved to Colorado. During elementary school, Chris was pulled out for
part of the school day for therapy and spent the rest of the day integrated into a
mainstream classroom. When Cate moved the family to Sundale City, she brought his
IEP and all of his tests and diagnoses to share with the new school. However, as Cate
GHVFULEHVLW³6XQGDOH&LW\ZRXOGQ¶WUHDOO\KHOSKLPWKDWPXFKDWDOO´
,QLWLDOO\&DWHDQGKHUWZRFKLOGUHQOLYHGZLWK&DWH¶VGDGLQ6XQGDOH&LW\-HQQLIHU
and Chris attended the neighborhood school, ZKLFK&DWHGLGQ¶WOLNHEHFDXVHRILWVODFNRI
VXSSRUWDQGUHVSRQVLYHQHVVWRKHUFKLOGUHQ¶VQHHGV6KHPRYHGWKHNLGVWZRPRUHWLPHV
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once to a magnet school, and then later to the neighborhood school where Cate had
purchased a mobile home.
In second grade&DWHKDGWRUHJXODUO\WHOO&KULV³-XVWVWD\RXWRIWURXEOHMXVWJHW
WKURXJKWKLVDQGLWZLOOJHWEHWWHUQH[WWLPH´7KLVDGYLFHWRKHUVHYHQ-year-old child was
in response to teacher feedback that Chris was not doing his work and the ensuing
punishmenWVWKDWFDPHZLWKWKHVHFULWLFLVPV UHFDOO&RQQRU¶VVLPLODUH[SHULHQFHVLQWKH
prior example). He was one of 45 students in an integrated second-grade classroom in
their neighborhood school.
Cate, for her part, described talking to the teacher, school nurse, and counselor to
express her concern that Chris had dyslexia and was not getting any help. She also
indicated since he was on Albuterol, a stimulant, for asthma, it was very difficult for him
WRVLWVWLOODQGGRKLVVFKRROZRUN6KHGHVFULEHVKLPDV³VLWting there, just bearing it until
LWZDVWLPHWRJRKRPH´6KHDOVRLQTXLUHGDERXWKDYLQJ&KULVVWD\EDFND\HDUVRWKDWKH
FRXOGJHWFDXJKWXSKRZHYHUVKHZDVWROGWKDWKHZRXOGEHRND\VR³WKH\MXVWNHSW
SXVKLQJKLP´6KHVD\VWKDWWKHUHDVRQIRUSXVKing him to the next grade level in spite of
not being ready was that there was no space for him in to stay in the classroom for
another year.
A recent study conducted by a state newspaper corroborates Cate's experience.
Over the course of six years, journalists for the Arizona Daily Star (Gillum, Rivera,
Sanchez, & Younger, May 11, 2008) collected three million anonymous student records
from local districts (charter schools were not included). The investigation concluded that
in 2007, one out of three students (n=57, 865 middle school students) failed one or more
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core academic classes and one out of six failed two or more core classes, while 90% of
students were reported as being promoted to the next grade.
Explanations for high rates of social promotion, even in cases where students
were consistently failing core academic courses, included administrative claims that high
failure was linked to some of the following: lack of parental involvement, disciplinary
issues, problems at home, and undiagnosed learning disabilities. Students and parents
featured in the report claimed that student failure resulted from a failure on the part of the
districts to provide services for students with ADHD and other cognitive disorders
(Gillum, Rivera, Sanchez, & Younger, Arizona Daily Star, May 11, 2008).
Cate also describes the elementary and middle school experiences of her older
child as being equally difficult, but for different reasons. Jennifer was bullied at school
because of difficult social problems: she had trouEOHµILWWLQJLQ¶ZDVYHU\RXWVSRNHQZDV
FRQVLGHUHGDµQHUG¶DQGKDG$'+'7RZDUGVWKHHQGRIPLGGOHVFKRROVKHFDPHRXWDV
bisexual.
&DWH¶VHIIRUWVWRQDYLJDWHKHUFKLOGUHQ¶VH[SHULHQFHVDWVFKRRODQGNHHSWKHPRXW
of trouble were complicated by her IHHOLQJWKDWWKHUHZHUHQRRWKHURSWLRQVIRUKHU³EDFN
WKHQWKHUHZDVQ¶WDVPDQ\RSWLRQVDVWKHUHDUHQRZMXVWDORWRIUHOLJLRXVDFDGHPLHVRU
VSRUWDFDGHPLHVEXWQRWKLQJWKDW,IHOWFRPIRUWDEOHZLWK´6KHPDGHDGHDOZLWKKHUWZR
FKLOGUHQWKDW³as long as they stayed out of trouble, I would find them a better high school
to attend, since I knew that the district had a lot of choices for alternative high schools, I
MXVWGLGQ¶WNQRZZKLFKRQH´ Not too far into her process, a coworker whose son attended
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MHS told her about the school. Cate visited MHS and eventually chose to send both of
her children there for high school.
Although Cate no longer felt without options by the time her children were ready
for high school, the sense of having no options also FKDUDFWHUL]HVRWKHUSDUHQWV¶
descriptions of choosing schools for their children, and for many, high school in
particular.
Saul
When Saul decided to quit his position of three years at Boeing in Washington to
attend law school in Sundale City, he was very methodical and selective in choosing a
home to purchase based on the quality of the school. His method was similar to the
µXQRIILFLDOVFKRROFKRLFH¶GLVFRXUVHEXWDWWKHVDPHWLPHYHU\GLIIHUHQW
Saul began his search by calling public libraries and, through a process of
µVQRZEDOOLQJ¶PDGHFRQWDFWZLWKDODUJHSRRORISXEOLFVFKRRODGPLQLVWUDWRUVDQG
WHDFKHUV+HHQGHGXSSXUFKDVLQJDKRPHLQDQHLJKERUKRRGZKHUHWKHVFKRROZDV³WKH
ULJKWVFKRRO´IRUKLVROGHUFKLOG.HOO\ZKRZRXOGEHLQILUVWJUDGH,W was a small school
with a strong sense of community in which everyone knew each other by name, with a
SULQFLSDO³ZKRZDVVRZRQGHUIXO´
6DXO¶VFULWHULDIRUWKHILUVWVFKRROKHFKRVHUHPDLQUHODWLYHO\VLPLODUWRWKRVHIRU
KLV\RXQJHUFKLOG-DNH³DVHQVHRIEHORQJLQJ´DQGWKH³ULJKWILW´RYHUKLJKWHVWVFRUHV
ZKLFKFDQEH³G\VIXQFWLRQDO´DQGWLHGWR³VRFLRHFRQRPLFIDFWRUV´,QVSLWHRIWKH
FRQJUXLW\LQFULWHULDIRUKLVWZRFKLOGUHQ6DXO¶VSULRULWLHVIRUHDFKFKLOGDOVRYDULHGDQG
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he expressed this posLWLRQE\VD\LQJ³EHLQJLQWKHVR-called best schools is not
QHFHVVDULO\WKHEHVWIRUDSDUWLFXODUFKLOG´
+HGHVFULEHV.HOO\DVD³NLGZKRFUHDWHVDVHQVHRIQRUPDOF\´DURXQGKHUE\
KLGLQJWKHIDFWWKDWVKHFRPHVIURPD³IDPLO\RIIUHDNV´,QKLJKVFKRRl and college, she
GLGWKLVE\DSSURSULDWLQJDQGSHUIRUPLQJKLJKO\V\PEROLFSUDFWLFHVRI³QRUPDOQHVV´
(Butler, 1999) attributed to high school females; she was a popular cheerleader who
attended a large district high school and then a large state university.
Due to the rapid residential and commercial development in Sundale City, the
elementary school that had been pivotal in the purchase of Saul's family home was
redistricted into a brand new school that was much bigger but had the same principal.
Since it was still considered the neighborhood school, Jake attended a modified version
of the school Kelly attended, doing fairly well until middle school, at which point things
³EURNHGRZQ´
During elementary school, Jake was diagnosed with OCD (Obsessive-Compulsive
Disorder), ADHD, and an emotional defiance disorder. There is a history of
schizophrenia on his maternal side and there was some concern that this might manifest
GXULQJ-DNH¶VDGROHVFHQFH,QPLGGOHVFKRRO-DNHKDGIHZIULHQGVDQGZDVRIWHQHLWKHU
fighting or being bullied. His rigid and antisocial behavior seemed to suggest emotional
GLVWXUEDQFH6DXOH[SUHVVHGIHHOLQJRYHUZKHOPHGDQGIULJKWHQHGIRUKLVVRQ¶VZHOO-being
and emotional safety. Once, Jake came home from middle school and told Saul about a
ILJKWKHKDGKDGLQZKLFKKLVRSSRQHQWWROGKLPWKDWKHZDV³DORVHUHYHQ\RXUPRWKHU
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GRHVQ¶WZDQW\RX´:KHQ6DXODVNHG-DNHZK\KHJRWLQWRWKHILJKWKHUHSOLHGWKDWZKDW
his opponent had said was true.
Saul had no sense of how to change or tranVIRUP-DNH¶VLVVXHVDWVFKRRO+H
provided outside support, therapy, and medication for Jake, but these steps were not
enough to remedy the conflicts and trouble Jake experienced in the school setting. Similar
WR&DWH¶VDGYLFHWR&KULV6DXOWRRNWKHDSSURDFKWKDW³ZHMXVWJRWWRJHWWKURXJKKLJK
VFKRRODQGJRGZLOOLQJKH¶OOEHRND\´/LNH6WHSKHQDQG$OL6DXOZDVXQDZDUHWKDWKH
had any choices or options. Since he could not provide the necessary time to home-school
Jake, he resigned himself to getting Jake through high school, using outside support to
mitigate the negative impact.
$OVRVLPLODUWR6WHSKHQDQG$OL¶VH[SHULHQFH6DXO¶VNQRZOHGJHRI0+6WRRN
shape through emergent everyday discourses and practices. Saul describes the process of
choosing MH6DVD³IOXNHWKDWIHOOLQWRKLVODS´DQGD³EOHVVLQJ´6DXO VILUVWVWHSLQ
considering the school, after he learned about it in the course of a casual conversation,
involved looking at the website and then visiting the school two times. Jake was
concerneGWKDW0+6ZDVQRWD³UHDO´VFKRRODQGWKDW³WKH\ZHUHMXVWWU\LQJWRIRROKLP´
(Ali and Stephen reported similar responses from their son Connor after their first visit to
the school.) Eventually, Saul convinced Jake to give MHS a try by reminding him that he
FRXOGJREDFNWRWKHQHLJKERUKRRGVFKRROLIKHGLGQ¶WOLNH0+6
It is noteworthy that Saul, the same individual who orchestrated the purchase of a
KRPHEDVHGRQWKHµULJKW¶VFKRROIRUKLVGDXJKWHU³ZRXOGQ¶WKDYHWKRXJKWWRWU\DQGILQG
the right higKVFKRROIRU´KLVVRQ-DNHHYHQWKRXJKD³JRRGILW´UHPDLQHGKLVSULPDU\
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FULWHULDLQLGHQWLI\LQJDµJRRG¶VFKRRO7KLVSRLQWVWRWZRLVVXHVILUVWWKHIDFWWKDW
although Arizona is the state with the second highest number of charter schools in the
U.S., the phenomenon of school choice remains relatively removed from public purview,
discourse, and practice. Second, even in cases where parents might have some
understanding of school choice, the choices that they are aware of may not present an
option for thHLUFKLOGLIKHRUVKHZRQ¶WµILWLQ¶6DXOFRXOGILQGWKHµULJKW¶VFKRROIRU
.HOO\EHFDXVHVKHFRXOGµILWLQ¶6LQFH-DNHZDVXQDEOHWRµILWLQ¶6DXOGLGQRWEHOLHYH
WKDWWKHµULJKW¶VFKRROIRU-DNHH[LVWHG
Mary
0DU\¶VFKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQRIKHUIDPLO\DVµRWKHU¶ZKLOHGLVWLQFWFRUUHVSRQGVWRD
reoccurring theme that connects multiple data sets of parents, students, and teachers,
wherein the historical production of not fitting into traditional school spaces also serves
DVRQHRIPDQ\H[DPSOHVRI2UWQHU¶V (2002, 2003) concept of psychological capital.
0DU\¶VWKUHHVRQVKDYHDOOEHHQGLDJQRVHGZLWKGLIIHUHQWPHQWDODQGFRJQLWLYH
disorders throughout their K±12 public school years. Her oldest son, Ryan, who is now in
college and living independently, suffered from episodic psychotic fits that sometimes
took place in the context of a district high school. Although his episodes would at times
occur in the classroom, for the remainder of the time, his participation in class was not
disruptive. Her youngest son, Eli, has severe autism and is enrolled in an exceptional
school.
0DU\¶VPLGGOHVRQ-DUHGZKRKDV$'+'KDGDWWHQGHGH[FHSWLRQDOHGXFDWLRQ
FODVVURRPVLQPLGGOHVFKRROEXWZDVSODFHGLQ³UHJXODU´FODVVHVDWDGLVWULFWKLJKVFKRRO
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In the middle school cODVVURRPV0DU\H[SODLQVWKHUHZHUH³VWDIIZKRNQRZKRZWRGHDO
ZLWKEHKDYLRUV´&RQVHTXHQWO\0DU\H[SHFWHGWKDWLWZDVRQO\DPDWWHURIWLPHEHIRUH
WKHKLJKVFKRROZRXOGEHFDOOLQJKHUDERXW-DUHG¶VGLVUXSWLYHEHKDYLRU,QWKHIROORZLQJ
excerpt from her interview, she summarizes the contrast between her two sons, Ryan and
-DUHGLQWHUPVRIWKHVDPHKLJKVFKRRO¶VUHVSRQVHWRWKHLUEHKDYLRUVDQGZKDWWKLV
implies about the family:
The very first back to school night with Ryan, we went to the classes and I forget
what class it was²I think that it was the computer class²and the teacher said,
³RK5\DQLVVXFKDILQH\RXQJPDQ,FDQWHOOKHFRPHVIURPDILQHIDPLO\´$QG
,UHPHPEHUWKLQNLQJ³RKJRGMXVWZDLWXQWLO\RXPHHW-DUHG´,MXVWUHPHPEHU
thinking that and sure enough, it was the same guy who had Ryan and for the first
two weeks of school²,GRQ¶WHYHQWKLQNLWZDVDIXOOWZRZHHNV²I got 2±3
SKRQHFDOOVHYHU\GD\IURPWKHWHDFKHUV³0UV0H\HU\RXUVRQ-DUHG¶VGLVUXSWLQJ
class. You need to do someWKLQJ´
She goes on to explain to me that
Ryan is a much different child than Jared. Ryan is not disruptive and not
belligerent²WKLVJX\VDLG³,FDQWHOOKHFRPHVIURPDYHU\ILQHIDPLO\´7UXVW
PHWKLVJX\¶VSUREDEO\WKLQNLQJ-DUHG¶VSUREDEO\JRWSDrents on meth or
VRPHWKLQJ7KH\¶UHVRGLIIHUHQW-DUHGWDONVEDFNDQG-DUHGLVREVWLQDWH
0DU\LV³IRUFHG´WRILQGVRPHWKLQJ³GLIIHUHQW´WRXVH&DWH¶VZRUGVVLQFH-DUHG¶V
behavior prohibits his remaining at the large district high school. It is in the course of a
conversation with a coworker that Mary learned of MHS. After visiting MHS and
learning that Jared could work with the special education teacher in a completely isolated
environment, Mary enrolled Jared at MHS.
Psychological Capital and School Choice
0DU\¶VGHVFULSWLRQRIWKHGLIIHUHQFHVLQUHVSRQVHWRKHUWZRVRQVE\WKHVDPH
WHDFKHUDWWKHODUJHGLVWULFWVFKRROZDUUDQWVIXUWKHUDQDO\VLVWKURXJKWKHOHQVRI)RXFDXOW¶V
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 FRQFHSWRI³GRFLOHERGLHV´DQDQDO\VLVWKDW,SXUVXHLQWKHIROORZLQJ chapter. For
WKHSXUSRVHVRIWKHFXUUHQWDQDO\VLV0DU\¶VGHVFULSWLRQVVHUYHWRLOOXVWUDWHWKHH[WHQWWR
ZKLFKDVWXGHQW¶VEHKDYLRULVVHHQWRUHSUHVHQWWKHµW\SH¶RIIDPLO\KHLVIURP'HHSHU
WKHRUHWLFDOFRQVLGHUDWLRQRIWKLVSKHQRPHQRQSRLQWWR2UWQHU¶V (2002, 2003) explanation
RI³SV\FKRORJLFDOFDSLWDO´$QH[SDQVLRQRQ%RXUGLHX¶VFRQFHSWRIFXOWXUDOFDSLWDO
SV\FKRORJLFDOFDSLWDOLVFRQVWLWXWHGDVSDUWRIWKHSURGXFWLRQRIWKHVRFLDOVHOI³WKHNLQG
of social VHOIDSHUVRQHPHUJHVZLWKIURPFKLOGKRRG´(Ortner, 2002, p. 13). Psychological
capital also reflects the emotional atmosphere of the home, specifically either the absence
RUSUHVHQFHRIVRFLDODQGSV\FKRORJLFDOGLVUXSWLRQVZKLFKPLJKWLQFOXGH³ORQJ-illness of
a parent; death of a parent; high conflict levels or divorce of parents; parent financial or
legal disaster; parental desertion or estrangement; presence of a problematic step-SDUHQW´
S 0RUHRYHUWKLVVWXG\DXJPHQWV2UWQHU¶VGHVFULSWLRQRIVRFLDODQGSV\FKRORJLFDO
disruptions to include phenomena such as mental illness, cognitive and social disorders,
alcoholism, trauma, homelessness, and neglect.
2IWHQWKHVHDVSHFWVRIDVWXGHQW¶VLGHQWLW\DUHQRWDSDUWRIVDQFWLRQHGVFKRRO
discourse; they simultaneously remain hidden for what they truly are and become
LQDGYHUWHQWO\SXEOLFEHFDXVHRIWKHLULPSDFWRQWKHVWXGHQW¶VJHQHUDOGHPHDQRU 9DUHQQH
& McDermott, 1999; Ornter, 2002; Smardon, 2008). Frequently, the ramifications of this
phenomenon for White/Anglo middle-class students are instituWLRQDOODEHOVRIµVRFLDO
RXWFDVW¶RUµEDGEHKDYLRU¶ 2UWQHU )RUVWXGHQWVRIFRORUDQGRUORZLQFRPH
their race and/or socioeconomic status serves as the institutional means to pathologize the
other social and emotional aspects of their identities (Fine, 1991). Like cultural capital,
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2UWQHU¶VSV\FKRORJLFDOFDSLWDOLVPHDVXUHGLQWHUPVRIRQH¶VDELOLW\WR³ILWLQ´WR³ORFDO
V\VWHPV´ S ,QUHVSRQVHVWXGHQWVVHOI-blame (Fine, 1991; Mehan, 1997; Smardon,
2008) and see themselves as institutLRQDOµPLVILWV¶UHVXOWLQJLQDQLQFUHDVLQJO\KLJKUDWH
of school failure and drop-RXWVRUZKDW,SUHIHUWRFDOOµIRUFHG-RXWV¶
Throughout all of the data in this study, indices of psychological capital and its
attendant consequences are central to understanding the emergent discursive practices
that constitute the production of school choice, regardless of generation. The examples of
psychological capital in these data parallel the institutional objectification of family as
µRWKHU¶SURYLGHGLQWKHSUHYious section and, consequently, the inability for the student to
fit in to local systems, specifically the neighborhood district school.
Finally, the deeply embedded production of historical persons, parent participants,
DQGVSHFLILFDOO\WKHIDPLO\DVµRWKHU¶GHPRQVWUDWHVWKHH[WHQWWRZKLFKHQGXULQJVWUXJJOHV
constitute local conflicts inscribed in choosing a school and, in turn, how these local
conflicts shape the broader state and national production of school choice. In this study,
choosing a school repUHVHQWVDµIRUFH¶WRQHJRWLDWHPHGLDWHDQGOLYHZLWKLQLQWKHPLGVW
RID³UXQDZD\ZRUOG´ *LGGHQVS 
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CHAPTER 7: SPATIAL PRODUCTION OF FITTING IN
Portrayals of minorities as defiling and threatening have for long been used to order
society internally and to demarcate the boundaries of society, beyond which lie those who
do not belong. (Sibley, 1995, p. 49)
In the previous chapter, I described how, within the data of this study, the practice
RIFKRRVLQJLVODUJHO\LQVFULEHGLQSDUHQWV¶KLVWRULcal productions of fitting in relative to
WKHLURZQOLIHDQGVFKRROH[SHULHQFHV7KHSDUHQWSDUWLFLSDQWVLQWKLVVWXG\DWWULEXWHGµQRW
ILWWLQJLQ¶WRSRYHUW\DQGHWKQLFLW\DVZHOODVEURDGHUKLVWRULFDOFKDQJHVVXFKDVWKH
impact of the countercultural movements of the 1960s and 1970s and the rise of
Thatcherism in Great Britain in the 1980s. Parent data also reflected how the historical
production of fitting in overlaps with the institutional objectification of the family as
µRWKHU¶SDUWLFXODUO\LQWKHVFhool context. Parents identified the ways in which the
enduring production of not fitting in and the objectification of the family have impacted
WKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VOLYHVDQGVFKRROH[SHULHQFHV,QSDUWLFXODUWKH\LGHQWLILHGQHZµUHJLPHV
RIWUXWK¶ )RXFDXOW 1972, as cited in Gordon, 1980) based on competing discourses
VXUURXQGLQJWKHPHGLFDOL]DWLRQRI\RXWKLGHQWLWLHVDQGWKHIDPLO\¶VDELOLW\WRDFTXLUHWKH
requisite services within the social sphere of public schooling.
In spite of the frequency with whLFKSDUHQWVLQVFULEHGWKHLUFKLOGUHQ¶VH[SHULHQFHV
of not fitting into district schools within the production of medicalized and service
discourses, youth presented a set of alternate discourses that constitute how they
historically produce not fitting into district schools. In these data, ethnicity,
socioeconomic status, race, and disability remain integral, but do not constitute the
SULPDU\GLVFRXUVHVUHSUHVHQWHGLQWKHVWXGHQWV¶KLVWRULFDOSURGXFWLRQRIILWWLQJLQ,QVWHDG
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primary discourses in student data are inscribed within the social domains of the large
SXEOLFGLVWULFWKLJKVFKRRO,QSDUWLFXODUVWXGHQWV¶SURGXFWLRQRIQRWILWWLQJLQLVKLJKO\
symbolic, in that youth constitute the experience of not fitting in relative to essentialized,
enduring, and school-VDQFWLRQHGVRFLDOFDWHJRULHVOLNHµMRFNV¶µSRSXODUNLGV¶DQGµSURP
TXHHQ¶6WXGHQWVDOVRSURGXFHWKHH[SHULHQFHRIQRWILWWLQJLQUHODWLYHWRPDLQVWUHDPWHHQ
media (i.e., media replications of high school social categories) and to the exclusionary
SUDFWLFHVRIFOLTXHV'XHWRWKHVDOLHQFHRIVSDFHDQGSODFHLQVWXGHQWV¶SURGXFWLRQRIQRW
fitting into the school-sanctioned and mainstream social domains of the large public
district high school, I refer to these processes as the spatial production of fitting in.
,QWKLVFKDSWHU,GLVFXVVKRZVWXGHQWV¶LGHDVDERXWFKRRVLQJDVFKRRODUHLQODUJH
part constituted through the spatial production of fitting in. To do this, I provide context
E\LGHQWLI\LQJZKDW,PHDQE\WKHµLPDJLQHG$PHULFDQKLJKVFKRRO¶,DOVRGLVFXVVKRZ
the cultural production of the imagined American high school contributes to the enduring
production of social categories that are generally understood in terms of socioeconomic
status and school affiliation (see Eckert, 1989, Foley, 1990, and Ortner, 2003). I contrast
WKLVDSSURDFKZLWKWKHSUHGRPLQDQWGLVFRXUVHVWKDWFRQVWLWXWHVWXGHQWV¶VSDWLDO
productions of fitting in within these data: discourses that often dovetail with parent
discourses in framing the process of choosing as a µIRUFHWREHUHFNRQHGZLWK¶UDWKHUWKDQ
a deliberate and elected choice.
To this end, I demonstrate how the data in this study provide an alternate analysis
of these categories²rather than a primarily structural one²wherein social categories and
social cliques serve as normalizing technologies that sort and rank individual students to
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organize and govern the school body into social domains of inclusion or exclusion. In
other words, youth who do not fit in to a school-sanctioned social category or clique
represent an anomaly or abnormality that is excluded from privileged school spaces.
Due to the preeminence of space in these processes, I introduce the concept of
spatial capitalDQDXJPHQWDWLRQRI%RXUGLHX¶VFRQFHSWRIFXOWXUDOFDSLWDOWKDWDFFRXQWV
for tKHUROHRIVSDFHDQGSODFH VHHDOVR%XHQGLD $UHV LQWKHSURGXFWLRQRIµQRW
ILWWLQJLQ¶DQGµFKRRVLQJDVFKRRO¶,WLVP\SRVLWLRQWKDWWKHIRFXVRQUHVWUXFWXULQJVFKRRO
spaces in current educational reform²for example, the development of charter schools²
provides a significant analytical opportunity to evaluate the role of spatial capital in
HGXFDWLRQDOUHIRUP)RUH[DPSOHGRHVVSDWLDOFDSLWDOSOD\DUROHLQVWXGHQWV¶GHFLVLRQWR
enroll in a charter school? If so, what can we learn about the impact of spatial capital
EDVHGRQWKHVHVWXGHQWV¶H[SHULHQFHVLQWUDGLWLRQDOVFKRROVDVZHOODVWKHLUGHFLVLRQWR
attend a charter school? One of the purposes of this chapter is to address these types of
questions.
In this chapter, I also provide an analysis of the high levels of mobility in lives of
youth. This mobility can be read as another form of spatial and psychological capital,
given that the high frequency of relocation described in these data result in large part
from the dramatic increase in complex family structures: for example, single-parent
homes and divorced parents, as well as youth homelessness and overage students. High
OHYHOVRIPRELOLW\LQVWXGHQWV¶OLYHVVXJJHVWLPSRUWDQWFRQVLGHUDWLRQVLQWHUPVRIWKH
saliency of the neighborhood school in this particular socioeconomic and cultural epoch.
For example, since neighborhood schools are based on the premise of a relatively stable
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community, what is the viability of neighborhood schools in an era characterized by high
levels of mobility? Moreover, how can schools serve the learning needs of students who
are in any given school for only a short period of time?
7RFRQFOXGHWKLVFKDSWHU,GLVFXVVKRZµFRQIRUPLW\¶UHSUHVHQWVDQRUPDOL]LQJ
technology within the context of large district high schools, differentiating youth who do
not fit into these school spaces and contributing to the local production of school choice
LQ6XQGDOH&LW\DVUHSUHVHQWLQJVFKRROVSDFHVGHVLJQDWHGIRUµPLVILWV¶
The Imagined American High School and the Spatial Production of Fitting In
The Imagined American High School
In Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson (1991) introduces the concept of
WKHQDWLRQDVDQ³LPDJLQHGSROLWLFDOFRPPXQLW\´ S +HVWDWHVWKDWWKHQDWLRQLV
imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most
of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of
each lives the image of their communion. (p. 6)
He also claims that the nation is
imagined as a community, because, regardless of the actual inequality and
exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always conceived as a deep,
horizontal comradeship. (p. 7)
Anderson cites national flags and anthems as cultural artifacts that constitute the cultural
production of the nation as an imagined community through the experience of
³XQLVRQDQFH´ S DVKDUHGVHQVHRIFRPPXQLW\²albeit an imagined and not a real
one²amongst disparate and distanced members of the nation. Although Anderson is
most interested in the role of language in the production of nation-states, other
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technologies also contribute to the cultural production of the nation, including the family
and schools.
7RWKHH[WHQWWKDWWKHµP\WK¶RIWKH$PHULFDQIDPLO\FRQVWLWXWHVDQRUPDOL]LQJ
technology intended to civilize, assimilate, and govern the populace in the discursive
formation of the nation, the imagined American high school constitutes the cultural
production of the nation through the normalizing technologies of schooling. I refer to this
phenomenon as imagined since members of the nation, regardless of geographical
ORFDWLRQDQGWKH³DFWXDOLQHTXDOLW\DQGH[SORLWDWLRQ´ $QGHUVRQS VKDUHD
common image of the American high school: a large masonry edifice of classrooms,
chalkboards, lockers, textbooks, lunch tables, hallways, football fields, basketball courts,
SURPVDQGGLSORPDVZKHUHLQVWXGHQWVDQGWHDFKHUVSOHGJHDOOHJLDQFHWRµRQHQDWLRQ
XQGHU*RG¶7KHGXUDELOLW\RIWKH$PHULFDQKLJKVFKRRODVDFXOWXUDODUWLIDFWRIWKHQDWLRQ
is due to the fact that it remains relatively unchanged across geographical locations and
generations. Sizer (2004) characterizes high schools in the United States as follows:
Most of it is not only recognizable; it is fully accepted and honored today as a
representation of what we call secondary schools: a class of twenty or so
adolescents gathered by age into grades to learn together a subject both for its
content and for the skills embedded in the content taught by a single teacher who
is responsible for delivering that material, assigning homework, and assessing
HDFKVWXGHQW¶VSHUIRUPDQFHLQDXQLIRUPPDQQHUDOOWKLVSURFHHGLQJLQVHTXHQWLDO
blocks of time of forty to sixty minutes each in a specialized school building
primarily made up of a succession of identical rooms that are used for six hours
IRUIHZHUWKDQKDOIWKHGD\LQD\HDU « 7KLVLVZKDWschool is. (pp. xi-xii)
:KLOHLQGLYLGXDOV¶actual experiences of high school vary greatly due to structural
differences²for example, classroom size, availability of books and desks, or even
presence or absence of a teacher (Kozol, 1992b)²³LWLVKDUGWRRYHUVWDWHWKHVLJQLILFDQFH
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RIKLJKVFKRROIRUWKH$PHULFDQFXOWXUDOLPDJLQDWLRQ´ 2UWQHUS 2UDVRQH
PDOHVWXGHQWDW0+6DSWO\VWDWHGLQUHVSRQVHWRDWHDFKHU¶VTXHVWLRQ³'RZHVWLOOQHHG
ODUJHSXEOLFVFKRROV"´³<HVEHFDXVHWKH\IXOILOODWUDGLWLRQWKH\¶YHDOZD\VEHHQWKHUH´
As with the national flag or anthem, the shared sense of community lies in the
cultural assumption that disparate and distanced members of the nation simultaneously
recognize and share some form of attachment (positive, negative, or in a few cases,
neutral) to the cultural icons inscribed in the imagined American high school. The data in
this study document these phenomena, but also suggest a potential rupture in the
durability of the imagined American high school as produced through the educational
restructuring of school choice.
Historical Shifts and the Production of School Choice
Part of the process of producing school choice depends on the constitution of
what it is not. In this study, the production of school choice is often inscribed in the
temporal discourses of teachers and parents about the time when there were no choices
³ZKHQwe ZHUHNLGV´ 7KHJHQHUDWLRQDODQGKLVWRULFDOSURGXFWLRQof school choice relies
heavily on the imagined American high school as the representational space of normative
high school experiences relative to the spatial production of school choice. Central to the
production of the imagined American high school as the cultural norm inscribed in
traditional versions of the nation-state is the inherent assumption of something shared that
is knowable and recognizable. In my interview with Superintendent Smith of VUSD, the
superintendent framed school choice as a paradigmatic generational shift in contrast to
WKHµVKDUHG¶H[SHULHQFHRIWKHLPDJLQHG$PHULFDQKLJKVFKRRO
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There are a lot of parents that went through the school system, the 19th century
school system that we all went through, where you went to your neighborhood
VFKRROLWZDVZKDWLWZDV « VRZHKDYHWKDWJURXSWKDWWKLQNVWKDWZD\EXWWKHQ
ZHKDYHDQRWKHUJURXSWKDWVD\V³ZRZ,¶YHJRWDORWRIFKRLFHVDQG,¶PJRLQJWR
ILQGZKDW¶VEHVWIRUP\FKLOG´DQGJHQHUDWLRQDOO\VSHDNLQJ « WKHJHQHUDWLRQ(
and the millennial kids²their parents are more like that than ever before.
[emphasis added]
In this example, the production of school choice is inscribed in economic and cultural
shifts that contrast with the shared and recognizable constitution of the American school
DVWKH³VFKRROV\VWHPWKDWZHDOOZHQWWKURXJK´HPEHGGHGLQDQLQGXVWULDOHFRQRP\
Similarly, at an open house intended to recruit new students to MHS, Jenn, a
founder and administrator at MHS, provides another example of the discursive
production of school choice by differentiating the imagined American high school from
the school of choice:
:KHQ,ZDVDNLG\RXGLGQ¶WJHWDFKRLFH<RXKDGDQDGGUHVVZHQWWRWKDW
VFKRROLI\RXUSDUHQWVFRXOGQ¶WDIIRUGSULYDWHVFKRRO,ZHQWWRDELJVFKRRO1R
one knew me. You get a choice. Is this the right school for me? Take an
RSSRUWXQLW\WRPDNHDFKRLFH « 'RQ¶WGRWKHGHIDXOWWKLQJ
In this example, school choice is again produced in terms of economic and cultural
distinctions embedded in the sociocultural changes of a shifting political economy. More
VSHFLILFDOO\WKLVH[DPSOHKLJKOLJKWVWKHVDOLHQF\RIUHVLGHQFH ³DGGUHVV´ WRWKH
discursive production of school choice. However, what is notable in this example is that
the constraints produced by residence are not described in terms of the typical discourses
RIHGXFDWLRQDOLQHTXLWLHVRUUHVRXUFHVEXWLQVWHDGLQWHUPVRIFXOWXUDOFRQVWUDLQWV ³,ZHQW
WRDELJVFKRRO1RRQHNQHZPH´ 0RUHRYHUWKLVH[DPSOHSRLQWVWRWKHFRPSOH[LW\
involved in the emphasis on the individual in school choice discourses. Opponents of
school choice claim that focusing on individual needs undermines the democratic
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SXUSRVHVRISXEOLFHGXFDWLRQDWWKHVDPHWLPHPDNLQJDFKRLFHDQGQRW³>GRLQJ@WKH
GHIDXOWWKLQJ´LQOLJKWRIculturally constraining school spaces can be interpreted as
symbolic contestation (Low, 2000).
The Representational Space of School Size
Options as school choice. In Chapter 5, I discuss the saliency of school size in the
local production of school choice as it relates to student enrollment and political and
funding issues at the state and regional levels in public education. In this section, I
discuss the significance of school size in the cultural and spatial production of school
choice in Sundale City. As with the examples at the beginning of this chapter, school
choice is locally produced relative to the imagined American high school in terms of
distinctions, or what it is not. Specifically, the significance of school size to the local
production of school choice is constituted through conflicting discourses over the merits
RIDµELJ¶YHUVXVDµVPDOO¶VFKRRO
In general, local public discourses in favor of large traditional high schools
distinguish these schools from charter schools by arguing that the larger schools have
more options to offer students in the form of extracurricular activities and services. The
following example, provided by a parent in the editorial section of the local press,
represents the particular discourse that promotes district schools because of a plethora of
extracurricular options, in contrast to charter schools, which generally have very limited
extracurricular options:
Contrary to the assertion by the parent in the article [a parent in support of charter
VFKRROV@WKRVH³RWKHUFKRLFHV´>GLVWULFWVFKRROV@GRLQIDFWRIIHUSURJUDPVOLNH
libraries (with a librarian who is not threatened with the loss of her job every
year), twice weekly music classes rather than poorly funded after-school
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programs, physical education classes as part of the regular weekly curriculum,
yearbooks, sports and band. (Arizona Daily Star, n.d.)
2IQRWHµRSWLRQV¶GLVFRXUVHVWKDWFRQVWLWXWHFRQIOLFWVRYHUWKHORFDOSURGXFWLRQRIVFKRRO
choice are not simply about differences in ideology or educational philosophies. More
importantly, these discourses are entrenched in broader and enduring struggles over how
to organize and fund public education at the state and local levels.
The saliency as well as the complexity of option discourses to the local
production of school choice cannot be understated. As an example, I had a reoccurring
conversation with Jenn about why she thought students chose to attend MHS as opposed
to a large traditional high school. She frequently responded that she was at a loss to
understand why certain students in particular chose to attend MHS, given the limited
extracurricular offerings relative to a large district high school. Such conversations were
often in reference to students who appeared to be doing well academically and socially at
MHS, or who had a particular talent or interest for which there was no corresponding
program at MHS.
For example, Jenn seemed puzzled that Sophie, a White/Anglo sophomore student
at MHS who is actively involved in theater production and acting, would not choose to
attend VHS, which has an extensive drama program. In regards to Philip, a Latino junior
enrolled at MHS, Jenn was particularly puzzled:
3KLOLSLVDQRWDQRUPDOKLJKVFKRRONLG « -XVWE\HYHQFKRRVLQJ0+6PDNHV
him abnormal for who he is and how ambitious and driven he is. That was a very
strange move on his part. This kid has been on more non-profit boards than I even
NQRZ+HKDVDUHVXPHWKDWLVORQJHUWKDQPLQHDQG,¶YHEHHQWHDFKLQJIRU
years, he pays more attention to his wardrobe than I do on a good day, he is
always thinking several years ahead into the future and calculating every move he
PDNHV « +H¶VJD\DSODFHOLNH0+6LVJLYLQJKLPDSODFHWRIHHOVDIHEXW,
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GRQ¶WHYHQNQRZLIWKDW¶VWKHVLWXDWLRQLQVFKRROVDQ\PRUH²there are gay/straight
alliances in pretty much every big high school.
Jenn continued to think out loud about why Philip would have chosen MHS:
+H¶VKDQGV-down just 100% accepted across the board here and kind of revered
and respected and he has been able tRSDYHKLVRZQSDWKKHUH:H¶YHEHHQ
working with him. When he wanted to do an internship as a tenth grader we got
RXWRIKLVZD\ « EHFDXVHWKHUHDUHVRPDQ\WKLQJVWKDWZHFDQQRWRIIHUKLP
ZHIHOWOLNHWKLVZDVDZD\RIPDNLQJXSWRKLP « EXW3KLOLS is not somebody to
KROGXSDQGVD\³3KLOLSGLGLWVR\RXUFKLOGFDQGRLWWRR´3KLOLSLVQRW\RXU
FKLOG3KLOLSLVQRERG\¶VFKLOG3KLOLSLVMXVWKLVRZQFUHDWXUH « ,¶YHQHYHUPHW
DQ\ERG\OLNHKLPDQG,¶YHVSHQWWHQ\HDUVDW*++6WHDFKLQJKRQRUVFODVses and
VWDQGDUGFODVVHVDQGEHLQJWKHQHZVSDSHUDGYLVRUDQG\RXMXVWGRQ¶WPHHWNLGV
like that.
As Jenn attempts to formulate and articulate why she thinks Philip chose MHS over a
large district school, given his talents and the limited options that MHS can offer him
UHODWLYHWRWKRVHWDOHQWVVKHVLPXOWDQHRXVO\FRQVWLWXWHVKLPDVµGLIIHUHQW¶DVDUHVXOWRIWKH
intensity with which he enacts his talents. Accordingly, what constitutes Philip as
µGLIIHUHQW¶QRWRQO\VWDQGV outside of normative high school identities and spaces that are
typically populated with ambitious students but also serves to normalize his ethnicity and
sexual orientation by way of comparison. This perspective is ironic given the prevalence
of heteronormativity and White privilege-normalizing technologies inscribed in public
VFKRROVSDFHVWKDWFRQVWLWXWHWKHµRWKHU¶+HQFH-HQQ¶VRZQVWUXJJOHWRXQGHUVWDQGZK\
certain youth would choose MHS, given its limited extracurricular options, is best
understood in light of the findings in parent and youth data that the historical and spatial
SURGXFWLRQRIµQRWILWWLQJLQ¶FRQVWLWXWHVWKHORFDOSURGXFWLRQRIVFKRROFKRLFH
The spatial production of school choice. ,QFRQWUDVWWRWKHµRSWLRQV¶GLVFRXUVHV
favoring large schools, in these data, small schools in the form of charter schools
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represent a rejection of the culturally constraining social practices inscribed in large
traditional schools. The majority of parent and youth data sets identified a small school as
central to the production of choosing in response to the constraining or exclusionary
SUDFWLFHVWKDWFKDUDFWHUL]HG\RXWKV¶ DQGRIWHQSDUHQWV¶ H[SHULHQFHVLQODUJHGLVWULFW
schools²primarily the negative characterization and attendant experiences of being
µGLIIHUHQW¶,QWKHIROORZLQJexample, Sophie situates the spatial production of choosing
MHS relative to her prior experiences in large district schools:
Yeah, just even starting in 6th grade I was experimenting with the way I dressed
and like did my hair and makeup and stuff and a lot of it was verbal abuse, I
JXHVVDQG,JRWSLFNHGRQDQGIRRGWKURZQDWPHDOOWKHWLPH « WKH\>WKH
students in the district school] were not tolerant of people being different.
When I asked her how she chose a high school, Sophie responded:
I knew ,GLGQ¶WZDQWWRJRWRDSXEOLFVFKRROEHFDXVH,GLGQ¶WZDQWWREHVWXFNLQ
the same situation and we were just looking at VHS, which is where my mom
ZHQWDQGWKHUHZHUHMXVWVRPDQ\VWXGHQWVWKDW,IHOWOLNHWKDW,ZDVQ¶WJRLQJWREH
able to connect with a lot of people and because I had never really gotten to do
that at middle school because I was secluded from everyone else, I wanted to be
DEOHWRGRWKDW « DQG,NQRZWKDWZRXOGQ¶WKDSSHQDWDODUJHUVFKRRO
The spatial production of exclusion. In multiple data sets in this study, youth
report that they chose or were forced to choose a small school because of the effects
(depression, anger, decline in grades, fear, or fighting with parents) of being ridiculed,
beaten up, and secluded from certain spaces in large traditional schools, particularly
certain tables in the cafeteria. Emily, a White/Anglo sophomore at MHS, describes the
experience of being explicitly excluded from sitting at a particular lunch table during
junior high school at a school in GHSD:
I was friends with the popular kids and then one of the girls in the group decided
WKH\KDWHGPHDQGGHFLGHG,FRXOGQ¶WVLWDWWKHWDEOHDQ\PRUH²it was like a notice
  

  
195  

RIHYLFWLRQ7KH\WROGPH³WKLVLVJRLQJWREHWKHODVWWLPH\RXVLWZLWKXV´DQG,
wDVOLNHRND\$QG,FRXOGQ¶WHYHQWDONWRWKHP « VR,MXVWDWHP\OXQFKDQG,
came home and cried myself to sleep.
:KHQ,DVNHGKHUZK\VKHWKRXJKWVKHKDGEHHQµHYLFWHG¶IURPWKHOXQFKWDEOHVKH
replied:
,WKLQN,GLGQ¶WGUHVVOLNHWKHP « P\SDUHQWVZHUHVRJRRGLQUDLVLQJPHWKH\¶G
DOZD\VPDNHPHLQFOXGHSHRSOHDQGQRWPDNHIXQRISHRSOHDQG,WKLQNWKH\¶G
PDNHIXQRISHRSOHDQG,¶GWHOOWKHPQRWWRDQG,¶GV\PSDWKL]HZLWKWKHQHUG\
kids and stuff so they decided I was too nice for them.
The spaWLDOSURGXFWLRQRIQRWILWWLQJLQWKDWFRQVWLWXWHG(PLO\¶V³QRWLFHRIHYLFWLRQ´IURP
privileged school spaces in the cafeteria continued to mediate her experiences during her
first year of high school at GHHS:
In GHHS if you just look at the cafeteria and you look at the tables and stuff, you
see where the popular kids eat and where the nerds eat and the seniors actually
have their own section because they are so special and you see where the anime
nerds sit.
During the third week of her sophomore year at GHHS, Emily had an anxiety
DWWDFNZKHQVKHUHDOL]HGWKDWVKHZDVUHDOO\³RYHUORRNHGDW*++6´DQG³KDWHG´LW
HVSHFLDOO\WKH³OXQFKVLWXDWLRQ´+HUJUDGHVKDGIDOOHQGXULQJKHUILUVW\HDUVKHKDGJRQH
IURPEHLQJH[WURYHUWHGWRLQWURYHUWHGDQGKDGEHFRPH³Ueally sluggish and just at home
DQGGHSUHVVHG´:KHQ,DVNHGKHUKRZVKHZRXOGH[SODLQKHUXQKDSSLQHVVDW*++6VKH
VWDWHGWKUHHSULPDU\UHDVRQV KHUIDPLO\LV³ZHLUG´ WKHNLGVDW*++6DUH³EUDWV
because everyone is rich and all of their parents givHWKHPHYHU\WKLQJWKH\ZDQW´DQG
PRVWVLJQLILFDQWO\LQWHUPVRIWKHVSDWLDOSURGXFWLRQRIILWWLQJLQ ³LWZDVVRUWRIKDUG
IRUPHZKHQP\GDGGLHGEHFDXVH,GLGQ¶WNQRZDQ\RQHLQ*UDQLWH+HLJKWVZKRKDGD
GHDGSDUHQW´
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2UWQHU  UHIHUVWRWKH³KLGGHQQHVV´RIFODVVLQUHFHQWDQGFRQWHPSRUDU\
social and cultural life (pp. 10±11). She attributes the classlessness of popular public
discourses to matters of social and cultural etiquette for higher socioeconomic sectors and
feelings of shame and inadequacy for lower socioeconomic sectors. Similarly, Weedon
 DUJXHVWKDW³FRPPRQVHQVHQRWLRQVRIFODVVWHQGWRIRFXVRQLWVFXOWXUDO
GLPHQVLRQV´ S VXFKDVUHJLRQDODFFHQWVDQGOHLVXUHDFWLYLWLHVUDWKHUWKDQRQWKH
actual lived relations of economic and educational differences. Although it is my position
that a strict class analysis compromises the complexity of everyday practices lived in
keys sites of local struggles, I do ascribe to the theoretical position that symbolic
representations of class are often performed or enacted in terms of dress and social
interactions, even if they do not actually represent the class position of the individual.
However, as I have argued throughout this work, given the accelerated political,
economic, cultural, and social shifts inscribed in an information and global economy,
representations of class are significantly more complex and variable than traditional
applications of a concise three-tiered model embedded in an industrial economy.
Hence, while Emily attributes the spatial production of exclusion to class
GLIIHUHQFHVLQVFULEHGLQGUHVVDQGXSEULQJLQJ,DUJXHWKDWWKHVHYHULW\RI(PLO\¶V
exclusion that contributes to her declining grades and depression is not due as much to
KHUQRWEHLQJDµULFKNLG¶ (PLO\Fomes from a lower-middle to middle-class family and
KDGIRUPHUO\EHHQLQFOXGHGLQµSRSXODU¶VRFLDOVSDFHV DVWRWKHIDFWWKDW(PLO\ODFNVWKH
requisite psychological and spatial capital that would ensure her access to certain
privileged schools spaces. Primarily, she is overlooked because she has, as she puts it, a
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³ZHLUG´IDPLO\LQFOXGLQJDGHFHDVHGSDUHQW7KLVODVWGHVFULSWRULQKHUXQGHUVWDQGLQJ
differentiates her from all other students at GHHS, as she is unaware of any other
students with a deceased parent and has been singled out and publically ridiculed for
KDYLQJDGHFHDVHGSDUHQWLQIDFWRQHIHPDOHVWXGHQWWROGKHUWKDWVKH³ZDVJODGWKDW>KHU@
GDGKDGGLHG´&RQVHTXHQWO\(PLO\ODFNVWKHVSDWLDOFDSLWDOWRDFFHVVVSDFHVWKDW
engender friendship and emotional safety, two key components to creating an
environment in which students can thrive and grow academically as well as socially.
In addition to my earlier stated position that dress and other sociocultural
practices often constitute a symbolic representation of class position, it is also my
SRVLWLRQWKDWWKHµULJKW¶GUHVVDQGRWKHUV\PEROLFUHSUHVHQWDWLRQVGRQRWDXWRPDWLFDOO\
guarantee access to privileged school spaces. This points to the fact that the spatial
production of exclusion is inscribed in multiple, and sometimes conflicting, discourses.
Jorge, a Latino senior enrolled at MHS, describes his failed efforts to fit into the schools
in GHSD after he and his mom moved in with her boyfriend, who lived in Granite
Heights:
When I showed XSRQWKHYHU\ILUVWGD\LQILIWKJUDGHNLGVGLGQ¶WOLNHPH,GRQ¶W
know why. I looked the same as everyone else²I tried to at least. I dressed like
them, I acted like them, listened to the same music, but I could never fit in or
PDNHIULHQGV « th and 7th grade I tried my hardest to fit in with everybody.
« 7KH\VWLOOGLGQ¶WOLNHPH,VSHQWDOOP\WLPHDWWKHOLEUDU\UHDGLQJERRNVDQG
talking to librarians.
In 8th grade, Jorge decided to stop trying to be like everyone else since it was not
working. At this point, he was increasingly subject to exclusionary practices and
discourses:
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,PHDQ,GRQ¶WNQRZZKDWHYHU\ERG\¶VSUREOHPZDV,ZRXOGMXVWVLWDWDOXQFK
table by myself in the corner of the lunchroom and kids would throw their food at
me and stuff. It was bad, like I was taken out of PE class because in the locker
URRP,ZDVJHWWLQJSLFNHGRQDORWVR,GLGQ¶WHYHQWDNH3(,VDWLQDFODVVURRP
ZLWKDWHDFKHUDQGGLGP\KRPHZRUNDQGVWXII « ,ZDVTXLHW
Later in the interview, Jorge shared with me that he had a stutter and that the stutter
³GLVDSSHDUHG´DIWHUKHOHIW*++6DQGHQUROOHGDW0+6
Like other students in this study, Jorge described how the impact of the spatial
production of not fitting in was increasingly damaging to his performance in school and
his emotional health:
It kind of messed everything up for me for a while, like my self-esteem is dead, I
hated going to school, I hated everything about everything. I was just a really
angry person and I listened to really angry mXVLF « ,VWRSSHGEHLQJWKDWZD\
kinda recently, actually.
The bullying and, in some cases, physical abuse that constitutes the spatial
production of exclusion from lunchrooms, PE classes, and hallways appears frequently in
the student data. In describing his two years at a large traditional high school, Mike, a
:KLWH$QJORVHQLRUHQUROOHGDW0+6VWDWHG³,IHOWDORWPRUHSDLQLQVLGHRIVFKRROWKDQ,
GLGRXWEHOLHYHPH´
7KH5HSUHVHQWDWLRQDO6SDFHRIµ5HDO6FKRROV¶
'HILQLQJDµUHDOVFKRRO¶DVQRUPDl. Earlier in this chapter, examples of the
GLVFXUVLYHSURGXFWLRQRIWKHµLPDJLQHG$PHULFDQKLJKVFKRRO¶DVDKLVWRULFDOQRUPZHUH
used to differentiate past public education patterns from the present configurations of
school choice. However, in spite of significant shifts, the imagined American high school
remains durable because it is not only a historical norm, but also a social and cultural one.
This is most readily observed to the degree that multiple generations²teachers, parents
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and youth alike²approSULDWHWKHUHIHUHQWV³QRUPDO´DQG³UHDO´WRVLJQLI\WKHLPDJLQHG
American high school.
In several student interviews, I had the opportunity to ask the student to clarify
ZKDWWKH\PHDQWE\WKHLUXVHRI³QRUPDO´RU³UHDO´WRGHVFULEHDGLVWULFWKLJKVFKRRO.
Philip, an American Indian junior enrolled at MHS, had attended a large district
elementary and middle school and told me that he would have dropped out if he had had
WRDWWHQGD³UHDOKLJKVFKRRO´:KHQ,DVNHGKLPZKDWKHPHDQWE\D³UHDOKLJKVFKRRO´
he replied,
I would say here [MHS] we define a real school as being closed campus and we
KDYHWRFDUU\WH[WERRNVDQGWKHUH¶VFOLTXHVDQGZHGRQ¶WHYHQNQRZRXUWHDFKHUV¶
ILUVWQDPHVWKDW¶VKRZZHGHILQHDUHDOVFKRRO
Similarly, for other youth, the moVWVDOLHQWIHDWXUHVRID³QRUPDO´RU³UHDO´VFKRRODUHWKDW
they are big and have sports and cliques. These responses were compounded by the
remarks of a few students who indicated that a normal or real high school is what you see
LQDµWHHQPRYLH¶(PLO\GHVFULEHVZKDWVKHUHIHUVWRDVDQRUPDOKLJKVFKRRODV³DELJ
VFKRROZLWKORWVRIFOLTXHVDQGORWVRIVSRUWVZKDW\RXXVXDOO\VHHLQDWHHQDJHPRYLH´
,QGHVFULELQJKRZKH³SXVKHGKLPVHOIRXW´RIDODUJHWUDGLWLRQDOKLJKVFKRRODIWHUWZR
years, Mike reports:
,KDWHGWKHSRSXODULW\ODGGHU,GLGQ¶WPLQGSRSXODULW\EXWWKHIDFWWKDW\RX¶UH
assessed on where you are in this kind of system as your worth to your peers
VHHPHGNLQGRIULGLFXORXVEXWQRWKLQJWKDW,GLGQ¶WH[SHFW²,¶GVHHQWHHQPRYLHV
before and knew but I hated the fact that you sat down and no one really cared
about what you thought.
In no instance was a specific movie identified; instead the teen movie was presented as
the cultural production of a recognizable norm that is the American high school. As
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previously stated, school choice is produced in contrast to what it is not. In this case,
school choice is produced in contrast to the social and cultural norms of the imagined
American high school.
The representational space and normative social categories. In the same way that
the White/Anglo middle-class family constitutes a symbolic norm against which the
µRWKHU¶LVPHDVXUHGLQRUGHUWRJRYHUQDQGDVVLPLODWHWKHSRSXODFHLQWRDFRKHUHQWQDWLRQ
the imagined American high school also comprises a set of norms inscribed in the
production of the nation. These norms represent those discourses that constitute schoolsanctioned ways of being, looking, thinking, and acting, which are taken for granted as
normalized social categories:
³WKHV\VWHP´LVSRZHUIXODQGGXUDEOH « 9LUWXDOO\HYHU\KLJKVFKRROLQ$PHULFD
has a set of evaluative social categories. The labels for the categories vary from
school to school and from era to era, but the basic types remain amazingly
constant. (Ortner, 2003, p. 91)
Ortner proceeds to list a number of reoccurring categories: popular kids, class officers,
jocks, cheerleaders, nerds, and so on.
In the data in this study, certain social categories (particularly jocks) emerge as
highly constitutive in the spatial production of fitting in. As an example, Philip describes
WKH³VWDQGDUGYHUVLRQ´RIFOLTXHV
Like the preppy kids and the outcast kids and all the other kids that fit into the
FOLTXHVµFDXVH,VHHWKHPDWUHDOVFKRROV
Since these categories are identified as school-sanctioned, they represent normalized
social categories inscribed in the landscape of the large American high school that
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produce exclusionary spaces. In explaining the decline in his grades and his increasing
sense of social isolation in the large district high school, Mike states,
,¶PQRWDELJMRFN,¶PQRWILOOHGZLWKDVPXFKWHVWRVWHURQHDVVRPHRWKHUV « LW
was very interesting to see how even the administrators would value students and
ZKDWQRW2IFRXUVHWKH\¶UHJRLQJWRKDYHDELDVWRZDUGVWKe captain of the
IRRWEDOOWHDPWKDQWKH\ZRXOGVRPHRQHHOVHVRLW¶VDJDPHWKDW¶VSOD\HGE\PRUH
WKDQVWXGHQWV « ,FKDQJHGP\IDFHDORWNLQGDILJXUHRXWZKDWGLGQ¶WJHWP\
DVVNLFNHGWKDQNIXOO\,ZDVQ¶WWKHSULPHSLFNLQJVIRUWKHDOSKDPDOHVWXGHQW
come and beat you down, but I was still fair game once in a while.
One of the things Mike appreciated most about MHS when he transferred during his
junior year was the fact that
\RXFRXOGVLWE\\RXUVHOIDQGQRWUHDOO\EH\HOOHGDW « QRWKDYH³IDJJRW´
screamed at me every passing. That was very appealing.
In other words, youth like Mike who stand outside of the normative social categories in
ODUJHWUDGLWLRQDOVFKRROVSDFHVDUHREMHFWLILHGDVµRWKHU¶DQGH[FOXGHGIURPSULYLOHJHG
school spaces.
Unbinding Structural Analyses of Social Categories
While significant attention has been paid to understanding the role of cliques and
social categories in the production of the American public high school and youth
identities (Eckert, 1989; Ortner, 2003; Varenne, 1974), these phenomena are often
inscribed in terms of class and class-based hierarchies. Even Ortner (2003), who
explicitly resists an overly deterministic structural analysis in her study, New Jersey
'UHDPLQJ&DSLWDO&XOWXUHDQGWKH&ODVVRI¶, organizes and explains her
understanding of the cultural production of social categories based on the intersection of
SHUVRQDOWUDLWVDQG³FODVVGLIIHUHQFHV´ SS±109). For example, she claims that
VWXGHQWVZLWKPRUHFDSLWDODQGDPRUH³WDPH´GHPHDQRU DUHLGHQWLILHGDVWKH³SRSXODU
  

  
202  

NLGV´DQG³FODVVRIILFHUV´ZKHUHDVVWXGHQWVZLWKOHVVFDSLWDODQGDWDPHGHPHDQRUDUH
LGHQWLILHGDV³RUGLQDU\FLWL]HQV´RU³QHUGV´ S 
Several factors account for the durability of a structural framework in explaining
the cultural production of youth identities. First, the work that came out of the University
of Birmingham Centre for Cultural Studies beginning in the early 1970s was pivotal in
redirecting sociological studies of youth from a focus on deviance and criminality to a
focus on the relationship between culture (largely subcultures or popular culture) and
youth identities (see Epstein, 1998, and Skelton & Valentine, 1998). In particular, Paul
:LOOLV¶V  VHPLQDOHWKQRJUDSKLFVWXG\Learning to Labor, provides a theoretical
and analytical approach to the study of school, culture, and class that continues to
significantly influence educational research.
Athletics, AP courses, popularity, and difference. Nevertheless, while class
differences constitute a levHORIµGLIIHUHQFH¶WKDWSURGXFHVVSDWLDOH[FOXVLRQIURP
privileged school spaces, I continue to suggest that other factors constitute an alternate
and primary basis in the production of exclusion in this study. In particular, the data in
this study point to several key factors that constitute the basis in the production of
exclusion in large district high schools: athletics, AP courses, and social ranking based on
popularity. While these do not represent all mitigating and contributing factors, they do
reoccur frequently as central factors throughout all data sets. For example, Ross, a
:KLWH$QJORWHDFKHUDW0+6UHIHUVWR0+6DVWKH³OHDVWFRRUGLQDWHGVFKRROZHVWRIWKH
0LVVLVVLSSL´$VDIRUPHUHGXFDWRULQDQDOO-male Catholic high school in south Chicago,
Ross reports that sports were central to the Chicago school culture. He identifies the
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³ORFNHU-URRPPHQWDOLW\´DQGWKH³FRPSHWLWLYHPLQGVHW´RIVSRUWVDQG$3KRQRUW\SH
classes as creating a very different atmosphere from what he finds at MHS. He describes
WKHVWXGHQWVDW0+6DV³VWXGHQWVWKDWZRXOGRQHZD\RUDQRWKHUILQGWKHPVHOYHVEHLQJ
PDUJLQDOL]HGDWDELJJHUPDLQVWUHDPVFKRRO´$VDFRQVHTXHQFHKHFODLPVWKDW
0DQ\RIWKHVWXGHQWVKHUHIHHOOLNHRXWVLGHUVVRWKHUH¶VDFHUWDLQNLQGRI
appreciation fRUHDFKRWKHULQWKDWWKH\¶UHDOONLQGRIRXWVLGHUVDQGWKDWPDNHV
WKHPIHHOVDIHDQGVHFXUHZLWKHDFKRWKHUEHFDXVHZHGRQ¶WRIIHUWKH$3FODVVHV
RUDORWRIWKHH[WUDFXUULFXODUDFWLYLWLHVDQGZHGRQ¶WUHDOO\DWWUDFWWKHNLQGRI
classic high achieving stuGHQW « ZHKDYHDORWRINLGVWKDWWULHGRWKHUVFKRROV
GLGQ¶WILWLQWKHUHIRUZKDWHYHUUHDVRQWKHQFRPHKHUHDQGIHHOPXFKPRUHVDIH
and comfortable.
Jim, another White/Anglo teacher at MHS who formerly taught in another charter school
and a traditionDOGLVWULFWVFKRROGHVFULEHVWKH³KLHUDUFK\´RISRSXODULW\LQODUJHGLVWULFW
highs schools²ZKDW0LNHUHIHUVWRDVWKH³IRRGFKDLQ´DQGWKH³SRSXODULW\ODGGHU´²as
central to all social interactions including between youth and teachers. When I asked Jim
if WKH³SRSXODU´NLGVLQWKHODUJHGLVWULFWVFKRROZKHUHKHKDGWDXJKWZHUHWKH³ZHDOWK\´
RQHVKHUHSOLHG³1RWDOZD\VLQIDFWQRZDGD\VVRPHRIWKHSRSXODUNLGVODVW\HDUZHUH
WKHRQHVZKRPD\EHGRQ¶WKDYHDVPXFKEXWDUHQ¶WDIUDLGWRJHWLQWURXEOH´:KHQ I asked
KLPZKDWKHPHDQWE\³JHWLQWURXEOH´KHUHVSRQGHGWKDW³SRSXODU´VWXGHQWVDUHQ¶WDIUDLG
to get in trouble or lie because they know they will have the backing of the
administration. In contrast, youth who fall out of normative social categories and
SUDFWLFHVDUHRIWHQSHQDOL]HGDQGH[FOXGHGIURPSULYLOHJHGVFKRROVSDFHVIRU³EDG
EHKDYLRU´ UHFDOOWKHH[DPSOHRI&RQQRULQ&KDSWHU 
School affiliation and nobodies. In addition to the previously discussed factors
(athletics, AP courses, and popularity ladders), the data in this study also complexify the
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essentialized reliance on certain prominent social categories to illustrate the idea of
school affiliation. The prevalent approach of structural analyses typically identify social
categories in termVRI³WKRVHZKRVKDUHWKHJRDOVRIWKHVFKRRODQGWKRVHZKRIRUPD
counter-VFKRROFXOWXUH´ (FNHUWS IUHTXHQWO\VRPHYDULDWLRQRIµMRFNV¶DQG
µEXUQRXWV¶,QWXUQWKHVHVRFLDOFDWHJRULHVDUHXQGHUVWRRGDVEHLQJLQVFULEHGLQSDUWLFXODU
class positions and ideologies.
The data in this study suggest that a reliance on conservative social categories
undermines the fluidity and multiplicity of identities. Consequently, this approach
overlooks those youth that entirely evade these identities, such as the ³µQRERGLHV¶ZKRVH
main distinction is that they do not fit into the other categories and are rarely noticed by
WKRVHDERYHWKHP´ 2UWQHUS )RUH[DPSOHUHFDOOWKDW(PLO\IHOW³RYHUORRNHG´
at GHHS (a feeling described by other participants as well).
Moreover, the data in this study suggest that this approach does not account for
different types of school affiliation. In other words, youth in these data defy the approach
to school affiliation inscribed in structural analyses. In fact, most students reported
µKDWLQJVFKRRO¶LQWKHLQFDUQDWLRQRIODUJHGLVWULFWVFKRROVEXWEHLQJZLOOLQJWRDWWHQG
classes, complete work, earn good grades, and follow school rules, until depression,
anger, or social isolation become intolerable. As an example, Kira, a White/Anglo junior
enrolled at MHS, describes her experiences at the large neighborhood district school,
ZKLFKVKHUHIHUVWRDVWKH³QRUPDORQH´
,ZDVSUHWW\PLVHUDEOH,GRQ¶WNQRZ,WKLQNWKHHGXFDWLRQZDVILQH,MXVWGLGQ¶W
fit in with those kids and I started wearing my hood all the time and then, that
made it worse.
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Like Kira, the majority of youth participants²who represent diverse ethnic, racial, and
socioeconomic backgrounds, from below the poverty level to middle-class²report a
positive orientation towards education and academic success in traditional schools up to a
point in time when school becomes increasingly difficult due to social isolation (see also
Valenzuela, 1999).
The Spatial Production of Fitting In and School Choice
Mobility, Psychological Capital and Belonging
Weeks (1990) writes that
Identity is about belonging, about what you have in common with some people
and what differentiates you from others. At its most basic it gives you a sense of
personal location, the stable core to your individuality with others, and in the
modern world these have become ever more complex and confusing. (p. 88)
In this study, it is primarily what differentiates SDUHQWVDQGVWXGHQWVIURPWKHµFRPPRQ¶
that precludes a sense of belonging and the attendant experience of a stable location.
Moreover, in these data, mobility²as a result of constant fluctuations in household
organizations and other unanticipated disruptions²literally destabilizes a sense of
ORFDWLRQDQGKHQFHSUREOHPDWL]HVVWXGHQWV¶VHQVHRIbelonging and fitting into a series of
new school spaces. During a focus group comprised of 20 MHS seniors, I asked students
to talk about how they chose to come to MHS and what being able to choose a school
meant for them in light of their prior school experiences. One female White/Anglo senior
who enrolled at MHS during the second semester of her senior year described the
FRQVWDQWGLVSODFHPHQWWKDWFRPSURPLVHGKHUµEHORQJLQJ¶WRDVFKRROFRPPXQLW\
2KPLQH¶VDORQJVWRU\,¶YHEHHQWR²this is my 4th high school. I went to private
school my whole life and when I graduated it was just unsaid that I was going to
6W3DWULFN¶V>DSULYDWH&DWKROLFKLJKVFKRRO@WKDW¶VMXVWZKDW\RXGLGDQGWKHQ,
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PRYHGRXWRIP\PRP¶VKRXVHDQGLQZLWKKHUPRPDQG0DU\>DIULHnd] for like
DFRXSOHRI\HDUVDQG,OLYHGULJKWQH[WWR6W3DWULFN¶VZLWKKHUWKDWZDVILQH²I
worked it out with my family to stay there²she was paying my tuition and stuff
and then in the middle of my junior year my mom had like a crisis, I guess and
decided that she wanted me to live with her again and so she lives in River Rock
GLVWULFWDQGVR,HQGHGXSFKDQJLQJVFKRROVOHDYLQJ6W3DWULFN¶VZKLFK,GLGQRW
really want to do and I went to River Rock High School, which I hated. The
teachers were really unkind and I got put into a couple of AP classes, in the
middle of the year²the second semester and I was really struggling, I had like
VWUDLJKW&¶VDQG,IHOWOLNHQRERG\ZDVKHOSLQJPHOLNHDGMXVWLQVFKRRODQGVRE\
the end of the year I was really VLFNRIVFKRRODQGGLGQ¶WZDQWWRGRLWDQ\PRUH
My sister goes to GHHS so I changed schools and I liked it and it was nice and
the teachers were better there and I was doing average and after that, like at the
beginning of the year this last year, I moved EDFNLQWR0DU\¶VKRXVH,ORVWP\FDU
VR,GLGQ¶WKDYHWUDQVSRUWDWLRQVR,KDGWRFKDQJHVFKRROV
This example points to multiple factors that constitute what MHS special education
WHDFKHU(ULFUHIHUUHGWRLQ&KDSWHUDVWKH³QRPDGLF´WHQGHQF\RI\RXWK to move from
VFKRROWRVFKRROKRZHYHULQFRQWUDVWWR(ULF¶VH[SODQDWLRQWKDW\RXWKIUHTXHQWO\FKDQJH
schools because something in the school is not working, the student in this example does
not change schools until the second part of her junior year. She is forced to leave St.
3DWULFN¶VZKHUHVKHLVDFDGHPLFDOO\DQGVRFLDOO\WKULYLQJGXHWRKHUPRP¶V³FULVLV´7KH
QHZVFKRROWKDWVKHDWWHQGVGRHVQRWSURYLGHKHUZLWKDGHTXDWHVXSSRUWWR³DGMXVW´DQG
thus, she begins to dislike school and contemplates dropping out. Her third school, where
her sister attends, presents a positive alternative to the second school; however, she is
forced to leave that school because she loses her car, which she needs in order to
FRPPXWHWR*++6IURP0DU\¶VKRXVHZKHUHVKHKas returned to live.
The point of reiterating the trajectory of this student from school to school is to
highlight the extent to which her life represents a series of disruptions and adjustments:
not only to new schools, but also to new living environments, life events, family
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dynamics and changing socioeconomic conditions²all within the time frame of one year.
However, schools are generally not the spaces in which youth are encouraged to share the
stresses that they must negotiate on a day-to-day basis, aVLOOXVWUDWHGLQWKLVVWXGHQW¶VFDVH
by the vagueness with which she indicates the significant changes that necessitate her
KDYLQJWRFKDQJHVFKRROVIRXUWLPHVWKHVSHFLILFQDWXUHRIKHUPRP¶VFULVLVWKHH[DFW
place where she lives, the reason why her sister lives in a different home, what happened
to her car, and who was paying for her tuition when she attended private school.
7KLVLVGXHLQODUJHSDUWWRWKHIDFWWKDWLQVSLWHRIWKH³IDOORIWKHPRGHUQQXFOHDU
IDPLO\V\VWHPLQWKH8QLWHG6WDWHV´ 6WDFHy, 1990, p. 6), the myth of the American family
remains a cultural and social norm that serves to govern and assimilate various forms of
IDPLOLDOµG\VIXQFWLRQ¶LQWKHVFKRROFRQWH[W&RQVHTXHQWO\WKHUDSLGO\FKDQJLQJDQG
often hybrid structures that constitute new family or household organizations are
typically reduced to individual or family pathologies by governing institutions that
engender self-blame for student failure or inability to adjust in school spaces (Fine, 1991;
Mehan, 1997). Typically, these families and or individuals are characterized by
VWDWHPHQWVVXFKDVµKHUSDUHQWVGRQRWFDUHDERXWVFKRRO¶RUµVKHGRHVSRRUO\LQVFKRRO
EHFDXVHKHUPRWKHULVKDYLQJDFULVLVDQGKHUSDUHQWVDUHGLYRUFHG¶
Although I have focused primarily on youth data in this chapter, I now refer to
data from a parent participant to further demonstrate the extent to which the lack of
school-sanctioned psychological capital²due, in this example, to high levels of mobility
and changes in family structure, which also occur frequently in student data²constitutes
the spatial production of difference that leads to group as well as self-imposed isolation in
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VFKRROVSDFHV3DUHQWSDUWLFLSDQW&DWHGHVFULEHVKHURZQGHVLUHWREH³LQYLVLEOH´DQGKHU
H[SHULHQFHRI³QRWEHORQJLQJ´GXring middle and high school:
Throughout all of my years in school I was a very smart student. The work came
easy to me most of the time. I was always at the top of my class. It was the other
parts of my teenage years I had trouble with. That trouble caused me to feel
inferior and lacking compared to my peers.
When I look back, I remember feeling like something was wrong with me because
my parents fought, we moved around a lot, the way I looked (when I was 14 I had
VXUJHU\DQGKDGWRZHDUD³WXUWOHVKHOO´body cast for 9 months), I was graceless,
talentless, and a severe nerd; I read constantly.
During my high school years, for various reasons, I was shipped back and forth
across the country to live with different relatives. I went to several different
schools in different environments: a small mining town in Colorado, a military
base in Oklahoma, an inner city school in Suitland, Maryland. The town in
Colorado had less people in it than the school in Suitland, around 2000 students!
The reasons I moved DORWDUHYDULHGGLYRUFHP\IDWKHU¶VPLOLWDU\FDUHHUP\
IDWKHU¶VQHZZLIHP\PRWKHU¶VLQDELOLW\WRFRQWUROPH0\H[WHQGHGIDPLO\ZDV
scattered around the country and we never had regular contact with them.
Not knowing when I would move again made it difficult to make friends. I could
not guarantee that I would be around for next year or next semester. Looking back
I realize that since I had so little control over my life, I just tuned out and waited
for something else to come along. Being invisible was how I tuned out.
(YHQQRZZKHQ,PHHWQHZSHRSOH,DVVXPHWKDWWKH\DUHQRWIURP³KHUH´
wherever here is at the moment, and am always surprised to find that there are
people who do grow up and continue to live in the same towns they were born in.
TKHVHQVHRIQRWEHORQJLQJDQGQRWILWWLQJLQWKDWHPHUJHVIURP&DWH¶VSDUWLFXODUOLIH
H[SHULHQFHVKDVDSURIRXQGLPSDFWRQKRZVKHFRQVWLWXWHVVFKRROFKRLFHLQKHUFKLOGUHQ¶V
lives and her desire to find a school space to which they can belong.
In addition to high levels of mobility due to changing family structures, other
factors contribute to a high level of student mobility in this study and also constitute the
spatial production of difference and exclusion from traditional school spaces. In the
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following example, recorded during the focus group I previously mentioned, a
White/Anglo male MHS senior diagnosed with schizophrenia describes the impact of
mobility on his life and school experiences:
,PRYHGDORWLQP\OLIHVR,¶YHJRQHWROLNHDWRQRIGLfferent schools and this is
actually my 6th high school and well, I was in like a behavioral treatment center in
8th grade in Mexico and basically just got a letter from the person who supervises
saying that I was good to enter high school. And then I went to Wester High
School and then I went to Randolph High School and I basically just got beat up
there, I got beat up every day, pretty much for all about a month²I went to one of
them and two weeks to the other and then I switched to charter schools and I tried
a packet school, two of those, and a computer-EDVHGRQHDQG,MXVWFRXOGQ¶WJHW
DQ\ZRUNGRQHVRP\HGXFDWLRQDOFRQVXOWDQWZKR¶VEHHQKHOSLQJPHVLQFHth
grade, suggested MHS, so I went to the picnic and that was about two years ago²
I had an IEP and a 504 because of my mental health issues and I got like half a
year done and then my mental health issues got worse, so I missed a lot of MHS
DQGQRZ,¶PLQDJURXSKRPHDQG,FDPHEDFN,WKLQNP\ILUVWFRXSOHRI\HDUV,
ZDVVRUWRITXLHWDQGGLGQ¶WUHDOO\NQRZDQ\RQHEXW,WKLQN,¶YHJRWWHQDOLWWOHELW
better at that, matured a little bit and now I just feel like a little out of place
EHFDXVHRIP\DJHEXWRWKHUWKDQWKDWHYHU\RQH¶VEHHQVXSHUFRROKHUH
Throughout the data chapters, I have pointed to the frequency with which youth and
parents reported social, cognitive, and mental health disorders as central to the spatial
production of not fitting in to traditional school spaces, ultimately forcing students to
leave those schools for their emotional and physical safety²or as Sibley (1995) aptly
VWDWHV³:KRLVIHOWWREHORQJDQGQRWWREHORQJFRQWULEXWHVLQDQLPSRUWDQWZD\WRWKH
VKDSLQJRIVRFLDOVSDFH´ S 
Besides the ways that the examples in this section represent the relationship
between psychological capital, mobility, and a complex if not completely negative sense
of belonging to a traditional school community, they also suggest that the saliency of the
µQHLJKERUKRRG¶VFKRROLQVRPHFRPPXQLWLHVJURZVLQFUHDVLQJO\PRUHREVROHWHDQ
important consideration for educational policy and practices.
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Conformity, Misfits, and the Spatial Production of School Choice
To this point, I have discussed the discursive structures that constitute what I refer
to as the spatial production of not fitting into traditional high school social categories and
their attendant practices and spaces. Youth who fall outside of normative and sanctioned
school identities are often generically referred to in educational research literature as the
µRXWFDVWV¶WKHµQRERGLHV¶RUVLPSO\WKHVWXGHQWVZKRGRQRWILWLQ0RUHRYHUDV,
indicated earlier, very little research has been done with youth who do not readily
identify or fit into recognizable and sanctioned social high school categories; thus, very
little is known about their educational experiences. This study fills that void and
contributes an understanding of the historical and spatial production of not fitting into
traditional school spaces as being largely constituted through the normalizing
technologies embedded in the social constructs of school and family.
To conclude this chapter, I discuss the broader and enduring effects of
normalizing technologies on the educational experiences of youth in the context of
traditional school spaces. More specifically, I consider how normalizing technologies in
the context of traditional school spaces produce spatial exclusion, and how this in turn
produces local school choice.
According to Foucault (1977/1995), normalizing technologies represent a
disciplinary apparatus that serves to differentiate individuals by sorting and ranking them
DFFRUGLQJWRWKHGHJUHHWRZKLFKWKH\UHSUHVHQWWKHµQRUP¶6FKRROVUHSUHVHQWD
disciplinary apparatus that
LQWURGXFHVWKURXJKWKLVµYDOXH-JLYLQJ¶PHDVXUHWKHFRQVWUDLQWRIDFRQIRUPLW\WKDW
mXVWEHDFKLHYHG « LWWUDFHVWKHOLPLWWKDWZLOOGHILQHGLIIHUHQFHLQUHODWLRQWR
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DOORWKHUGLIIHUHQFHVWKHH[WHUQDOIURQWLHURIWKHDEQRUPDO « 7KHSHUSHWXDO
penality that traverses all points and supervises every instant in the disciplinary
institutions compares, differentiates, hierarchizes, homogenizes, excludes. In
short, it normalizes. (p. 183)
In these data, normalizing technologies represent the sociocultural constraints to conform
inscribed in sanctioned practices, spaces, and discourses within the context of large
traditional high schools. I have already discussed at length the spatial production of
fitting in embedded in sanctioned social categories within the context of the large
traditional high school as a socioculturally constraining discourse that produces the
µRWKHU¶DQGVSDWLDOH[FOXVLRQ$GGLWLRQDOO\WKHGDWDLQWKLVVWXG\UHYHDOWKHH[WHQWWR
ZKLFKSDUHQWV¶VWXGHQWV¶DQGWHDFKHUV¶HYHU\GD\SUDFWLFHVDQGGLVFRXUVHVUHSUHVHQW
conformity as significantly more complex than a social practice with which an individual
either complies or rejects. Earlier in this chapter, I indicated that the majority of youth in
these data complied or conformed to school-sanctioned rules and practices in spite of
how much they hated school. However, relative to their peers, students in these data still
did not conform to the socially sanctioned practices and discourses inscribed in the large
traditional high school. In other words, since the youth in these data were unable to fit
into sanctioned school spaces, practices, discourses, and categories, they did not conform
to the established norm in spite of conforming to school-sanctioned rules and practices.
The extent to which individual youth are blamed for their inability or
unwillingness to conform is refleFWHGLQWKLVVWXGHQW¶VGHVFULSWLRQGXULQJDIRFXVJURXS
³>P\PRP@WKLQNVOLNHDOOFKDUWHUVFKRROVMXVWJHWPHVVHG-XSNLGVEHFDXVHWKH\FDQ¶WWDNH
LWLQWKHµUHJXODU¶KLJKVFKRRODUHD,WKLQNRWKHUSHRSOHWKLQNWKDWZD\WRR´,Q&KDSWHUV
and 6, I discussed the impact of the local public perception that charter schools are for
  

  
212  

outcasts on the production of local school choice. Similarly, in student interviews and
focus groups, youth produce local school choice by characterizing themselves as
µPLVILWV¶:KHQ,DVNHGVWXGHQWVDW0+6WRFODULI\ZKDWWKH\PHDQWE\µPLVILWV¶WKH\
informed me that they are misfits because they are misfitted to large traditional high
VFKRROV,QIDFWDVRQHPDOHVWXGHQWSXWLWGXULQJDIRFXVJURXS³0+6LVDEODFNKROHIRU
studHQWVWKDWGRQ¶WILWLQ´7KHHIIHFWVRIPLVILWWHGQHVVRQWKHHGXFDWLRQDOH[SHULHQFHVRI
youth in large district high schools is broadly summarized in the following excerpts from
student interviews:
It was like coming to prison everyday. ²Mike
I was doing everything I could not to end up there [large district high school] and
I ended up there. ²Philip
7KHUH¶VSHRSOHZKRFRPH>WR0+6@IURPYHU\IDUDZD\EHFDXVHWKH\GRQ¶WILWLQ
anywhere else. ²Kira
The teacher, Mrs. McDonald, passed a movement to the school board to actually
get me a chair that would be like a seatbelt chair. ²Connor
I would go home and have my sister and my family and that is about it. ²Sophie
I was used to not very nice kids. ²Jorge
Honestly, I think I would have probably dropped out. ²Freddie
I just sort of felt trapped. ²Emily
Each of these brief examples serves to represent and highlight what I heard and observed
continuously from students enrolled at MHS about their prior experiences in large
traditional middle and or high schools.
After hearing these kinds of accounts, I would frequently ask students what they
LPDJLQHGWKH\ZRXOGKDYHGRQHLIWKHUHZHUHQRµVFKRROFKRLFH¶LQRWKHUZRUGVLIWKH\
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had no options or choices to attend a high school aside from their neighborhood high
school. Invariably, they responded that they would probably have dropped out. To be
sure, MHS is not successful in retaining all students and some do end up dropping out.
However, MHS has been able to retain the students in these data who reported that they
would have dropped out without school choice, many of whom have graduated from
MHS since the time that I started data collection. In the following chapter, I discuss
youth, teacher, and parent data characterizing the centrality of relationships and authentic
caring to student retention and academic and social success.
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CHAPTER 8: A PLACE ABOUT RELATIONSHIPS: FOSTERING EQUITY
FROM THE INSIDE OUT
,W¶VDUHDOO\JRRGSODFHWREH,UHDOO\HQMR\LWKHUH<RX¶YHJRWDORWRISHRSOHKHUHZKR
are looking RXWIRU\RXZKLFKLVDOZD\VQLFH,W¶VJRRGWRKDYHDQDGYRFDWH
²Connor, a junior at MHS
The spatial production of exclusion within the social domains of large district
high schools is central to the local production of school choice within the lives of
students enrolled at MHS. In nearly all accounts, youth participants report feeling forced
to choose educational alternatives due to the increasingly deleterious effects on their
learning, well-EHLQJDQGVDIHW\RIEHLQJµPLVILWWHG¶WRWKHWUDGLWLRQDOGistrict high school.
They describe feelings of anger, isolation, depression, low self-esteem, fear for physical
safety, and declining grades. Clearly, in these data, school choice does not represent a
deliberate or elected choice based on the leveraging of cultural capital, but rather an
alternative to dropping out of high school.
During student interviews and focus groups, I usually asked students to speculate
on what they would do if school choice were not an option. Students offered three
consistent responses: drop out of high school (the first and most frequent response),
attend home school, or graduate early (the least frequent response). Notably, not only did
students invoke dropping out of high school with the greatest frequency, but they also
provided this response automatically and without hesitation. This suggests what many of
them had already described in longer interviews: that they had given dropping out of
school a lot of thought and consideration. And yet, here they were, in the context of a
public school²albeit a charter school²participating in an interview or a focus group,
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which would not have occurred if they had dropped out. So, why did they choose to stay
in school?
Up to this point, and specifically in Chapters 5±7, I have discussed those
discourses and practices that constitute the local production of school choice in terms of
how parents and youth chose to enroll at MHS, a charter school. However, it remains to
be considered why students chose to stay in school and not drop out, as they indicated
they would have if they had been forced to remain in a large district high school. To be
sure, as I have indicated in Chapters 5 and 7, not all students who choose to enroll at
MHS remain at the school; some decide to return to district schools, some relocate, some
have a child, some choose a different charter school, and some drop out. However, given
the number of students who report having seriously considered dropping out of high
school, a significant percentage of students are retained. During the first two years, when
0+6KDGMXVWRSHQHGDVDQHZµVWDUW-XS¶SXEOLFFKDUWHUVFKRROWKHVWXGHQWERG\ZDV
approximately n= 85 the first year and n=120 the second year; of these students, the
school was able to retain 50±65%. More recent figures indicate a retention rate of 85±
90%, n=150±190, for the last several years. The purpose of this chapter is to identify and
discuss what specifically keeps students at MHS from not only dropping out of high
school, but also in many cases healing, growing, and learning in ways that had previously
been unattainable.
In Chapter 2, I discussed the significance of small schools to educational reform.
As the following citation indicates, size alone is not sufficient to redress educational
inequities and reform what is most flawed about public education:
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However, the notion that due to their size alone, small schools can change the
deep-rooted inequities and dysfunctional practices in comprehensive secondary
schools and raise achievement is deeply flawed. (Benitez, Davidson, & Flaxman,
2009, p. 12)
Although there is a tendency in these data for participants to reduce educational issues to
discourses about school size, primarily large versus small schools, the data also point to
specific practices that are more informative. Part of the process of analysis is to identify
those practices and then determine what, if any, role school size plays in being able to
increase more equitable practices and decrease less equitable ones.
In this study, the data consistently point to relationships as being central to the
development and sustainability of educational equity within the context of public
education. As such, this chapter is organized around the overarching theme of
UHODWLRQVKLSVDVDIRUPRI³HYHU\GD\MXVWLFH´ 3ROORFN08, p.6). In particular, I focus on
the most notable and frequently cited aspects of relationships in this study and the
structures that support those relational qualities. The aspects of relationships that I
discuss in this chapter are community, accountability, responsiveness, flexibility,
personalization, caring, and knowing. I also identify the school structures that are integral
to the development and sustainability of relationships at MHS, such as advisories and
senior internships, and discuss how the school culture at MHS (the ways of doing and
being in that school space and community) serves to support relationships. Add
something
To begin this chapter, I return to the topic of small school size (a topic that figures
significantly into the local production of school choice as discussed in Chapters 5 and 7).
In these data, small school size is critical to the development of the school community
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and culture. However, as I discuss in this chapter, although small school size is critical to
building school community at MHS, this is primarily because it allows for innovative
school structures. These structures, coupled with the particular sociocultural makeup of
the student body at MHS, are what produce an inclusive school culture and community.
In addition to discussing the innovative school structures that support the
development of an inclusive school culture, I also discuss the role of accountability and
personalization in building an inclusive school community and caring student and teacher
relationships. Responsiveness and flexibility comprise the central foci of the discussion
on personalization and provide broader lenses through which to consider the development
of educational equity.
Finally, I discuss what I refer to as the spatial production of knowing inscribed in
caring student and teacher relationships. The data in this study suggest the need for
school spaces that foster caring relationships wherein teachers who know their students
are positioned to provide transformative learning experiences and build a foundation of
social capital that will continue to support students even after their high school
graduation. While I present each of these aspects of relationships and the structures that
sustain them as separate, they do not occur or happen as separate and neatly categorical
phenomena in practice at MHS; rather, they are part and parcel of the whole culture of
the school and, as such, are frequently in flux, overlapping, or being revised.
In spite of the highly dynamic nature of the school culture and structures, the
orientation at MHS is consistently to build from the bottom up (versus the top-down
approach that characterizes the policy climate of NCLB and most required instructional
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programs and practices in district schools). Recall that one of the initial rationales for
developing charter schools is to develop innovative school practices and programs that
redress educational inequities and serve the learning needs of underrepresented students.
In-depth studies of charter schools that document innovative practices and programs, like
the present study, also hold the potential for informing broader policy discussions. To this
end, the findings in this study are meant to contribute to educational policy in the ways
that Valenzuela, Prieto and Hamilton (2007) outline as part of the work of the Pacific
Oaks Disseminating Education Research (PODER) Institute, whereby research becomes a
³SDUWRIDODUJHUHIIRUWWRHQKDQFHFLYLFHQJDJHPHQWLQIXWXUHQDWLRQDOSROLF\PDNLQJIURP
WKHµERWWRPXS¶HQDFWLQJZKDWPLJKWEHFDOOHGDPRUHµSDUWLFLSDWRU\GHPRFUDF\¶´ S 
Throughout this chapter, I point to those data that suggest new ways for policymakers to
consider educational reform from the bottom up.
Relationships
Small Schools
Size and enrollment. In Chapter 5, I discuss the role of school size in terms of
enrollment and the ways in which local discourses frame charter schools as shrinking
GLVWULFWHQUROOPHQWZKLOHFKDUWHUVFKRROVIUDPHHQUROOPHQWDVµSOD\LQJWKHQXPEHUV
JDPH¶DQHFHVVLW\IRUEXLOGLng sufficient capacity to operate. I also indicated that in spite
of the significant attention in the local media and public discourses to enrollment issues
embedded in school choice, the reality is that the actual number of students leaving
district schools to attend charter schools is relatively small. Moreover, students who leave
district schools to attend a charter school will often return to a district school.
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I also discussed how the recent changes in desegregation legislation toward a
post-unitary plan that allows for open enrollment within and across local and regional
districts points to a more substantial explanation for drops in enrollment at certain
schools and in certain areas, as well as growing rather than shrinking levels of
segregation. AddLWLRQDOO\$UL]RQD¶VVLJQLILFDQWVWDWHEXGJHWFXWVFRXSOHGZLWKWKH
closure of public schools that consistently earn a failing grade in their annual Adequate
Yearly Progress (AYP) reports, have further contributed to shifts in enrollment.
In all of these ways, school size represents the enduring struggles over funding and
segregation in state and local public education that are currently produced through local
conflicts over charter schools and enrollment.
Size and options. In Chapter 5, I explored those local public discourses that
produce local conflicts over school choice in terms of school size and options. In these
discourses, opposition to charter schools as small schools is constituted in terms of what
they are not and do not have to offer students in the form of extracurricular activities,
programs, and resources. In turn, in these data, supporters of charters schools as small
schools describe options and large district schools in terms of cultural and social
constraints. More specifically, teachers and students at MHS report that options like
sports, proms, pep rallies, or AP courses serve to reinforce a school culture predicated on
social categories and cliques, in which social ranking serves as the central mechanism to
sort and isolate certain students.
Size and reform. The discussions in Chapters 5 and 7 concerning school size
suggest that the topic is significantly more complex than just a matter of teacher to
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student ratios, and hence deserves greater consideration in educational research and
reform policies. In Chapter 2, I provide a historical overview of relatively recent reform
efforts to reduce large schools to smaller sizes, beginning with the work of the Coalition
of Essential Schools (CES) in the 1980s and followed by the efforts of the Small
Learning Communities program and grants in the 1990s. The Small School Project,
founded in 2003, represents the most recent wave in educational reform to provide
significant support to small schools. In spite of interest in small schools on the part of
educational reformers, not only is small school size alone insufficient to adequately
reform schools, but also not all communities regard small schools as either beneficial or
desirable approaches to education.
Small schools breaking with tradition. Prior to creating and opening MHS, the
VFKRRO¶VIRXQGHUV0D\D-HQQDQG5\DQZHUHWHQXUHGWHDFKHUVDW*++6:KLOH*++6
was ultimately not successful as a Coalition for Essential Schools initiative, many of the
GHHS staff, including Maya, Jenn, and Ryan, remained interested and involved in the
work of CES and affiliate groups during their time at GHHS. In the following interview
excerpt, Maya describes the tenacity of their desire to build CES structures into GHHS:
We [teachers at GHHS invested in the principles of CES] just kept trying, and
trying and trying to put things in place and personally, I would go to conferences
[CES and affiliates] whenever I could, I presented all the time all over the country
and just stayed motivated that way. The idea of thiVVFKRROGLGQ¶WFRPHDERXWIRU
another eight years.
The fact that the three teachers (as well as other teachers and administrators) were unable
to realize the goals and principles of CES within the context of GHHS was due to the
significant opposition presented by parents and community members to a CES school. In
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IDFW0D\DUHSRUWVWKDWGXHWRFRPPXQLW\SUHVVXUHZLWKLQWKHILUVW\HDU³WKHSULQFLSDO
they yanked out of there by November and undid a lot of the structures we had put in
place actually by the VHFRQGVHPHVWHU´
Chapter 5 explains that parental opposition to GHHS as a coalition school was
GXHLQODUJHSDUWWRSDUHQWV¶LQYHVWPHQWLQWKHWUDGLWLRQDOVFKRROVWUXFWXUHVWKDWKDYH
historically benefitted White/Anglo and wealthier families and communities, such as AP
FRXUVHVDQG³JUDGHVDVDSDWKZD\WRFROOHJH´ -HQQVHH&KDSWHU *LYHQWKHWHQGHQF\
for those types of structures to perpetuate opportunities to White/Anglo and wealthy
communities, the families in the GHHS community, which is itself predominantly
White/Anglo and wealthy, preferred to maintain the status quo rather than to adopt the
reforms inscribed in the CES principles.
:KHQLQWHUYLHZHGIRUWKLVVWXG\0+6¶V([HFXWLYH'LUHFWRU0D\DDOVRLQYRNHG
the connection between the support of traditional school structures that perpetuate
educational inequalities and the resistance to certain forms of educational reform. When I
asked Maya to respond to the argument that charter schools perpetuate educational
inequities by serving the needs of wealthier White/Anglo communities that possess the
cultural and social capital to access charter schools, she replied,
,GRQ¶WNQRZZKHUH\RXZRXOGILQGDQHOLWHRIDQHOLWHFKDUWHUVFKRRO,MXVWGRQ¶W
buy that because the elite of the elite do fine in the AP programs and the drama
and all the resources you can have at a VHS or a GHHS²the marching band, or
\RX¶UHDVSRUWVSHUVRQ«WKHHOLWHRIWKHHOLWHZKHWKHULW¶VDFDGHPLFDOO\RU
athletically or performing arts±wise, have it made in those big schools.
Ma\D¶VSRVLWLRQDOVRUHIOHFWV-HQQ¶VFODLPWKDWSDUHQWVZKRZDQWWRVHQGWKHLUVWXGHQWVWR
FRPSHWLWLYHFROOHJHVDUHQ¶WHQUROOLQJWKHPDW0+6VLQFHWKHWUDGLWLRQDOVFKRROVWUXFWXUHV
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just described provide the mechanisms necessary to provide greater educational access,
opportunities, and outcomes to certain students while depriving others. Her position is
DOVRUHIOHFWHGLQDFRPPHQWPDGHE\-RUJHD/DWLQRVHQLRUDW0+6³VRPHRQHZKR
wants to play football and be a jock and be a lawyer should probably go to a big school
ZLWKDIRRWEDOOWHDP´>HPSKDVLVDGGHG@
However, not all of the students who attend large traditional district schools²for
example, Jorge himself²have access to these structures. As indicated in Chapter 2,
access to these types of structures has been virtually unavailable to students of color and
lower income throughout the history of public education in the United States. Findings
from this study augment the representation of students who are excluded from privileged
school spaces and the attendant outcomes of those spaces, as well as documenting the
tendency for such students to be forced out of traditional school spaces and often drop
RXW$FFRUGLQJO\³VFKRROFKDQJHRIWKHGHSWKDQGEUHDGWKUHTXLUHG´WRUHGUHVV
educational inequities requires DEUHDNZLWKWUDGLWLRQVWKDWDUHHPEHGGHG³LQWKHZD\ZH
WDONDERXWVFKRROLQJDQGWKHZD\RXUVWXGHQWVDQGIDPLOLHVH[SHFWLWWREHGHOLYHUHG´
(Meier, 1995, p. 107). To do this, Meier argues that schools must be small in order to
accomplish the change in culture required to authentically reform schools. Certainly, in
these data, the fact that MHS is a small school is critical to developing a different kind of
school culture and community.
School Community
One of the potential outcomes for small schools is the opportunity to build a
community, in the sense of a school community. In these data, the opportunity to be a
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part of a school community provides a sense of belonging that was missing from the prior
school experiences of most students, and even many parents. Several factors contribute to
the process of community building at MHS. As an example, Philip, an American Indian
junior enrolled at MHS, describes the impact of school activities outside of the classroom
on developing a school community:
like getting to know them [other students] when we do multi-day field trips or
ZH¶UHRXWRI6XQGDOH&LW\DQGZHVSHQGQLJKWVFDPSLQJDQGVWXII7KDWMXVW
makes everybody even more closer to each other.
In what follows, I discuss some of the specific structures that support community
building.
School structures that build community. MHS begins each new school year with a
non-academic retreat that involves the entire staff and student body. The community
building that begins with this retreat is extended every week in the contexts of advisory
meetings and school-wide meetings.
Advisory meetings are comprised of approximately 10 groups (depending on
enrollment) of 14±15 students, representing all grade levels, assigned to a mentor teacher.
Mentor teachers are regular academic teachers and administrators who also serve as
advisors to the same group of students during their tenure at MHS. By meeting regularly
with the same group of students over time, each advisory group builds connections that
transcend into other school contexts. The mentor teacher is charged with developing a
relationship with the individual students in her group in order to support and advocate for
their learning and social needs over the course of their time at MHS, providing what
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Noddings (1984 & 1992) argues is one of the central components to developing authentic
relationships between students and teachers: continuity.
Whole-school meetings provide another opportunity and structure for community
building. These meetings occur every Friday during the regular school year and are
attended by all school staff and the entire student body. Whole-school meetings provide a
forum for announcements; sharing by students (for example, a group of students who had
formed a band performed their music during a meeting I attended); presentation of
information by community members (it was during a whole-school meeting that I
introduced myself and my research); and discussion of school events and issues.
In addition to these structures, MHS offers intersession. Intersession is a week of
generally non-academic activities following the return to school after the winter holiday
break. The format for intersession evolves from year to year. In more recent years,
intersession has included workshops on health and wellness as well as careers. For each
of these workshops, community members from outside of the school come to the school
and present on a topics related to health (e.g., violence in teen dating) and careers (e.g.,
musicians, local politicians). All students are required to attend all health and wellness
workshops; students are allowed to select which career presentations they want to attend,
similar to a professional conference.
Fitting in and school community. Besides the school-based structures designed to
foster community, sociocultural factors also contribute to the sense of community at
0+67KURXJKRXWWKHGDWDSDUHQWVVWXGHQWVDQGWHDFKHUVIUHTXHQWO\UHSRUWHGVWXGHQWV¶
marginalization from district schools for reasons that included body size, different style
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of dress, social or cognitive disorders, or family structure. The shared experience of being
excluded and misfitted to the large district school context represents one of the more
salient sociocultural factors in the production of the school community. About this, Jorge
stated,
,WKLQN0+6DOZD\VDWWUDFWHGNLGVWKDWGRQ¶WILWLQWRRWKHUVFKRROV,GRQ¶WNQRZ
it just seems like all the outcasts from every other school in town come to my
school [MHS] and I think that will still keep happening.
The oYHUZKHOPLQJO\GHJUHHWRZKLFKQRWILWWLQJLQFKDUDFWHUL]HVPRVWVWXGHQWV¶
experiences in large district schools²coupled with the absence of sports, AP courses,
and other traditional sorting and ranking mechanisms at MHS²is central to building a
school community. Students at MHS attribute the impact of these phenomena on building
a community at MHS to a culture of social acceptance without the significant judgment
that many of them experienced in prior school contexts. For example, Philip states that
When I¶PKHUH>DW0+6@\RXFDQIORDWZKHUHYHU\RXZDQWDQGQRRQH¶VJRLQJWR
MXGJH\RX,W¶VVRRSHQKHUHWKDWZHGRQ¶WHYHQFDUHZKR\RXDUHRUZKDW\RXORRN
OLNHRUZKDW\RX¶UHLQWRDVORQJDV\RXVKRZHYHU\ERG\UHVSHFW
3KLOLS¶VVWDWHPHQWLVDOVRQRWDEOHUelative to the topic of community in the way that he
VSHDNVRQEHKDOIRIWKHVFKRROFRPPXQLW\³ZH´LQVKDULQJKLVSHUVRQDOH[SHULHQFHVDQG
perspective. Moreover, his response reflects the salience of space to the social production
of fitting into school spaces. However, in this context, the social production of fitting in is
replaced by a sense of access to all spaces for all students, as long as no one is excluded
or disrespected.
The relevance of school size to building a school community is fairly apparent in
regards to school structures like retreats and whole-school meetings, since the use of
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these types of structures are not realizable in the context of a large school, at least not in
terms of building a whole school community. The data in this study also suggest that
small size is central to building a school culture that supports a school as a community.
School community: school structures and fitting in. In these data, the substantial
diversity of the student body at MHS and the overwhelming number of students who
share the experience of not fitting into large district schools²albeit often for very
different reasons²provides a very particular combination of circumstances that results in
a highly inclusive school culture. However, the data also indicate that the specific school
structures²including school size, whole-school meetings, and advisories²are integral to
this inclusive culture. In other words, no single dimension, cultural or structural, would
be sufficient to develop the inclusive community embodied at MHS. In the following
excerpt, Philip describes his first impressions of MHS in terms of its size and diversity:
I think just the size of it was smaller and when I saw the people that were coming
here that I had never seen them before in my entire life, so it was new people, new
location, new place, new place for me to be at instead of old places and stuff.
Later in the interview, I asked Philip to describe the student body at MHS. He responded
E\FKDUDFWHUL]LQJWKHVWXGHQWERG\DV³XQH[SHFWHG´:KHQ,DVNHGKLPWRFODULI\ZKDWKH
meant, he stated,
7KHUH¶VDORWRISHRSOH\RXWKLQNGRQ¶WGRWKLQJV « /LNH,ZRXOGVD\\RXZRXOG
VD\XQH[SHFWHGDERXWWKHVWXGHQWERG\µFDXVH\RXZRXOGVHHWKHPDQG\RX¶G
immediately judge them but once you get to know them they do so many crazy
things. Cool things, too. Like my friend, he put out his first punk vinyl and when I
first saw him I thought he was just some stuck-up White kid but then as soon as I
JRWWRNQRZKLPKH¶VMXVWOLNHWKLVDZHVRPHSHUVRQ
It is certain that Philip and his friend would not have met, much less developed their
friendship, if they had remained at their neighborhood district schools, since Philip had
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attended one of the poorest district schools and his friend had attended the wealthiest
district school. Moreover, their friendship would also have remained unlikely if MHS did
not include structures that simultaneously fostered an inclusive community and critical
consciousness.
School community and friendship. The significance of an inclusive school
community and culture to building friendships cannot be understated, particularly since a
majority of students reported being previously friendless due to not fitting into other large
public school contexts. For example, Kira, a White/AngORMXQLRUDW0+6VWDWHG³,ZDV
QHYHURQHRIWKRVHSHRSOHZKRKXQJRXWDWIULHQGV¶KRXVHVever EXWQRZLWVHHPVOLNH,¶P
DOZD\VKDQJLQJDWIULHQGV¶SODFHV´6LPLODUO\-RUJHVKDUHGWKDWDW0+6³,PDGHIULHQGV
IRUWKHILUVWWLPHLQP\OLIH´&DWHD:KLWH/Anglo mother with two children at MHS,
LQGLFDWHGWKDWZKLOHKHUGDXJKWHUKDGD³IHZIULHQGVKHUHDQGWKHUH´LQWKHODUJHGLVWULFW
VFKRROV&DWHIHOW³DEVROXWHO\WKULOOHGWRVHHKHUJURXSRIIULHQGVKHUHDWWKLVVFKRRO
[MHS], and the fact that she goes and spends the night with them, or they come over and
VSHQGWKHQLJKWZLWKKHU « LW¶VZKDW\RXDUHVXSSRVHGWREHGRLQJZKHQ\RX¶UHWKDW
DJH´
Accountability and school community. Besides small school size, innovative and
culturally responsive structures, and the complex sociocultural factors that characterize
the student body at MHS, accountability is also central to the development of the school
culture and community. Moreover, because accountability represents a major concept in
the charter school debate, it is important to demonstrate what it means in this particular
context and rendition of school choice.
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In Chapter 2, I explained that accountability within the charter school movement
has to do with making the charter school accountable for outcomes, rather than holding
state or local policymakers responsible for those outcomes. (Variation does occur
according to charter laws in different states; see also Chapter 2.) Proponents of charter
schools argue that restructuring accountability in this way allows charter schools to
innovate as a result of deregulation. Opponents to charter schools, on the other hand,
argue that the deregulation of accountability risks negative outcomes for
underrepresented students due to a lack of state oversight. Moreover, opponents argue
that charter schools are based on the premise of market competition, making them
DFFRXQWDEOHWRWKHLQGLYLGXDOµFXVWRPHU¶UDWKHUWKDQWKHFRPPRQJRRG
In Chapter 3, I described the various student assessments that are part of the
processes of accountability at MHS. Like other public schools, MHS is subject to the
annual Adequate Yearly Progress (ADP) reporting and regulations. Additionally, MHS is
subject to other forms of administrative accountability. For example, MHS is required to
provide regXODUSURJUHVVUHSRUWVWRWKHVFKRRO¶VJRYHUQLQJERDUGDQGWKHFRPPXQLW\
advisory council. As a public charter school, MHS is also required to submit a review to
the Arizona State Board for Charter Schools at five, ten, and fifteen years to ensure that
the charter school is in legal compliance and is making continuous academic progress.
The fifteen-\HDUUHYLHZHYDOXDWHVZKHWKHURUQRWWRUHDXWKRUL]HDVFKRRO¶VFKDUWHU
On a different level, accountability has come to mean something very specific to
the culture and community of MHS, transcending the semantics of accountability
embedded in the charter school debate. Accountability in the context of this small school
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refers to observing an unspoken code of conduct that does not tolerate dynamics and
practices that produce not fitting in or exclusion. In this way, school members are
accountable to each other. In many respects, the orientation towards tolerance, respect,
and inclusivity found at MHS reflects the culturally derived concept of educación: the
viewpoint, found in predominantly Mexican American communities, that education
begins in the home with the inculcation of values such as respect and moral and social
responsibility. Educación constitutes the basis of all academic learning, but also includes
³FRPSHtence in the social world, wherein one respects the dignity and individuality of
RWKHUV´ 9DOHQ]XHODS $W0+6VWXGHQWVIUHTXHQWO\VSRNHDERXWWKHFXOWXUHRI
³DFFHSWDQFH´DPRQJVWWKHVWXGHQWERG\DW0+6RUDV-RUJHGHVFULEHVWKHIDFWWKDW
³HYHU\RQH¶VMXVWRND\ZLWKHYHU\RQHHOVH´:KHQ,DVNHGVWXGHQWVWRH[SODLQZKDW
accounted for the pervasive sense of acceptance amongst the student body, Sophie, a
White/Anglo sophomore, explained,
,WKLQNLW¶VMXVWEHFDXVHWKHUH¶VVRIHZSHRSOHOLNHWKHUH¶VDERXWWKDW\RX
FDQ¶WEHUHDOO\PHDQWRVRPHRQHZLWKRXWHYHU\ERG\LQWKHVFKRRONQRZLQJ\RX
FDQ¶W²WKHUH¶VDEDUULHU\RXFDQ¶WMXVWSLFNRQVRPHRQHRUEHDWVRPHRQHXS
without everybody knowing and everyone knowing that you are a bad person or
that \RX¶YHGRQHVRPHWKLQJZURQJZKLFK,WKLQNLVJRRG
Person- versus object-based accountability7KHVLJQLILFDQFHRI6RSKLH¶V
comment also figures prominently into student/teacher relationships at MHS and the
different forms of accountability that teachers demonstrate towards students.
Accountability in this context is more similar to the goals of educación²oriented toward
the person²than to the views of accountability found in the charter school debate, which
tend to be oriented to objects. Moreover,
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This person-, as opposed to object-, orientation further suggests the futility of
academic knowledge and skills when individuals do not know how to live in the
world as caring, responsible, well-mannered, and respectful human beings
(Valenzuela, 1999, p. 23).
The following example demonstrates the extent to which a person-based approach
WUDQVIHUVWRVWXGHQWV¶OHDUQLQJ'XULQJVXPPHUVFKRRO0+6WRRNDILHOGWULSZLWKDORFDO
non-profit organization that EULQJV³SHRSOHWRJHWKHUWREXLOGEULGJHVRIVROLGDULty across
1RUWKDQG/DWLQ$PHULFDQERUGHUVDQGSURPRWHLQWHUFXOWXUDOXQGHUVWDQGLQJDQGUHVSHFW´
WKURXJKH[SHULHQWLDOHGXFDWLRQZLWKD³IRFXVRQLVVXHVRILPPLJUDWLRQFRPPXQLW\
formation, development, and social justice in the borderlands between Mexico, the U.S
DQGEH\RQG´ %RUGHUOLQNV 3KLOLSFKRVHWRFRQGXFWKLVVHQLRULQWHUQVKLSDWWKH
organization because of the impact of the field trip on his understanding of border related
issues:
what I liked was the fact that they taught us that these are real people rather than
statistics, it changed my mind a lot and so I wanted to do something like that for
my internship.
When I asked him to explain how it had changed his perspective, Philip replied,
It just changed my perspective on how²it took us like from a Time magazine
DUWLFOHWRWKLVLVUHDOOLIHOLNHWKHVHSHRSOHOLYHLQHYHU\GD\,GRQ¶WNQRZKRZWKH\
VXUYLYHLWFRPSDUHGWRZKDWZHVDZDQGZKDWZHUHDGDERXWLWDQGLW¶VMXVWVXFKD
ELJLQMXVWLFHLI\RXDVNPHDERXWKRZWKH\¶UHOLYLQJDQGZK\WKH\¶UHOLNHWKDWDQG
ZK\WKH\LPPLJUDWHLOOHJDOO\EHFDXVHDWILUVW,ZDVOLNH³WKH\VKRXOGMXVWGHSRUW
WKHPDOO´EXWQRZWKDW,¶YHVSHQWWLPHZLWKWKHPDQG,¶YHOHDUQHGLWLW¶VMXVWOLNHD
big hassle to immigrate here legally without a job, without money, without
FRQQHFWLRQVKHUHLW¶VKDUG6RWKDWFKDQJHGP\SHUVSHFWLYHRQPLJUDQWLVVXHVDQG
LWDOVRPDGHPHVHHWKDWWKHZRUOGLVQ¶WHDV\DVLWVRXQGV
Later in the chapter, I explore further the impact of curricula focused on real-life topics
and experiential education on the academic and social development of students at MHS.
In the following section, I discuss expanding the concept of personalization within
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HGXFDWLRQDOUHIRUPGLVFRXUVHVWKDWVXSSRUWWKHµFRPPRQJRRG¶WKURXJKSHUVRQ- rather
than object-based approaches and, hence, cultivating school spaces in which academic
knowledge and skills can be realized to produce transformative learning.
Personalization
The concept of personalization is central to the charter school debate and
educational reform. As with many of the other terms and concepts that pertain to
educational reform and the charter school movement, personalization causes conflict by
signifying different things according to the ideology, philosophy, or goals of the
individuals and entities that invoke it. In Chapter 5, I described how the local production
of school choice is constituted in large part by the circulation of personalization
GLVFRXUVHVVXFKDVµILQGLQJWKHULJKWQLFKH¶7KLVGLVFRXUVHIRUPVDSDUWRI986'¶VSRVWXQLWDU\SODQ³)LUVW&KRLFH6FKRROV´LQWHQGHGWRSURYLGHSDUHQWVDQGVWXGHQWVZLWK³RYHU
FKRLFHV´ 986'ZHEVLWH WRPHHWWKHOHDUQLQJQHHGVDQGHGXFDWLRQDOJRDOVRIHDFK
individual family. Findings and analysis from this study suggest that at MHS,
personalization has less to do with finding the right niche and more to do with building
relationships based on three primary characteristics: responsiveness, flexibility, and
caring.
Responsiveness
In Chapter 6, I discussed the difficulties that parent participants encountered in
SURFXULQJVHUYLFHVIRUWKHLUVWXGHQWVLQWKHODUJHGLVWULFWVFKRROV,QJHQHUDOSDUHQWV¶
concerns were ignored and not met. I also contrasted these experiences with MHS special
HGXFDWLRQWHDFKHU(ULF¶VGHVFULSWLRQRIGLUHFWLQJWKHVSHFLDOHGXFDWLRQ program at GHHS.
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In the context of GHHS, parents were able to procure services by leveraging social and
cultural capital. Other data sets that corroborate with findings in Chapter 6 point to a
discrepancy in terms of those schools that are responsive to parent and student concerns
and those that are not. For example, Maya addressed this issue by comparing the
experiences of parents at a large district high school situated in a predominantly Latino
and lower-income community, Rico High School, to the responsiveness of other schools
located in wealthier and predominantly White/Anglo communities:
<RXKDYHSDUHQWVZKRVD\³,WULHGWRFDOO,WULHGWRFDOO,WULHGWRFDOOEXWQRRQH
HYHQFDOOHGPHEDFN´VRWKH\GRQ¶WKDYHHYHQWKHRSSRUWXQLW\WRH[HUFLVHSROLWical
FDSLWDOEHFDXVHWKH\¶UHQRWHYHQJHWWLQJVRPHRQHRQWKHSKRQHZKHUHDVDSODFH
OLNH*++6RU5RFN\5LGJH'LVWULFWWKH\¶UHJRLQJWREHPRUHUHVSRQVLYH7KHUHLV
URRPIRUVTXHDN\ZKHHOV,GRQ¶WHYHQNQRZLI\RXFDQEHDVTXHDN\ZKHHODWD
place like RiFR7KHUHMXVWGRHVQ¶WVHHPWREHDQ\FXOWXUHRUDFFRXQWDELOLW\DERXW
getting back to parents²LW¶VFUD]\WKHVWRULHV,JHW$QGWKH\¶UHOLNH³\HDK,¶YH
FDOOHGDQG,¶YHFDOOHGDQG,¶YHFDOOHG,¶YHHYHQJRQHWKHUHDQGQRWKLQJ´
This data as well as the findings discussed in Chapter 6, conflict with the position that
charter schools aggravate educational inequities, since in these data it is not the families
with the greatest wealth and cultural capital who access school choice. According to these
data, the parents and students with the greatest cultural capital are able to leverage that
capital to shape and produce the outcomes they desire within the context of their
neighborhood schools, whereas parents with the least cultural capital are forced to seek
alternatives due to the lack of administrative support and responsiveness.
Reversing myths about parent advocacy. These data also problematize the general
position that parents of color or low- to middle-low-income parents do not possess
cultural capital in WKHIRUPRIµNQRZLQJKRZ¶WRDGYRFDWHIRUWKHLUFKLOGUHQZLWKLQWKH
context of public education (see also Cooper, 2007). In fact, what these data suggest is
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that the failure to procure services and responses stems not from a lack of agency or
advocacy on the part of parents, but rather from the significant discrepancies in school
funding and size between districts in the region. Prior to the surge in local charter
schools, several participants reported that parents of color and low-income parents would
often find ways to fabricate an address so that their child could attend a better school than
the neighborhood school. Frequently, the children of families that took this route would
have to ride the city bus for a significant distance to reach the school. Accordingly,
parents demonstrate sophisticated and extensive agency in obtaining better educational
opportunities for their children because of a high level of non-responsiveness from their
neighborhood schools.
Broadening educational inequities: from resources to responsiveness. As I
indicated earlier, parents at MHS reported feeling forced to choose an alternative to their
neighborhood school due to the difficulty of obtaining positive responsiveness from the
district schools. Although I have focused primarily on those families that have been most
underserved by schools²families of color and low- to middle-low-income families²
RWKHUIDPLOLHVDUHXQDEOHWRSURFXUHVHUYLFHVIURPµEHWWHU¶VFKRROVGXHWRWKHKLVWRULFDO
and spatial production of fitting discussed in Chapters 6 and 7. For example, although
Emily, a White/Anglo sophomore at MHS, had attended GHHS, she became increasingly
depressed and disinterested in school due to social isolation. Her mother had also come to
feel increasingly more excluded froPSDUHQWRUJDQL]DWLRQVDW*++6IRUQRWµILWWLQJLQ¶
with the other parents. When Emily decided to explore alternatives to GHHS, she found
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0+6WKURXJKDQ,QWHUQHWVHDUFK,QWKHIROORZLQJVKHGHVFULEHVKHUPRWKHU¶VILUVW
interaction with Maya over the phone,
:HFDOOHGXS0D\DDQGP\PRPZDVOLNH³RKP\*RGVKH¶VVRQLFH´DQGVKH
ZDVOLNH³6KHLVQLFHUWKDQDQ\SULQFLSDO,¶YHHYHUWDONHGWRRUDQ\WHDFKHURU
ZKDWHYHURQWKHSKRQH´DQG0D\DZDVVRDFFRPPRGDWLQJDQGVKHDVNHGXVZKDW
time would be good to come down and see the schools and have the tour.
Potential criticism might point to the fact that this was an initial inquiry into the school
and that the emphasis on enrollment as the primary source of charter school funding
would necessitate this level of responsiveness into any preliminary inquiry. However,
VHYHUDOIDFWRUVLQGLFDWHWKDWUHVSRQVLYHQHVVUHSUHVHQWV0+6¶VRYHUDOORULHQWDWLRQDVD
³SODFHDERXWUHODWLRQVKLSV´DV-HQQH[SUHVVHGLQ&KDSWHU
Responsiveness builds equity. The fact that a large number of parents were drawn
to MHS as a result of not being able to connect with or obtain a response from the larger
VFKRROV¶VWDIIVHUYHVWRVKDSHDVFKRROFXOWXUHDW0+6WKDWHPSKDVL]HVFROODERUDWLQJDQG
communicating effectively with parents. Jenn dHVFULEHVWKHVFKRRO¶VUHVSRQVLYHQHVVWR
parents and students:
I mean, we are an extension in some ways of that kind of unconditional parental
WKLQJWKDW\RXGRQ¶WJHWZKHQ\RXVHQG\RXUNLGWRVFKRRODQGPD\EHWKDW
backfires sometimes because our kids know that they can keep pushing the
HQYHORSDQGVD\LQJ³SOHDVHSOHDVHSOHDVH´DQGJHWWLQJH[WHQGHGGHDGOLQHVEXW
ZH¶UHDOVRQRWJRLQJWRJLYHXSRQWKHP\RXNQRZ:HZRUNDURXQGSDUHQWV¶
VFKHGXOHVZHDUHQRWGLVUHVSHFWIXORQWKHSKRQHZHGRQ¶WWUHDWWKHP like their kid
is just a number or a name. Our advisors reach out to parents, we make it a point
to connect with parents, we have relationships with our parents, we genuinely like
them and they genuinely like us.
In another example, Eric states
If they [parents at MHS] can only make it at 7:00 am to have an IEP meeting
EHFDXVHWKH\¶UHZRUNLQJWZRMREVDQGWKH\¶UHVXSSRUWLQJRUNLGV « ,¶PQRW
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LQWKHEXVLQHVVWRKDYHWKHSXEOLFDFFRPPRGDWHPH,¶PKHUHWRDFFRPPRGDWH
parents and children.
The impact of school responsiveness at MHS can also be seen in parent participant
6WHSKHQ¶VGHVFULSWLRQRI0+6LQ&KDSWHUDVSURYLGLQJ³JUHDWFXVWRPHUVHUYLFH´D
characterization representing the type of market rhetoric that is highly controversial and
contested within the charter school debate. However, because of the in-depth nature of
the formal interview process, Stephen provided greater context to explain his
FKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQRIVFKRROUHVSRQVLYHQHVVLQWHUPVRI³FXVWRPHUVHUYLFH´%HFDXVHRIWKH
inability to procure support services for his son in the district school, as well as the
disproportionate amount of discipline and negative feedback his son received, he and his
ZLIHIHOW³EHKROGHQRIVHUYLFHWRWKHVFKRROVRPHKRZLQVWHDGRIWKHVFKRROKDYLQJVRUWof
DUHODWLRQVKLSDQGUHVSRQVLELOLW\WRXVDQGWR&RQQRU´+HQFHFXVWRPHUVHUYLFHLQ
6WHSKHQ¶VYLHZGRHVQRWUHIOHFWDFRPPRGLILHGYLHZRIHGXFDWLRQEXWUDWKHUSDUHQWV¶DQG
VWXGHQWV¶GHVLUHIRUWKHVFKRROWRKDYHDUHVSRQVLYHDQGFROODERUDWLYHUHODWLRQVKip with
them.
Flexibility
Flexibility, another expression of what is meant by personalization at MHS, also
reflects school responsiveness. Parents reported specific ways in which the teaching staff
and administration were willing to work with their students based on knowing them and
being flexible to their particular needs. For example, Mary (a White/Anglo mother of a
ELUDFLDOVRQ-DUHG FRQWUDVWV-DUHG¶VIRUPHUH[SHULHQFHDW9+6WRKLVH[SHULHQFHDW0+6
and the role of flexibility in each experience. Since Mary was unable to procure services
for Jared at VHS, she was forced to take him out of school due to his frequent class
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disruptions (Jared had been in exceptional education in middle school but was not placed
in a similar program in high school). At VHS,
+H>-DUHG@KDGDQ,(3>DW9+6@EXWWKHVHDUHUHJXODUHGWHDFKHUV,W¶VQRWWKDW
-DUHGZDVVRLQQHHGRIDFODVVURRPDLGH+HKDGDOHDUQLQJGLVDELOLW\WKDW¶VZKDW
KLV,(3VD\VDQGWKH\>KLJKVFKRROVWDII@GRQ¶WUHDOO\FDUHZKDW¶VLQWKH,(3WKH\
just want order in their classrooms. Like I said, we left after getting 2±3 calls
HYHU\GD\,ZDVOLNHWKLVLVQ¶WJRLQJWRZRUN
At MHS,
what used to happen was he would do math for an hour and history for an hour
DQGWKLVIRUDQKRXUDQG-DUHGVDLG³,GRQ¶WZDQWWRGRWKDW/HWPHGRPDWKRQ
0RQGD\VDQGOHWPHGRWKLVRQ7XHVGD\VDQGOHWPHGRWKLVRQ«´DQGWKDW
worked really well for Jared because making those changes was just too
GLVUXSWLYHIRUKLPDQGVR(ULFZDVOLNH³VXUH\RXFDQGRLWWKDWZD\´-ared came
up with that plan himself and Eric was flexible enough to institute that and that
worked really well for Jared. He has been at a desk²Eric working with him oneon-one some of the time and him doing the work by himself the other time, facing
the wDOOVRKHZRQ¶WEHGLVWUDFWHGE\RWKHUVWXGHQWVDQGWKDW¶VZKDWKHQHHGHG
Later in the interview, when I asked Mary to describe the impact of being able to choose
DVFKRRORQKHUVRQ¶VVRFLDODQGDFDGHPLFGHYHORSPHQWVKHUHVSRQGHG³-DUHG¶V
graduating IURPKLJKVFKRROWKDW¶VWKHLPSDFW´
Flexibility and support service discourses. ,QFRQWUDVW-DUHG¶VIULHQG ZKRDOVR
shares a learning disability but whose mother refused to request services due to her
perception of the stigma attached to formal institXWLRQDOVXSSRUW ZDV³NLFNHGRXW´RI
GLVWULFWKLJKVFKRROVDVZHOODV0+6DQGLVQRWLQVFKRRO³KH¶VQRZKHUH´0DU\VWDWHG
WKDWVKHGRHVQRWWKLQNWKDW0+6ZRXOGKDYH³NLFNHGKLPRXW´LIKHKDGUHTXHVWHGWKH
exceptional education services offered at the school. This example points to the
complexity of service discourses and practices in local public education.
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There are those parents with students enrolled at MHS who were previously
unable to secure support services in the district schools and hence were forced to find an
alternative. In contrast, there are those schools like GHHS, where the majority of parents
are highly successful in procuring services by leveraging their cultural capital. Finally, in
these data, there are examples where parents refuse to request services regardless of the
school context, for fear of being socially stigmatized; consequently, their students are
forced out of all school options, mostly because of behavior related issues.
In light of the extensive variation in service discourses and practices, the impact
of obtaining the appropriate services for a student previously unable to do so and the
outcome of completing and graduating from high school cannot be understated.
Flexibility and innovation. 0DU\¶VH[DPSOHDOVRSRLQWVWRDQ important finding in
terms of the potential for charter schools to innovate as a means to redress educational
LQHTXLWLHVZKHQVKHVWDWHV³(ULFZDVIOH[LEOHHQRXJKWRLQVWLWXWHWKDW´7KH³WKDW´LQWKLV
example refers to the particular learning accommodations that Jared needed in order to be
academically and socially successful. What is particularly innovative in this example is
the opportunity for the student, Jared, to reflect on and request what he knows he needs
based on what he knows about himself as a learner and a student: a bottom-up approach
UDWKHUWKDQWKHWUDGLWLRQDODSSURDFKZKHUHE\µH[SHUWV¶PDQGDWHWKHSURFHVVHVDQG
approaches that students will follow (see Mehan, 1996). Later in this chapter, I discuss
the role of trust in cultivating caring relationships between school members as well as
empowering students to take a meaningful role in shaping their learning.
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0DU\¶VH[DPSOHDERYHDOVRSRLQWVWRWKHSRWHQWLDOWRLQQRYDWHLQVWUXFWLRQDO
practices and school-based relationships through the idea of instituting flexibility.
Typically, the idea of instituting practices is to regulate, standardize, and essentially fix
practices. However, in this example, what is being instituted is flexibility: in other words,
the formal process that is put into placHLVWREHUHVSRQVLYHDQGIOH[LEOHWRVWXGHQWV¶
learning and social needs in an ongoing and revisionary way.
Flexibility: personalization, responsiveness, and equity. These data point to other
H[DPSOHVRIµLQVWLWXWLQJIOH[LELOLW\¶WRPHHWWKHSDUWLFXODURr personal learning needs of
individual students and hence broaden what is understood by personalization. For
example, in Chapter 5, I discussed how Jenn wondered why students with very specific
talents would chose to attend MHS instead of a large district school that could offer more
programs and opportunities for the student to develop their talent. In formulating a
UHVSRQVHVKHSRLQWHGWRWKHZD\VLQZKLFK0+6ZDVZLOOLQJWRDFFRPPRGDWHVWXGHQWV¶
requests to participate in community-based activities, like local theater troupes and
organizational committees, by being flexible about class scheduling and requirements.
Similarly, Philip describes the opportunity to complete his required senior
internship during his junior year:
:KDWKDSSHQHGLV,¶PVXSSRVHG WREHDVHQLRUWKLV\HDUEXWWKDWGLGQ¶WKDSSHQVR,
asked if I could have an internship still and I found a place and I found people
willing to take me on as an intern. I really wanted it so I made an argument to
Jenn and Bruce [the lead teacher for senior internships] and they were able to,
WKH\DJUHHGRQLWWKDW,FRXOGGRLW « ,KDGWRGRHYHU\WKLQJRQP\RZQ
In all of these examples, flexibility is central to meeting the particular learning needs and
goals of individual students to be successful and invested in their learning. The fact that
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students, parents, and teachers at MHS are able to negotiate requirements, opportunities,
accommodations, and other structures to successfully meet mandated graduation
requirements requires an extensive amount of communication and collaboration based a
shared sense of caring for the members of the school community. This alternative
approach to what are typically highly standardized practices depends upon a communitywide commitment to building trust rather than control. In the following section, I discuss
the primacy of caring in creating new spaces for greater educational equity. To do this, I
discuss how caring relationships at MHS develop from the relational qualities inscribed
LQµNQRZLQJ¶VLQFH³FDULQJLVD ZD\RIEHLQJLQUHODWLRQQRWDVHWRIVSHFLILFEHKDYLRUV´
(Noddings, 1992, p. 17).
Caring
A growing body of educational research documents the imperative of caring as the
foundation to all teaching and learning in schools (Ginwright, 2010; Noddings, 1992;
Valenzuela, 1999). This position stands in contrast to educational reforms based on
identifying methods to optimize instruction and standards to measure performance and
outcomes (see Noddings, 1992). In other words, a growing number of educational
researchers point to the futility of technical reforms without a broader effort to reform
school-based relationships based on authentic caring (Noddings, 1984).
$GGLWLRQDOO\HGXFDWLRQDOUHVHDUFKHUVZKRGRFXPHQWWKH³VXEWUDFWLYH´LPSDFWRI
schooling on students¶LGHQWLWLHVLQWKHDEVHQFHRIFDULQJVFKRRO-based relationships
9DOHQ]XHOD DXJPHQWDXWKHQWLFFDULQJE\LQFOXGLQJ³DSHGDJRJLFDOSUHRFFXSDWLRQ
with questions of otherness, difference, and power that reside within the assimilation
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SURFHVV´ S In an ethnographic investigation of Mexican immigrant and MexicanAmerican high school students attending a comprehensive public high school, Valenzuela
WUDFHVWKHORVVRIVWXGHQWV¶FXOWXUDODQGOLQJXLVWLFLGHQWLWLHVLQUHVSRQVHWRWKHODFNRIFDUH
they felt within the school context:
social relationships at Seguin typically are often fragile, incomplete, or
nonexistent. Teachers fail to forge meaningful connections with their students;
VWXGHQWVDUHDOLHQDWHGIURPWKHLUWHDFKHUVDQGDUHRIWHQ « KRVWLOHWoward one
another, as well; and administrators routinely disregard even the most basic needs
RIERWKVWXGHQWVDQGVWDII7KHIHHOLQJWKDW³QRRQHFDUHV´LVSHUYDVLYH²and
corrosive. Real learning is difficult to sustain in an atmosphere rife with mistrust.
(p. 5)
9DOHQ]XHOD¶VVWXG\KLJKOLJKWVWKHVLJQLILFDQFHRIVFKRRO-based relationships on the
overall well-EHLQJRIVWXGHQWV¶DFDGHPLFDQGVRFLDOGHYHORSPHQW,QWKHIROORZLQJ
section, I explore the impact of caring on the local production of school choice in this
study, particularly in terms of teacher and student relationships.
Student and Teacher Relationships in Large District Schools
Several recurring discourses represent how students at MHS talked about student
and teacher relationships. How students constituted student and teacher relationships was
largely determined by their prior experiences in large district schools, even though these
representations did not reflect what they desired in terms of a student and teacher
relationship. In order to consider the impact of student and teacher relationships on the
local production of school choice, I begin by discussing those relationships within the
FRQWH[WRIWKHWUDGLWLRQDOGLVWULFWVFKRROV1H[W,GLVFXVVWKHUROHRIµNQRZLQJ¶LQWKH
production of student and teacher relationships at MHS.
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In talking about student and teacher relationships in the context of large and
traditional district schools, students at MHS typically characterized teachers in terms of
their role as instructors or disciplinarians, or as not caring about the students. In a few
instances, students identified teachers at large schools who had either inspired them or
who had advocated for their admission to advanced academic programs. In the following
example, Sophie describes her experiences with teachers in a large district middle school:
,¶YHDOZD\VEHHQDJRRGVWXGHQW,¶YHDOZD\VGRQHP\ZRUN « ,JRWHYHU\WKLQJ
GRQHDQGOLNH,FRXOGFRQQHFWZLWKWHDFKHUVWRRHYHQWKRXJKWKH\ZHUHQ¶WYHU\
helpful or pay attention to what was going oQLQSHRSOH¶VOLYHVDQGVWXII
,QFRQWUDVWWR6RSKLH¶VIDLUO\µQHXWUDO¶FKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQRIWHDFKHUVDWWKHODUJHGLVWULFW
school, Philip provides a representation of student and teacher relationships that is
uneven and unpredictable:
I think it was just the fact that when I was there [a large district elementary
school] I only had one good teacher and my other teachers were just horrible, like
my 4th grade teacher, she was there but she got sick so she quit²later she died²
and we had a substitute as a teacher for the whole year and then my 5th grade
WHDFKHUVKHZDVOLNHVRROGVKHGLGQ¶WHYHQFDUHDQ\PRUHDQG,WKRXJKWLWZDV
KRUULEOHWKHIDFWWKDW,ZDVJRLQJWRDVFKRROZKHUHWKHWHDFKHUVGLGQ¶WFDUHDQG
belittled the students and I thought it was messed up in the way that no one was
there to help us yet I was looking at other elementary schools and they were doing
much better than my school was and I thought it was stupid that my school was
like that.
About his experiences in a large district middle school, Philip described the teachers as
,ZRXOGQ¶WVD\JRRGRUEDGLWZDVOLNHEHWZHHQEHFDXVHWKHUHZRXOGEHOLNH
WHDFKHUVZKRGLGQ¶WNQRZZKDWWKH\ZHUHGRLQJRUWHDFKLQJVXEMHFWVWKH\¶GQHYHU
WDXJKWYHUVXVWHDFKHUVZKR¶GEHHQWHDFKLQJLWWKHLUZKROHlives and loved it and
KDYHDSDVVLRQIRULW0\PXVLFWHDFKHU « VKHZDVUHDOO\SDVVLRQDWHDERXW
PXVLFVRVKHZDVDJRRGPXVLFWHDFKHU « $QGP\VFLHQFHWHDFKHUVKHMXVW
ORYHGVFLHQFH « 0\VRFLDOVWXGLHVWHDFKHUVKHNHSWHYHU\\HDU,ZDVWKHUH « 
tried to get me into the GATE [Gifted and Talented Exceptional Education]
program like each teacher would make an argument for the administration to let
PHLQDQGWKH\ZRXOGQ¶WOHWPHLQ
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Whereas Philip and Sophie describe student and teacher relationships in the large district
schools primarily in terms of instruction and subject area, Connor and Freddie describe
student and teacher relationships in terms of constraints in the form of punishments and
control.
At the beginning of his junior year of high school, Freddie, who had attended
MHS during his freshman and sophomore years after attending a large district middle
school, decided to transfer to the large district high school in his neighborhood, Rico
High School. Within two days of enrollment at Rico, Freddie was forced to leave and
return to MHS due to an altercation with a Physical Education teacher:
I went to Rico for two days and got in a fight with the PE teacher and then after
that, I withdrew because I was going to be expelled probably and so I withdrew
before they could expel me and was able to come back here [MHS].
I asked Freddie why he left MHS and what caused the fight. He first explained that he
KDGOHIW0+6WREHZLWKKLVIULHQGV$OWKRXJKKHKDGPDGHIULHQGVDW0+6KHGLGQ¶W
spend time with those friends outside of school, and he wanted to be with what he called
KLV³RXWVLGHRIVFKRROIULHQGV´LQVFKRRO
,QWHUPVRIWKHILJKWKHH[SODLQHGWRPHWKDWKHKDGJRWWHQXVHGWRWKH³HDV\JRLQJ
DWWLWXGHVWKDW\RXFDQKDYHZLWKWKHWHDFKHUV´DW0+6ZKR\RXFDQ³MRNHDQGVWXIIDQG
\RX¶UHFRPIRUWDEOHZLWKWKHPDQGWKH\¶UHOLNHIDPLO\PHPEHUV´DQGFRQVHTXHQWO\KH
had attempted to joke with the PE teacher in response to a miscommunication that he and
the teacher had over the PE uniform. Matters quickly escalated when the PE teacher
³SXVKHGXSDJDLQVWPHDQGJRWLQP\IDFH´DWZKLFKSRLQW)UHGGLHSXVKHGWKHWHDFKHU
EDFNDQGJRWUHDG\WRILJKWKLP7KHWHDFKHU\HOOHGDWKLP³<RX¶UHFUD]\²\RXGRQ¶WGR
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WKDWZLWKWHDFKHUVKHUH´WRZKLFK)UHGGLHUHSOLHG³<RXZHUHJHWWLQJLQP\IDFH´,Q
further qualifying the interaction to me, Freddie stated that he found out later that the PE
WHDFKHULVDOVRWKHIRRWEDOOFRDFKDQG³DUHDOGULOOVHUJHDQWNLQGRIJX\´$GGLWLRQDOO\KH
VWDWHGKLVSHUVSHFWLYHWKDW³SXEOLFVFKRROVGRQ¶WDOORZ´MRNLQJZLWKLQWKH³VWUDLJKWIRUZDUG
VWXGHQWWHDFKHUUHODWLRQVKLS´
In a somewhat similar interaction, Connor describes an incident with a male
teacher during 6th grade in a district middle school that was significantly smaller than the
other district schools but highly structured and traditional. Connor begins the story by
informing me that he hates being in places with open doors and decided to shut the
classroom door:
,KDWHEHLQJLQSODFHVZLWKRSHQGRRUVOLNHLI,¶PLQDGRRU,Zant the door shut,
RURXWVLGH,MXVWGRQ¶WOLNHLWZKHQGRRUVDUHRSHQ$Q\ZD\VRZKDWEDVLFDOO\
KDSSHQHGLVKH WKHWHDFKHU0U3 FDPHXSWRPHDQGVDLG³<RXPLVXQGHUVWRRG
me boy. I meant that if you continue behavior as such you will get suspended.´,
got suspended from that school twice.
7KHWHDFKHU¶VWKUHDWRIVXVSHQVLRQEDVHGRQWKHFRQWLQXDQFHRIFHUWDLQEHKDYLRUVEHJDQ
with a school field trip to a town on the U.S./ Mexico border, as part of a school-based
program led by Mr. P. that provided students with opportunities to connect with students
living near the border. During a field trip to the border that included a visit to a
SDUWLFLSDWLQJIDPLO\¶VKRPHWKHIDPLO\ZKRKDGDKRUVHLQYLWHG&RQQRUWRVLWRQWKH
horse and have his photo taken. As a consequence of doing so, Mr. P. threatened to hold
&RQQRUEDFNDJUDGHRUWRVXVSHQGKLPEXWIDLOHGWRFRPPXQLFDWHWKLVZLWK&RQQRU¶V
SDUHQWV:KHQ6WHSKHQDQG$OL &RQQRU¶VSDUHQWV OHDUQHGDERXWWKHWKUHDWIURP&RQQRU
they called and emailed the school but received no response from the school. Finally,
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Stephen went to the school and inquired about the incident. The teacher denied it, stating
that Connor had misunderstood. In spite of the denial, Mr. P. continued to threaten
Connor for the remainder of the year by telling him he was going to be held back or
suspended. Mr. P. would do this when Connor failed to turn in his homework, when
Connor closed the classroom door, and during other similar types of interactions. In
characterizing how he felt at that time, Connor stated,
,MXVWWKRXJKWLWVXFNHG,KDWHGVFKRRO,GLGQ¶WUHDOO\KDYHDQ\IULHQGVWKHUH,
GLGQ¶WOLNHDQ\RIP\WHDFKHUVLWZDVMXVWOLNHJRLQJDQGVLWWLQJDQGEHLQJIRUFHG
WREHLQWKLVSODFH\RXUHDOO\GRQ¶WZDQWWREHIRUVL[KRXUVDQd then leaving.
$OWKRXJK&RQQRU¶VQHLJKERUKRRGGLVWULFWVFKRROZDVVPDOOHUWKDQ)UHGGLH3KLOLS
DQG6RSKLH¶VQHLJKERUKRRGGLVWULFWVFKRROV&RQQRU¶VGHVFULSWLRQRIVWXGHQWDQGWHDFKHU
relationships mirrored those of other students in the larger district schools. These data
suggest several explanations for the similarities in the four different district schools in
terms of student and teacher relationships. First, all the district schools that these students
attended represent underfunded schools. Two of the schools are located in predominantly
Latino and low-LQFRPHQHLJKERUKRRGV3KLOLS¶VHOHPHQWDU\VFKRROLVRQDQ$PHULFDQ
Indian reservation, and his middle school (not on the reservation) is attended by primarily
low-income Latino and American Indian students in a predominantly low-income Latino
DUHD&RQQRU¶VVFKRROLVORFDWHGLQDUHWLUHPHQWFRPPXQLW\DQGDWWKHWLPHRIKLV
enrollment, was underfunded and understaffed. Commenting on issues of funding, Philip
FODLPHGWKDWKHWKLQNVWHDFKHUVGRQ¶WFDUHEHcause
Where I went to school, the worst schools to go to, and it was really underfunded
and no one was spending that much time there or money so it was falling down
and the student body was overpopulated, there were like a lot of kids and there
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was just toRPXFKSUREOHPVDQGVFKRROZDVDWWKHHQGRIWKHGLVWULFW¶VOLVWRIVWXII
to fix.
Caring and Technical Approaches to Educational Reform
,QDGGLWLRQWRWKHLPSDFWRIORZIXQGLQJRQVFKRROPHPEHUV¶VHQVHRIFDULQJ
public education since Sputnik 1 in 1957 to the present NCLB (with the exception of
progressive reforms in the 1960s and 1970s) has typically made curriculum, instruction,
and academic disciplines the focus of educational reform. The emphasis on the technical
versus the relational aspects of public education in order to meet the security and
economical needs of the nation has produced a public school system that overlooks the
importance of human relationships to successful learning. Thus, teacher and student
relationships are constituted through discourses inscribed in instruction, behavior, and
subject areas. Moreover, the centrality of grades to the educational system overshadows
the democratic purposes of schooling based on cultivating respectful social relationships
between school members. Instead,
Teachers are likely to reward those who conform to and strengthen the social
order of the school with higher grades and approval, and punish violators with
lower grades and other forms of disapproval, independent of their academic and
cognitive accomplishments. (Bowles & Gintis, 1976, p. 39)
Bowles and Gintis situate this claim specifically within the dynamics of capitalism over
three decades ago. Although I have argued consistently for an analytical approach that is
more nuanced than a strict structural analysis, the reliance on grades in most traditional
school contexts continues to constrain what is possible in schools. This occurs not only in
terms of curriculum and assessments but, more importantly, in terms of teacher and
student relationships, since the relationship is predicated on control and conformity to an
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LQVWLWXWLRQDOO\GHWHUPLQHGVRFLDORUGHUDVH[HPSOLILHGE\&RQQRUDQG)UHGGLH¶V
experiences.
Exceptions
Consistent with other examples in this study, there are exceptions. While the
majority of students and teachers in these data emphasized caring relationships as central
to successful learning, teachers in the study also reported that the majority of students
(and parents) that they had taught at GHHS were more interested in the technical aspects
of the student and teacher relationship, specifically grades. According to parent, teacher,
and student data, those students who are able to successfully conform to the social order
of traditional school structures typically do not emphasize the caring aspects of
schooling. Instead, these parents and students conform to the structures that reflect their
interests and serve to produce desirable outcomes, like admission to competitive colleges.
In contrast, students who are misfitted or forced out of traditional schools for being
µGLIIHUHQW¶UHSRUWIHHOLQJXQFDUHGIRUZLWKLQWKHUHDOPRISXEOLFHGXFDWLRQ
Additionally, there are those teachers in large district schools who strive to make
meaningful connections with students and, in some cases, are able to do so (see
Cammarota & Romero, 2006). However, due to the size of most district schools, as well
as the fact that most teachers meet with four to five groups of 30+ students for limited
periods of time and are faced with the increasing pressures of mandated testing, the
potential to foster those caring relationships becomes increasingly difficult. Under these
circumstances, the opportunities for flexibility, responsiveness, and knowing needed to
develop a caring relationship are severely diminished.
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To this point, I have discussed the role of flexibility and responsiveness in
building caring relationships within public school contexts. In the following section, I
explore the data in this study that constitute caring relationships through discourses about
knowing.
Knowing
,QSUHSDULQJWRGLVFXVVWKHIXOOLPSOLFDWLRQVRIZKDWµNQRZLQJ¶PHDQVLQWKHVH
data, I begin by differentiating what I view as two connected but separate levels to
knowing. On the first level, there is knowing in the sense of an authentic desire and
commitment on the part of teachers and school staff at MHS to transcend the more formal
and instrumental relations of traditional student and teacher relationships. This level of
knowing involves building trust, often through continuity and advocacy on the part of the
teacher towards the student. It also involves replacing control with concern and judgment
with acceptance. It requires decision-making based on collaboration between staff and
students and a developing knowledge of students as individuals.
On another level, knowing represents the potential for transforming educational
spaces to create greater educational equity. In describing the broader possibilities of postmodernism to revisioning the homogeneity inscribed in traditional national discourses,
Bhabha (1994) suggests that the spaces that constitute the limits of those grand narratives
UHSUHVHQWWKH³HQXQFLDWLYHERXQGDULHVRIDUDQJHRIRWKHUGLVVRQDQWHYHQGLVVLGHQW
KLVWRULHVDQGYRLFHV´ S ,WIROORZVWKDWLQWKHVHGDWDNnowing represents the
³HQXQFLDWLYHERXQGDULHV´RIWKHOLPLWVRIWUDGLWLRQDOGLVFRXUVHV²grand narratives²that
constitute public education as social order through normalization technologies. Hence,
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the production of educational spaces inscribed in knowing discourses reflects the
³hybridity RILPDJLQHGFRPPXQLWLHV´ %KDEKDSHPSKDVLVDGGHG UDWKHUWKDQWKH
normalizing constraints of the imagined American high school and the mythical
American family. To illustrate and elaborate further on what the two levels of knowing
mean in terms of educational equity, I turn now to take a closer look at the data.
Knowing: building a caring relationship. In these data, students frequently
expressed the desire to be known and cared for by their teachers. In the following
example, Sophie provides a general framework of student and teacher relationships at
MHS:
Here, we go by first names for teachers, which I think is really nice, it takes away
that wall that is placed by just calling them by their last name, it opens up the
chance to become friends with the teacher so that they can get insight on your life
VRWKDWWKH\NQRZZKDW¶VJRLQJRQDQGLWVHHPVOLNHKHUHWKH\FDUHDORWDERXW
KRZ\RX¶UHGRLQJ,NQRZIRULQVWDQFHLIVRPHERG\¶VKDYLQJDEDGGD\DWHDFKHU
will go up WRWKHPDQGDVNWKHPKRZWKH\¶UHGRLQJZKDW¶VJRLQJRQGR\RXQHHG
anything, do you need any special help and things like that.
7KLVGHVFULSWLRQLVIXUWKHUVXSSRUWHGDQGH[SDQGHGLQ3KLOLS¶VFKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQ
7KH\¶UH>WHDFKHUVDW0+6@KHUHIRU\RXQR matter what. I know Kathy, my
DGYLVRUVKH¶VEHHQKHUH²VKH¶VNQRZQPHIRUWKUHH\HDUVVKH¶VWKHILUVWWHDFKHU,
WDONHGWRDW0+66KH¶VEHHQWKHUHIRUWKUHH\HDUVIRUPHDQGVKHNQRZVP\
PRRGVVKHNQRZVZKHQ,¶PXSVHWRU,¶PPDGDQGVKHWDONVWRPHDERXt
HYHU\WKLQJ6KHFKHFNVXSRQPHWRPDNHVXUH,¶PGRLQJDOOULJKWOLNHPHQWDOO\
and physically and socially and then the counselor, we always have a counselor
WKDW¶VKHUHIRU\RXDQGWKHQLI\RX¶UHPDGRU\RX¶UHVDGRU\RXMXVWIHHOVLFNWKH\
always comHDQGWKH\DVN\RXZKDW¶VZURQJDQGKRZ\RX¶UHIHHOLQJ$QGWKDW¶V
what I like about it, is the fact that they talk to you more than they just assume
VRPHWKLQJ¶VZURQJZLWK\RX/LNHLI\RX¶UHPDGWKH\WDONWR\RXDERXWLWDQG
WKH\FDOP\RXGRZQDQGWKDW¶s what I like about this place is they talk to you
more rather than what bigger schools do.
7KHVWXGHQWV¶HPSKDVLVRQWKHGHVLUHDQGQHHGWRµWDON¶UHVHPEOHVZKDW*LQZULJKW  
IRXQGLQKLVZRUNZLWK%ODFN\RXWKLQVRXWKHUQ&DOLIRUQLD³0RVWLPSRUWDQW however,
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we learned that youth wanted to talk about things that had been on their minds and hearts
IRUVRPHWLPH´ S 
In the following example, Philip describes what happens when youth do not have
a caring and trustworthy adult to talk to. Philip had SUDFWLFHG³FXWWLQJ´DIRUPRIVHOImutilation, during middle school and his first year of high school because of pent-up
anger and shame over sexual abuse he experienced as a child:
I would say from the start of middle school to freshman year, that was just
KRUULEOHEHFDXVH,ZDVQ¶WJHWWLQJWKHUHVSHFW,QHHGHGWKDW,ZDQWHGIURPVFKRRO
plus home, plus awkward puberty stages and everything else in between. You
needed somewhere to vent out when nobody else was listening and who else
could you turn to but the other kids in the back row. So it was either I would show
XSWRVFKRROKLJKRU,¶GVHOOGUXJVIRUWKHPZKLFK,NQRZLVYHU\VWXSLGQRZRU,
would just not even show up to class.
7HDFKHUVDW0+6LQWXUQUHFRJQL]HVWXGHQWV¶QHHGVWR³YHQW´DQGWREH cared for by
being known. Eric describes the general orientation of teachers at MHS towards knowing
and caring about students:
We [MHS] have some good people here that seem to be exceptional when it
FRPHVWREHLQJLQYROYHGZLWKNLGV¶OLYHV7KHUH¶VQRWRQe teacher here that I know
RIDQ\ZD\DWWKLVSRLQWLQWLPHWKDWGRHVQ¶WZDQWWRKDYHDQ\WKLQJWRGRZLWKNLGV
:KHUH\RXJRWRDWUDGLWLRQDOVFKRRODQGLW¶VYHU\HDV\WRSLFNRXWWKHWHDFKHUV
WKDWFKHFNLQDWDQGOHDYHDWDQGWKDW¶VLW7RZKHUH,GRQ¶WWKLQNZH
have anybody like that, so I think kids are pretty intuitive, they pick up on that
SUHWW\TXLFNO\ZLWKDGXOWV«
(ULF¶VH[DPSOHDOVRSRLQWVWRWKHGLVWLQFWLRQWKDWVWXGHQWVPDNHDERXWWHDFKHUVZKRDUH
authentically interested in learning about their students and their lives. Similarly, Wyman
and Kashatok (2008) argue that the tendency for non-Native teachers to insulate
themselves from the communities in which they teach by restricting the hours and
community contexts in which the teachers participate often results in teacher and student
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UHODWLRQVKLSVWKDWDUHEDVHGRQVWHUHRW\SHVWKDWXQGHUPLQHWKHVWXGHQWV¶OHDUQLQJ,Q
FRQWUDVWWHDFKHUVZKRDGRSWD³WULDQJXODWLQJVWDQFH´DUHEHWWHUDEOHWRVXSSRUWVWXGHQWV
since they know their students as a result of participating in various community contexts
and are continuously learning about the students and their community. While the context
of small, remote Alaska Native communities differs greatly from the context of urban
public schools, knowing the student and her community beyond a blanket assumption or
stereotype is significant and necessary to support student learning in both contexts.
Knowing as transformation. Authentic knowing in the context of caring teacher
and student relationships has the potential to transform educational inequities. The work
of Ginwright (2010), which began almost 20 years ago and occurs under the organization
Leadership Excellence, is based on strategies that foster solid caring relationships and
healthy racial identities amongst African American youth, as well as political
consciousness based on local community and neighborhood issues. More than civic
DFWLRQWKHVHVWUDWHJLHVFRQVWLWXWHZKDW*LQZULJKWFDOOV³UDGLFDOKHDOLQJEXLOGLQJWKH
capacity of young people to DFWXSRQWKHLUHQYLURQPHQWIRUWKHFRPPRQJRRG´ S 
:KLOH*LQZULJKW¶VZRUNIRFXVHVVSHFLILFDOO\RQKHDOLQJWKHRSSUHVVLRQWKDW%ODFN\RXWK
confront in their communities on a daily basis (for example, racial profiling, lack of
school resources, and neighborhood violence), his insistence on providing youth with the
opportunities to heal within spaces shaped by caring relationships and a consciousness of
possibilities can be applied to diverse contexts. In the context of MHS, a consciousness of
possibility emerges from the spatial production of knowing inscribed in caring
relationships. In what follows, I discuss the spatial production of knowing embedded in
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caring relationships. The data in this study suggest that knowing in the context of caring
student and teacher relationships transforms traditional educational practices and
discourses that allow for a school culture based on possibilities rather than constraints
and limits.
The spatial production of knowing. Jim, a White/Anglo teacher at MHS, describes
the spatial production of knowing embedded in caring relationships:
The particular kids [at MHS] need more space, they need more space and more
attention. A lot of these kids may have been kicked out of other schools for the
IDFWWKH\ZHUHQ¶WJHWWLQJHQough attention, not getting their needs met, they
ZHUHQ¶WJHWWLQJWKHFDUHWKH\QHHG « 7KHUH¶VSUREDEO\VWLOODORWRINLGVLQ
SXEOLFVFKRROVZKRDUHOLNHWKDWEXWFDQ¶WJHWRXWIRUZKDWHYHUUHDVRQDQGLIWKH\
GRJHWRXWLW¶VEHFDXVHWKH\¶UHILQDOO\SXVhed out, because they get in trouble so
PDQ\WLPHVWKH\¶UHMXVWDFWLQJRXWEHFDXVHWKH\FDQQRWJHWZKDWWKH\QHHG
When I asked Jim to explain what he meant about students needing more space, he stated,
Some of them have really tough issues that take a lot of balance and juggling to
get through, where if they were in a pressure packed situation, with a lot of kids in
a room and not a lot of time, or space to deal with it, they go crazy, a lot of these
NLGVFDQ¶WPDNHLWLQDELJVFKRROEHFDXVHLW¶VMXVW too much for them. They come
here and Eric takes such good care of them and gets them through their issues.
April²the counselor, she helps them with that too²DQGWKH\¶UHDOZD\VDWWKH
NLGV¶GLVSRVDOWKH\FDQDOZD\VWDONWRVRPHERG\²and these kids need that,
EHFDXVH,WKLQNWKH\KDYHVRPHSUHWW\VHULRXVLVVXHV « 6RPHKRZWKHVHDUH
issues that kept them from being successful at bigger schools with more kids and
less attention.
-LP¶VFKDUDFWHUL]DWLRQRIVRPHRIWKHVWXGHQWVDW0+6SDUDOOHOVZKDWVWXGHQWVin Chapter
6 described as the spatial production of fitting in. Additionally, Jim points to those
students at MHS who were forced out of large traditional schools due to the impact of
school structures such as size, time, and curriculum on their coping abilities. Congruent
with other data, Jim characterized students as not fitting into traditional school spaces due
to social and cognitive issues, a phenomenon that he identified in recollecting his own
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high school experiences. He also identified poverty and neglect as some of the serious
issues that students deal with inside and outside school. In fact, at MHS, a couch is
available in the student lounge, not only for students who wish to socialize, but also for
students who need to rest or sleep as a result of not having access to a bed or being able
to sleep the previous night due to considerable household disruptions. Additionally,
VHYHUDOWHDFKHUVUHSRUWHGNHHSLQJDµVWDVK¶RIIRRGWRSURYLGHWRWKRVHVWXGHQWVZKR
would regularly come to school hungry.
Overall, what these data suggest is that the current focus on high-stakes testing in
public education completely overlooks the fact that many students come to school
preoccupied with larger issues that are further compromised by the pressure-packed
environment of testing and large class sizes (see also Lipman, 2004). As such, it is my
position that in order for educational reform to adequately address educational inequities,
it must become more humane. In other words, policymakers need to adopt a personrather than an object-based approach to reform.
Knowing and healing. In the student data, students described some of the levels of
³UDGLFDOKHDOLQJ´ *LQZULJKW WKDWJUHZRXWRIWKHVSDWLDOSURGXFWLRQRINQRZLQJ
inscribed in caring relationships. For example, Jorge shared that as a result of attending
DQ³DOWHUQDWLYH´KLJKVFKRRO
Really, really, really changed my life in more ways than explainable. It fixed my
self-esteem issues, it fixed my²I used to have a bad stuttering, it fixed so many
things. Just WKHIDFWWKDW,¶PLQDGLIIHUHQWHQYLURQPHQWZKHUH,IHHOPRUH
FRPIRUWDEOHZKHUHSHRSOHWUHDWPHKRZ,ZDQWWREHWUHDWHGLW¶VMXVWDOODURXQGD
really good thing.
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Philip attributes being able to stop practicing self-mutilation to his relationships and work
at MHS:
,JRWRYHULW>³FXWWLQJ´@DIWHUDZKLOHEHFDXVHOLNHZRUNLQJKHUHDWVFKRRODQGWKHQ
WDONLQJWRWKHFRXQVHORUVKHUHDQGHYHU\WKLQJDQGMXVWUHDOL]LQJHYHU\WKLQJ¶VQRW
supposed to be as perfect as I think it is and just letting everything go, eventually
just²OLNHLWIDGHGDZD\EXWWKHUH¶VWLPHZKHQ,KDYHDUHODSVHEXW,GRZKDWWKH\
tell me to do, like count to 7 or something.
Over the course of two and half years of participant observations, I witnessed
other instances of healing in various forms: usually in terms of friendship, learning, and
the pursuit of higher education after graduating. Taylor, a White/Anglo freshman who is
WKHVRQRI$PDQGD VHH&KDSWHU ZDVGLDJQRVHGLQNLQGHUJDUWHQZLWK$VSHUJHU¶V
Syndrome, as well as other social and cognitive disorders. Taylor spent the majority of
his time at MHS at a distance from groups of students and alone. I would often observe
him pacing back and forth in the school lobby, a practice that his mother explained
helped him to process information. His mother worried about him and whether or not he
would be safe and content in the school space. As his freshman year unfolded into
summer, and then into his sophomore year, I noticed Taylor walking through the school
holding hands with a female student. I also learned that he was participating in a school
play, and I noticed in a photograph of a school field trip that Taylor was positioned in the
middle of a group, surrounded by the faces of his peers.
Knowing and learning. Earlier in this chapter, I explored student data that
describe characterizations of student and teacher relationships in the context of large and
traditional district schools. Students characterize these relationships as focused on
instruction, discipline, and not caring. In the context of MHS, students characterize
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student and teacher relationships in terms of caring. Up to this point, I have discussed
VWXGHQWV¶GHVLUHVDQGQHHGWREHNQRZQDQGFDUHGIRULQHGXFDWLRQDOVHWWLQJV,KDYHDOVR
pointed to the impact of school space on the production of caring relationships and the
potential for caring spaces to transform educational inequities. In what follows, I further
explore how caring relationships transform educational inequities and produce
educational spaces that are about possibilities.
In this study, student data suggest that students are more willing to take risks with
their learning within the context of a safe and caring school space. In talking about the
impact of caring relationships on student learning, Sophie stated,
It [EHLQJDEOHWRWDONWRWHDFKHUVRSHQO\@DOVRRSHQVLWXSVRNLGVDUHQ¶WDIUDLGWR
ask for help. It know in my geometry class in [a large district] middle school, our
WHDFKHUNLQGRIPDGHXVIHHOVWXSLGLIZHGLGQ¶WXQGHUVWDQGVRPHWKLQJVR\RX¶G
be kind of DIUDLGWRUDLVH\RXUKDQGDQGDVN³:HOOZK\GRHVQ¶WWKLVZRUN"´
EHFDXVHWKH\¶GEHOLNH³:K\GRQ¶W\RXJHWLW\RXQHHGWRJHWLWZH¶UHJRLQJWR
PRYHRQQRZ´:KHUHKHUH>0+6@\RXFDQDVNDTXHVWLRQDQGWKH\¶OOWDNH\RX
through all of the steps and they¶OOFDUHWKDW\RXNQRZWKHDQVZHUV
On another level, the knowing that is inscribed in student and teacher
relationships supports the individual learning of each student, providing greater
educational opportunities for all students. In the following example, Philip describes the
transformative potential of personalization in the context of educational reform. His
VWDWHPHQWLVLQUHVSRQVHWRP\TXHVWLRQ³:KDWLVWKHLPSDFWRIWKDWNLQGRIUHODWLRQVKLS
ZLWKDWHDFKHURQ\RXUOHDUQLQJ"´
I think it [a caring student and teacher relationship] helps it even more because
OLNHLI\RX¶UHVWUXJJOLQJZLWKVRPHWKLQJDQGWKH\NQRZDOUHDG\WKHQWKH\NQRZ
that yeah you need help or you need extended time on it because they know you
personally, they know what makes you tick or something but it can also be a
GLVDGYDQWDJHWRRMXVWEHFDXVHWKH\NQRZ\RXFDQGRLW « ,WKLQNLWZRUNVJRRG
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EHFDXVHWKH\NQRZZKRFDQZRUNZLWKZKRZKDW¶VJRRGIRUZKRRUZLOOWKLV
SURMHFWZRUNRXWZLWKWKLVFODVV7KDW¶VZK\,OLNHLW
Finally, trust, an integral component to caring student and teacher relationships, also
serves to enhance student learning. The significance of trust on learning is particularly
WUXHLQWKHFRQWH[WRIZKDWVWXGHQWVFDOO³UHDO-OLIHOHDUQLQJ´5HDO-life learning refers to
those learning opportunities that take place in the community and or are tied to
community-based issues (recall from Chapter 3 that MHS includes Place-Based
Education in its curriculum). In the following example, Emily describes the impact of
trust on the educational environment at MHS:
7KHVFKRROGRHVQ¶WVXSSUHVVXVVRPXFKDQGWKH\OHWXVKDYHVRPHIUHHGRPLQD
ELJVFKRROWKHDGPLQLVWUDWLRQGRHVQ¶WKDYHWKHSRZHUWRJLYH\RXIUHHGRP
because they have to watch so many more kids and I think a lot of adults think
WKH\FDQ¶WWUXVWWHHQDJHUVZLWKWKDWNLQGRIIUHHGRPEXWWKLVVFKRROGRHV
When I asked her to describe some of the ways that students at MHS have more freedom,
she responded,
7KH\GRQ¶WNHHSVXFKDFORVHZDWFKRQ\RXOLNHRQILHOGWULps or whatever, some
of the times, teachers will give you their cell phone numbers, so you can call if²
WKH\OHW\RXJRRIIRQ\RXURZQRQILHOGWULSVDQGVWXIIDQGWKH\GRQ¶WIROORZ\RX
to the bathroom and stuff.
For myself, I remember the first time I conducted participant observations on a field trip.
The trip was to a large nature park with several small buildings that were used by
different groups of students to participate in poetry writing workshops. During lunch and
throughout other parts of the day, I would notice students, either alone, in pairs, or in
groups, sitting off or walking on the farthest perimeters of the park. My initial reaction,
having only taught high school in the highly structured space of district classrooms, was
to be suspicious. However, I quickly learned that students were in those spaces because
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they could be; the culture at MHS made it permissible for students to occupy spaces
traditionally off limits to them.
Moreover, as students explained, educational practices based on trust rather than
control and constraint, empower students to explore areas of interest and learning that
might have otherwise been out of reach. In the following example, Jorge describes the
impact of real-life learning on his high school education:
,¶YHH[perienced so many cool things, I got to blow glass, I got to work a
recording studio, Habitat for Humanity. It kept me interested in school, it kept me
IURPGURSSLQJRXWEHFDXVH,NQRZDWDWUDGLWLRQDOVFKRRO,SUREDEO\ZRXOG¶YH
been one of those kids thaWSUREDEO\GURSSHGRXWE\QRZMXVWµFDXVHWKHWLPHV,
DPIRUFHGWRVLWLQDFODVVURRP,KDWHLWDQG,MXVWFDQ¶W²,GRQ¶WIXQFWLRQ6R,
think the fact that we do other things and we interesting things and we get out of
the classrooms is an awesome thing, LW¶VYHU\FULWLFDOIRU0+6
In the final section of this chapter, I elaborate further on the role of relationships on
VWXGHQWV¶OHDUQLQJ0RUHVSHFLILFDOO\,GLVFXVVKRZWKHUHODWLRQVKLSVNLOOVWKDWVWXGHQWV
build in the context of the student and teacher relationships lay the groundwork for
building relationships with the community outside of the school. In turn, the relational
skills that students transfer from school to community create possibilities for future
employment and higher education in the form of social capital. New forms of social
capital emerge when students interface with the community to provide services and
support. Moreover, these new social networks serve to interrupt public discourses that
tend to characterize the students as outcasts and, instead, create community connections
between previously disconnected sectors of the population, particularly between adults
and youth.

  

  
257  

Relationships and Social Capital
Up to this point, I have discussed the impact of student and teacher relationships
at MHS on transforming the social and learning spaces within a public school context.
Relationships in this context also provide a safe space in which students learn to develop
social skills that they can transfer to other contexts to build social capital.
As well as fostering caring relationships with students, teachers at MHS explicitly
µVRFLDOL]H¶VWXGHQWVRQKRZWRLQWHUIDFHZLWKDEURDGHUDXGLHQFH2QDQLQGLYLGXDOOHYHO
teachers work one-on-one with students to support their social development. This is
particularly significant in this context given the combination of high levels of social
isolation in prior school contexts coupled with the substantial number of students who
report social and or cognitive disorders. In Chapter 6, I discussed the fact that Saul had
not even considered finding an alternative school for his son, Jake:
,ZDVVRRYHUZKHOPHGZLWKDOOKLVSUREOHPVWKDW,¶GWULHGLQVRPDQ\ZD\VWRKHOS
KLPPHWVRPDQ\GHDGHQGVWKDW,ZRXOGQ¶WKDYHWKRXJKW³RKOHWPHJRILQGWKH
rigKWVFKRROIRUKLP´
Instead, Saul took the position that he would do what he could to get Jake through high
school with as few social, academic, and administrative grievances as possible.
As with the majority of families in these data, Saul had advocated for support
VHUYLFHVLQKLVVRQ¶VODUJHGLVWULFWPLGGOHVFKRRODQGWRDGHJUHHKHZDVPRUHVXFFHVVIXO
than other parents in procuring some support. However, in the context of a large school,
WKHLPSDFWRIVHUYLFHVXSSRUWVRQDVWXGHQW¶VVRFLDOGHYHORSPent often remains
LQFRQVHTXHQWLDODWEHVW 5HFDOO0DU\¶VVRQ-DUHG¶VH[SHULHQFHVDW9+6ZKHUHHYHQZLWK
an IEP he was still penalized on a daily basis for behavior that did not conform to the
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prescribed social order embedded in mainstream and traditional classrooms. Likewise,
Connor, who was unable to obtain services in his neighborhood district school, was
regularly threatened with suspension for his inability to conform to the social order.)
When Jake enrolled at MHS, according to Saul, he was finally able to receive the
needed supports within a public school context: particularly, time, space, and emotional
support. Part of these supports included learning how to be with and around other
individuals and groups of people in productive and positive ways. As Saul describes,
+H¶V>-DNH@KDGWREHVRFLDOL]HGDFWXDOO\DWRQHSRLQWKLVDGYLVRU6RQ\DVDWKLP
GRZQDQGVDLG³,¶PJRLQJWRWHDFK\RXVRFLDOVNLOOV´DQGKHWRRNRXWDQRWHERRN
and a pencil and he was really interested and he wrote stuff down and VKH¶VOLNH
³\RXGRQ¶WEOXUWWKLQJVRXW\RXUDLVH\RXUKDQG´VKHNLQGRIH[SODLQHGWRKLPWKH
basics of social behavior and she said right after that, he would have one of those
EXUQLQJTXHVWLRQVDQGKH¶GZDYHKLVDUPVDQGLIVKHVDLG³QRZ¶VQRWDJRRG
WLPH´KHZRXOGQ¶WKHZRXOGFDOPGRZQ
Like many of his peers who required similar types of social support from the teaching
staff, Jake is academically capable and interested in doing well in school. However, large
district schools are not designed to provide the types of social supports that teach highfunctioning students with cognitive, social, and emotional disorders how to interact with
others; these types of support are typically taught in a life-skills course for students with
greater levels of impairment. Instead, when supports are offered at large district schools,
they usually take the form of instructional structures: more time to take tests, for
example, or a quiet room to take tests, or more time on homework. In the context of the
large district school, with a substantially greater number of school members and thus
PRUHFRPSOH[VRFLDOG\QDPLFVWKHODFNRIVRFLDOVXSSRUWVHUYLFHVXQGHUPLQHVVWXGHQWV¶
learning and social well-being in significant ways. In these data, those ways include
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being disciplined, feeling unsafe, being socially isolated from peer groups, and ultimately
being forced out.
In contrast, when students obtain the support services they need, they demonstrate
significant academic and social growth. For example, Jake became more socially
confident, which allowed him to increase his capacity to relate to his peers and contribute
in productive ways to the school community. One of the assessments that students
perform at MHS is called roundtables. Roundtables, which are an innovation on the
traditional concept of parent/teacher conferences, are student-led conferences during
which the student identifies and analyzes his/her learning using his/her portfolio and
substantiating his/her claims with the work in his/her portfolio. Students frame their
progress around the six Habits of Heart and Mind (see Chapter 3). Additionally, students
are required to invite their advisor, a teacher, and a parent to a roundtable, but are also
allowed to invite peers, community members, and other teachers. In the following
H[DPSOH6DXOGHVFULEHV-DNH¶VJURZWKDVLWPDQLIHVWHGLQWKHFRQWH[WRIDURXQGWDEOH
+H¶VILQDOO\UHDOO\FRPLQJLQWRKLVRZQKHVHHPVWREHGHYHORSLQJVRPHVHOIFRQILGHQFH+HILQDOO\IHHOLQJOLNHKH¶VJRWIULHQGVKH¶VILWWLQg inKH¶VVWDUWLQJWR
feel at home, having a good sense of himself. It was really when I went to that
Roundtable that day that I saw these kids he was hanging out with and I was so
LPSUHVVHGE\WKHP,ZDVOLNH³ZRZKH¶VJRWIULHQGVZKRUHDOO\FDUHDERXt him
in high school. Friends who really²as he is talking about his successes, I can see
WKHLUGHOLJKWLQKLVVXFFHVVDQGLW¶VOLNHWKHVHNLGVUHDOO\JHQXLQHO\FDUHDERXW
HDFKRWKHU´,ZDVVRLPSUHVVHG>HPSKDVLVDGGHG@
In the following section, I discuss innovative school structures that build on one-on one
social supports and provide for social support in broader contexts outside of the school
community.
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Socialization as Student Agency
As part of the Place-Based Education curriculum at MHS, students in 9th through
11th grades participate in a class called City Works (during senior year, students do a
senior internship based on what they think they would want to pursue professionally and
or academically after they graduate from high school). City Works occurs once a week
for a three-hour period and is designed around service-learning projects in the downtown
community surrounding the school. Originally, students from all three grade levels were
put in City Works classes together; however, the teaching staff found that the 9th graders
KDGQ¶WGHYHORSHGWKHVRFLDOVNLOOVWRLQWHUDFWZLWKWKHFRPPXQLW\LQDQHIIHFWLYHPDQQHU
citing incidences of graffiti and turning off the power in various community venues.
Consequently, the teaching staff developed a course specifically for first-year students
that would provide opportunities and structures for them to learn important social skills.
In the following example, MHS teacher Ross describes the organization of the freshman
City Works class:
7KHUH¶VWKUHHWHDFKers who teach it and we work with them [freshmen] on kind of
the basics of event planning, we try to teach them social etiquette, cooperative
learning skills, service learning what that means, going into the community, spend
time with them just teaching them how to walk around downtown as a group, kind
of give them some opportunities to be responsible²they leave school and do a
particular research for ten to fifteen minutes and then they have to come back on
time, how to make professional phone calls, they do a PowerPoint presentation on
an idea for a way to improve downtown, we work on public speaking skills with
them, just kind of general skills that will help them be more effective as they
move into the division two of City Works program and are interacting more and
HQJDJLQJZLWKWKHFRPPXQLW\7KDW¶VNLQGRIOLIHVNLOOVDQGVNLOOVIRUMXVWEHLQJ
mature and articulate so that we believe that will give them more agency in the
community.
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7KHLPSDFWRIWKLVOHYHORIVXSSRUWRQVWXGHQWV¶VRFLDODQGDFDGHPLFGevelopment is
DSSDUHQWLQVWXGHQWV¶JURZLQJVHOI-awareness about their maturity and academic potential,
as well as in the ways that students report a growing sense of agency in the form of social
capital, representing resources in the form of social networks. As Valenzuela (1999)
states,
Positive social relations at school are highly productive because they allow for the
accumulation of social capital that can then be converted into socially valued
UHVRXUFHVRURSSRUWXQLWLHV « %H\RQGKHOSLQJLQGLYLGXDOV attain such human
capital as education and skills, social capital fosters the development of trust,
norms, and expectations among youth who come to share a similar goal²
orientation toward schooling. (p. 28)
Consciousness of Possibilities: Self-Awareness and Empowerment
During my interview with Freddie, he spoke with a level of openness, confidence,
and insight that contrasted with the quiet and shy demeanor I had observed in him during
participant observations. In fact, the majority of students that I interviewed were as
equally open, reflective, and confident in expressing their views and, at the same time,
generally more subdued in my observations of them throughout the school day. Within
the context of the interviews, students demonstrated a sophisticated sense of selfawareness and willingness to reflect on their growth as students and individuals in
response to the particular school structures, community, and culture at MHS. For
example, Freddie noted that as a result of the friendly and comfortable student and
teacher relationships at MHS,
,W¶VHDVLHUWRGRZRUNMXVWE\DVNLQJIRUKHOSDQGVWXIIEHFDXVH\RXGRQ¶WVHH
them [teachers] just some big high-up teacher but as your friend who will help
you.
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At the same time that he enjoyed having caring student and teacher relationships, he also
spoke about the ways in which he had initially limited the impact of those relationships
on his learning by acting out:
My first years here, I was a troublemaker and I definitely took advantage of that
[caring student and teacher relationships], you know. But as I grew and matured, I
realized what I had and stopped doing that.
Ultimately, he describes the impact of caring student and teacher relationships as central
to his social and academic development:
,GRQ¶Wwant to say better because it might be better but I just want to say a really
GLIIHUHQWW\SHRIHGXFDWLRQDQG,WKLQNLW¶VYHU\XVHIXO6XUH,OHDUQHGP\PDWK
P\VFLHQFHP\KLVWRU\EXWWKHWHDFKHUVKHUHOLNH,VDLG,¶YHEHFRPHIULHQGVZLWK
them, to where it ended up to me hanging out after school and just talking with
teachers just about my assignments and stuff, just asking these really
philosophical questions to each other and just learning about life in general, and
all my other friends [outside of VFKRRO@GRQ¶WJHWDQ\RIWKDWWKH\¶UHVWLOOVFDUHGWR
talk to adults and stuff.
When I asked Freddie to provide an example of the learning that was most significant to
him as a consequence of the relationships he shared with teachers at MHS, he explained,
:KHQ\RXJHWDWHDFKHUDQGWKH\¶UHMXVWKDQJLQJRXWZLWK\RX « DQGWKH\
DFWXDOO\KDYHDQLQWHOOLJHQWFRQYHUVDWLRQZLWK\RX « ,µGVD\WKDW¶VZKHUHPRVW
RIP\OHDUQLQJFRPHVIURP « 7KLVSODFHKDVFKDQJHGP\YLHZVRQPXVLF
racism, a bunch of politics²I actually know about politics now²DQGVRWKDW¶V
going to lead on to checking out new stuff when I get out of here and going to
colleges and stuff like that.
)UHGGLH¶VH[DPSOHSURYLGHVLQVLJKWLQWRZKDWPDQ\VWXGHQWVGHVFULEHGDVDJURZLQJVHQVH
of self-awareness and empowerment about their intellectual and social abilities. Students
attribute the development of these skills in large part to school structures such as caring
student and teacher relationships and formal learning of social skills.
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In addition, students also talked about importance of community involvement in
building those skills and agency. Philip elaborates:
I think it is just the fact that they [teachers at MHS] bring us more into the
community, they show us around or they bring people in to talk to us about it or
ZHPHHWSHRSOHZKR¶YHKDGWKHVHFUD]\OLIHH[SHULHQFHVDQGVWXIIDQGMXVWWKDW
DQGWKHIDFWWKDWWKH\NHHSSXVKLQJXV « DFDGHPLFDOO\DQGPHQWDOO\
In sum, these data suggest that caring student and teacher relationships, coupled with the
GHYHORSPHQWRIVRFLDOVNLOOVDQGFRPPXQLW\LQYROYHPHQWSURGXFHD³FRQVFLRXVQHVVRI
SRVVLELOLWLHV´ *LQZULJKWS $JDLQLQ3KLOLS¶VZRUGV
%HLQJKHUHMXVWJLYHVPHWKDWSXVKOLNHKH\\RXFDQGRLW « ,¶PH[FHOOLQJVR
that means I can go even further hopefully, so I like being here because it gives
you that comfort level of okay, you can go anywhere, you can do anything,
VRPHWKLQJELJJHUWKDQ\RXUPRPDQGGDG7KDW¶VZKDW,IHHOOLNHKHUHOLNHLW
gives us the opportunity to see what else we can do with our lives rather than just
do the standard living thing.
In this context, a consciousness of possibilities transforms educational inequities from the
LQVLGHRXWQRWRQO\E\HPSRZHULQJVWXGHQWV¶VHQVHRIDJHQF\EXWDOVRE\providing
students with the necessary intellectual skills and social capital to access greater learning
and future opportunities.
Revisioning Cultural Production
In concluding this chapter, I should note that these data provide an alternative to
the cultural production approach to explaining educational inequities. Within the cultural
production framework, individual agency is significantly limited by structural constraints.
Moreover, individual agency is often represented by the ways that it serves to reproduce
the very structures that constrain groups of individuals in the first place. For example,
Willis (1977) demonstrates how, as an act of agency, the working class lads actively
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resist school structures, practices, and discourses. Not only do the lads resist schools, but
WKH\DOVRGRVRE\SHUIRUPLQJEHKDYLRUVDIILOLDWHGZLWKWKHLUSDUHQWV¶ DQGWKHLUIXWXUH 
working-class identities. In the end, the constraints of school structures and the selfVDERWDJHRIWKHODGV¶DFWVRIUHVLVWDQFHVHUYHWRSHUSHWXDWe, rather than interrupt, the
reproduction of broader economic inequities through education.
What the data in this study suggest is that, without the interventions offered
through the innovative practices and structures at MHS, many of the students in this
study who also reported self-sabotaging acts of resistance would have dropped out of
school. Moreover, students reported that, like the lads, they would not have considered
the possibility that their lives could unfold any differently than their parentV¶OLYHVKDG
For example, Freddie stated that if he had not enrolled at MHS,
,WKLQN,¶GEHWKHVDPHROGJX\WKDW,ZDVSUREDEO\LQth JUDGH,NQRZ,ZRXOG¶YH
GURSSHGRXWSUREDEO\VWLOOZRXOG¶YHEHHQWKLV&DWKROLFZKR¶VQHYHUDFWXDOO\UHDG
the Bible.
For his part, Jorge reported that
I think everyone should decide what education they get²EHFDXVHLW¶VJRLQJWR
impact the rest of their lives and the fact that I came to MHS and left GHHS
SUREDEO\FKDQJHGP\OLIHLQDORWRIGLIIHUHQWZD\V,PLJKW¶YHended up married
to Holly [a girl he had dated at GHHS during his freshman year] and just
completely different from where I am now.
However, in contrast to the lads, the students in these data reported a generally positive
orientation towards learning aQGHGXFDWLRQ1RWXQOLNHWKHVWXGHQWVLQ9DOHQ]XHOD¶V
(1999) study at Seguin High School cited earlier in this chapter, students in this study
³RSSRVHDVFKRROLQJSURFHVVWKDWGLVUHVSHFWVWKHPWKH\RSSRVHQRWHGXFDWLRQEXW
VFKRROLQJ´ S &RQVHTXHQWO\ what these data document is the potential to transform
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educational inequities by creating school spaces based on respect and responsiveness to a
broader representation of students and their families.
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CHAPTER 9: CONCLUSION
There have been times that I thought I couldn't last for long/ but now I think I'm able to
carry on/ It's been a long time coming, but I know a change is gonna come (Sam Cooke,
1963)
In concluding this dissertation, I return to my focal research question: does school
choice create new spaces for greater educational equity? For participants in this study, the
DQVZHULVµ\HV¶$VGLVFXVVHGLQWKHSUHYLRXVFKDSWHUWKHPDMRULW\RIVWXGHQWSDUWLFLSDQWV
reported that without school choice, they would have dropped out of high school. Parents
GHVFULEHGIHHOLQJOLNHWKH\KDG³QRRSWLRQV´RWKHUWKDQKHOSLQJWKHLUVWXGHQWVWR³MXVWJHW
WKURXJK´VFKRROSULRUWRWKHLUH[SHULHQFHRIVFKRROFKRLFHVLQFHLQPDQ\LQVWDQFHVWKH\
could not procure adequate support services for their students. Teachers at MHS
explained that, without school choice, they would not have been able to realize their
commitment to the Coalition for Essential School reforms in a public school setting:
specifically, the opportunity to create the sorts of relationships with students and families
that they know are essential for meaningful learning to occur.
For myself, although I did not originally set out to study youth identities in the
context of school choice, in designing this study, I discovered that current educational
research with youth is ultimately situated within current educational reform movements,
of which school choice is a significant part. In fact, as I indicated in Chapter 3, I had very
little knowledge or understanding of charter schools and was admittedly biased in
EHOLHYLQJWKDWWKHVHVFKRROVGLGQRWUHSUHVHQWµUHDO¶VFKRRORSWLRQV2YHUWKHFRXUVHRI
completing this study, I came to understand the significance of school choice in the lives
of the participants, particularly in terms of the discursive practices that force certain
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youth out of larger district middle and high schools, as well as parental difficulties in
procuring support services for students within these same school settings.
In coming to understand the historic and spatial turn that school choice represents
to public education, and consequently to educational research, I also became aware of the
degree to which the existent literature represents static, ahistoricized, and often
decontextualized renderings of current educational reform. Consequently, as I stated at
the outset of this study, one of the overarching goals of my dissertation is to broaden the
divisive national debate that surrounds the charter school movement in order to
understand how primary stakeholders²students, parents, and teachers²produce local
choice in their everyday lives. More specifically, this study is about the cultural
production of youth identities within the local landscape of school choice inscribed in the
broader socioeconomic, political, and cultural shifts of a post-industrial age.
It is important to note that at certain times during data analysis, I was surprised to
find myself making the alternate arguments that the data were insisting I make, given the
prevailing claim that it is primarily the parents with the requisite cultural and social
capital who access and benefit from school choice. However, in keeping with the
WKHRUHWLFDOIUDPHZRUN,RXWOLQHGLQ&KDSWHU³>L@IDQWKURSRORJ\LVDscience in the
broadest sense of the term, one would expect its subject matter to press back on its
DQDO\WLFDODSSDUDWXVHV´ 0DXUHUS 
To be clear, this does not mean that I conclude this study by becoming a newly
reformed charter school zealot; that is neither the point nor the goal. To deter research
from being exploited for purposes totally unintended, and thus potentially damaging to
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vulnerable and or contested populations and spaces, Weis and Fine (2000) suggest that
researchers writing about contested issues, particularly those tied to matters of equity,
include a ³/HJHQGRI&DXWLRQV:D\VWR0LVUHDG0LVDSSURSULDWHDQG0LVXVH3UHVHQWHG
$QDO\VHV´ S ,WLVP\SRVLWLRQWKDWWKHSUHVHQWVWXG\LVQRWLQWHQGHGWRSOD\DUROHLQ
advancing the development of charter schools writ large that has further eviscerated
communities and continues to fail youth who have been historically underserved by
public education. Nor does the study tend to lend itself to such a role. In fact, my use of
school choice concepts (e.g., personalization and accountability) in Chapter 8 to describe
school practices and structures that are antithetical to their intended meaning, being
inscribed in current educational reform policies and neoliberal rhetoric, is to intentionally
provide a counter-hegemonic narrative that serves to disrupt market-driven approaches to
reforming public education.
At the same time, findings in this study also suggest that educational practitioners
and researchers would be unwise to dismiss charter schools based on a monolithic
assumption that they alone are responsible for the continued educational demise of
underserved youth and the acceleration of neoliberal encroachment on public spaces.
Such an assumption overlooks specific examples of unprecedented transformation in
innovating school spaces, structures, policies, practices, and relationships to support and
advance the social and academic well-being of underserved youth and their communities.
Moreover, the findings document the ways in which large traditional district schools
partner with private entities, challenging the prevailing view that public charter schools
are primarily responsible for encouraging the encroachment of privatization on public
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education. Hence, I suggest the need for closer and more reliable examinations of
SULYDWL]DWLRQ¶VDFWXDOWKUHDWWRSXEOic education, a threat to which no public school is
immune.
On all levels, my intended goal is to argue for ethnographic and interdisciplinary
approaches to studying the impact of current educational reform on the educational lives
of underserved youth, in order to provide nuanced and complex portrayals of these
phenomena. To further illustrate my position, I will provide a short anecdote that
illustrates one of the overarching goals of my work, as well as one of the primary
contributions of this study. I recently attended a viewing of the new film Waiting for
Superman. It was pure coincidence that I ended up sitting next to Jenn and Ryan, both
administrators, educators, and founders at MHS. We were all attending this particular
viewing since it was being sSRQVRUHGDVDµSULYDWHYLHZLQJ¶IRUORFDOHGXFDWRUVE\D
regional non-profit educational organization. The film, which is marketed as a timely
review of public education, is in my estimation a scathing assault on public district
schools and teacher unions and a glorification of charter schools embedded in a cultureof-poverty framework. In discussing the film later, Jenn, Ryan, and I agreed that we felt
HPRWLRQDOO\H[SORLWHGDQGPDQLSXODWHGE\WKHILOP¶VVWDQFHDVZHOODVLWVJURVVO\
misguided and biased representation of public education, which was inscribed in a
PRUDOLVWLFDQGLGHRORJLFDOGXHOEHWZHHQWKHµJRRG¶FKDUWHUVFKRRODQGWKHµEDG¶GLVWULFW
school.
More disconcerting than my personal distaste for the film is the realization that I
am an informed viewer, in contrast to the multitude of individuals who are either ill-
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informed or uninformed about the complexities of current public educational reform, as
described in Chapter 5, and who will also view the film. Media representations of the
national debate serve to reinforce already entrenched ideological positions that
completely undermine a thoughtful and thorough consideration and analysis of the issues.
Indeed, in the case of the screening of Waiting for Superman that I attended, a facilitated
discussion followed the viewing, during which educators, community members, and preservice students reproduced the overly narrow and binary views of the debate. Thus,
media representations and public discourse preclude the development of meaningful and
transformative ways to accomplish educational equity. And that is the point. As such, the
findings from this study are increasingly more urgent and important for the ways in
which they urge closer and more in-depth studies of educational reform efforts and
initiatives across multiple school contexts that problematize the narrowly prescribed
binaries of the debate from either side in order to systematically identify what is really
worth worrying about when it comes to school choice and educational equity.
Specifically, this study is scholarly significant for its methodological and
theoretical contributions to the study of current educational reform and educational equity
in two aspects: first, its examination of youth identities that do not fit in to the more
salient and highly theorized categories of existent high school identities; and second, its
use of social geography as a critical but under-theorized facet of the production of
educational inequities. Moreover, this study demonstrates the need to historicize
educational research by exploring the local production of broader socioeconomic shifts,
in order to avoid essentializing and overgeneralizing educational phenomena. In this way,
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the study works to identify nuanced and meaningful insights into accomplishing
sustainable educational equity that broaden and complexify prevailing claims.
In this chapter, I conclude the study by discussing some of the theoretical and
methodological contributions that this dissertation offers to research and policy
concerned with youth, equity, and current educational reform. To do this, I briefly revisit
some of the principal theoretical strands that situate this study in order to elaborate on
some of the key findings that represent constructivist grounded theory (Charmaz, 2000).
Specifically, I return to the ideas from Ethnography Unbound (Buroway, 1991) explored
in Chapter 2: that is, I contribute to educational research by identifying the anomalies and
JDSVLQH[LVWHQWWKHRULHVE\ORFDWLQJWKH³WKHVRFLDOVLWXDWLRQLQLWVKLVWRULFally specific
FRQWH[WRIGHWHUPLQDWLRQ´ S ,QSDUWLFXODU,H[SDQGXSRQFXOWXUDOUHSURGXFWLRQWKHRU\
by exploring the cultural production of youth identities in the local context of current
educational and economic shifts. In order to do this, I employ practice theory to account
for a greater sense of agency that is historically and spatially situated and consequently,
less deterministic. Likewise, I do not adhere to a strict structural framework in which
equity represents the redistribution of state power; rather, I provide a more robust
analysis of the ways in which discursive practices circulate to produce subjectivities for
which there are greater or lesser material barriers.
Specific to this study are the competing discourses that circulate to produce
school choice, as well as the institutional discourses of normalization and discipline
inscribed in traditional school spaces that differentiate and marginalize certain students,
ultimately excluding them from privileged school spaces and schools. Integral to these
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analyses are the theoretical concepts of history in person and spatial capital. As I
discussed in Chapters 3 and 5, history in person provides the theoretical lens for
understanding how parent choice-making in these data does not represent a deliberate and
calculated act based on leveraging the requisite social and cultural capital, but rather the
³JHQHUDWLYHFRQIOLFWXDOSDUWLFLSDWLRQRISHUVRQVLQSUDFWLFH´ +ROODQG /DYHS 
within the spaces of local conflicts inscribed in broader and enduring struggles. For
parents in these data, choice-making emerges from the enduring struggles of fitting in
across the lifespan of the parent. Similarly, spatial capital, my augmentation of
%RXUGLHX¶VFXOWXUDOFDSLWDODFFRXQWVIRUWKHVSDWLDOSUactices that produce exclusion and
inclusion from traditionally privileged school spaces. In these data, spatial capital
illustrates how social categories and cliques serve as normalizing technologies that sort
and rank individual students to organize and govern the school body into social domains
of inclusion or exclusion.
Moreover, this study broadens cultural reproduction theory by providing a more
nuanced portrayal of how microtechnologies produce educational inequities. I attribute
this contribution not only to theoretical innovations that historicize and spatialize
educational research, but also three key methodological factors. First, as an ethnography,
this study provides the in-depth data needed to expand upon existent theory, something
that outcome-based research cannot provide. Second, this study explores the
³LQWHUDFWLRQDOWHUUDLQ´RIFKDUWHUVFKRROVDQGFXUUHQWHGXFDWLRQDOUHIRUP 5\PHVS
11), providing much-needed insights into the everyday production of school choice.
Third, this study is particularly notable because it is one of only a few other studies with
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youth in the context of school choice. In the following section, I discuss how this study
contributes more specifically to broadening the charter school debate and understanding
equity in relationships to the production of youth identities.
Situated Studies of School Choice: Alternate Theories and Methodologies
for Assessing Current Educational Reform
The Significance of the Local and the Cultural: Moving Beyond Rigid and Cultureless
Neo-Liberal Accounts
As I indicated in Chapter 2, an inherent controversy about the relationship
between school structure and equitable educational outcomes, based on the belief that one
structure promises greater equity over another, is central to the charter school debate. I
am troubled by the stance of progressive educators who oppose charter schools by
arguing that they do not represent the public good, but often simultaneously document the
consistent failings of district public schools to represent an inclusive public good
throughout the long history of public schooling in the United States. Concurrently, I am
troubled by the position of those charter school proponents who assume that business and
management models, in particular, are sufficient to address the significantly complex task
of providing public education. Here again, as I have argued throughout this study, the
tendency for each side is to fix its position on the privatizing aspects of the charter school
debate, particularly the use of market rhetoric to restructure public education.
To be clear, it is my position, as I have stated throughout this study, that neoliberalism represents a real and significant threat to public education. At the same time, it
is also my position that an overreliance on decontextualized, ahistoricized, and
ideologically entrenched frameworks limit how we study and understand current
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educational reform and equity. Additionally, as I argue in Chapter 4, the tendency to
collapse all charter schools into a neo-liberal framework overstates a causal relationship
that undermines the transformative and innovative work of many public charter schools
and underestimates the appropriation of market rhetoric and partnerships with private
entities in the context of traditional public schools.
Accordingly, I argue that in order for policy to enact the changes that can bring
greater equity to public education, educational research must consider the local
contextual factors and processes inscribed in broader enduring struggles that constitute
school choice in distinct geographical environs. To do this, educational research must
PRYHDZD\IURPD³FXOWXUHOHVVFRQFHSWLRQRIIDPLO\FKRLFH´ &RRSHUS LQ
order to adequately assess the impact of school choice on equity. Moreover, situated and
culturally informed approaches to exploring and understanding youth identities,
educational reform, and equity represent theoretical and methodological approaches that
broaden reproductive approaches to studying and analyzing educational inequities.
This study broadens the existing discourse on school choice and educational
equity by exploring the microtechnologies of normalization and discipline inscribed in
the cultural production of an imagined American family, student identity, and high school
representing hegemonic nationalism. In exploring the cultural production of an imagined
American family and student identity within traditional school spaces, I present the
institutional practices and discourses that produce culturally different students and
IDPLOLHVDVµRWKHU¶7KXVORFDOVFKRROVRIFKRLFHDUHFRQVWLWXWHGDVHGXFDWLRQDOVSDFHVIRU
³PLVILWV´WKDWGRQRWILWLQWRWKHLPDJLQDU\VSDFHVRIWKHWUDGLWLRQDO$PHULFDQKLJKVFKRRO
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Additionally, I contrast the production of fitting-in discourses inscribed in local school
FKRLFHFRQIOLFWVWRWKHµULJKWILW¶DQGµQLFKH¶GLVFRXUVHVWKDWFKDUDFWHUL]HGLVWULFW-wide
school choice options in the form of a new open-enrollment policy. These findings
GRFXPHQWKRZWKHORFDOGLVWULFW¶VDSSURSULDWLRQ of school choice is managed in part
through private entities and is inscribed in broader struggles over the status of
desegregation mandates. In fact, in these data, there were several examples of large
district schools outsourcing to private entities or privatizing certain reform structures and
efforts. Consequently, these findings challenge the prevailing view that public charter
schools are primarily responsible for encouraging the encroachment of privatization on
public education. Hence, I suggest the need for closer and more reliable examinations of
SULYDWL]DWLRQ¶VDFWXDOWKUHDWWRSXEOLFHGXFDWLRQVRPHWKLQJWRZKLFKQRSXEOLFVFKRROLV
immune.
On another level, my dissertation has implications for traditional district schools
that are striving to meet the needs of culturally pluralistic students because it explores the
impact of school choice on the experiences of disenfranchised high school students and
assesses the potential of school choice to create more equitable spaces in public
education. However, the potential for these findings to impact district schools requires
greater cooperation and collaboration between district and charter public schools²a
pressing need that is increasingly less likely to occur if a climate of discord and
divisiveness continues to grow even deeper.
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Monolithic Concepts Produce Monolithic Understandings: Destabilizing and
Diversifying Choice Talk
$V,DUJXHLQ&KDSWHUVDQGVFKRROFKRLFH³GHILHVVLPSOHJHQHUDOL]DWLRQV
because it is riddled with contentious anomalies and dilemmas, and set apart by nearly
LQFRPSUHKHQVLEOHGLYHUVLW\´ &RUZLQ 6FKQHLGHUS ,DOVRH[SODLQLQ&KDSWHUV
1, 2, and 4 that multiple and diverse school choice and charter school movements and
initiatives all fall under the monolithic concepts of school choice and charter school. In
contrast with this prevailing view, findings from this study demonstrate that school
choice is not a universalistic concept. In fact, this study documents that the tendency to
generalize school choice into a monolithic entity undermines the significant variation in
how school choice is constituted in diverse geographical contexts.
Likewise, my research suggests that parent choice-making is a situated practice
that cannot be reduced to the predominant finding that only parents with the requisite
cultural capital access school choice. In contrast, my data show that local school choice is
locally produced in response to a lack of academic and administrative responsiveness to
underrepresented students and parents. Consequently, these data suggest that differing
implementations of school choice result in both increasing and decreasing educational
inequities. For example, in addition to the findings that students were forced out of large
traditional district schoROVDVDUHVXOWRIEHLQJPLVILWWHGFRXSOHGZLWKWKHLUSDUHQWV¶
inability to procure adequate support services due to administrative and educator nonresponsiveness, I discuss in Chapters 4 and 6 how school choice in the form of district
open-enrollment policies served to increase racial and socioeconomic segregation.
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Additionally, I discuss how VUSD represents and implements school choice as a
paradigmatic shift intended to reflect the concept of choice embedded in commodified
personalization discourses, like those found at Amazon and Starbucks.
These examples and others presented throughout the dissertation make it clear
that school choice represents a broad spectrum of approaches and implementations, all of
which differ in terms of their potential to increase or diminish educational equity.
Consequently, in order to identify and manage the impact of school choice, I hold that
school choice must receive greater scrutiny through broader public debate and in-depth
ethnographic investigations. As the data in WKLVGLVVHUWDWLRQVXJJHVW³FKRLFHPD\RIIHU
the only way to create schools that can experiment with radically new pedagogical
SUDFWLFHVEHLQJZLVHO\UHFRPPHQGHGE\HGXFDWRUV´ 0HLHUS +RZHYHUDV
Meier cautions and as I state in Chapter 2, wHPXVW³VKDSHWKHFRQFHSWRIFKRLFHLQWRD
FRQVFLRXVO\HTXLWDEOHLQVWUXPHQWIRUUHVWUXFWXULQJSXEOLFHGXFDWLRQ´ S WRHQVXUHWKDW
it is used for these ends. To accomplish this, we must mobilize educational research and
public forums as major venues within which to actively identify and define choice as a
vehicle for transforming public education, rather than allowing choice to be sabotaged by
a narrowly divisive debate.
To be clear, I strongly encourage authentic debate over the topic of school choice.
However, as documented throughout this dissertation, the national and local debates
surrounding school choice undermine a thoughtful and comprehensive analysis of what
school choice is, and what it can accomplish, by replicating narrow and entrenched
political and ideological discourses. In fact, in these data, school choice is produced
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through local opposition over district versus charter schools, even though both the charter
and district school administrators I spoke with knew little to nothing about reforms taking
SODFHLQHDFKRWKHU¶VVFKRROV
Moreover, as these data also demonstrate, the opposition that characterizes the
local production of school choice results not only from misinformation and lack of
information between districts and charters, but also from broader issues that shape public
education at the state level. As Saul, a White/Jewish father with a son enrolled at MHS,
states,
&KDUWHUVFKRROVDUHNLQGRISDUWRIWKHSUREOHPEXWWKH\¶UHDOVRSDUWRIWKH
VROXWLRQ,W¶VDUHDOO\SHFXOLDUWKLQJEHFDXVHSDUWRIWKHSUREOHPPHDQLQJPRQH\¶V
EHLQJGLYHUWHGIURPVRPHRIWKHELJJHUVFKRROVWRJRWRFKDUWHUVFKRROV6RWKDW¶V
maybe part of the problem, but at the same time, I think schools like this are part
of the solution to problems that were alreaG\WKHUHZKHWKHUWKHUH¶VPRQH\RUQRW
these problems would probably still be there.
6DXO¶VUHVSRQVHLVQRWHQWLUHO\DFFXUDWHVLQFHWKHLPSDFWRIORFDOFKDUWHUVFKRROVRQ
district schools in terms of draining funds is minimal. In reality, the fact that Arizona is
2nd to the bottom for funding public education is the real funding problem. However, his
response points to the crux of the issue, which gets lost in current renditions of the school
choice debate: that the problems existed prior to school choice. In other words, in these
GDWDWKHORFDOFRQIOLFWRYHUVFKRROFKRLFHDVLQVFULEHGLQµGLVWULFWYHUVXVFKDUWHUVFKRRO¶
opposition overshadows statewide policies, legislation, and funding cuts that ultimately
serve to threaten all forms of public education.
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Redistribution as Reproduction: Everyday Justice, Equity Responsiveness, and
Enunciative Boundaries that Disturb the Status Quo
Findings from this study complexify the concept of educational equity. Too often,
educational policies aimed at redressing educational inequities are based solely on
research that measures educational equality by representing differences in achievement
and outcomes through an analysis of data aggregated according to race, gender, and
socioeconomic status (Goldhaber & Eide, 2002; see also the CREDO Report in Chapter
2). Accordingly, efforts to address differing outcomes are expressed in terms of resources
and interventions through instruction, testing, materials, and school leadership
(Goldhaber & Eide, 2002, see also CREDO). This approach to addressing educational
inequities is understandable, given that equity in the form of resources is distributed
unevenly within public schools according to race and socioeconomic status.
It is equally understandable that the same standard approach guides research
concerned with educational reform. Entities interested in understanding discrepancies in
public education, such as policymakers, typically rely on data that measure processes and
outcomes in a quantifiable form. Certainly, quantifiable data are important indicators and
sources of information about educational phenomena. However, the data in this study
suggest that the ways in which educational researchers approach the study of equity²
theoretically and methodologically²is strongly implicated in how policymakers define,
design and mandate equity. Consequently, an ethnography of equity, like this
dissertation, offers a significantly more complex understanding of equity than an
aggregated analysis of quantifiable measures.
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For example, data in this study document that resources are only one part of the
solution to making education equitable, given that resources require responsive school
relationships to mobilize and transform those resources into change. In other words, this
study suggests that the central mechanisms to accomplishing authentic educational equity
are caring school relationships coupled with responsive and inclusive pedagogical
practices, or what I call equity responsiveness.
Similar to the idea of culturally responsive teaching (a culturally relevant
SHGDJRJ\WKDWHPSRZHUVVWXGHQWV¶VRFLDODQGDFDGHPLFGHYHORSPHQWE\PDLQWDLQLQJD
strong cultural identity(ies); Ladson-Billings, 1992), equity responsiveness refers to
educational reforms that equalize education by responding to the specific sociocultural
factors that undermine educational equity for particular groups of individuals. Unlike
other approaches to equity, equity responsiveness cannot be reduced to a monolithic
policy or set of interventions, since achieving equity in this framework is not based on
SURYLGLQJWKHµVDPH¶IRUDOOVWXGHQWVFHUWDLQVWXGHQWVKLVWRULFDOO\GLVHQIUDQFKLVHG
students in particular, require more in order for things to be equitable. Accordingly,
equity responsiveness represents everyday justice (Pollock, 2008, p. 6) in the form of a
VFKRRO¶VRQJRLQJFRPPLWPHQWWRVKDSHRSSRUWXQLWLHVWKDWUHVSRQGWRWKHVSHFLILF
members of the school community: for example, allowing a student to decide where to do
his coursework and how to do it (see Chapter 7). As Pollock states, everyday justice is
based on an ongoing analysis of opportunities that are both concrete and specific to the
VWXGHQW¶VOHDUQLQJQHHGVUDWKHUWKDQEHLQJDRQH-size-fits-all approach. Moreover, she
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argues that measureable opportunities do not remediate educational injustices when
students and parents feel and are disrespected or not responded to by schools.
Not surprisingly, in order to redress educational inequities through equity
responsiveness, schools must foster and sustain caring, respectful, and authentic
relationships amongst all school members. As such, schools need time and space to build
those relationships, which requires a person-based, rather than a test- or object-based,
approach to education, as described in Chapter 7. Such an approach also requires
different ways of thinking about time and space in the context of public schools.
It is perhaps idealistic to suggest equity responsiveness as an overarching
approach to educational reform, especially when we consider that most educational
reform efforts represent blanket reforms applied to the entire public educational system.
7RVWDWHLWDGLIIHUHQWZD\PRVWUHIRUPHIIRUWVUHSUHVHQW³WHFKQLFDOIL[HVDLPHGDWWKH
symptoms rather than the causes of our collective failurH´ %HQLWH]'DYLGVRQ 
Flaxman, 2009, p. 21). However, as these data demonstrate, equity responsiveness is
possible in the context of alternative educational sites. Specific to this study, the
combination of being a small school with the pedagogical and philosophical focus of
Coalition for Essential Schools, Critical Friends Group and Place-Based Education and
site-based management constitute the most critical aspects of MHS as an alternative
educational site that is able to deliver everyday justice to students and families.
7KHVLJQLILFDQFHRI0+6¶VRUJDQL]DWLRQDVDFKDUWHUVFKRROUHODWLYHWRWKHVH
critical aspects are purely structural, in the sense that the charter school structure provides
the space to create the authentically alternative educational site. Thus, I take the position
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that alternative educational sites²whether they are charter schools or smalls schools
within a large school district, like the East Harlem schools described in Chapter 2²that
meet the needs of disenfranchised students, as in these data, represent a grassroots
approach that holds promise for broader educational reform. In order to broaden this
approach, we must begin to facilitate educational research on grassroots schools,
assessing what is happening inside of these sites, even as we continue to research the
failures and success of large traditional schools. At the same time, of course, we must
also engender greater communication between school sites.
For example, while these data have demonstrated that many students were forced
out of large district schools due to a lack of school responsiveness, they also show that
responsiveness is achievable in a large-school context. Recall from Chapters 4, 6, and 7
that GHHS, a large district high school (one of the wealthiest and most racially
homogenous in the region), abandoned its plans to become a Coalition for Essential
Schools site in response to parental opposition, and was transformed into a district school
with traditional structures. This example provides several important insights. First, it
demonstrates the capacity for large traditional schools to make significant changes by
responding to parents and students within a particular context. Secondly, this example
demonstrates the extent to which responsiveness is as unequally distributed across
different large district schools as are resources; while the administration at GHHS was
highly responsive to its parents, parents at MHS consistently reported a lack of
administrative responsiveness during the time their students were enrolled in large district
schools.
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This example is particularly important in terms of helping us to think about equity
based on contextual processes rather than quantifiable measures. More specifically, the
data in this study suggest that simply replicating the sort of responsive relationships
found at GHHS within the educational lives of underrepresented students and their
families would not achieve educational equity. This is because, as the data demonstrate, it
is the historical and spatial production of fLWWLQJLQWKDWFRQVWUDLQVSDUWLFLSDQWV¶
educational access and outcomes. In theoretical terms, normalization technologies and
discourses represent the cultural reasoning systems embedded in traditional schools that
sort and rank to produce difference and, consequently, exclusion (Buendia & Ares, 2006;
Bloch, Holmlund, Moqvist, & Popkewitz, 2003).
Chapters 4±6 describe how normalizing discourses inscribed in social institutions,
such as the mythical American family and the imagined American high school, produce
difference and ultimately force the majority of student participants out of traditional
school spaces. Accordingly, reform based exclusively on the redistribution of resources
and responsiveness cannot accomplish authentic and sustainable change. In other words,
providing resources and responsiveness to underrepresented students and parents without
radically altering the cultural reasoning systems that produce difference and exclusion
will not effect transformative change. Thus, the data in this study affirm that reform
comes from the effort
to consider the historical and anthropological dimensions in the construction of
the child and family and to open the critical possibility of breaking from the
boundaries of thinking in terms of the society that we already know. To disturb
the groundwork that makes the present possible is a form of resistance that makes
possible other alternatives. (Popkewitz, 2003, p. 56)
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In the context of these data, equity responsiveness seeks to build school-based
relationships that interrogate, trouble, and revision the traditional or status quo discourses
DQGVFKRROVWUXFWXUHVWKDWSURGXFHVWXGHQWVDQGSDUHQWVDVµRWKHU¶EDVHGRQDSROLWLFVRI
caring and transformative resistance. In Chapter 7, I discuss how teachers, students, and
parents at MHS develop tactics of resistance (de Certeau, 1984) in the form of innovative
structures, an inclusive school culture, and caring relationships to transform the
institutional discourses that produce difference in education. As I stated at the outset of
this chapter, teachers, students, and parents reported that school choice provided the
VSDFHQHHGHGWRµGLVWXUEWKHJURXQGZRUN¶DV3RSNHZLW]SXWVLWDQGDUULYHDWDOWHUQDWLYH
possibilities: a finding that stands in stark contrast to the literature (see Chapters 2, 5, &
6) claiming that school choice increases educational inequities since it is the parents who
possess cultural capital that will access school choice.
I began this chapter with a quote from a song by singer and songwriter Sam
Cooke that exemplifies the historical changes of the Civil Rights Movement. The song
serves to remind us that change is always coming, and is also always upon us. School
choice is part of the current educational landscape and it not likely to go away. As such,
0HLHU  XUJHVXVWR³VKDSHWKHFRQFHSWRIFKRLFHLQWRDFRQVFLRXVO\HTXLWDEOH
LQVWUXPHQWIRUUHVWUXFWXULQJSXEOLFHGXFDWLRQ´ S ,QVSLUHGE\WKHRSHQQHVVDQG
generosity with which the participants in this study shared their everyday lives with me
so that I could document how primary stakeholders produce school choice in an era of
significant economic and political change, I am compelled to mobilize my agency to
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shape current changes in public education into something that is consciously equitable
and transformative.
Future Research
Findings from this study suggest many topics for future inquiry and interpretation.
In general, I argue for more ethnographic research to explore what is happening inside a
broader representation of charter schools, in order to build a more robust analysis of the
impact of charter schools. Researchers must consider the ways in which large district
schools appropriate and implement school choice, and the impact of these efforts. Along
the same lines, we must explore and compare homeschooling and virtual schooling to
other school choice venues, such as charter schools and district schools of choice.
Concurrently, educational researchers must consider the contextual factors: those
enduring struggles and local conflicts that produce school choice.
Additionally, this study highlights the importance of longitudinal studies of new
school sites. In the case of MHS, senior students reported that they had already begun to
notice changes in the school culture since their first year of enrollment. They claimed that
this was due to an increase in the number of traditional school±like structures and
requirements. (Recall, for example, from Chapter 6 that Mike, a senior at MHS, argued
with a teacher about the senior presentations, a newly added requirement.) Two potential
longitudinal studies of new school sites that emerge from this data are a study that
explores the impact of evolving structures and requirements on the inclusive culture and
caring relationships at MHS and a study that examines the impact of social networking on
the diversity of the study body and the maintenance of an inclusive community. Specific
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to this study, as a new school site, MHS had to build student enrollment from the bottom
up; however, now that MHS is in its seventh year of operation, it is important to
understand the development of social networking on enrollment, school culture, and
school community.
Lastly, MHS has been quite successful in transforming the learning experiences of
many underrepresented who have graduated and are currently enrolled in universities and
colleges. Future study is needed to understand how these students manage the transition
from the small and highly supportive community at MHS to the significantly larger and
more impersonal context found in the majority of higher educational institutions.
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