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ABSTRACT 

 

The reconfiguration of public education around free-market aims means each charter 

school must define its product, and its product features, around marketability – 

specifically their school’s pedagogical practices, aims, and goals. Yet how these are 

defined may not align with how teachers perceive of the aims and goals of teaching. This 

in turn impacts how individual teachers make meaning of their roles within a school 

culture, and how they talk about what the purposes and practices of teaching are for them. 

This descriptive phenomenological study explores how one group of teachers at an urban 

charter school react to phenomena (including how the various product features of their 

school are presented) and how they make meaning of the prominent concepts in 

contemporary school reform, including teacher autonomy, accountability, failure, choice, 

and equity. This study also examines how, and how broadly, these perceptions are shared 

among these teachers, and how these concepts are internalized by them. One key finding 

from this study was the clear agreement among these teachers around the idea of equity, 

as each of the study participants defined equity in the same way. This research 

contributes to the literature on the evolving process of teacher professional identity 

development in urban charter schools, and also has implications for research on teacher 

retention and training 
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION 

 

Educational researcher Pauline Lipman’s recent work analyzing the Chicago Public 

Schools (2004; 2011) explores the local impacts of the neoliberal socio-economic policy 

stance that favors deregulation and the advancement of the free market in all sectors of 

public life. She describes how neoliberalism has fueled accountability-based school 

reforms over the past twenty years, best exemplified by the introduction and rapid 

expansion of charter schools in that city. Like Chicago, Philadelphia is a pivotal urban 

site in the implementation of new educational models that embrace free market aims. 

This has been the case since the state of Pennsylvania passed a charter school law in 

1997, subsequently took over management of the Philadelphia schools in 2001, appointed 

a School Reform Commission (SRC) which replaced the district’s Board of Education, 

and then hired former Chicago Public Schools CEO Paul Vallas to lead the district (Gold, 

et al. 2007; Bulkley 2007; Whittle 2005). Vallas promptly introduced a new school 

improvement program in Philadelphia, one based on educational privatization, expansion 

of charters, and defining school effectiveness via test score outcomes, which was a model 

similar to the reform program he had implemented previously in Chicago (Gold 2006; 

Burch 2006; Lipman 2004; Socolar 2002).  

 

Today this model (referred to as the portfolio model) is still followed in Philadelphia and 

continues to be supported through both law and policy, though the school district has 

been almost continually in crisis over this same period of time (School District of 

Philadelphia 2013; Derstine 2013; Boston Consulting Group 2012; Denvir 2014). 
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Governor Tom Corbett, who is interested in limiting funding for traditional urban public 

schools, has dramatically reduced state and federal aid to all districts in the state, and he 

recently withheld 45 million dollars from the School District of Philadelphia until it 

complied with new work rules that allow traditional public schools to bypass union-

endorsed teacher seniority in hiring decisions, as is already the case in non-unionized 

charter schools (Mezzacappa 2013; Mezzacappa 2014).  

 

Governor Corbett had already revised a law that allowed traditional public schools to be 

reimbursed for a portion of the cost per student when students choose to attend charter 

schools and removed that reimbursement, a change that left every district in the state 

facing budget revisions, and left the Philadelphia school district with a 110 million dollar 

reduction in the 2011-12 budget (Delano 2013; McCorry 2015). The current Mayor of 

Philadelphia is interested in expanding the number of charter schools in the city and 

redeveloping closed public school buildings (Herold 2013; Greco 2011; McCorry, 

November 10, 2014). But as of mid-2012, there were nineteen charter schools in 

Philadelphia under investigation by federal authorities, mostly for fraud, misuse of funds, 

and inflating student enrollment numbers in order to receive increased payments from the 

School District of Philadelphia (SDP) to the charters (DeJarnatt 2012, p. 49-50). The 

School District of Philadelphia today employs 8,500 fewer staff than it did in 2011(Gym 

2014). The SDP Superintendent has just overseen a rash of school closures which 

accompanied these broad staff and teacher layoffs in the face of yet another serious 

budget crisis, and the SRC controls any pathways to a long-term funding solution 

(Blumgart 2013; Gold et al, 2007). And just one month into the 2014-15 school year, 
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SRC members voted unanimously to cancel the union contract with Philadelphia teachers 

and redirect 44 million dollars allocated for teacher health benefits directly to schools 

(Leach 2014; Madrak 2014; Mezzacappa 2014). 

 

Statement of the Problem 

Crises such as these have been hallmarks of neoliberal school reform efforts in a number 

of cities, Chicago and New Orleans foremost among them, and the impacts of such crises 

resonate at the ground level within each district, affecting every school and every teacher 

to varying degrees (Cuban 2013; Steele, et al 2011). Lipman examined the positioning of 

teachers operating within this framework in Chicago and drew a straight line between 

neoliberal policies and teachers’ experiences in their workplaces. She found that “In the 

schools I studied, imposed pedagogical practices corrupted relations with students and 

ran counter to the intellectual and ethical purposes at the core of teachers’ professional 

identities” (Lipman 2011, p. 130). Other researchers have also explored this often 

problematic shift – specifically, how urban charter schools define and redefine the 

functions and roles of teachers in the era of accountability.  

 

Charter school administrators see their schools as locales of choice for both students and 

teachers. In their view, teachers are researching market options and choosing these 

schools for employment, meaning “[t]eachers have market power and can’t be ignored” – 

but this also means that teachers can be easily replaced by charters depending on the 

whims of the market and how desirable a charter’s product features are (Hill et al, 2006, 

p. 6). All charters have product features, as all products we are persuaded to purchase do. 
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The most visible features of a product tend to be those that promote a positive spin on its 

usefulness or functionality and ideally promote a desire on the part of the consumer to be 

associated with that product. This holds true for how charters and charter management 

organizations market themselves to districts, and to parents and communities, as well. 

And some of the most visible features of charters concern teaching and teachers, from 

how they are assessed, how they instruct, and what they teach, to the terms and 

conditions of their at-will employment. But there are also invisible features in every 

product, those things that are hidden from view, sometimes intentionally.  

 

In software, invisible features are those bugs that were identified as issues but never 

really fixed after release and testing of the beta version and they are now simply 

embedded in the structure of the code, and impacting the product, in perpetuity. And in 

schools such invisible features (which may be connected to a range of issues, such as 

levels of teacher empowerment, or decision making about curricular choices, or 

approaches to student data use) can become so deeply embedded in a school’s culture that 

identifying them and their impacts on policy decisions, strategic planning, student life, or 

teacher identity can be difficult even for those within the organization. In charter schools 

this can be particularly acute, as they are generally less regulated and less transparent 

about process and policy (per most current state charter laws) than traditional public 

schools have been. Acknowledging the existence of, or making overt, such invisible 

features in charter schools also begs the question of who, in the end, is accountable for 

fixing those bugs – or even if they should be fixed.  
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Leaders of school reform initiatives are highly motivated by an ideal of accountability 

that is promoted as a very public and very visible feature of schooling. Since the first 

state charter school law passed in 1991, charters have enacted policies that reflect the 

idea that “to get accountability, we need to ‘get tough’ with teachers by controlling their 

behavior, choices, and quality from the top-down” which is an approach that “focuses on 

standardizing curricula, tightening licensure requirements, offering merit pay, tying 

teacher evaluations to student performance, and attacking unions for policies governing 

tenure, pay, work hours, and role differentiation” (Education Evolving 2013). One upshot 

of this is that teachers who may base their understanding of the practices and purposes of 

the job on the traditional model of teaching as a broadly unionized public service 

profession instead become, when they are employed by charter schools, the responsible 

parties in market-based accountability efforts.  

 

Teachers who may have been trained to work within a centrally-administered government 

organization are instead workers in autonomous entrepreneurial organizations generating 

products the market will support. Both environments may well have organizational 

policies and/or pedagogical practices that teachers object to, but in charter schools these 

are widely variable and poorly regulated, and these policies and practices can change 

dramatically and without teacher input depending upon market forces, local or state-level 

political realignments, changes in school leadership, or changes in charter management 

organizations (Fergeson 2011). And in the majority of charter schools across the country, 

with recent exceptions in Chicago and Los Angeles, teachers cannot collectively bargain 

for changes in their working conditions or salaries and expect to remain employed by 
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their school (Abowd 2009; Maxwell 2010). Such redefinitions of teaching are echoes of 

the larger effort to redefine public education at the core of neoliberal school reform and 

provide compelling reasons to this researcher for the exploration of how teachers 

navigate the various contexts and concepts that impact their professional identities in a 

school that was created during (and is reflective of the aims of) the accountability era. 

 

Purpose of the study, research questions, and significance for participants 

One impetus for this research is related to the issue Lipman identified: how the 

“intellectual and ethical purposes at the core of teachers’ professional identities” are 

presented to teachers at and by an urban charter school. But what is primarily of interest 

to this researcher is how less overt aspects of the school culture, those embedded and 

often invisible features, may be engaged in or reacted to by the teachers within that 

school. How do teachers with a strong pedagogical stance balance this against the 

market-driven aims of their public charter school? What are the common sense meanings 

these teachers share (and describe to themselves and others) when faced with contrasts 

between the organizational aims of a business and their own training as educators? And 

how do these teachers understand the varied meanings of autonomy, accountability, 

equity, choice, and failure at their school?  

 

This study focuses on how a group of teachers respond to the cluster of contexts within 

one urban charter school in Philadelphia, and how they make sense of the key concepts in 

contemporary school reform as evinced through how they make and convey the meanings 

of their work. This research will contribute to the literature on teacher professional 
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identity in this new period of urban charter schooling. This study also has implications 

for teacher retention and training research, as experienced teachers currently in the 

workforce were not necessarily trained for their profession with the charter model in 

mind. This research will add to the qualitative data on the experiences of teachers in 

urban charters, and can also add to the current literature on how urban charter schools 

define and promote themselves. And engaging in this study also allows this researcher to 

witness an unprecedented moment in urban public education: we are now seventeen years 

into a neoliberal project in the district which allows for diverse providers and for 

privatized public education, and this effort seems to be expanding at a rate that makes 

conceivable the eventual elimination of traditional public schools in the city of 

Philadelphia.  

 

My primary research goal for this study was to observe and analyze the lived experience 

of teachers as they react to phenomena and are shaped by various, overt, subtle, and 

intersecting contexts within one urban charter school. The research process necessitated 

identification and awareness of those overt contexts which impact teachers’ professional 

identities within this urban charter school at this particular moment in education in the 

United States, as well as an openness to the discovery of those issues or contexts that may 

be less overt but still meaningful to teachers at this school.  My research approach was 

premised on the idea that teachers are impacted by multiple contexts, and these contexts 

can shape how they may view themselves as professionals and how they talk about and 

share understandings of those contexts. Through observations and interviews I sought to 

understand how teachers navigate both the overt and the less visible features of the school 
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environment-as-workplace. As a means of understanding the setting where these teachers 

work, I also analyzed aspects of the visual culture content within the school that conveys 

the school’s idea of what teachers do and who they are expected to be. 

 

For those who participated in the study, the benefits were threefold: 1) the potential 

psychological benefit to the participants of discussing their experiences and perspectives 

with the researcher, 2) the benefit to the participants of reflecting on their own pedagogy, 

stances, and standpoints in a manner that may positively impact their teaching practice 

and the educational context in which they teach, and 3) the benefit of the participants 

potentially using the process of and outcomes of this research for their own future 

research projects. The benefit to the school site is useful and usable anonymous data on 

teacher perceptions about and satisfaction with the school culture itself, data which can 

be difficult to capture through other means. 

 

Framing the broader narrative: neoliberal school reform 

Proponents of contemporary school reform initiatives are essentially proponents of 

productizing public education and claim that countering the perceived failings of 

traditional public education requires accountability to the consumer market – and that 

charter schools model this ideal of accountability, as they can be closed and teachers fired 

if the product underperforms (Gawlik 2012). Lipman succinctly describes this as part of a 

neoliberal political agenda aimed at bringing “education, along with other public sectors, 

in line with the goals of capital accumulation and managerial governance and 

administration;” within this agenda, neoliberal school reformers who view “education as 
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a private good” support a form of school administration “geared to management 

techniques designed to meet production targets” and teaching that is driven and defined 

by performance indicators (Lipman 2011, pp. 14-15).  

 

Lipman, among others, has noted that this approach to education is an outcome of 

epistemic closure. Linda McNeil reiterates that view, describing the neoliberal school 

reform project in Texas as “a self-contained system that permits critique aimed at fine-

tuning the mechanism but does not permit critique that challenges its premise” (McNeil 

2000, p. 268). And a premise that goes unchallenged is the primacy of the “noncognitive” 

values that support a free market, consumerist democracy, and the idea that the “job of 

education for neoliberals…is not to convey knowledge per se as it is to foster passive 

acceptance in the hoi polloi toward the infinite wisdom of the Market” (Mirowski 2013, 

p. 80). Neoliberal reforms shaped by this perspective have been implemented in school 

districts across the country for just over two decades. Such education reforms, conceived 

around free market aims and which frame pedagogical practices as products, have not yet 

been shown to directly impact either teaching or learning in a consistent or even a 

positive manner, to markedly improve test scores, or to ameliorate inequality in schooling 

(Cuban 2013; Robelen 2011). These results may actually be well-aligned with neoliberal 

views, but can be misaligned with teachers’ perceptions of their professional roles and 

even the purpose of schooling itself. 

 

The Center for Research on Education Outcomes recently published a 27-state study of 

charter schools and found that in a number of states, the standards for performance for 
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charters were set too low, that “sub-sectors” of charters exist and these produce very 

different outcomes, that the trend in existing charters is that they do not make strong 

improvements over time, and that charters that do not perform well tend to be closed, 

which has mixed results depending on the district (CREDO 2013, pp.88-90). The Poverty 

& Race Research Action Council found that charters are more likely than traditional 

public schools to be high poverty or racially isolated for minorities, and that while “in 

theory, charters schools, as schools of choice, could be far more integrated than 

traditional public schools,” in reality, “many state charter laws provide an incentive to 

create high-poverty charter schools. Plus, current federal law requires charters to use 

blind lotteries for admission in order to qualify for start-up funds” which limits the tools 

schools could use to create mixed-income and diverse schools (Kahlenberg 2012, pp.2-3).  

 

A 2011 study by the Center on Reinventing Public Education/ Mathematica Policy 

Research of 22 charter management organizations across the country found that middle 

schools managed by a charter management organization have “students’ test scores that 

are marginally positive but not statistically distinguishable from the effects of other 

public schools nearby” (Ferguson 2011, p. 61). A recent study of charter schools in Ohio 

(which serve over 120,000 students) noted that fully 88% of the state’s charters were 

graded at C or below on measures of student performance by the Ohio Department of 

Education (Squire 2014, p. 9). And educational scholars Larry Cuban and Jane David 

noted in 2010 that “[f]or the immediate future, no clear answer to the question of whether 

charter schools are better than public schools can be found in the research” (David 2010, 

p. 37). With regard to charter school teachers, this absence of empirical data means there 
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is little support for the idea that charters are better educational settings than traditional 

public schools, and therefore little to support an identity narrative premised on the idea 

that charter school teachers are working in settings that promote well-proven or more 

effective pedagogical practices. 

 

The most recent National Assessment of Educational Progress report shows nominal 

improvement in reading and math test scores across all schools in the United States from 

the previous survey, but that a racial gap in performance (a 26% difference between 

white and African American students in 4th grade math, a 21% gap between white and 

Hispanic students in 8th grade reading) persists (National Center for Education Statistics 

2013). The report reiterates several other long-term issues in public education which 

educationists have been researching and writing about for generations, and which link to 

issues of poverty, resource allocation, and structural inequality in the United States. With 

these in mind, education scholar Linda Darling-Hammond has suggested five school 

improvement policies aimed at enhancing “quality and equality” in public education 

overall: creating meaningful learning goals that align with “the content and skills needed 

for success in the 21st century;” having supportive accountability strategies that undergo 

continuous review and improvement to provide students with good learning standards 

and teachers with good standards of practice; reviewing federal and state resource 

allocation for schools, developing strong professional standards for teaching, and having 

schools organized around good pedagogical practice and good use of technological 

resources (Darling-Hammond 2010, pp. 279-328). 
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Lipman has offered suggestions for improvement that focus on combatting inequality, 

including the promotion of social equity through giving students an education that 

“instills a sense of personal, cultural, and social agency” and promotes critical thinking 

(which would involve a serious reorganization of school resources and comprehensive 

and “massive reconstruction and renewal project” for urban schools),  a reframing of 

“deficit notions about the potential of low-income children and children of color” and 

connecting the transformation of urban schools to “a larger local and global social 

struggle for material redistribution and cultural recognition” (Lipman 2004, pp. 181-3). 

 

Educational researcher Anthony Bryk and his colleagues also worked with Chicago 

schools for their research on schools as organizational systems and offered what they see 

as the essential organizational supports that influence student learning in urban schools: 

professional capacity; the school learning climate; parent, school, community ties; and 

the school’s instructional guidance system (Bryk et al 2010, p. 50-78). Their suggestions 

about school organization were premised on the idea that all schools can improve, but 

that not all schools and school communities “start out in the same place and confront the 

same problems,” he explains, and that “unless we recognize this, unless we understand 

more deeply the dynamics of school stagnation, especially in our most neglected 

communities, we seem bound to repeat the failures of the past” and so those invested in 

school improvement must pay “more attention to how we improve schools in these 

specific contexts” (Bryk 2010, p. 30). Of note is that each of these suggestions for the 

improvement of public education (made by experts in and practitioners of the subject) 

emphasizes contextually-informed decision-making, and that the “answers” to school 



 

13 

 

improvement can be found within public schools and school communities – and such 

improvements do not hinge on the creation of a new system of market-accountable 

schools. These educationists connect school change to broad social issues unconstrained 

by the parameters of one socio-economic theory. They also allow for the voices and 

experiences of teachers to play a part in school change.  

 

This tension between the market-based aims of neoliberal school reform proponents and 

the actual school improvement ideas put forth by educational scholars plays out in local 

sites (as in Philadelphia), in political discourses, and at the national policy level. From its 

inception, the idea propelling American public education was “to take a vast, 

heterogeneous, and mobile population, recruited from manifold sources and busy with 

manifold tasks, and forge it into a nation, make it literate, and give it at least the minimal 

civic competence necessary to the operation of republican institutions: and that the “most 

irresistible way to ‘sell’ education was to stress its role not in achieving high culture but 

in forging an acceptable form of democratic society” (Hofstadter 1962, p. 305). Teachers 

have always been viewed as essential to this project, but that they are “not well rewarded 

or esteemed is almost universally recognized in contemporary comment…The 

educational enthusiasm of the American people was never keen enough to dispose them 

to support their teachers very well” (Hofstadter, p. 312).   

 

As a nation we have argued over the implementation of public education, teacher pay, 

school organization, “the administrative apparatus [of urban public education], and the 

income taxes proposed for their support” since as far back as 1825 (Rury 2005, p. 51). 
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But we had not fundamentally challenged the entire premise of education as a centrally-

administered public service in any large-scale manner until contemporary neoliberal 

school reform efforts were undertaken. Over the last few decades traditional public 

education in the United States has been described primarily in terms of its perceived 

limitations and failings, to the point where this “universal access” approach to education 

is no longer viewed as an inherent social good or even as necessary for the development 

of future citizens, or future workers (David and Cuban 2010; Fruchter 2007). Each 

charter school that has opened since that first charter legislation passed has been, to some 

degree, part of this postmodern shift in perceptions of public education. This 

philosophical shift has been accompanied by a shift in the “education sell” Hofstadter 

described, and by political and legal changes which continue to open up spaces for 

educational privatization. These have proven to be effective. The number of charter 

schools in the United States grew from just under 1000 in 1999 to nearly 6000 in 2011, 

and by 2012, 42 states had passed laws which allowed for the development of charters 

(Lake 2012). And despite the lack of data to support the idea, one 2013 national study 

showed that the majority (52%) of those polled regarding their views on public schools 

say that students receive a better education at public charter schools than at traditional 

public schools, and 59% support a large expansion of charter schools in the United States 

(Phi Delta Kappa International 2013).  

 

As explained by sociologist Colin Crouch, historically it was assumed that “ 

tension between the egalitarian demands of democracy and the inequalities that 
result from capitalism can never be resolved, but there can be more or less 
constructive compromises around it. Today these assumptions are seriously 
challenged, and increasingly powerful lobbies of business interests ask why 
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public services and welfare policies should not be available to them for profit-
making purposes just like everything else…why not schools? (Crouch 2004, p. 
79).  
 

If one views traditional public education as a universally accessible social service, or 

simply an expression of an ideal of an equalizing democracy, privatization of schooling 

means “[p]roviding goods or services through markets [which] involves an elaborate 

procedure of creating barriers of access…Sometimes the character of a good itself has to 

be changed to do this” (Crouch, p. 85).  As the direct providers of these services, one 

“good itself” that has had to change significantly in light of contemporary school reform 

efforts is teachers. Veteran teachers are leaving the field (300,000 retired between 2004 

and 2008) and are often replaced by new teachers with alternative or no certification and 

minimal training, leading to “an emerging conventional wisdom that ‘experience doesn’t 

matter’” in many school districts (Carroll 2010, p. 3).  

 

Two recent studies have shown that the rate of both involuntary attrition in charters and 

the rate of charter teachers leaving the profession altogether are significantly higher than 

in traditional public schools, and that the rate of teacher turnover in charter schools is 

twice that of traditional public schools (Stuit 2010, 2012). These researchers found that 

the “low unionization of charter schools was the single most important factor” in 

explaining high turnover rates in charters, followed by the relative youth and 

inexperience of charter school teachers (Stuit 2012, p. 277). Studies such as these attest to 

marked changes in the profession sparked by accountability-era school reform initiatives, 

and spark questions around how teacher professional identity is impacted and shaped in 

light of those changes. 
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Looking at the shift Crouch describes from a political vantage point, philosopher Jean-

Francois Lyotard predicted in the late 1970’s that the coming information-technology age 

would fundamentally change the relationship between what the state sees as its role as a 

provider of services, how that state activity is perceived by citizens, and what the aims of 

education should be from the perspective of corporations making decisions beyond 

control of the state. In this context:  

Knowledge is and will be produced in order to be sold…the mercantilization of 
knowledge is bound to affect the privilege the nation-states have enjoyed, and  
still enjoy, with respect to the production and distribution of learning. The notion 
that a society falls within the purview of the State, as the brain or the mind of  
society, will become more and more outdated with the increasing strength of the 
opposing principle, according to which society exists and progresses only if the 
messages circulating within it are rich in information and easy to decode. The 
ideology of communicational ‘transparency,’ which goes hand in hand with the 
commercialization of knowledge, will begin to perceive the State as a factor of  
opacity and ‘noise.’ It is from this point of view that the problem of the 
relationship between  economic and State powers threatens to arise with a new 
urgency (Lyotard 1979, p. 4-5). 
 

In the present day, anthropologist Jill Koyama describes how the messaging about 

accountability in education has “recently become amplified in response to globalizing 

processes, characterized by the increased availability of comparative data and the 

circulating discourse about increased productivity” in first-world countries, and “the 

relative standing of a nation’s academic achievement has become an obligatory passage 

through which any discussion of global competition and comparisons of the twenty-first 

century must pass” (Koyama 2013, p. 78).  

 

A recent example that underscores Koyama’s point: when the most recent PISA (Program 

for International Student Assessment) scores came out and showed the U.S student 
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rankings on math, science, and reading literacy as “still well behind their peers in top-

performing nations.” Education Secretary Arne Duncan explained that  

[t]he problem is not that our 15-year olds are performing worse today than before. 
The problem instead is that they are not making progress. Yet students in many 
nations… are advancing, instead of standing still. In a knowledge-based, global 
economy, where education is more important than ever before, both to individual 
success and collective prosperity, our students are basically losing ground. We're 
running in place, as other high-performing countries start to lap us” (U.S 
Department of Education 2013). 

 

For Lipman, globalization is the “connection of markets, production, sites, capital 

investment, and related processes of labor migration” which is guided by the 

hypermobility of capital and which leads to severe urban social stratification (Lipman 

2004, p. 6). In this view “corporatist” school reform efforts in the United States are taking 

place in an “ideological environment that supports or contests global trends to deepen 

economic and social polarization;” and charter school teachers are actors within that 

ideological environment, and therefore part of such polarization, whether they are aware 

of this or not (Lipman, p. 12).   

 

Political theorist Chantal Mouffe states that globalization is used to justify the status quo. 

“When it is presented as driven exclusively by the information revolution, globalization 

is deprived of its political dimension and appears as a fate to which we all have to 

submit,” she explains, and “this technical revolution required for its implementation a 

profound transformation in the relations of power among social groups and between 

capitalist corporations and the state” so that today global corporations benefit from 

lenient regulation and taxation and “have managed to emancipate themselves from 

political power” in a manner that allows them to restrict resources needed by 
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governments to fully support social welfare programs, among them public education 

(Mouffe 2000, pp. 119-20). Teachers are part of this new status quo premised on a shift 

in relations of power, and teacher professional identity is impacted by this shift. Just how, 

and to what extent, calls for deeper research into teachers’ perceptions and their levels of 

intersubjectivity within charter schools. 
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CHAPTER 2 CONTEXTS AND CONSTRUCTS FOR THE RESEARCH 

 

Through the efforts of neoliberal school reformers, which are based on a political stance 

about market accountability in traditional public education and a perception of the 

inevitability of change in our technological age, a broad reconfiguration of resources 

becomes connected to local reconfigurations of traditional public education, which in turn 

impacts how teachers are defined and must define themselves in every school. These 

local/political/national frames for the current political and economic narratives that drive 

school reform are useful as background when identifying those contexts teachers must 

navigate, and make sense of, every day. Urban charter schools are an essential part of this 

reconfiguration of public education around market-driven choice, which means each 

charter school has flexibility to define its product – that school’s pedagogical practices, 

aims, and goals. These may not align with how teachers within that school understand 

and enact the perceived ethical and intellectual purposes of their jobs, and this in turn 

impacts how teachers define themselves as professionals within that setting. Researching 

the lived experiences of the teachers in an urban charter school requires an approach that 

best captures the ways that teachers make meaning of their school culture and the ways 

they talk about themselves within their school culture.  

 

Constructs informing the researcher and research approach 

My approach as a researcher has been informed by the methodological practices of 

phenomenology (discussed in Chapter 3) and shaped by an understanding of identity as 

an evolving and context-informed construct. This is applies to myself as a researcher and 
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to study participants as well. And this in in alignment with the postmodern position that 

as “we story ourselves, those stories provide the moral horizons for evaluating who and 

what we’ve become…Practice remains open to view; the moral climate of the self 

remains simultaneously and continually under construction” (Holstein 2000, p. 230-1). I 

am informed by identity theories that allow for the inter-subjective and dialogic 

understanding of the self, that emphasize the exploration of the intersections of (and 

internal conversations sparked by) the interior/inner worlds we perceive and the social 

worlds we move through.  

 

My phenomenological research approach to the study participants and site is also 

influenced by the pragmatic theory of identity presented by sociologist R.S. 

Perinbanayagam (2000) in which three constructs are emphasized: language, memory, 

and time. He contends that the generation of the self is the thing we do while engaging 

with others (the community to which we belong, and to whom we are oriented at all 

times) and also while engaged in our own inner dialogue, across time. Key to this process 

are the linguistic forms we use which provide stability in the process of identity 

development and structure memory, and our social or community engagement in the face 

of changes that occur over time. We all share language and communication systems and 

we experience time collectively, but it also has a component of interiority, as we also 

experience time, language, personal actions, and visual inputs individually.  

 

Additional studies which helped to guide me in my data analysis, and which are specific 

to teacher professional identity, include an exploration by Akkerman and Meijer (2010) 
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of the use of a dialogical viewpoint that “assumes a multiple, discontinuous and social 

nature of identity, while simultaneously explaining identity as being unitary, continuous 

and individual” (Akkerman 2010, p.310). Their argument is that teachers inhabit multiple 

“I” positions in any given day; they are continuously “managing multiple pedagogical 

beliefs” and interacting in context-appropriate ways in the classrooms and even speaking 

in different vocabularies with different people (teacher jargon, administrative jargon, 

student jargon) (Akkerman, p. 312). The authors note that multiple “I” positions are not a 

threat to the unity or consistency of individual identity, but rather exemplify that 

individuals are in constant dialogue with themselves and the social context they inhabit. 

“This dialogue is not necessarily harmonious, hence the self is also a negotiated space. It 

is suggested that the coherence of self resides in the continuous attempts to synthesize the 

different parts” (Akkerman, p. 312). 

 

Akkerman and Meijer recount recent qualitative research on teacher identity and a set of 

“implications for studying teacher development” and promote the idea that tensions, 

crises, or anxieties are opportunities for “positive disintegration” and can act as triggers 

for “progressive…or regressive movements” towards self-integration of various “I” 

positions (Akkerman, p. 317). They conclude by stressing that understanding teacher 

identity means understanding the process teachers continually go through to find their 

own positions, and encourage the view that teacher preparation not simply generate 

teachers who know how to teach, but rather that teacher preparation generates teachers 

who have learned to be “someone who teaches” (Akkerman, p.317). 
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Beijaard (2004) theorizes that identity as “not something one has, but something that 

develops during one’s whole life…Our concept of self can be defined as an organized 

representation of our theories, attitudes, and beliefs about ourselves…not a fixed attribute 

but a relational phenomenon” (Beijaard 2004, p. 107-8). Given that frame, Biejaard et al 

reviewed the literature on teachers’ professional identities from articles published 

between 1988 and 2000 and noted that this is an area where “researchers conceptualize 

professional identity differently, investigate varying topics within the framework of 

teachers’ professional identity, and pursue a diversity of goals” (Beijaard, p. 108). A 

large cluster of studies, for example, provided no definition of professional identity at all. 

The authors gleaned from the review of research that: 1) teachers’ professional identity is 

an ongoing process of interpretation and reinterpretation of experience,  2) implies both 

person and context,  3) is composed of subidentities that harmonize, and 4) that 

individual agency is required for the development of a professional identity (Beijaard, p 

122).  

 

The authors summarized that “from a modernist point of view, ‘self’ is strongly related to 

being authentic and fulfilling a pre-given individual autonomy” and in contrast, looked at 

from the post-modernist point of view, “‘self’ is strongly related to how people organize 

their experiences in stories, which may differ in time and depend on context. The studies 

we reviewed seem to represent a mixture of modern and post-modern ways of looking at 

‘self’” (Beijaard, p. 124). The authors also noted that overall, much of the data/content of 

the research reviewed relied on teachers’ highly personalized stories or narratives. The 

“importance of narrative and dialogue in construction of self” was not explicit, but was 
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present in the research, and this reaffirmed for the authors that “identity, then, is formed 

and reformed by the stories we tell and which we draw upon in our communications with 

others” and that “stories inadvertently shape teachers and teaching; they are not only 

chosen and managed by their tellers…but are also expressions of cultural values, norms, 

and structures passed on by the tellers” (Beijaard, p. 123).  

 

Soreide (2007) offers a perspective on teacher identity as a narrative evolving through 

self-identification of a range of subject positions and categorizes the identity 

constructions offered to the researcher (via interviews) by five elementary teachers. The 

author provides a thorough discourse analysis of interviews with these teachers, premised 

on the idea that understanding of subjects is discursively produced, and driven by the 

question of “what accessible narrative resources can be identified in the teacher narratives 

about what it is like to be a teacher and how are these resources used in the narrative 

construction of teacher identity” (Soreide 2007, p. 527). Soreide favors post-structuralist 

theories which “do not…consider job identity as something stable and unchangeable” and 

describes in detail the subject positions most noted by the teachers studied (being 

learning centered, being reform oriented, having specialized knowledge, being a person 

who separates private and public time) and discusses how those positions are used as 

narrative resources by the teachers as they actively constructed their professional 

identities (Soreide, p. 530). Soreide also explores how teachers chose subject positions 

and identity constructions in different situations. “Within each discursive practice or 

situation,” she explains, “the individual always has a possibility of choice of positioning” 

so that “identity constructions must, therefore, not be understood as a sign of 
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ambivalence, confusion or inconsistence in the teachers, but as an indication of an active 

and constructive relationship to available narrative resources in different settings” 

(Soreide, p. 540). 

 

The school reform efforts being enacted in Philadelphia today provide a backdrop of 

tensions, crises, and anxieties within which teachers must continually make choices about 

their own positioning. Charters often present unstable and changeable work environments 

in which teacher professional identity is constructed, and also represent a set of cultural 

values and new norms in education informed more by capitalist aims than purely 

democratic ones. These provide compelling reasons to this researcher for the exploration 

of how teachers understand and make meaning of their professional selves, what their 

views are of the purposes of teaching, and what their relationship is to the culture and 

practices of their Philadelphia charter school. 

 

Literature review on contexts of teacher professional identity  

For the purposes of this study, I use the term “context” to refer to instances of language 

use, social actions, interactions, responses and reactions, visual culture content – those 

things that can relay meanings to teachers about their roles within the school culture, and 

about which they develop shared common sense understandings, and all of which can 

impact teacher professional identity. Much of the current literature on teacher 

professional identity includes studies that focus on a single context, or one particular 

aspect, of this process. As a consequence these studies offer insights into only one of the 

several aspects of professional identity and its development outlined by Beijaard above, 

meaning they capture limited relational phenomena.  
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Drawing from current literature on the subject, I have identified multiple contexts 

relevant to my phenomenological observations and analyses, and from which I strive to 

draw as holistic a view as possible about teachers’ common sense or shared 

understandings of the language used in, and the varied contexts of, their school culture. 

These contexts are: social, emotional, psychological, political, structural, and 

organizational, as well as the visual culture content/presentation of the school. This 

multiple-contexts approach is effective because what I am exploring is about individual 

perceptions and stories, and because phenomenological approaches to research tend to 

not constrain the researcher to one technique, as it is difficult to “impose method on a 

phenomenon” and still do justice to “the integrity of that phenomenon” (Groenewald 

2004, p. 6).  The goal of this type of research to  move “diagonally across the 

perspectives and points of view in such a manner that the…appetition for totalization and 

universalization is curtailed in favor of a more humble search for similarities-in-

difference, commonalities of understanding amidst understandings differently situated 

and differently initiated” (Schrag 1994, p. 134-5). 

 

Some examples in the current literature of political, organizational, and structural 

contexts that can impact teacher professional identity include Berghoff’s (2011) 

exploration of whether teachers are expected to intellectually acquiesce (as students) to 

the programmatic ideals of their teacher preparation program, and whether they are 

expected to acquiesce as educators in the school environments where they teach as well. 

Reio (2005), Zembylas (2010) and Clayton (2007) each explore teachers’ responses to 

the stultifying language of school reform, and the impact of this on whether they take 
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risks in the classroom. Clayton and Reio examine how teachers feel about enacting 

scripted curriculum, and how this impacts their actions in the classroom, noting in 

particular that “schools in urban contexts often adopt a top-down curriculum that teachers 

are expected to implement with little margin for variation, negating their professional 

judgment.” (Clayton 2007, p. 248) Gordon (1999) and Lee (2010) each explore the 

impact on teacher identity of contextual “themes” (the recurring patterns of thought and 

behavior encountered each day) that are unique to urban education and to the denizens of 

urban areas. Freedman and Appleman (2009) note that teaching in high-poverty schools 

in high-population density urban areas is often presented, through teacher preparation 

programs, as problematic and de-contextualized from beginning teachers’ experiences, 

rather than normalized.  

 

Steele, et al (2011) analyze the comprehensive political and organizational components of 

the school reform initiative/“charterization” of New Orleans, post-Katrina, and the 

negative impacts on teachers. Buras (2013) examines how school reform initiatives in 

urban areas depend on a “racialized urban space economy where dispossession of 

working-class communities of color is central” to their success, an inescapable contextual 

reality that arcs back to urban teacher identity formation (Buras, p. 20). Matsko and 

Hammerness (2014) examine a cluster of teacher preparation programs that forefront 

setting-specific contextual knowledge, and find that this knowledge is a vital part of the 

professional identity of teachers in urban settings and should also been seen as invaluable 

in urban teacher preparation programs. Hallett (2007) examines the recurring interaction 

rituals and symbol generation engaged in by schools and how these impact teacher 
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identity formation, along with the impacts on identity of the professionally-related 

hegemonic project (in the current moment, testing) teachers work within. And Cannata 

(2007) examines how the institutional origins of charter schools impact the formation of 

teacher community within those schools. These studies provide insight into the political 

forces at work in teachers’ daily lives, how structural change can alter teachers’ views of 

their roles, and how educational policies can result in organizational changes that 

challenge accepted ideas of the functions of teaching and challenge teachers’ ability to 

form professional communities.  

 

Examples in the current literature of psychological, social, and emotional contexts that 

can impact teacher professional identity include Zemblyas’(2010) examination of how 

the language of school reform initiatives can be emotionally distancing to teachers, and 

how this presents to teachers instances of vulnerability or threat. Cohen (2010) describes 

how teachers’ belief systems, both formed from their life before teaching and modeled 

for them in teacher preparation programs, impact how they engage in professional 

identity formation. Cross (2012) explores how teachers manage their emotions, as framed 

by their belief systems, in the contemporary classroom and Mockler (2011) explores 

teachers’ moral stances, which impact behavior and enacted identity. Smit (2008) 

examines the types of social interaction that are encouraged or demanded in teacher 

preparation programs and in the schools in which new teachers work, interactions which 

reflect what “acceptable” emotional expressions are in these settings. Such interactions 

also create the parameters of what has meaning for the teachers within these settings.   
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Pennington (2012), Galman (2010), and Bloom (2012) each explore how urban teacher 

identity is impacted by a teacher’s perceived level of privilege and their internalized 

views of race and whiteness. Olsen and Anderson (2007) investigate what role urban 

teachers’ perceptions of their own career movements and trajectories (linear, non-linear, 

idiosyncratic, static) plays in their development of their professional selves. Stooksberry 

(2009) examines teachers’ individual dispositions, those internal filters that frame both 

the actions and the assumptions that can cloud how teachers regard students, as an aspect 

of teacher identity formation.  Schultz and Ravitch (2013) present the results of a teachers 

writing group where first-year teachers engaged in reflection on the formation of their 

professional identities and note the inherently social aspect of teacher identity formation 

– that these “narratives of professional identity development were shaped in relationship 

to other people…As teachers told and retold their stories of learning to teach, they told 

stories of particular moments and relationships.” (Schultz 2013, p. 43)  

 

And Freedman and Appleman conclude, from their study of UC Berkeley’s MUSE 

program, that urban teachers stay in teaching due to a complex (and ongoing) interplay of 

social relations, acceptance of teacher mobility in the first years in the field, reflective 

practice, programmatic support, and modeling of normalized and pragmatic teaching 

practices. These studies offer insights into how emotional contexts set by pedagogical 

practices effect how teachers make meaning of their roles, how social relations and social 

contexts impact teacher identity, and how the psycho-emotional states that are deemed 

acceptable within a school culture can shape teachers’ self-perceptions. 
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My research also includes analysis of the visual culture content of the school, as the 

visual messaging embedded in a school culture reflects both political and organizational 

discourses. And an urban charter school in Philadelphia is, by its very existence, an 

outcome of particular political and organizational discourses about the reform of urban 

education. The term visual culture can be used to describe “all forms of visual imagery 

from a variety of sources” including media, technology, imagery and messaging in public 

spaces, and even product packaging, with which we are “bombarded …on a daily basis” 

and about which we need to “learn how to critically negotiate” (Gaudelius 2002, p.15).  

 

In The First Moderns, W.R. Everdell's history of modernism in art, culture and thought, 

the author describes one “of the classic complaints of modernity” that we still encounter 

today – that  of the speed of and “fragmented and inharmonious” state of postmodern life 

(Everdell 1997, p.356). He notes that a similar concern was first raised “at the great 

World's Fairs of the turn of the century…visitors were warned about the dizzying effects 

of seeing and doing too much, deranging the senses and bringing on neurasthenia.” In our 

21st century globalized world, this “fragmentation of lives has been not only touted as 

inevitable, but even hailed as a new sort of virtue” (Everdell, p.356).  This is the new 

normal.  

 

One symptom of this “inevitable fragmentation” is the persistence and pervasiveness of 

visual culture enabled by new technologies. Part of Lipman’s analysis of urban school 

reform addresses the idea of “the discourse of inevitability” which permeates policy 

formation and decision-making at almost every level in Chicago’s schools (Lipman 2004, 
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p.32). She describes Chicago school reform initiatives and the contemporary intersection 

of business aims with public education not as a consequence of large and unstoppable 

cultural forces, but rather as a consequence of specific and intentional “actions taken by a 

post-WWII racist pro-growth alliance” within the city’s political and business 

communities (Lipman, p.32). She argues that an outcome of viewing these policies and 

decisions as inevitable is the creation of students (and future workers) who are “docile 

subjectives” and who have been unwittingly engaged in a “domestication of critical 

thought and agency” (Lipman, p.179). And teachers can be impacted by this discourse of 

inevitability in a similar manner.  

 

Lipman equates acquiescence to a discourse of inevitability with loss of agency, a loss of 

critical thinking skills, and loss of personal empowerment. I contend that a similar 

discourse of inevitability can be found in the visual culture in urban charter schools, and 

would argue that the same outcomes can occur: saturation by content, with no critical 

assessment, dissection, analysis, or critique can also create “docile subjectives” (in both 

teachers and students) and this is countered only when we “make problematic the beliefs 

and values that underpin everyday aesthetic sites” (Duncum 1999, p.308).  

 

Through her research, Lipman presents the policy-making process within school reform 

initiatives as a discourse, and encourages educators to “analyze how power works 

through educational practices…and dominant modes of thought” and to analyze the 

inherent “values, practices, ways of talking that shape consciousness” (Lipman, p.15). 
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Visual culture is also a discourse within the space where education takes place worth 

exploring.  

 

Using a research approach framed by these multiple contexts, my aim was to incorporate 

an awareness of how aspects of the contemporary school reform movement may be 

reflected within one urban charter school, as revealed through the shared common sense 

understandings teachers there have about issues of autonomy,  accountability, failure, 

choice and charters. And regarding the isssue of equity, this study revealed a uniformly 

shared meaning about equity among all of the Pence teachers who explored that idea with 

me. 
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CHAPTER 3 RESEARCH APPROACH, SITE, METHOD, DESING, ANALYSIS 

 

The specific educational problem that Lipman identifies is that particular pedagogical 

practices in urban charter schools can run counter to how teachers within that school 

understand and enact the perceived ethical and intellectual purposes of their jobs. This is 

due, in part, to the fact that many of these practices (scripted curriculum, hyper-structured 

class periods, prioritization of strict disciplinary action, etc.) are product features of the 

charter school and not traditional or teacher-derived pedagogical practices. Driven as they 

are by the imperatives of the market, charters present a range of shifting contexts in 

which teacher professional identity can be nurtured, challenged, supported, or limited. I 

was interested in exploring behind the problem Lipman described, by researching the 

lived experiences of teachers in one urban charter school in order to gain an 

understanding of how those teachers create, through language use, some sense of shared 

meaning in relation to the contexts and concepts they must navigate daily in their school. 

To do so I used a phenomenological approach.  

 

Research approach 

Qualitative research has been broadly defined as descriptive and “interpretive research, 

with the inquirer typically involved in a sustained and intensive experience with 

participants” (Creswell 2009, p. 177). Ethnography has been defined as the observation 

of the interactions of a group with the aim of cultural description, and as a way of 

studying individuals as “historically and socially situated entities engaged in constructing 

their own realities through interaction with others” (Lecompte 2002, p. 291). Under the 
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umbrella of ethnographic qualitative research, phenomenology positions the researcher 

even closer to the subject, as the investigator of shared meanings which are common to a 

group. The aim is to be descriptive in order to be suggestive, not explicit. “The 

phenomenologist does not present the reader with a conclusive argument or with a determinate 

set of ideas, a list of themes…Instead, the phenomenologist aims to be allusive by orienting the 

reader reflectively to that region of lived experience where the phenomenon dwells in 

recognizable form” (Van Manen 2014, p. 390). The research ends without proving or testing 

a theory, but rather by providing a representation of “how people are meaningfully 

connected with the things of the world” by looking for, and at, what is usually taken for 

granted (Vagle 2014, p. 27).  

 

With this research method the individual perspectives, reflections, and actions of those 

studied are the data. The work of the researcher is to capture this data and analyze to 

understand if and how the subjects make meaning of the phenomena they experience 

(Creswell 2007, pp. 60-62). And the phenomena the Pence teachers experience are varied 

and ongoing. As they engage in their jobs, they make sense of and share meanings about 

the purposes and practices of their work within this school and also as teachers today. 

They are each navigating both overt and unseen product features of their school, which is 

under the management of a new CEO, is located in a transforming urban charter market, 

in a district managed by the State and under the umbrella of an appointed School Reform 

Commission, in a diverse city with specific resource constraints and with leadership who 

supports charter expansion, at a unique moment in the national discourse on the future of 

public education. 
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Research site and participants  

The research site I chose is Pence Charter School (a pseudonym), a K-8 charter school in 

central Philadelphia founded in 2001 by a group of parents and housed in a fully 

renovated public school building (see Appendix C for the 2013-14 Pence staffing 

summary). Pence Charter enrolls approximately 800 students drawn from zip codes all 

over the city. The unique focus of the school is integration of the theme of “global 

awareness” into standards-based instruction, along with an emphasis on second language 

learning. Pence is not managed by a charter management organization. The school has a 

14-member Board which oversees operations, budget, and employment decisions. The 

Pence Board has community and parent seats, and up until this year one of the school’s 

founders acted as the CEO.  

 

At the end of the 2012-13 school year the Pence Board hired a new CEO. I met with him, 

and with the Principal of the middle school grades, in late August, after a Pence Board 

member forwarded my request for an interview to the CEO. That Board member knew 

about me through a professor in my department who was familiar with my research 

interests, who had worked on an evaluation of this school in the recent past, and who 

suggested Pence as a possible research site. In that first meeting with the CEO, I 

explained my interest in conducting a qualitative study of teachers’ perceptions of their 

roles at a charter school and gave an overview of my methodological approach. He was 

supportive of the idea but he requested time to discuss this with his two Principals and 

with Board members. I then met with the CEO again in mid-October, and provided a 6-

page précis on the research study, explaining the idea of contexts, teacher narratives, and 
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my interest in how the ethical and intellectual purposes of teaching are presented within 

and understood by teachers in charter schools and proposing a timeline for research as 

well as a draft set of interview questions. At that meeting, the CEO again expressed his 

support for the idea – particularly as the outcomes might provide opportunities for 

reflection as the school enters a strategic planning process regarding future growth. But 

he explained that permission for the study would have to come through the school’s 

Board, and possibly have to be voted on at an upcoming Board meeting. He explained 

that a Board member with a background in educational research would contact me with 

questions and concerns, and after that a decision would be made. That Board member 

contacted me via email three days later, and asked a series of questions about data 

privacy, preserving the school’s anonymity, my research design, and my choice of site.  

 

After a review of my responses to those questions by Board members, the CEO contacted 

me confirming that my research request had been approved by the Pence Board, and 

reiterated his interest in supporting the process. We then scheduled a preliminary 

research-process overview meeting for early December, so that he could discuss with me 

how to best describe this research study to various stakeholders and how to best “roll out” 

the project with teachers. Another point of discussion for that meeting was about 

participant selection; I had conveyed to the Board member, the middle school Principal, 

and the CEO that I hoped to interview and observe a minimum of ten teachers from a 

range of grades, but given the nature of the study, the research could only benefit if even 

more teachers chose to participate.  
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The CEO allowed me to present my research project to all teachers at Pence at two 

separate teacher meetings in early 2014. I confirmed with him that I would be on site 

from late January through mid-June, and that I hoped to sit in on new teacher induction in 

August, and that I would conduct any follow-up (fact- checking, document collection, 

clarifying points in interviews with participants, etc.) through the fall, if teachers and 

Principals had no objection to my ongoing presence. 

 

Research method and design 

Following traditional qualitative research methods, but focusing closely on a 

phenomenological understanding of the shared common sense meanings expressed 

through the self-reported experiences of teachers, observations of their teaching, and the 

social actions and interactions within a school culture, my goal was to interview and 

observe at least 10 teachers at the school over a period of six months, and anticipated that 

each interview would last a maximum of 90 minutes.  

 

By the end of data collection in late June, 2014, I had interviewed a total of eighteen 

teachers and interviewed four administrative staff members (the Enrollment Manager, 

Student Data Coordinator, Special Education Coordinator, and a Dean), each for 

interviews lasting on average 1 hour and 15 minutes. I also observed eighteen teachers in 

their classrooms, for an average of two hours each. I was also able to interview seven of 

the teachers I had both observed and interviewed once a second time, and in addition I 

observed-only three teachers in their classrooms (see Appendix B for a list of study 

participants and interview/observation schedule). In all I interviewed or observed (or 
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both) 25 teachers and staff at Pence (see Appendix C for the 2013-14 Pence staffing 

summary).  I also observed at two teacher meetings, at one session of the new teacher 

orientation just before the start of the 2014-15 school year, and at the end of year school 

concert, in order to gain a broader understanding of the school culture.  

 

The interviews (see Appendix A for protocol) took place at locations chosen by the study 

participants and most took place at the school site, in empty classrooms or offices after 

the school day. Several interviews took place offsite at a nearby café. The interviews 

were digitally recorded, and during the interviews I noted expressions, reactions, and 

other visual forms of expression that would not translate through the recording, along 

with my own reactions and responses to the person’s demeanor and shared perspectives. 

Before each interview I conducted a mental test on myself to assess my own state of mind 

or openness, to better position myself as a listener being led instead of as an interpreter 

applying a framework.  This test included questions of myself like: Before speaking, are 

you thinking about this person as if you know them? Are you distracted by your own 

opinions? Are you ready to be taught about who and where another is? Have you quieted 

your own internal noise? Do you have space to take another voice in? 

 

Follow-up email exchanges, to clarify questions or facts brought up in an interview, were 

conducted for the six months after the final interview was conducted.  The interviews 

were then transcribed within five days of each interview; a 75-minute interview was, on 

average, about twenty pages transcribed. Before coding or analyzing interview notes or 

transcriptions, I gave the interviewee an assigned name, changed the name of the school, 



 

38 

 

and checked both documents for clarity, consistency, and spelling corrections 

(particularly around Pence-specific terms). 

 

The observations took place in teachers’ classrooms during class periods where they 

consented to be observed; most occurred on one class day, but several observations were 

split into two different observation days. When observing, I placed myself on the side or 

back of the room and left it up to the teacher to announce or explain my presence to 

students. Only three teachers announced my presence. During these classes, I observed 

the actions, speech, and interactions of each teacher as closely and in as much detail as 

possible, noting all of these with time stamps in my notes. A typical handwritten 

observation note set would span about 7 pages, with brief descriptions of teacher actions 

(“Nia moved over to one group of students who had complained about the problem and 

squatted down next to their table to listen”) noted next to the time. 

 

I also noted, in as much detail as possible, the visual culture content of the classrooms 

and the “teacher’s space” (like a desk or cubby) within each classroom, if there was one, 

as well as how the classrooms were generally set up. And the majority of classrooms at 

Pence are set up the same way: students, in groups of 4, sit at tables which are set in two 

rows in the classroom, and some space in the back or side of the room is set aside as 

either a group reading space or a dedicated separate work space for students who wish to 

do so. In the math classrooms this dedicated work space has computers and small tables; 

in English and Social Studies classrooms, and in lower grade rooms, this space is left as 

open floor space with pads or pillows for students to sit on, and bookshelves. Several 
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classrooms had couches or futons for students who needed breaks or were deemed 

disruptive to sit on, if these were not being used for group work. 

 

Key informants 

Over the course of my data collection process at Pence I was able to interview and 

observe eighteen teachers, to interview-only four staff members, to observe-only three 

teachers, and to interview seven of the observed teachers twice. In all I spoke with or 

observed 25 teachers and staff at Pence. A cluster of key informants emerged through 

that process of observation and conversation; these were study participants who were 

particularly forthcoming or provided insights or interactions that helped me to better 

understand the culture of Pence and the shared common sense meanings among teachers 

at the school. What follows are brief introductory descriptions of nine of the study 

participants who functioned as key informants in this process. 

 

Charlotte spoke with intensity and clear emotion with me about her experiences, and she 

spoke with calm authority when she addressed new and mentee teachers, as I observed 

her do during new teacher induction before the start of the 2014-15 school year. In an 

interview she spoke openly about the culture of Pence, particularly its history of tracking 

and the racial climate at the school. She emphasized her understanding of herself as not 

just a teacher or a woman but as a role model for students of color at Pence. During our 

conversations she also code-switched often, particularly when talking about her mother as 

her personal role model for her in the profession, when talking about the experiences of 

and expectations of students of color at Pence, and when talking about her own childhood 
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educational experiences. She is one of the only African American teachers at Pence and 

currently the only teacher leader who is not white. She has been working at Pence for 10 

years, and has never taught anywhere else. 

 

Karen engaged in conversations about her work by providing not only her own 

perspective, but also some historical context, alternative interpretations, and reflections 

on how her own views have evolved. She was trained through Teach for America, and 

she shared with me that her desire as a teacher is to really master the content of her 

subject (Science) and to find ways to convey it to students so that they feel engaged. She 

shared that what drives her is the intellectual pursuit to better her own knowledge and her 

skills. In the classroom she communicates with her students as a group, and if she and 

they are all a team of science explorers, seeking answers and testing theories, always in 

motion. She has been teaching at Pence for one year, and worked at two other schools, 

including a charter, for four years before that. 

 

Nia conveys a sense of calm clarity in the classroom, and about herself. She interacts 

with students with patience and at their level, literally; she teaches by walking around, 

and she attended to seated students with questions by squatting down to their level, so she 

could be face to face with them and their work. Her sense of enjoyment of her subject 

(Math) is palpable in the classroom, particularly the process of problem solving, and her 

answers to interview questions often followed a logical progression as well. The posters 

on her classroom walls reflected her strong sense of morality, which was also reflected in 

her interviews, as was her view that teaching is truly about shaping students into what she 
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calls “progressive human beings” who have a positive sense of the future. This is Nia’s 

first year teaching at Pence, and prior to this school she taught for three years at a charter 

in another state. 

 

Kevin’s manner in front of students in classrooms and hallways is sarcastic and his sense 

of humor is often conveyed through one-upping comments about students’ personality 

traits. He teaches through lecture and example and attends to students who disrupt by 

raising his voice. Kevin came to teaching after a 20+ year career in the restaurant 

business, and he has also been a baseball coach for many years, and he sees himself (as 

he explained in one interview) as coaching his students through life. Kevin is also a 

smoker; part of one interview was conducted up on the school’s roof, standing in the rain 

in his favorite smoking spot, looking at the cityscape around us while he talked about his 

nostalgia of how the school began. And when we spoke of the stresses of the Pence 

professional development sessions on race and about his own upbringing as what he 

describes as a “pretty poor white kid” in the city, he wept openly. Kevin has been 

teaching at Pence for 11 years, and taught previously as a substitute for three years at 

various traditional public schools in Philadelphia. 

 

Sam works exclusively with special needs students at Pence and has no classroom, so he 

carts teaching materials from one room to another during passing time – about which he 

is unfazed, he explained to me, because his affection for his students and for the work 

overrides the “daily hassle” of room shifting. In class Sam is patient with students and yet 

also formal; he guides and repeats, reminds and resets in class continually, but does not 
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lose the thread. In conversations with me he conveyed his love for the work and his hopes 

for the students he works with at Pence, the sense of fulfillment he gets from seeing 

students progress, and his feeling that he has more autonomy and a smaller case load, and 

therefore less stress, compared to the charter school where he used to teach. Sam has 

been teaching for seven years total, but this is only his second year at Pence. 

 

Leah uses quiet to calm and re-focus her students, and does not attend to disruption at all. 

Her view is that rewarding disruption feeds the problem, so in the classroom she uses 

pauses, stillness, and silence rather than engaging in any verbal interaction. She explained 

to her that her goal is to create excellent readers, and she knows this takes focus, which 

she continually models for her students through her own actions. She also works with her 

team teacher (Social Studies) to develop coordinated lessons on alternate days, which she 

explains helps them both with the stresses of class prep, and allows her to spend more 

time when at home with their own young children. Leah has been at Pence for four years, 

and has been teaching for fifteen years total; she has worked at traditional public schools, 

a Catholic school, and Pence. 

 

Ann conveyed a sense of frustration and stress when she talks about working at Pence 

and a desire to talk openly and honestly about the roots of those frustrations, and about 

her identity as one of the few African American teachers at the school. During an 

interview she interrupted our conversation about teacher pay at Pence and other charters 

compared to the teacher pay at SDP schools to search for the salary pay scale form for 

Pence and print it out for me. She has been at Pence for 10 years, in different roles; she 
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has seen classrooms in almost every grade from the vantage point of an aid, a floating 

substitute, a permanent substitute, and now as a full time teacher. She has been in 

education for eleven years total – she taught at another Philadelphia charter school for 

one year while pursuing her Master’s degree in education. 

  

Hannah is calm and serious in her demeanor in interviews and calm and patient in her 4th 

grade classroom. She moves fluidly between English and Spanish, modeling this to her 

students, who switch back and forth easily themselves. She has a placid yet focused 

approach; she is not upset at students and does not raise her voice, but she does easily and 

readily redirect them to using their energy in functional, productive ways. Her 

perspective on her role is that she, like all teachers at Pence, is here to help, but that 

students must be responsible for their own learning in as much as they can be; she strives 

to empower her students and encourage their independence. Hannah finished her 

alternative certification 4 years ago and taught for one year at an underperforming SDP 

elementary school before coming to Pence three years ago. 

 

Ella is lively, verbal (in two languages), and very physical in class; she moves continually 

around the room interacting with her students, asking questions, encouraging them to 

challenge each other, and to challenge ideas through debate. She works with students as if 

they are all sitting together on an archaeological dig, examining the signs and symbols on 

the walls of a deep cavern. She explains that her curiosity drives her own engagement 

with her subject (Social Studies) and she uses this as fuel to engage her students. Ella has 
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been teaching at Pence for four years, and prior to that she taught for three years (both 

middle school and high school grades) in Latin America.  

 

Data collection and analysis 

As outlined above, data collection occurred through interviews with study participants 

(see Appendix A for protocol, Appendix B for interview and observation schedule), 

observations of teachers in their classrooms, observations of the school site and school-

related meetings and events, along with several interviews with two additional outside 

sources who provided essential insights into the SRC and the complex history of charters 

in Philadelphia, and photography and analysis of the visual culture content within the 

school. Data was captured through digital photographs, through digital recordings, and 

through descriptive field and interview notes about the school setting and the actions and 

interactions that convey how the setting is organized. The goal was to produce 

descriptions that accurately represent the “lived conditions and contingencies of social 

life” (Emerson et al, 1995).  The classroom observations, like the visual cultural analysis, 

aided me in understanding the ways in which teachers convey their sense of identity 

within this school culture. And those observations allowed me to gain a sense of who 

these teachers were “in their element” before interviewing them, and to gain insight into 

what they shared, reflected, and felt about their work through watching and witnessing, 

outside of the formality of an interview.  

 

I engaged in reflection about the data throughout the data collection phase of the project 

in four ways: by writing summary conceptual memos of my field work every two weeks 
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based on observation and interview notes, by daily reviewing any reflective and “side” 

notes taken during observations and interviews, by reading and re-reading the uncoded 

versions of interview transcripts each week, and by writing and rewriting draft sections of 

the dissertation itself (and framing the research) as data collection proceeded. One 

additional tool that was invaluable in the data collection process was my own second 

language skill; I can understand spoken Spanish enough to both follow conversations and 

interact, and found I was able to easily follow students’ conversations with teachers (and 

vice versa) in classes taught in Spanish.  

 

Through the data collection process I noted evidence of both the multiple contexts that 

framed my approach and the ways in which the study participants make meaning of 

phenomena. For my first pass through the data analysis, I used the multiple contexts 

(social, emotional, psychological, structural, organizational, political) as my codes, 

noting any reference made to these contexts by each participant. In my first review of all 

interview notes, observation notes, photographs, and field memos I used these same 

contexts to code the data, which helped to organize the themes, ideas and perceptions 

shared by participants. I also re-read uncoded transcriptions from key informants, to test 

and re-test my assumptions about applying those context definitions to their words.  

 

For my subsequent readings and analysis of each participant’s recorded interview, 

transcription, and set of interview and observation notes (and this was repeated five times 

per participant over the course of 2 months) I was able to note and track the emergent 

common sense meanings shared by Pence teachers and identify those (autonomy, 
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accountability, failure, charters, choice, equity) and identify a “hierarchy” of those shared 

meanings, where autonomy was the least directly articulated (though reflected visually) 

in a common manner, and equity was articulated in a completely consistent manner 

across participants. This list provided me with the tools to then go back and re-analyze 

both the contexts teachers spoke of in interviews and their observed approaches to their 

work in the classroom before presenting these shared common sense meanings in this 

dissertation.  

 

Validity and limitations 

As a researcher I benefited from the fact that had never met any of the Pence Board 

members, and that the CEO is new to the school (and from another state), which 

precluded my having any background connection with him. But more pertinent to my role 

at the site was how I presented the purpose of the study to each participant. Clarity about 

what the study was not – not an evaluation, a favor to a Board member, a new CEO 

“project,” an aspect of any larger research work, connected to any policy formation – was 

vital, as was consistency and clarity about the purposes of the study and how it can 

contribute to the literature.  

 

In terms of my own perceptions, through immersion in and familiarity with the site, my 

relationships with study participants and with the school as an entity did change; as I 

grew more familiar with the place and the people, they became more and more 

comfortable with my presence, and the expectation that I would “pretty much always be 

around” (as one staff member put it) became, by the last month of the school year, 



 

47 

 

commonplace. This reflects the “fluid nature of how the researcher’s identity is 

constructed, co-constructed, and deconstructed throughout the research process, and…the 

on-going importance of reflexivity in supporting integrity throughout” and means that I 

had to be continually aware of, and reflective about, how my choices regarding actions, 

interactions, responses and engagement might impact the research process (McGinity 

2012, p. 770). For this type of phenomenological research, validity depends on the 

researcher being able to accurately capture the data, and the data is how teachers make 

and share meanings about the phenomena they encounter at Pence and with which they 

“story” or create narratives of their professional identities within this setting. The best 

method to affirm this was through informal member checks over the course of the data 

collection process of the study, where I re-confirmed information, asked follow-up 

questions in person and via email, and informally engaged with subjects outside of 

interviews and observations (in hallways, in the teachers’ lounge, at recess, etc.) in a 

manner which made them feel comfortable in approaching me with questions, concerns, 

or follow-up comments of their own in return. 

 

Researcher positionality 

This type of research demands of the researcher an awareness of the philosophical frame 

in which the phenomena they are capturing responses to take place, the political context 

(as explored above), and also an awareness of her own stances and reactions through the 

process. Phenomenological research is descriptive and interpretive, and it is also 

emotional. It can be challenging to the researcher’s own identity and narrative. Knowing 

the setting is as important as knowing my own history and my own training in and 
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perspectives on education. Ongoing reflection about my own values and views, 

awareness of my own history, and how I question and make meaning of the world around 

me, was the best way of assuring my reliability as a witness, interviewer, and a describer 

during this process. 

 

I am a white woman who was born and raised in one of the wealthiest suburban 

communities in the United States. The public schools I attended were unionized and also 

had minimal administrative turnover. The schools I attended were also consistently well-

resourced and staffed by teachers who spent decades at the same school, usually teaching 

the same grades. My mother was one such professional; she taught at the town’s public 

high school for nearly 20 years. And despite being located in a suburb in one of the most 

densely populated areas in the country and near a huge, diverse city, the public schools I 

attended were populated almost exclusively by economically privileged white children. 

This fact has not changed much over the decades; the very white elementary school I 

attended back in the early 1970’s today has a student body that is 91% white and only 1% 

of the students are on free and reduced lunch (Connecticut State Department of Education 

2010).  

 

Being raised in this environment gave me an insider’s view on how racially and 

economically privileged people (my family among them) live as if privilege is deserved 

and should be maintained generationally and how that privilege is defended through 

language, acts of exclusion, and accepted structural norms and policies. One aspect of 

that maintenance of privilege was racial segregation. Consistent effort was put into 
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keeping white kids from having any regular interaction with people of color, both at the 

individual level (by my own parents and the parents of my childhood friends) and as 

evidenced through town policies regarding who had access to the town’s beaches, parks, 

and real estate, and the shared norms of country club membership. These efforts still 

persist today.  

 

As likely is evident, my own stances as an adult differ from those presented to me as a 

child, and my politics and perspective on social issues are far more progressive than those 

I was raised with. But my understanding of the role of public education as an essential 

democratizing force has not changed. Nor has my respect for teaching, or my view that 

developing a professional identity premised on self-awareness is of inherent value, both 

to the individual teacher and to the profession. Growing up where I did has provided me 

with a form of knowledge about social codes, schemas for protection of economic 

privilege, and other recurring themes in the narratives of privilege – knowledge which is 

useful when working to interpret the language of modern-day school reformers and some 

of the motivations behind neoliberal school reform efforts.  
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CHAPTER 4 TAKING ON THE COLOR OF OUR SURROUNDINGS 

 

Why are inclination and aversion so infectious that we can hardly live in 
proximity to a person of strong feelings without being filled like a cask with his 
pros and cons? First, completely refraining from judgment is very difficult, 
sometimes outright unbearable for our vanity; it appears in the same light as a 
poverty of thought and feeling or as timidness and effeminacy: and so we are at 
least moved to take sides, perhaps against the prevailing orientation, if this 
position provides more satisfaction for our pride. Ordinarily though – this is the 
second possibility – we are not even consciously aware of the transition from 
indifference to inclination or aversion, but instead gradually habituate ourselves to 
feeling the same way as those around us, and because sympathetic agreement and 
mutual understanding are so pleasant, we soon bear all the signs and partisan 
colors of our surroundings. 

Nietzsche (1878/1995), p. 214 

A few minutes before the start of the Pence Charter teachers’ meeting on this snowy 

February afternoon, the new school CEO is unstacking chairs and setting them at student 

work tables. As he moves around the classroom he talks to me about the possibility of 

tomorrow being another weather closure day – the sixth so far this winter – and how this 

will impact the academic calendar. Readying the room is a familiar task for him, one he is 

used to from his years as a teacher. And, like most teachers, time is very much on his 

mind.  

 

His words and actions would not seem at all discordant in this particular setting except 

for the fact that he is engaging in them while wearing a suit and tie. As the Pence teachers 

start to enter, singly and in pairs, the noise level grows, as does the contrast. Every other 

person is dressed in jeans or pants, casual shirts and sweaters, and boots or sneakers. 

They talk with one another and choose seats while the CEO waits at the front of the 

room. But, just before he begins the meeting, he suddenly looks down at his feet. He tells 
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me under his breath that he forgot to switch out of his outdoor shoes and into his dress 

shoes, which he has to remember to do before the Board meeting tonight. This is a crazy 

meeting day, he says, like most days. 

 

The CEO begins by announcing that there will be some follow-up on the issue of teacher 

pay, since he had heard the feedback from teachers that receiving only a percentage of 

their contracted raises this year was both unexpected and dispiriting. He also reminds the 

assembled teachers that the Board will be discussing the State renewal application 

process Pence Charter is required to complete this year. Another topic of discussion with 

the Board that evening will be the possible future expansion or replication of Pence and 

how to market the school’s strengths. Pence has not requested from the State any increase 

in enrollment ( referred to as new “seats”) for several years, and the school is at capacity, 

but development of another school site or expansion into a high school is in the offing.   

 

With regard to whether Pence will have its charter renewed and whether the school will 

continue to operate, the teachers see no impediments since the academic performance of 

the school has been solid, though it did miss the required Adequate Yearly Progress 

(AYP) goal (part of No Child Left Behind legislation) in the 2012-13 school year. But 

teachers have little impact on the range of factors reviewed by the SRC regarding charter 

operations, factors which can and do impact the SRC’s and the State Department of 

Education’s decisions about charter renewal. This process can be unpredictable; when 

Pence first applied for a charter nearly 15 years ago, the application was denied by the 

School District of Philadelphia but approved by the State.  
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A cluster of issues that continually impact charter school teachers arose in just this one 

afternoon teachers’ meeting at Pence: the insecurity of pay and contracts, Board control 

of strategic planning, the fact that charters have to be renewed by the School District of 

Philadelphia (and reviewed by the SRC) in order to continue operating, questions about 

the need for growth and the possibility of expansion, which hinges on competition with 

other schools for enrollment. The CEO is always working to define Pence’s best market 

differentiators. He explains to me that he perpetually has to think about what is most 

relevant when it comes to marketing Pence’s future and possible growth, and that what 

really makes the difference is finding ways to stand out in the ever-expanding urban 

charter market. 

 

Pence Charter was originally brought into being as a small, dual-language K-3 school by 

a group of parents who first met in a playground in one of the tonier neighborhoods of 

Philadelphia. Most of them had young children, and each of them wanted their children to 

have quality educational experiences. These were parents of privilege, intent on 

developing a way of providing private/suburban school quality without having to either 

pay or move out of the city; they sought to create a publically-funded school to meet the 

needs of their own children and those like them. As one longtime Pence teacher put it, “I 

am convinced that our founding people, having met them all and worked with 

them…they thought they were going to get like Friends Select [a well-regarded private 

school in the city] for free” (Teacher Audrey, personal communication, February 24, 

2014). The 1997 charter school law in Pennsylvania (the PA Act 22 Charter School Law) 

allowed a variety of groups to seek funding from the State and from the public school 
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system in Philadelphia to create schools to meet their specific needs, and this group of 

parents chose to do just that. In the most literal sense, they opted out of the existing 

traditional education system and became part of a new one.  

 

By making the choice to start their own charter school, the founders of Pence were 

responding to the sudden availability of resources through the charter school law. 

Accompanying this availability was marketing (still prevalent today) about the promise 

of alternatives to traditional public schools, along with a push from the State legislature 

for an outside, for-profit contractor to manage all of the city’s schools and operations 

(Denvir 2014). Many structural arguments were made at the time to justify this shift, but 

the messaging about charters was (and is) fueled by something less tangible: the idea of 

loss. Marketing drives the search for options in schooling, and messaging loss or absence 

fuels that drive. Charters were and are still positioned as products, each with a features 

list containing on it what parents perceive as being absent from another school option. 

Charter marketing frames non-charters as missing essential features and targets parents 

using language that reiterates, in both overt and subtle ways, the loss they and their 

children will encounter should they choose differently. No doubt for the Pence parents, 

the sorry state of Philadelphia’s public schools (or at least their perception of this) 

presented them with a clear picture of loss. 

 

Twenty years into the charter experiment, even a cursory review of reports on charters 

(Carroll 2010; Grady 2010; Fergeson 2011; RAND 2011; Kahlenberg 2012; Lake 2012; 

CREDO 2013; Squire 2014) conveys that what charters actually offer, what truly 
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differentiates them from traditional public schools, are not consistently high test scores or 

consistent student academic successes, but rather their less visible features. These can be 

features that parents may desire but may not always be able to list on a form or survey: 

whether a K-8 school has strict teachers, for example, or many teachers of a particular 

race, or many students with special needs; whether the school is perceived as a pathway 

to social improvement through the “right” high school acceptance; the school’s reputation 

within its neighborhood (which outsiders may never hear about); the relationships 

between school staff, parents, and the community, particularly those in the community 

with the greatest needs; and aspects of the school’s interpersonal culture, including how 

teachers and staff are regarded by (and addressed by) students, and the method used to 

maintain noise levels, order, containment, protection, and control within the building. 

Some of these features may be entirely hidden from view for parents and teachers alike, 

visible only to the administration or the Board, or to funders or other outside interests – 

and yet they impact the school’s culture, and how teachers make shared sense of that 

school’s culture. 

 

Charters market themselves through productizing what they offer, such as high standards 

for academic achievement, or a unique curricular focus, or low tolerance for misbehavior, 

and identifying for the consumer what they will not lose by enrolling their children there. 

The Pence parents chose this path. They worked to develop a school that prioritized 

certain aspects of cultural awareness they themselves valued and similar to certain 

features of the private school in the city mentioned by Teacher Audrey earlier; the Pence 

founders identified global citizenship as a school theme and placed a curricular focus on 
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second-language acquisition. They sought to promote the idea of the school to like-

minded parents. But they found within the first two years that a fully bilingual school 

could not be sustained, because, as one Pence staff member put it, “the realities of 

whether or not you could quickly build up the student base were questionable, whether 

people would be afraid, you know, ‘what is this model? Would I send my kid there? Do I 

think they're getting the same education? I don’t speak Spanish, how am I going to 

support my kid?’” (Administrator JH, personal communication, June 3, 2014).   

 

In alignment with both the visible, promoted feature of global citizenship and the desired 

but less visible feature of a certain social status/capital associated with having culturally 

diverse staff, many of the teachers hired in Pence’s early days were fluent native Spanish 

speakers from other countries. This meant most “were not trained teachers. Or if they 

were trained teachers in the country they came from and they didn’t have equivalent 

certification in Pennsylvania” and that because of their native fluency, “there have been 

excuses and exceptions made from the very beginning of the school” (Administrator JH, 

personal communication, June 3, 2014). The idea of a new charter school with an 

immersive focus on language acquisition, taught to all students by non-white teachers 

from Spanish-speaking countries, devolved over time into a two-track system where 

some students would get fully bilingual education in every class, and some would get 

second language instruction for a portion of each day, four days a week. And the focus on 

hiring native speakers from abroad also shifted over time, so that Pence now hires local 

bilingual teachers, most of them white. In the first eight years of Pence’s existence, white 

students of privilege filled out the Fluency track of this program, and African American 
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students, who were also often socio-economically disadvantaged, filled out the Language 

Instruction track. Over the past few years track enrollment has gotten more diverse, but 

the two-track system is still firmly in place. 

 

Today Pence’s enrollment is larger than the local public K-8 school closest to the park 

where the Pence founding parents met one another. Pence adheres to the required School 

District citywide school choice lottery policy to fill seats, and enrolls those students 

whose parents choose to send them to an alternative to their neighborhood school, drawn 

from all over the city. According to the school data collected by the SDP, about 50% of 

the students at Pence are considered economically disadvantaged, which is on par with 

that local K-8 public school, but across the District as a whole about 87% of the student 

population is considered economically disadvantaged. Currently Pence has an overall 

student population that is slightly more than 50% African American (which is about on 

par with the percentage of African American students enrolled in the traditional 

Philadelphia district schools) but due to that same computerized District lottery draw – 

and which parents chose to put their child’s name into that system of choice, or were 

even aware of its existence – the incoming Kindergarten class for the 2014-15 school 

year at Pence is 22% African American, and 45% Caucasian. In the 2013-14 school year, 

these numbers were 39% and 26% respectively (Administrator JH, personal 

communications, June 3, 2014 and December 4, 2014). 

 

Pence provides for students from across the city, and the families that send their kids to 

Pence are assured that what it provides is vastly better, safer, more rigorous, and more 
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effective than a typical Philadelphia public school, or than a charter school managed by a 

charter management organization. Many know this in a subjective way, from personal 

experience (as many have had other children who have attended District schools or have 

had other charter experiences) and they know this in a purportedly objective way, given 

that they hear the perpetual bad news about budget constraints, school closures, and poor 

performance in the Philadelphia public schools. And as one sixth-year Pence teacher put 

it, “I just think our issues wouldn’t even be thought of as issues in someone else’s 

program…There’s so many other bigger issues, that ours are like – everyone wishes they 

had our issues, I’m sure” (Teacher Molly, personal communication, June 13, 2014). Yet 

the Pence two-track language instruction model has resulted in a deep racial and 

socioeconomic segregation of the student population. There are few African American 

teachers on staff, and the teachers are currently engaged in ongoing professional 

development about racial proficiency. As of the 2013-14 school year, Pence was rated in 

the mid-70s (out of a possible 100) on school performance by the Pennsylvania 

Department of Education (McCorry, November 10, 2014). And the school has no 

empirical data on how and whether its graduates succeed in high school or college.  

 

What is indisputable is that Pence is a vital, clean, vibrant, colorful, safe space for kids. 

The school building has wide bright hallways, large windows, colorful locker bays, and 

an enclosed play yard and garden space. It shows well. Yet my first impression when I 

began observing at the school was that this was a space in which white professionals 

spend a lot of time setting standards for the noise level and behaviors of non-white 

students. Having been in charter environments that are much more controlled and 
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controlling of student voices and actions, I could see that this school was disruptive by 

comparison; in contrast to a large Philadelphia middle school, however, Pence was as 

peaceful as a Quaker meeting. These initial reflections about the space further fueled my 

curiosity about how teachers here make meaning of their experience. Who are you as a 

Pence teacher, at this independent charter school which operates in a competitive 

environment much like a small business? How does this all work within the backdrop of 

a “failing” public school system, in this racially and socioeconomically diverse city, and 

at this particular moment in American public education? Given that all these things come 

into play in your daily work life, what are the features, both overt and invisible, of this 

school culture – and of the teacher’s role within it? Do the teachers here know which 

shoes they have on, and for which audience they are dressed?  

 

Visual culture content within the research setting  

My starting point was an analysis of the visual culture content of Pence (how Pence 

presents itself visually), which both incorporates the other contexts of analysis and which, 

when found in classrooms, can reflect teachers’ expressions of their professional selves. 

Visual culture critic Paul Duncum explains that visual culture is a generalized term for 

postmodern everyday aesthetics, what we encounter visually in schools, stores, “city 

streetscapes, and tourist attractions as well as mass media images” along with images 

streamed to us over the internet – all of which are now part of ordinary, daily life and the 

daily life of a school (Duncum 1999, p.296). Duncum describes the comprehension of 

such visual contexts as a psychological counterweight, and a balancing of self-identity, 

against the “aestheticization of everyday life [which] involves…how we all construct our 
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appearance for ourselves and for others” (Duncum 2007, p.288). The function of visual 

culture is to transmit values and beliefs, and to do so in an unconscious manner; 

“[i]deology works because it is unconscious,” Duncum notes, “it operates behind our 

backs. Hegemony…works its way through ordinary social exchanges [and] establishes 

the parameters for thinking and feeling outside of which it is not possible to think or feel 

or act alone” (Duncum 1999, p.299). And as educator Patricia Amburgy describes this, 

with respect to the interpretation of visual culture, “viewers may actively and critically 

interpret what they see but viewers may also passively accept dominant constructed 

meanings” (Amburgy 2011, p.6). And in her work, Lipman suggests that the educator, 

particularly in contemporary urban education, must ask whom this passivity benefits. 

 

Signs, lists, and messages for a range of audiences are on almost every wall at Pence. The 

school’s visual culture content reiterates ideas about and the ideals of the school in a 

pervasive and direct manner, primarily with text. Each classroom and hallway contains 

bilingual postings of the school mission statement along with a list of directives for 

expected student behavior at the beginning of each class (called the “First Five Minutes” 

list). There are also additional posters, in two languages, directing students to follow 

three key rules when in hallways and on stairwells, and other posters identifying the five 

aspects of being a Pence citizen, which include “using Pence actions” and “being a team 

player” and “making everyone feel welcome.” On the staff room bulletin board, several 

lists are tacked up including one outlining the acceptable student behaviors at recess 

(students are to stay away from cars, slide one at a time on the recess yard slide, no 

playing tag on the mulched areas). Other notices remind teachers of the school’s 
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maternity leave policy, announce job openings and teacher awards, list when students 

should or should not see the school nurse, and detail the appropriate responses to bullying 

behavior or anti-LGBT language used by students. Also posted in the staff room, and 

above the lockers in several hallways, are glossy laminated signs that list what one 

teacher laughingly referred to as the “global citizenship proverbs” – Pence’s version of 

employee workplace motivational posters that have questions for teachers to ponder, 

such as “Did you know that when you make students responsible for their belongings you 

are nurturing global citizenship?” Posters describing global human rights and religions 

from around the world line the stairway walls, as well as a display of photographs about 

the history of the school building. 

 

Along the main hallway on the ground floor, near the front door to the school, there is a 

large wall space used as a display area for projects that promote the culture of Pence. For 

one week in March the wall was covered with notices about acts of kindness which 

students in all grades had engaged in; each act was printed onto award which was then 

posted. The awards listed “Lining up for recess quietly so that other classes could focus” 

and “Deciding to read a book while his classmates watch a movie he could not watch due 

to family beliefs” as examples of acts of kindness. A small poster on construction paper, 

with words in magic marker written by a second grader, was also attached to the wall 

next to the awards. It read “Don’t act up. Help out.”   

 

From April through June this same wall was gradually covered with a growing number of 

black and white copied photos of K-3 graders. Each photo was of an individual student 
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holding up a card that stated what they wanted to be when they grew up. Their aspirations 

ranged from artist to soccer star to doctor to biologist to judge to police officer to 

President. One happily grinning student wanted to be a “ninja y maestro.” The display 

was in the most visible area of the school, near the front door and right next to the main 

office, right down the hall from the cafeteria, where everyone – all Pence students, 

teachers, staff, parents, visitors – could see. The concept and placement seemed a 

heartfelt reflection of school pride. But the images were also visually evocative of 

something else: each image contained just the head and shoulders of a child, facing the 

camera, each one holding an 8x10 card with writing on it, directly in front of their chest, 

much like mug shots.  

 

On the wall across from the display area is a permanent mural, created years ago by 

Pence students and still bursting with color, which states in Spanish that the school is all 

about global citizenship. Next to this mural are the emblems from the Pennsylvania 

Department of Education that certify Pence has achieved AYP in consecutive years. And 

near those emblems are notifications of awards to the school, including a plaque from a 

prominent international investment bank’s foundation, given to Pence in 2008 for its 

focus on promoting global cultural awareness. There are also wall-sized maps by the 

stairwell on each floor of the school. 

 

Pence has no art program in grades 6-8, and only one period of art class per student per 

week for students in grades K-5, so older students’ classroom projects (on geography, 

literature, math) make up much of the school’s artwork. Multiple map projects, designed 



 

62 

 

by students, line the hallway near the 7th and 8th grade classrooms, including one 

outlining how resources and populations are dispersed around the globe. The question 

“How do maps affect your thoughts about the world?” is printed on white paper and 

posted near a cluster of these resources maps. I found myself re-reading that almost every 

day that I was at Pence. This was one of the few questions I saw posted in a public area 

of the school that did not refer to actions and behaviors, but rather to critical thinking and 

intellectual engagement.  

 

Listings of the “right” behaviors, school guidelines, “proverbs” about citizenship, posters 

on human rights and global religions, Pence’s achievements on State tests, the images 

and statements presented on the display wall, and status recognition from an investment 

bank and student- work-as-art all intermingle in the space inside Pence, and teachers are 

saturated by this all, every day. As part of her research, Lipman examined the focus on 

testing in school reform policies in Chicago and how this pacified both pedagogy and the 

actual language of teaching and learning. “As accountability measures exert real authority 

over student, teachers, and school administrators and permeate instruction,” she found, 

content and context become dis-embedded; a “staff development session on ‘critical 

thinking skills’…was about teaching children how to think about test questions…[an] 

example of ‘making students part of the educational process’ was student’s making  up 

their own multiple choice test questions” like those on a State test (Lipman 2004, p.80). 

These examples reveal acquiescence to the accountability mindset that permeated the 

educational settings Lipman studied. But this type of acquiescence is not limited to how 

textual information is formally structured or delivered within the classroom. 
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The aspects of visual culture that Duncum critiques are typically dis-embedded symbols, 

but they can also include physical environments, and images of those environments. An 

example of this is photographer Richard Ross’ Architecture of Authority, a collection of 

images of specific public places that were designed for constraint: jails, the lobby of a 

Secret Service office, border crossings. But the book opens with a photograph of the 

Montessori circle at his children’s school, a reminder “that coercion starts young and 

wears many disguises…The legendary open-classroom approach of the Montessori 

method is curiously contradicted by the big white circle on the floor…Does the circle 

have to be literally drawn to make the point about fitting into a system?” (Ross 2007, 

p.10) Lipman addresses this idea as well, by noting how urban spaces in our globalized 

society often become both a visual fetish and an element of social control, explaining that 

as “global economic processes make gentrification ‘the cutting edge of urban 

change’…education policies become a material force supporting the displacement of 

working-class and low-income communities, the transformation of others into urban 

ethnic theme parks, and the consolidation of the city as a space of corporate culture” 

(Lipman, p.179).  

 

Pence is part of that corporate culture space in marginal ways, via small visual reminders, 

such as the colorful sign attached to its entrance gates listing the corporate sponsors who 

helped to pay for and build the school’s playground. But in terms of the organization as a 

whole, the school has never been part of a charter management organization, is situated in 

an extant 100-year-old public school building (as opposed to an office building), and was 

founded by a group of community parents (not an outside organization or business 
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group). The examples of the visual culture in the wide Pence hallways capture the visible 

features the school wishes to promote. They also echo aspects of the more subtle, 

sometimes invisible features of the school that can impact teachers’ professional 

identities.  

 

Pence is not part a chain of urban charter schools, so it does not have on display 

consistent, pre-packaged marketing messages framed by a larger corporate entity. Pence 

does however use its visual culture to present the ethics of the organization – both the 

educational ethics, represented by the school’s curricular focus and policies, and also 

Pence’s business ethics, as represented by those organizational structures, actions, and 

messages to employees that promote adherence to ethical action (and to the values of the 

Pence community) in order to ensure the school’s longevity. When asked about the 

business ethics case for charters in Philadelphia, a former member of the SRC explained 

to me that the best case is when charters are viewed as “a repair and recovery strategy” 

for Philadelphia, “a response to a crisis” and a means of finding best practices to 

implement in traditional schools, rather than as a long-term or stand-alone solution (J. 

Dworetzky, personal communication, February 7, 2014). Pence does not present itself as 

a temporary solution, a test case, a laboratory for best practices, or a means to recovery 

for the SDP; it is a stand-alone solution. 

 

Visual culture content in Pence classrooms 

You come to know about how Pence views discipline and self-discipline (of teachers and 

of students), expectations of interpersonal relations within the space, and the value it 
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places on the cultural capital of global citizenship when you read what is posted on the 

hallway walls. But alongside the school mission statements, guidelines posters, and 

examples of student work, the school’s classrooms also contain teacher-generated visual 

discourses. Such in-classroom examples of visual culture express to others something 

about that teacher’s sense of values and purpose, but these also reiterate to that teacher 

who they are as professionals within the school culture, and how they make meaning of 

themselves within this setting. And all visual culture content, both in the shared hallways 

and in individual classrooms, also reflects back to teachers the other contexts (structural, 

organizational, political, psychological, emotional, social) that impact their perceptions of 

themselves and their work. 

 

In Teacher Rob’s 7th grade social studies classroom, for example, he shares a personal 

creed on posters in the front of the classroom, written in both English and Spanish: 

I believe that you are all capable of doing great things. I believe everyone is 
smart in his or her own way, and we all deserve respect. I believe that hard works 
leads to success. I believe there are no shortcuts on the road to success. I believe 
we were all meant to love and be loved. Life is hard, and I believe true success 
lies in making this world an easier place to live in.”  
 

Rob, who is in his third year teaching at Pence after teaching at another charter for one 

year, describes his professional identity as an educator rather than as a teacher. “I mean, 

for me, when I think of a teacher I think of someone specifically in a classroom that is up 

in front of the room talking to people” he explains, and  

when I think of ‘educator,’ I think of it being a little bit more well-rounded, and 
that it addresses more elements of the students and their lives. So not just, you 
know, their academic growth, but also social emotional, you know, their self-
confidence, their self-image, and I feel like that…that’s probably for me the more 
important part of my job…if they leave and feeling good about themselves and 
having a positive self-imagine, and believing that they’re smart, and believing that 
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they’re capable, and interacting with their peers, and believing that their voice is 
worth hearing then those are the things that are really important to me…and I 
think that the academic learning comes as a result of the other things that we do, 
making kids feel comfortable, making them feel like they’re listened to, that kind 
of thing (Teacher Rob, personal communication, May 6,2014).  
 

Rob’s choice of visual content, so prominently displayed at the front of the room, aligns 

with both his self-description and with his view of the values of Pence. Like every other 

teacher in the building, he must teach to the standards, but he sees his key role as an 

educator as developing the emotional maturity and confidence level of his students.  

 

I observed Teacher Ella, who has been at Pence for four years, discussing constitutional 

amendments and what an ACLU “bust card” is with her 8th grade social studies class. On 

one of her classroom walls was a large poster with an drawing of and a quote from the 

writer David Foster Wallace: “The really important kind of freedom involves attention, 

and awareness, and discipline, and effort, and being able to truly care about other people, 

and to sacrifice for them, over and over, in myriad petty little unsexy ways, every day.” 

Ella says she teaches best through connecting content to students’ experiences and by 

encouraging their participation, rather than through direct instruction. She views herself 

“first and foremost as a teacher” and explains that “[t]he longer I’m in the position the 

more I…think about teaching as encompassing…relationships with my students and less 

about what specifically I teach them. So I’d say that [my role] is ‘in progress,’ or that it’s 

like in motion.” She also believes that: 

the kids have to really care about what I’m trying to get them to learn. And if 
there’s no reason for them to care then there’s no reason for them to learn it, and 
there’s no reason for me to be teaching it…So I would say that’s key, like 
[content] has to really be directly meaningful. They have to want to know about it. 
So relevance is huge for me. And I would say the other thing, although I struggle 
with it…is like them being able to have a community of learning with each other. 
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So the idea that they want to ask each other questions and help each other find the 
answers. And they want to work together and tackle something together…I want 
very much to have a classroom where like, you know, when someone has a 
question they don’t just ask me. They’re asking each other, and they want to help 
each other, and they want to learn together, and they want to figure out what 
things mean, and like tackle issues together. So that’s a big part of like my dream 
of how teaching and learning works (Teacher Ella, personal communication, April 
20, 2014). 
 

Teacher Nia is in her first year at Pence, and she self-describes as both an educator and an 

advocate, explaining to me that her primary responsibility is “to educate my children to 

be successful in the world that they live in…but also to be able to advocate for them and 

with them or at least teach them the ability to advocate for themselves when necessary.” 

For her this approach to pedagogy aligns with her philosophy about the profession: 

I’ve always been told that a teacher can never be ordinary, because if a teacher is 
ordinary that means your students are ordinary. And the purpose of teaching is to 
help mold the minds of these young children who will then go onto shape the 
world. So as a result you’re responsible as a teacher is to shape the future…I truly 
think that my role as an educator is to help these children develop into good and 
progressive human beings…When I first started teaching I wanted to give them 
the skills they need to be successful in life. And now I have learned to 
differentiate between the two. That being progressive includes the skills that you 
need to be successful in life, but that it can’t be limited to that…to be a 
progressive human being you have to have the skills to hold down a good job. 
You have to have the skills to be able communicate with your peers. You have to 
have the skills to be able to navigate the information that you’re getting. So it’s a 
part of it. But the big picture here is to help them become progressive human 
beings (Teacher Nia, personal communication, March 26, 2014). 

 

Nia attributes part of her understanding of the purposes and meanings of teaching to the 

Moral Sciences classes she attended as a child in school in India, classes which stressed 

both religious and secular moral actions  (be polite, be respectful of elders, obey your 

parents, be truthful). This is similar to what U.S. educators call character education, 

which emphasizes, among other things, student docility, dependence on adult approval, 
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respect for authority, and the acceptance of hierarchical structures of power as natural 

(Halstead 2010, p. 305). At the charter school where she taught previously (before 

moving to Pennsylvania), they had a specific curricular focus on character education, 

which Nia describes as particularly relevant when teaching a population where many 

students are from  

a divided household where parents are working hard to make ends meet or 
sometimes there is no adult in the picture that is actually taking care of the child. 
The child is basically raising themselves…the values that they need to become 
good human beings aren’t coming from home, so they have to be taught 
somewhere. And so they had decided that school is the place that that needs to be 
taken up, and to a very greater extent I agree with that (Teacher Nia, personal 
communication, March 26, 2014).  

 

The visual culture content in Nia’s classroom is consistent with her perceived role as a 

conveyor of values, ethics, and morals. Posted in Nia’s 5th grade classroom there is a 

large sign across the back wall, next to the Pence behavioral guidelines, which reads 

“Remember, we all have choices. Choices have consequences. So be smart and make the 

right choice.” And near the front door there is a large poster reminding students of the 

ways they can show character – through wisdom, forgiveness, accountability, patience, 

and cooperation.  

 

Teacher Tina studied visual communications in her home country, worked for some years 

as a graphic designer, and taught design at the high school and college levels before 

moving to the United States and getting a job teaching K-3 at Pence four years ago. She 

feels her visual arts background helps her when teaching young kids with low literacy 

skills. Her self-definition is that she is a “teacher and entertainer who performs each day” 

and her pedagogical approach aligns with her view of Pence’s teaching model: the 
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responsibility for the learning process is on the students, and for them to learn, they have 

to be in control of themselves and know what consequences are. She tries to “encourage 

exploration with self-control, so that their brains can work better in two languages” 

through “a combination of toughness and high expectations and a creative and hopeful 

and positive attitude” (Teacher Tina, personal communication, April 28, 2014).  Her 

current Kindergarten classroom is covered with images – of animals, plants, colors, etc. – 

all posted at the height of an average 5-year old. The classroom rules are posted high up 

on the wall, above the whiteboard, which you would not find if you were not looking for 

them.  

 

In Teacher Hannah’s 4th grade classroom the space is divided into the working area 

(shared student work tables) and the reading/group seating area, which is a typical Pence 

classroom setup. The room is bright and very organized, particularly in the reading area 

and around the badge board by the classroom door (for students to quietly excuse 

themselves and take a badge when they need a hall pass to the restroom.) All the posters 

listing class rules, school guidelines, class goals, etc. in the classroom are in Spanish, as 

is the day’s agenda, which is listed on the whiteboard at the front of the room.  

 

Above her desk in the back corner of the room, however, is a poster in English, with a 

quote on it attributed to Albert Einstein: “Everybody is a genius. But if you judge a fish 

by its ability to climb a tree, it will live its whole life believing that it is stupid.” Hannah’s 

view of her professional self is that she is a guide more than a traditional teacher, 

particularly because the students she teaches are at an age where they are starting to 
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become independent people and independent learners. This is her third year teaching at 

Pence. When it comes to her pedagogical practice and her perspective on the philosophy 

of teaching, she explains: 

[My approach] is focused around student voice. So trying to let students have as 
much power in the classroom as possible and giving them as much responsibility 
as possible... like the way we run the school with responsive classroom, it puts a 
lot of responsibility on the students, and they create their own classroom rules as 
part of the design, and they create their own school rules as part of the design too. 
So it’s kind of a little bit of both... I usually find whenever I teach something new 
it’s hard for me to think about it through that lens. Like we were teaching 
protractors, for example, in Math, and so those couple days of lessons were very 
like teacher-driven, direct instruction, ‘this is how we do it, now you practice, 
now we do it together, now we check.’ And classroom management-wise it’s 
never very successful for me, like it’s not the way I want to be teaching, and it’s 
not the way that they’re used to learning in this room. It’s always a little more 
frustrating, and then I get frustrated with them. So it’s the kind of thing where I 
have to remember that part of it when I’m teaching (Teacher Hannah, personal 
communication, March 21, 2014). 

 

The Pence school guidelines and mission statement are posted prominently in Teacher 

Leah’s classroom, just above where students’ daily writing workbooks are stored, and the 

mission statement poster has also been signed by each student in the class. At the front of 

the classroom, on one portion of the whiteboard, directions for expected student behavior 

are listed. And on the other end of the whiteboard there is another poster, connected with 

a recent content unit Leah taught, which reads: “What are Civil Rights? What are ways to 

prevent conflict? Who has the power?”  

 

Leah has been at Pence for four years, and describes herself as a teacher and an adviser 

who enjoys that part of teaching where “I can kind of come along side and listen in and 

kind of advise from the side and find the thing that I need to teach.” This is a self-

perception she has evolved into after over a dozen years in the profession, teaching first 
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in a Christian school and then in the Philadelphia public schools before coming to Pence 

four years ago. She explains:  

When I first started teaching I didn’t have any teaching background. I was an 
English major and kind of fell into teaching. And I was strictly by the book…as I 
got more comfortable and took more classes I would say that I kind of have taken 
bits and pieces of everything. And so I think I want to see where kids are at, and I 
want to help them get to the next place. I really love books, and I love writing, 
and so I want them to love books and writing too, and I think I’m way more 
interested in that than figuring out what the Common Core [new national 
education standards] says right now. I’ve read the Common Core, and I’ve tried to 
think how that fits in, and sometimes I don’t quite understand what it’s asking me 
to do, and I much more want kids to love books and reading and writing…to me 
that’s introducing them to great things, sharing great things with them, encourage 
them in their writing, writing a lot. And to see their power in it, their choice, what 
they can do with it, that they can explore the world more, that they can make an 
impact on the world (Teacher Leah, personal communication, April 7, 2014). 

 

Teacher Audrey has been in the profession for almost 30 years, and at Pence almost since 

it opened. She views herself as a teacher, a resource for students and for her teaching 

team, and, because of her tenure here, as an informal school historian. Her role includes 

modeling emotional responsibility and truthfulness to her students so that they can “learn 

a confidence…about their own abilities” which for Audrey “involves not just math but 

speaking, writing, articulating how you feel, communication…how to be 

responsible…how to speak to one another respectfully…just being civil, learning to take 

care of one another in a way that’s nice” (Teacher Audrey, personal communication, 

February 24, 2014). And in her classroom, the walls are almost entirely covered with 

student math projects, which are organized and lined up neatly, as are all the books and 

other materials in the room. The only messy space in the room is her desk, which is so 

laden with books and papers you cannot see its surface.  
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One coordinated example of how Pence shares its school culture visually (and socially) is 

through the end of year global citizenship concert. For the 2013-14 school year, the 

concert theme was identity, and student drumming, dancing, and singing performances 

were each linked to this theme. To publically signal cohesive school identity to the 

students, teachers, and parents in attendance, the students wore a rainbow of Pence school 

t-shirts, each grade level in a different vibrant color. Events like this obviously have 

visual elements (and motivations or aims) that are far harder to ignore than posters or 

maps on hallway walls that one passes by every day. Through my role as researcher I 

noted every aspect of Pence visual culture incessantly, and individual responses to (or 

participation in) the visual culture context varied widely. Yet I observed that every 

teacher in the school was very aware of it at least once: when they had to block it out. For 

testing week during spring semester, teachers spent hours taping up construction paper in 

their rooms, as all text and every image on every classroom wall had to be completely 

covered for testing periods, per Pennsylvania’s state mandate.  

 

Perceptions of teacher autonomy 

As Soreide (2007) has found through her research on teacher identity constructions, the 

development of visual culture within classrooms, with content generated and chosen by 

teachers, is a way of using narrative resources to construct autonomous, contextual 

identities. Creating and posting visual culture content is both a process and an act, a 

presentation of signs that reflect both the inner dialogues that teachers have with 

themselves and the dialogues teachers are engaged in within the culture of Pence. It is a 

way of expressing intersubjectivity and also individuality. Perinbanayagam (2000) puts 
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this same idea in another light: “The self, it turns out, is not elusive nor is it mysterious” 

he writes, “rather the self is manifest in the acts, the individuated product of a mind, that 

the actors and others recognize and classify as the issue of an embodied identity…The 

self is not a static thought-way but a recursive sign or system of signs” (Perinbanayagam, 

p. 45).  

 

Like every school, Pence as an organization provides teachers, students, visitors, and 

parents alike with signs and systems of signs that signify the organization’s “self,” the 

meanings of which can be interpreted broadly – in part because Pence is not a franchise 

of a larger chain of charter schools. Pence has not sold itself as a place that promotes the 

very visible feature of global citizenship and which also has, for the teachers, an invisible 

feature of implied autonomy, because the interpretation of meaning about visual content 

in the classroom and its relevance to teaching is perceived to be up the individual 

educator.  

 

In interviews with Pence teachers, this carried over into perceptions of independence 

about teaching practices, and how such practices impact students. As Teacher Sam (who 

has been teaching students with special needs for seven years, and working at Pence for 

the last two) described this: 

I think that that is what people predominately see around here…they just kind of 
feel inspired by teachers who kind of decide what it is that they’re going to do 
with their classroom, and how they’re going to organize data, how it is that 
they’re going to teach their class…You go into a lot of different rooms, and you 
see that teachers have many different styles.  It’s not that everyone’s doing the 
same objective.  I do, we do, you do…And I think it’s great, because the kids get 
a pretty well-rounded education (Teacher Sam, personal communication, March 
12, 2014). 
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Teacher Karen taught at a charter school for four years before she came to Pence this 

year, and that school was run by on of the key charter management organizations 

contracted to run multiple school sites in Philadelphia. Her experience there was of 

constraint. At Pence, it is of autonomy: 

The central office [at her former charter school] micromanages the teachers, and 
the teachers are supposed to micromanage the children. So that didn’t give me a 
lot of room to try to grow as a professional and explore the things I wanted to 
explore and do the things that I knew create those rich, authentic learnings 
experiences. I definitely, within my building and with my colleagues, found some 
opportunities to do that, but was never really able to really meet my professional 
goals, because they’re just really rigid…Here you have autonomy and with that 
you have independence. And there’s absolutely collaboration, and there’s 
absolutely support, and there’s absolutely camaraderie…it’s a little more 
relational here…you as an educator need to build your relationships and find your 
collaborators where they’re going to resonate with you, and where you think 
they’ll be beneficial, and where you put the effort (Teacher Karen, personal 
communication, April 10, 2014). 
 

What became evident from my interviews and observations of teachers at Pence was best 

summarized by Karen: teachers at this school build, find, create, and engage in ways that 

help them to sustain themselves, because the school culture conveys to them that they 

have the autonomy to do so. The posters in the hallways and the school guidelines in 

classrooms serve a function but teachers did not describe feeling constrained by these 

signs and systems of signs. As Teacher Lisa (who is in her first year teaching English 

Language Arts to middle school grades at Pence) explained to me, “[The] school 

guidelines [poster] needs to be in your classroom. So there are some things…like, ‘every 

classroom needs to have those to continue to build as a community.’ And that thing? I 

never look…That means nothing to me” (Teacher Lisa, personal communication, April 

29, 2014).  
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Embedded in this response is an aspect of professional self-identity. As Perinbanayagam 

notes, acts that help to define identity are individuated but also shared, and the meanings 

of acts are shared. The culture of Pence is one where teachers’ actions about visual 

culture, and choices about how and whether to engage with it, are enactments of not just 

their professional identities but also a reiteration of one of those features that seemingly 

differentiates Pence from other urban charters: teachers’ sense of autonomy. This is the 

shared perception about which Pence teachers express pride. But the perception of 

autonomy, or at minimum the ability to distance oneself from some of the ever-present 

signs and systems of signs in Pence’s visual culture by sarcastically referring to them (as 

Leah did) as “global citizenship proverbs,” is not actually professional autonomy or 

freedom. Just as the perception of empowerment or independence within the classroom is 

not the same as organizationally-sanctioned teacher empowerment/self-governance.  

 

One very overt example of this distinction is a story Leah shared with me about how the 

Pence administration responded to missing their AYP goal last year: 

[T]here was a genuine concern. And the administration addressed that concern by 
moving towards something that I definitely disagreed with, which was every six 
weeks we did testing.  And we were supposed to write these tests and then use the 
data to analyze what the kids needed. I mean, there was best practices involved in 
it, and I could see the good in it, but I have a hard time figuring out how to 
discretely test English Language Arts concepts anyway on a multiple choice test. I 
see it as an art, and so it was kind of making me crazy. And I felt like every six 
weeks we couldn’t get the – the administration helped a lot that they got a 
Scantron machine, and they gave us time outside of class to write the tests or put 
the tests together. But all of that time I would’ve been rather creating the next 
project the kids could work on. And so it did feel like it took time that I would 
rather have been doing something else. And I didn’t see that it was helping the 
kids all that much (Teacher Leah, personal communication, March 31, 2014). 
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By the end of the year, the administration relented and the testing pressure eased. Leah 

perceived this as a win; “to me, the administration tried something, it didn’t work, we all 

talked about it, and we changed” (Teacher Leah, personal communication, March 31, 

2014). The teachers also suggested that the school integrate after-school tutoring into 

their early dismissal Wednesdays, then developed the structure to provide this tutoring 

and worked it into their own schedules for the 2013-14 school year. In Leah’s description 

of this experience, the administration of Pence was responding to teachers’ voices. 

Teachers did not feel the supplemental testing was useful or effective, and asked to 

change the newly implemented policy. The change that occurred was teacher-driven, and 

Leah conveyed a feeling of pride about that in her discussion with me. But the need for 

change was predicated on an organizational decision that did not include teacher voices 

at the outset, which reflects an organizational ethic.  

 

That the Pence teachers saw copious testing as disruptive and ineffective and it took a full 

school year for the administration to concur (or to gather enough data on test scores to 

find the policy ineffectual) reflects the reality that their perspectives on the policy’s 

effectiveness were not considered when the policy was being developed. The teachers’ 

response to being forced to implement the policy was to find a way to meet the needs of 

students with minimal disruption in the classroom, but which disrupted teachers’ 

schedules, an action which reflects the teachers’ view of their ethical obligation to 

students. The Pence administration did not find the ideal solution to AYP panic, but 

Pence teachers did, and in the process developed the structure for an ongoing tutoring 

program that serves those students most in need of support. The solution has so far been 
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effective. But Pence teachers were not empowered agents through this process, because 

the choice was made for teachers by the administration about the organization’s response 

to missing the AYP for the first time. That choice amplified a problem, and the solution 

to that problem then had to be developed by the teachers.  

 

Feeling autonomous and empowered at Pence, as Karen and others explained, means to 

act on one’s own to make connections that are professionally sustaining, or to post 

messages in one’s own classroom that are self-sustaining, or to feel free to be creative 

with how you implement the required curriculum. The fact that Lisa can and does ignore 

the signs in her classroom, and Tina posts them too high for any student in or visitors to 

her classroom to even see – these are individual acts in individuated spaces within the 

school culture. But this does not mean teachers can autonomously self-govern, or have a 

seat at the table when policies that directly impact the business are devised and 

implemented.  

 

Pence was led for much of its existence by one CEO who was also one of the school’s 

founders. Her vision for the school’s identity is conveyed in the school guideline 

statements in each classroom, the listings of acceptable behavior posted in the stairwells 

and hallways, and in the ubiquitous posters on what it means to be a member of the Pence 

community. The legacy of her vision is what every teacher is responding to, both in terms 

of visual culture content, in terms of how the school administration forms policies and 

makes decisions, and in the school’s curricular focus. The former CEO and the founding 

parents sought to promote global citizenship as a school theme and supported this theme 
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with a firm commitment to the idea that all students would be taught a second language, 

ideally with an immersive approach. But like Leah’s AYP example above, this 

commitment did not involve teacher voice at the outset. And the implementation of this 

idea has had a fundamentally disruptive effect (explored more in Chapter 5) on teachers 

and students alike, and which Pence teachers are now being tasked with changing.  

 

Through interviews and observations, it became evident that the culture of Pence 

promotes the idea that teachers taking on responsibility for changing an aspect of the 

school culture should perceive it as personally empowering and a reflection of their 

autonomy in this workplace, which is something many teachers who have worked at 

other charters have never experienced. Because this is a charter, however, the teachers in 

this organization are tasked with finding solutions that both align with Pence’s business 

ethics and are reflective of thinking about future growth strategies predicated on product 

differentiation in an ever-growing urban market. And this is a job they have not been 

trained for. As educators they have instead been trained to attend to the real needs of any 

and all students, and to engage in the most effective pedagogical practices to meet those 

needs in the here and now.   
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CHAPTER 5 AT THE WATERFALL 

 

When we look at a waterfall, we think that we are seeing freedom of will and free 
choice in the countless bendings, twistings, and breakings of the waves; but all is 
necessary, every movement mathematically calculable. So it is, too, with human 
actions; we would certainly be able to calculate every individual action in advance 
if we were omniscient, likewise every step forward in knowledge, every error, 
every act of malice. The agent himself is admittedly stuck in the illusion of free 
will; if at some moment the wheel of the world were to stand still, and an 
omniscient, calculating understanding were to make use of this pause, it could tell 
the future of every creature, on into the most distant times, and describe every 
track on which the wheel had yet to roll. The agent’s delusion about himself, the 
assumption of free will, is itself a part of this still-to-be-calculated mechanism. 

Nietzsche (1878/1995), p. 82 

“It’s always been a discussion at our school” explains Teacher Charlotte, “our school 

culture in general…everybody’s opinions can be said and heard. And with that a lot of 

feelings come up and a lot of things come up.” We are sitting at a coffee house around 

the corner from Pence, and Charlotte is describing her decade at the school and the key 

structural issue that in her view impacts the culture of Pence the most. “There was a lot of 

things about race” she continues, 

and it was a time I was the only African American teacher period. And when I say 
period, well, we had like African American [teaching] assistants. We did have a 
black nurse. We had support staff and like office staff, but as far as classroom 
teachers there was a year or two where I was the only African American 
classroom teacher…So there was times when I was like ‘I’m not doing this 
anymore.  I’m going to dental school. I don’t want to do this!’ [Laughs] So this 
was hard at times. I’d take it home and my mom would say, ‘you can’t leave, like 
you have to stay there. When you look at the makeup of your students and they 
need somebody there to start looking up to that looks like them or someone that’s 
behind a desk that looks like them.’ So I felt like I needed to stay. But I enjoy 
working at Pence. I mean, with any teaching job it’s always hard, there’s always 
things, it’s frustrating, and you’re underpaid, but for the most part I don’t hate 
coming to work every day (Teacher Charlotte, personal communication, March 
27, 2014). 

 
Charlotte has moved from being a fulltime classroom teacher to a Teacher Leader at 

Pence over those ten years, and she views herself now as a both a teacher and a mentor. 
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Her role is part administrative, part classroom; she teaches part-time (3rd grade, Fluency 

Track), trains, observes, and mentors new hires, acts as a liaison between the CEO, 

Principals, and teachers, and helps define and present relevant professional development 

sessions for the Pence staff. Race is the most pressing and most pervasive topic in those 

professional development sessions, and teachers at Pence have been engaged for more 

than a year in a structured discussion (led in part by outside consultants) on race, 

privilege, and teaching students with backgrounds different from your own. The aim of 

this ongoing series of professional development sessions was for teachers to gain “racial 

proficiency,” meaning they would become more skilled at recognizing how race and 

racism intersects within Pence culture and in their own teaching practice.  

 

Ella is a co-coordinator of these sessions, and she defines racial proficiency as having to 

do with awareness, meaning “how aware I am of my own racial identity, how conscious I 

am of how that…impacts my teaching…how much space I create in my classroom for 

students of all races and backgrounds to be academically and behaviorally successful” 

(Teacher Ella, personal communication, October 16, 2014). According to Ella, part of the 

impetus for this work was the observed disparity (which is just now starting to be 

analyzed by the administration) in disciplinary action between white students and 

students of color. More students of color regularly receive negative disciplinary actions at 

Pence, which the coordinators of the professional development sessions on racial 

proficiency believed was correlated to the cultural competence and awareness levels of 

staff and teachers. 
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Charlotte and I discussed how Pence has approached this problem and where the story of 

this particular feature of the school began. The invisible (to outsiders) feature of social 

segregation is, as Charlotte describes it, an outcome of the choices made by the former 

CEO and the school’s founders about how to approach bilingual education. “I think it 

started – honestly, the race talks started years ago, again, because I’ve been here, I’ve 

seen the evolution – started off with the blatant line of division between [Fluency Track] 

and [Language Instruction Track]” she explains, a division which was present almost 

since the day Pence opened its doors:  

All the rich, white kids [were in Fluency]. And [Language Instruction] was all the 
black kids of all backgrounds. Like financially it was like you had the blacks who 
were doing fine, and then there was the ones that were living in shelters. Like it 
ran the gamut. So then when they started encouraging, because this is how they 
would present [Fluency to parents], ‘this is immersive, it’s really hard, you have 
to do a lot outside of school. You have to do this, and this, and this, and this, and 
then you homework in Spanish…’ Well if I’m a single parent of three kids, and I 
don’t get home until 7:00 pm, it’s hard enough just doing regular homework. I 
can’t do that. So it’s really hard for the dynamic of the parents…But then they 
started to sell it differently, so then you started to see a little bit more of the 
speckles into both [Fluency and Language Instruction]. So like I remember a 
couple of years when I started having like more than one or two black students in 
my class…and that blows my mind, that I remember when it was so blatant 
(Teacher Charlotte, personal communication, March 27, 2014). 

 

Perceptions of equity at Pence 

Charlotte has been actively engaged both in the creation of professional development 

sessions for teachers on race, and in working with the administration to find ways to alter 

the two-track system. She is a member of one of several strategic planning task forces the 

new CEO has formed to review plans for the school’s future expansion. And the message 

that Pence is “one of the only schools [in Philadelphia] successfully teaching an 

integrated student population” (as noted in the school’s new racial equity task force 
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mission statement, shared with me by Ella) is a prominent school feature, a prominent 

aspect of Pence’s current marketing approach, and part of their argument for expansion. 

But as Hannah explained to me, students in the Language Instruction Track have always 

been viewed through a “deficit model” by Pence teachers.  

 

Compounding this is the evident social division of students who “have been in the same 

grade for five years…and don’t even know each others’ names” because their academic 

lives have been so separated by the two-track approach (Teacher Hannah, personal 

communication, March 21, 2014). Charlotte reiterated that in her view everyone is 

missing out if students (and teachers) are starkly segregated by track. “I just remember a 

crucial time when it was like we had to figure out how to make it stop feeling like ‘us and 

them’ or ‘them and us, and them’” Charlotte says, “so discussions happened, ‘how do 

you all think as teachers we can start to blend in the two, [Fluency and Language 

Instruction] and that’s when the [blended art and dance classes in the lower school] 

started.” And making this core change in Pence’s organization after years in operation 

has meant that the administration and teachers have had to face the impact of that 

division, and the language used around and about race: 

[T]here were teachers – it was beyond the students.  It was the culture of the 
teachers also, and the teacher in the middle of this conversation said ‘well it’s just, 
my students are afraid, because a lot of the [Language Instruction] students are 
aggressive and loud, and my students are scared of them.’ And that was my 
deciding moment of, ‘wow, it’s beyond the parents.’  They always say it’s the 
parents, the parents, the parents. And it was like that moment, and someone called 
them out on that, and said ‘do you realize what you just said about them, they’re 
scary, them?’ It turned into ‘a group of students are scary.’ And so that’s, that’s 
when the conversation I feel like really was like administration was really like, 
‘okay, we need to figure this out.’ I don’t think they were fully equipped on how 
to deal with it (Teacher Charlotte, personal communication, March 27, 2014). 
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Charlotte describes her understanding of the purposes of teaching succinctly: “No student 

doesn’t want to learn. It’s my job to figure out how to make them want to show that they 

want to learn…Every child wants to feel good about themselves and their learning.” But 

like many other Pence teachers, she is continually in a position of responding – in 

interpersonal interactions and with her own inner dialogue – to Pence’s organizational 

ethics: 

It’s a scary thing to have to do self-reflection on [race]…but I can honestly say to 
this day even it’s still an issue. It’s beyond just having a culture disconnect with 
the non-white teachers with the African American students.  But it’s also me, as 
an African American teacher, with my non-African American students…It’s still 
a culture disconnect, and it’s a different thing, people are just different, culturally. 
But it’s not a bad thing, but it’s like I recognize it, and that’s the only way I can 
admit it and say it out loud and fix it. But if you’re not going to admit and say it 
out loud that’s where the problems are lingering, like ‘It’s not me. It’s not me. No, 
no, no, I love all my students. I don’t see color.’ Those comments are coming up 
[in professional development sessions]. So that is very frustrating (Teacher 
Charlotte, personal communication, March 27, 2014). 

 

For Charlotte, the story of Pence’s issues with “racial proficiency” comes into play as she 

makes meaning of her professional self in the context of the school. As Perinbanayagam 

(2000) notes, “class, race, caste, and gender, etc. are inescapably meanings derived from 

various discourses and assembled variously…and richly articulated in the mind and 

memories of the self” (p. 46). In Charlotte’s case, the social/structural element of race 

interplays with organizational responses and language use at Pence in which she, as an 

employee, is continually immersed. The actions Charlotte takes are informed by her own 

history, memory, and experience, and these shape her professional identity in this 

context. She had a hand in planning the August 2014 induction for new teachers, where 

one of the topics covered is how to build a racially proficient community at Pence. And 

during the summer of she also helped to create the mission and structure of the new 
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Racial Equity Task Force. One stated mission of this task force is to increase racial 

proficiency among staff and faculty, with the goal of achieving racial equity in students’ 

behavioral outcomes.  

 

Teacher Ann has been at Pence (on and off) for ten years total, first as a long-term 

substitute for all grades, then as a teaching assistant, and now as a 6-8th grade classroom 

teacher. Her subject is Spanish and she teaches students in the Lower Track. She sees her 

role as helping her students “make connections between themselves and others, make 

connections between their culture and others while also learning the language.” We 

talked about the culture of Pence, the history of the two-track system, and her perspective 

on that as a teacher and as an African American woman. She explained that for her there 

is a problematic intersection between the ethics of teaching and the culture of open 

discussion around race that the school is attempting to promote. In her view, the biggest 

ethical issue is teacher/student confidentiality, because “I think , teachers just talk or just 

feel like you need to share and we don’t always think about whether it’s appropriate to 

share, even with a colleague” (Teacher Ann, personal communication, March 17, 2014).  

 

Pence uses a community-focused responsive teaching approach. This “responsive 

classroom curriculum” was developed by the non-profit Northeast Foundation for 

Children and this teaching model is implemented at Pence in grades K-4. The model 

promotes respectful interpersonal interactions and the fostering of students’ emotion 

management. Proponents of this model strive to reiterate positivity across the school 

culture in order to build and sustain a stable school-wide community. This is reiterated in 
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Pence’s middle school grades by another approach, the Developmental Designs 

curriculum, which also forefronts social-emotional skills building and adherence to 

classroom and school rules and cultural norms.  

 

Ann strives to integrate Developmental Designs concepts into her own teaching practice, 

specifically encouraging students to be self-aware and that when they encounter an issue 

they should “work it out themselves…that’s what it’s all about. So they’re evaluating, 

they’re analyzing, they’re discussing, they’re being empathetic, they’re putting 

themselves in the place of someone else, they’re collaborating…to expose students to 

expressing their ideas without being really judgmental” (Teacher Ann, personal 

communication, March 17, 2014). As for the teachers, Ann’s view is that the ongoing 

push to get staff to engage in this same kind of critical thinking and self-expression 

around the issue of race through the directed professional development sessions is linked 

to a perception about teacher-student relationships: 

I think [Pence administration] started [the professional development] because 
teachers were requesting it. So I think that that’s how it got started. I think that 
teachers said ‘we need someone to come in, like we need some outsider to come 
in…to give us some guidance and some thought questions, facilitate some 
discussions.’ So like how useful it’s been I don’t know…I think the teachers were 
complaining to the administration that we need to talk about things. And to relate 
better to the students (Teacher Ann, personal communication, March 17, 2014). 

 

But this effort is constrained, in Ann’s opinion, by two organizational realities, two long-

term tensions, within the Pence culture. These tensions impact how and how much 

teachers at Pence talk about and share understandings on a range of issues, including 

race. The first is the exclusion that teachers who only work with one track experience and 

how this exclusion shapes perspectives on students, parents, and other teachers. That 
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exclusion also shapes Ann’s view of Pence community values and how she talks about 

her work at a school with a two-track curriculum: 

I’m one of only two teachers [who teach 6-8th grade students] who never works 
with the [Fluency Track] students…So because it’s a different dynamic between 
the two programs, between the students and the [Fluency] and the students in the 
[Language Instruction] program, it’s different because I never see the [Fluency] 
students. So the only reason I know most of them now is because I’ve been at 
Pence so long, so I’ve had them all when I was a sub. I remember when they were 
in second grade. But four years from now I won’t know the [Fluency] students, 
because I never worked with them…So like it’s very different – there’s different 
parental involvement, there’s different part of knowledge the kids are coming in 
with, like different backgrounds amongst the students in the two programs 
(Teacher Ann, personal communication, March 17, 2014). 

 
As sociologists Brubaker and Cooper (2000) note, this kind of reification is a social 

process and “it is central to the process of ‘ethnicity,’ ‘race,’ ‘nation,’ and other putative 

identities” which can “crystallize, at certain moments, as a powerful, compelling reality” 

(Brubaker, p. 5). This socio-organizational reality of Pence impacts the story of Ann’s 

past, present, and future, and thus her story of the school culture as well. And her 

perspective on the two-track system was shared by the majority of the teachers I spoke 

with. 

 

The second organizational issue Ann describes, and which in her view directly impacts 

her role and experience at the school, is that Pence was founded on another form of 

exclusion. “I think that the founders of the school were upper middle class,” she explains, 

“and like, a lot of the first families were upper middle class, that they weren’t as 

concerned about salary, because they had comfortable salaries,” she explains: 

I feel that for them it wasn’t as much as a priority as making sure that they had 
like this dual-language program, and, you know, they had the global citizen 
curriculum. I think for them, well, you know, yeah, their teachers when they 
started, making $36,000 or $38,000, like that’s okay, because like ‘the school is 
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awesome’…I’ve had several conversations with teachers here who have had to 
borrow money from their parents or move in with their parents. Or one teacher 
who was eating peanut butter sandwiches and apples every day, because that was, 
like, her protein. She couldn’t afford to buy meat. So she would eat lentils and 
make a dish or something out of the lentils. That’s crazy…As a Pence teacher, we 
just don’t get paid enough…[it’s] one of the main factors with our turnover, more 
than anything else (Teacher Ann, personal communication, March 17, 2014). 
 

This same concern was also expressed by several of the other Pence teachers I spoke 

with. Ann explained to me that she persists at Pence despite these issues by thinking 

about, speaking about, and acting on solutions. She has acted on the pressing issue of 

compensation by becoming a member of a newly formed teacher task force on teacher 

pay and turnover, which the new CEO just agreed to meet with on a regular basis.  

 

As Akkerman and Meijer (2010) noted in their research of teacher identity development, 

teachers continually engage in processes (external and internal, active and reflective) and 

through these find their own identity positions. This activity results in the acquisition of 

insights and information that in turn help form professional identity. Ann’s action on an 

issue that matters to her is evidence of this, and gives her a sense of empowerment 

because being on the compensation task force gives her an opportunity to speak to the 

CEO. But unlike their colleagues in traditional public schools, teachers in charter schools 

generally have no group affiliation (like a union) or broader educational bureaucracy in 

place that frames the basic ethics of education, supports the development of their 

professional identities simply as educators, or provides protection for them when they 

take action. And any actions do they take are done at the risk of unemployment. 
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Pence teachers are positioned, as are all teachers in charters, to have to negotiate around 

(or navigate priorities based on) business ethics, organizational processes, and policies 

and practices for which they have no training and about which they have no leverage. 

Ann explained that on policy issues, Pence teachers generally lack both voice and choice, 

which was yet another point she raised that was echoed by many other Pence teachers. 

Regarding the decision the CEO and Board eventually made to shorten spring break and 

to add President’s Day as a work day (due to the winter weather closures), for example, 

Ann asked  

Did we have a choice? No, there was no discussion about it…some decisions we 
know do come from the Board, or from the admin, so we’re told there isn’t really 
room for discussion, so it’s like teachers, we might feel like we didn’t have a 
choice. Why didn’t we vote? Why couldn’t we extend a day in June? The choice 
was made for us” (Teacher Ann, personal communication, March 17, 2014).  

 

In a similar vein, regarding compensation at Pence, Ann describes that the pay scales and 

incremental increases for teachers and counselors is a matter of public record, while the 

pay scale for administrators is not. “I have no idea how they [the administration at Pence] 

figure base pay,” she tells me, “it could be a like a handshake in a backroom.” As Ann’s 

experiences with the compensation task force and around the professional development 

sessions on race convey, Pence teachers push for equity from below (for themselves and 

for students) and are continually made responsible, as employees, for changing on behalf 

of the organization. 

 

From Teacher Kevin’s perspective, Pence’s ongoing professional development on race, 

led by “a couple of professors from [a local university] who are allegedly experts, it’s 

okay. I mean, I think we, in some ways, some of us are resentful about it. Why focus on 
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race when there’s so many other things that you need to have conversations about” 

(Teacher Kevin, personal communication, March 10, 2014). Kevin came to teaching after 

a long career outside of education and has been at the school for eleven years. His self-

definition is “teacher/coach/dad” and he sees that his role at Pence changes depending on 

who is looking.  

I teach math, but my job is way bigger than that” he explains, “My job is to try to 
teach them how to be responsible, mature young adults…helping prepare them for 
the world…I think [my role] is defined by different people differently. I’m a math 
teacher. I hope and I think that I’m a molder of young adults. I think that’s how I 
see myself, and I think generally that’s probably how other people see me, and 
hopefully that’s how people see most of us here” (Teacher Kevin, personal 
communication, March 10, 2014).  

 

Regarding his pedagogical practices at Pence versus other schools (he taught previously 

at what he called “hellholes in North Philly”), Kevin tells me “I can’t imagine that I 

would be any different in no matter what setting I was in. You go in and you teach 

[students] things that you think are important, some of them are aligned to the standards, 

some of them are aligned to your personal philosophy of life” (Teacher Kevin, personal 

communication, March 10, 2014).  

 

Regarding the impact of the ongoing professional development sessions on race, Kevin 

notes the psychological and emotional aspects of the process, and its limitations: 

I guess some of the conversations that have come up in the race [professional 
development] sessions are interesting, because…some of the things they say to 
me it’s like ‘that’s ridiculously obvious. Why does that even need to be 
mentioned?’ But then other folks come from different backgrounds and didn’t 
understand the impact that race has on African Americans in particular. They 
grew up in white, suburban neighborhoods and barely knew any African 
Americans their whole lives. So I think given that experience it’s pretty 
impossible to know how an African American feels day in and day out dealing 
with the things that they have to deal with. I mean, we had, during one of those 
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sessions we had a circle, and everybody had to share about something, and when 
it got to be my turn I kind of broke down talking about my life. I had a pretty 
tough childhood. And I grew up in the projects, and I could go on forever, but I 
was poor...but ultimately not black, so I can’t know what it feels like to be black 
(Teacher Kevin, personal communication, March 10, 2014).   

 

For Kevin, teaching is not a process of self-discovery. “When I started working here” he 

explains, “I was already who I am…you know, hopefully we all evolve, but I don’t think 

my social or political views have changed much in the last 30 years” he tells me. He did 

not (and Pence administration would not have allowed him to) sit out the professional 

development sessions on race, for example, and he explored his own memories and 

experiences while taking part in those sessions. That he makes sense of that engaged 

narrative process through an individualist, slightly detached, stable/static lens is an aspect 

of his professional identity (teacher/coach/dad) as well. This is one example of how 

“signs of identity, with their logical structures” are “put into practice in everyday life to 

organize the world in which an individual has to live. The signs become elements of the 

acts, the meaning and significance of which may change as they proceed…to claim an 

identity by an act is also to claim a place in an evolving narrative” (Perinbanayagam ,p. 

105).  

 

Although he explains that his identity is static and fully formed, Kevin is, like all the 

other teachers at Pence, actually part of an evolving story within the school about race 

and how teachers must become more skilled at identifying racism and its impacts. The 

organizational narrative about how to address these impacts places the resolution 

squarely on the shoulders of teachers, each of whom must engage in a reflective process 

about the issue.  
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Who is responsible for equity? 

Teachers at the school are being tasked with generating an interpersonal solution (by 

communicating about race and racism) to an embedded organizational problem (the 

negative outcomes of the decision to maintain the two-track system) that was created by 

the administrators of Pence. Teachers are taking part in ongoing self-education through 

professional development sessions, which is both difficult and admirable, and they are 

doing so based on their perceptions of the disruptive and destructive sense of social 

segregation at the school. But Pence teachers were not the original proponents or 

developers of the policy that actually caused the extant social segregation of Pence. They 

were not the authors of the organizational choice that has led to the problems they are 

tasked to solve, but they have been doing emotional work, as individuals and as a 

community, around the problems that resulted from that original organizational choice.  

 

The new Pence racial equity task force evolved from the professional development 

sessions on race and its goals and mission statement were developed over the summer, 

before the start of the 2014-15 school year. Members of this task force (which will meet 

throughout the year) will be tasked with the development of a supervision and evaluation 

system that assesses teachers’ cultural competency, the development of further 

professional development sessions which will equip teachers with intervention strategies 

to hold colleagues responsible for racially equitable practices, the development of 

training for all staff on handling student behaviors in non-structured settings, and the 

examination of institutional practices that have led to segregation at Pence – but there is 
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no call for a dismantling of the current program structure. And, according to the task 

force mission statement, Pence employees will be asked to provide the administration 

with guidelines about hiring practices and assessment tools about cultural competency to 

use with school employees, and to use intervention strategies to hold others’ accountable 

for racially equitable practices. Such requests for teacher/staff surveillance of 

teacher/staff behavior mirrors the “pervasive monitoring” approach most charters 

(particularly those operated by charter management organizations) use with students, 

only in this case applied to adult employees, with an expectation that they will be 

compliant informants. (Goodman 2013, p. 90)  

 

To paraphrase Kevin, one of the things that the Pence community needs to have a 

conversation about is why they have maintained the two-track system at all. The product 

differentiator (conceived of by parents and the first CEO at the school’s founding) of 

fully immersive bilingual education gave way, a few years in, to the reality of the two-

track system. After the first year in operation Pence started attracting urban parents who 

were not necessarily interested in immersive language learning for their children, and at 

that time the school had the flexibility to opt for a language intensive model (providing 

second language instruction to all students who attended) instead of sticking with the 

Fluency Track/Language Instruction Track split. As an independent charter, Pence had 

the flexibility to make that choice. But this was not the choice made. And now, more than 

a dozen years later, Pence teachers are being tasked with finding resolutions to problems 

(among both students and teachers) which stemmed directly from that original, 

organizational decision. And the creation of the racial equity task force makes an overt 
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and vaguely punitive connection between the psycho-emotional work teachers are 

currently doing as employees regarding racial proficiency, the purported organizational 

aim of equity for Pence students, and how Pence markets itself as a successful diverse 

school in Philadelphia.  

 

During my interviews with Pence teachers, I asked each of them to personally define 

equity in the context of the school and in their roles as educators. Their answers were 

very clear, and revealed a shared value and meaning about the issue. Teacher Diane, who 

has been teaching Kindergarten at Pence for three years, and worked at two charter 

schools before then, described equity as “making sure that every student gets what they 

need” (Teacher Diane, personal communication, April 11, 2014).  Rob said equity meant 

“receiving what you need to be successful” (Teacher Rob, personal communication, May 

6, 2014). Rose said it meant that “everybody should be having the same chances to learn” 

(Teacher Rose, personal communication, April 9, 2014). Karen described equity as 

“different students need different things, and in order to support them, you can’t have a 

one size fit all” (Teacher Karen, personal communication, April 10, 2014). Nia described 

equity as “giving what the students need when they need it” (Teacher Nia, personal 

communication, March 26, 2014). Teacher James, a long time Pence ELL teacher whose 

current position involves school-wide data coordination, said “I think the adults in this 

building really understand that fairness is giving everybody like whatever they need to be 

successful, and that’s going to look differently for every single child in this school” 

(Teacher James, personal communication, April 2, 2014). And Teacher Patty, who has 

been teaching Spanish at Pence to grades K-2 for two years, explained “When I think of 



 

94 

 

equity related to education it’s almost like ‘everyone has what they need in order to be 

successful’…I don’t think you’re ever going to reach a point where students have 

everything equal coming into the school, but at least we can do our best to kind of make 

sure they have what they need” (Teacher Patty, personal communication, May 29, 2014).  

 

When each of these Pence teachers defined equity, they centered the idea in their 

classrooms and on student needs. In the classroom teachers attend to issues of equity and 

equality at every turn. When Pence as an organization grapples with the issue, the focus 

differs. As employees of a charter school with a particular curricular differentiator, 

teachers here have to work on issues of equity both as an aspect of the business ethic of 

Pence and to support the school’s brand. But how do those involved make an ethical 

decision about resolving the equity “problem” Pence has? How can they make an ethical 

decision?  

 

Teachers and staff are all aware of this feature of Pence. There are differing imperatives 

about resolving the issue. The racial equity task force and professional development 

sessions are seen as actions taken resulting from awareness. But “awareness does not 

necessarily promote responsibility” and can lead instead “to oversimplified and direct 

applications of knowledge” that, in this case, focus on the employees’ perceptions of race 

and racism rather than on structural or organizational solutions; those in a position of 

power (to promote and then require engagement in professional development sessions on 

race, etc.) support approaches that are, in fact, basic mechanisms for the shifting and 
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sorting of employees, not substantive approaches that are a result of facing an aporia 

(Koro-Ljungberg 2010, p. 606).  

 

This essential, impassable issue is embedded in the school culture, and in teacher identity, 

at Pence. It impacts decisions about the future and impacts daily interactions. It also 

impacts perceptions of the ethics and purposes of teaching. As Charlotte describes this, 

I just think about the substance of it. Like as far as equity, as far as in our 
classrooms, like how fair is it…just because the two classrooms are given equal 
amount of instructional time, but how equitable is it if this is a brand- new teacher 
with two more students because their classroom is bigger as opposed to this 
classroom with a teacher that’s been there for eight years? How equitable is that 
learning as opposed to that learning? So in theory it’s there, but in reality is it 
really? So are we providing supports to make it more equitable over here than 
over here? (Teacher Charlotte, personal communication, March 27, 2014) 

 

This idea of the provision of supports connects to another aspect of equity in charters: 

how they attend to students with special needs. The Pennsylvania charter school law 

provides charters with a fixed amount of special education funding, redirected from 

public schools, to offset costs associated with special needs students. Until the most 

recent version of the state education budget approved by the Pennsylvania legislature 

(which modifies the formula somewhat), the allocation formula was based on a fixed cost 

per special needs student/fixed population percentage of 16, meaning that 16% of 

students are assumed to have special needs and money is allocated to each district in the 

State based on that number.  

This formula has “generally discouraged [school] districts from identifying too many 

special education students” because when those districts calculate “per-pupil district 

special education expenses to determine payments to charters, the state bases the number 
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of students – the denominator – on the 16 percent rule. So districts with more than 16 

percent special needs children pay charters a larger amount than if the actual numbers 

were used” which ends up rewarding the charters (Hardy 2014). Charters are also not 

required by the state to specifically provide tracked expenditures per individual student, 

and one recent analysis of data on the subject showed that “Pennsylvania charters 

received close to $200 million for special education students that was not spent on 

services for them” (Hardy 2014; Browne 2013). As another report put it, “Under the 

current funding formula for special education tuition payments [in Pennsylvania], the 

charter schools received substantially more in tuition payments for special education 

students than they reported for spending for special education” (Schafft 2014). 

 

Though operating within this questionable funding structure, the two Special Education 

teachers whom I observed and interviewed at Pence also had set definitions of equity, and 

these were tied to their daily work. For Teacher Sam equity means “everyone is kind of 

treated the way that fair should work for them” (Teacher Sam, personal communication, 

March 12, 2014). For Teacher Kay, who has been at Pence for eleven years, equity means 

“giving people what they deserve regardless of who they are, what they are, and what 

skills they have…students, teachers, parents – you assume nothing” (Teacher Kay, 

personal communication, March 27, 2014). Both teachers expressed that the purposes of 

what they do were linked directly to their professional actions, which impact the social 

and emotional well-being of their students and, in turn, the culture of the school: 

At this school – and, you know, we have a lot of students with behavior issues – 
as a Special Ed teacher I see a lot of that. But I never have felt disrespected by a 
student. Like even a student that hasn’t been a positive exchange, I don’t ever feel 
like it’s been personal…I think that students kind of realize that there’s no one 
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here that’s out to get them. At least that’s the impression that I get from my kids, 
and I hope that it’s true…It feels safe, I think. I think that people feel really, really 
comfortable here. We have kids that don’t want to leave here, because maybe 
their home lives aren’t that great. We have kids that have great home lives, and 
they still don’t want to leave either, because they have a lot of things that they can 
get involved in. Kids love to stay for office hours. They love to come up here for 
lunch. It’s nice that they like the support of their teacher. They don’t see it as like 
the authority. They see it kind of as someone who’s there to help them (Teacher 
Sam, personal communication, March 12, 2014). 

 
So we have a responsibility to educate students in all areas, the whole child. So I 
think of, when you say ‘whole child’ that’s where you’re helping them socially, 
emotionally, whether you’re helping with academics, it all kind of goes hand in 
hand. And my approach, and I feel Pence’s approach, has always been to educate 
the whole child…like, just doing what we’re supposed to do, educating our 
children, in the best way we can and keeping it about the kids and not so much 
about the numbers, the money and everything else…actually sticking to our 
mission and vision to the best we can (Teacher Kay, personal communication, 
March 27, 2014). 
 

For Sam and Kay, providing the necessary supports to students with special needs means 

enacting a professional identity that is other-focused and holistic, an identity as an 

employee that is only marginally connected to the complexities of funding. Because they 

work at a charter, both feel they have resources they might otherwise not have, resources 

that allow them to provide supports that help students and also affirm these teachers’ 

professional ethics. As Sam explained to me, “The caseloads here are very small. In the 

past I’ve had much larger. When I taught at a different charter school in Philly I had over 

30…So this is a nice size. Last year I think I had 12 students” (Teacher Sam, personal 

communication, March 12, 2014). 

Structural challenges to equity 

The idea of equity as expressed by all of the Pence teachers I spoke with informs what 

they do every day and, from their vantage point, the goal of equity also shapes the culture 

of the school. This is their shared perception, and their hope. These teachers take actions 
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around equity and engage in self-reflection which informs their professional identities. 

But issues related to equity at Pence are not resolvable by teachers. This is in part 

because the two-track curriculum which has led to segregation at Pence is an 

organizational/policy issue, not simply an individual, psycho-emotional one, and for this 

to change it would have to be addressed by the Pence Board, funders, and administration.  

 

Another reason teachers at Pence cannot rectify issues of equity at the school is that there 

are structural inequities “baked in” to charter school legislation which have a lasting 

impact on equity across all schools in Philadelphia. As former SRC member Joseph 

Dworetzky has explained, each time a student enrolls in a charter school, the local school 

district must transfer the costs for that student (minus non-education budgeted district 

expenditures like adult education, student busing, facilities costs, etc. as outlined in 

Section 1725-A of the Pennsylvania School Code, 2002) to that charter school and in 

some manner then reduce the district costs in order to maintain a balanced budget.  

 

But students do not enroll in charters in whole class groups. One student may leave a 

public school kindergarten class, another a third grade class, and another a sixth grade 

class to attend charters, but just because each of these classes has one less student this 

does not mean the school district can directly save staffing costs by immediately laying 

off a kindergarten, third, or sixth grade teacher. It simply means those classrooms will 

each now have 31 students instead of 32.  
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Precisely because there are a range of fixed and variable costs for schooling, and there are 

also costs that are slow to vary, there is budget constraint on any district as long as 

charters siphon funding. Imagine, for example, that the per student “all-in” cost in the 

School District of Philadelphia (SDP) is $10,000 and that charters siphon off about 

$8,500 of that when a student goes to a charter school. Using this example, Dworetzky 

notes that “historically, the [SDP] has been able to shed only about $4500 in costs per 

student” in any given year when there is a charter transfer, leaving the SDP with a large 

net loss each time a student leaves. And this cycle repeats every year.  

 

This funding formula holds true for charters whether they are “brick and mortar” or cyber 

charters; each and every charter school, even if they have no costs for maintaining a 

building, busing students, or after school activities, gets funding from the district at the 

same level. Similarly, if a student who lives in the SDP transfers from a private or 

religious school to a charter school, the Pennsylvania charter law requires that the SDP 

send that charter $8,500 for that student, but “because the student was not in a District 

school before transferring, the District had no prior costs associated with that student that 

can be shed” so the net loss for the SDP in that situation would be the full $8,500 

(Dworetzky 2013). Add to this the realities of special education funding noted above and 

the 2013 decision by Governor Tom Corbett to eliminate any reimbursement from the 

state to public school districts to ease this funding issue and the funding inequities 

become structural. As one school superintendent in western Pennsylvania put it, “The 

more money that we have to pay out for charter school expenses…we’re experiencing 
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increased class sizes, less money to pay for textbooks and programs, less money to pay 

for staff” (Delano 2013).  

 

The Pennsylvania Department of Education withheld nearly 9 million dollars from the 

SDP budget between 2011 and early 2013 and redirected those funds to six charter 

schools in Philadelphia that, it turns out, enrolled more students than they were 

contracted to enroll; over 5 million of the withheld amount went to just one school, the 

Walter D. Palmer Charter (Herold 2013). But in October 2014 the Walter D. Palmer 

Charter school was shut down. The school’s charter had been revoked by the SDP, a 

decision reached after years of “poor academic performance, unstable finances and 

failure of its associated foundation to maintain its nonprofit status” as well as mounting 

evidence that “Palmer had fraudulently charged the District for students that did not 

exist” (McCorry, September 23, 2014). And this is not a stand-alone occurrence among 

urban charters; as noted earlier, dozens of charter schools in Philadelphia are under 

investigation by federal authorities for precisely this type of fraud.  

 

Beyond the fundamental inequities of the charter funding system which has led (at 

minimum) to divisions and constraints around school resource allocation that hamper 

efforts toward equity, and beyond the organizational/curricular issue at Pence which has 

led to some racial segregation within the school, another reason teachers  are limited in 

their efforts to resolve issues of equity at Pence is that any teacher action around this or 

any other issue at the school that is not sanctioned by the administration (as the various 

task forces and strategic planning committees are) can always be responded to with 



 

101 

 

termination. Pence teachers currently have no collective bargaining rights. That Pence 

teachers believe that their actions reflect professional autonomy, trust, and empowerment 

which can lead to real change in how the school operates, and thus enhances their sense 

of satisfaction as employees, is actually an invisible feature of the school culture that 

works to the benefit of the employer, not the teacher.  
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CHAPTER 6 HOPE AS A PRESUMPTION 

 

Our social order will slowly melt away, just as all earlier orders have done, as 
soon as the suns of new opinions shine with a new heat over humanity. We can 
wish for this melting away only if we have hope: and we may reasonably be 
hopeful only if we give to ourselves and to others like us credit for more strength 
in our hearts and heads than we do to the representatives of what presently exists. 
This hope will therefore usually be a presumption, or an overestimation. 

Nietzsche (1878/1995), p. 239 

Accountability in education can be achieved at the macro level, according to school 

reform proponents (and as detailed in the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001) using an 

approach that is very basic in business economics. The formula is: education spending 

levels should be set based on the notion that productivity is equalized across all groups 

(advantaged students and less advantaged students), and such productivity is measured 

through an outcomes-based assessment of student achievement based on equalized 

outputs (student test scores) rather than equalized inputs (variability in the provision of 

educational resources and services) – so accountability in this context means that 1) 

education spending is premised on ensuring productivity, 2) spending is equalized across 

groups equitably and 3) spending is kept efficient by redirecting resources (if you spend 

less there, you can spend more here) to achieve maximum productivity (Aske 2013, 

p.112).  

 

The authors of this analysis of accountability conclude that the formula is not actually 

sustainable. The trade-offs between equity and efficiency can never be balanced. This is 

in part because continually higher levels of resources need to be re-allocated to groups 

with initial lower marginal productivity (less advantaged students) in order to achieve any 

parity on productivity with more advantaged students, so that “if compensatory education 
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is used as the metric of equity, it is impossible to achieve equity and efficiency 

simultaneously…thus the desired objectives of NCLB are inherently mutually exclusive” 

(Aske, p. 117).  

 

Working within the parameters described above, there is not really a solution to this 

problem, unless initial lower marginal productivity is raised without somehow tapping 

shared resources. Or unless those who exhibit lower marginal productivity are simply not 

counted in the data used to determine resource allocation. Or unless those less advantaged 

students who exhibit lower marginal productivity are denied resources all together.  

 

Two researchers from the University of Pennsylvania recently analyzed this issue of 

resource allocation impacting educational outcomes and found that an adequacy gap (“the 

difference between the resources that districts need for all students to achieve 

academically and the amount districts actually spend”) persists across all school districts 

in Pennsylvania, but is more prominent in districts with larger percentages of poor 

students, and is most prominent in the School District of Philadelphia. The researchers 

found that the SDP had an adequacy gap of “more than twice as large as the average 

district serving the same share of economically disadvantaged students” and the SDP 

“spent approximately 48% less than would be necessary to educate all students to meet 

performance expectations” (Steinberg 2014, p. 2-3). And the most recent data on student 

test scores in Pennsylvania (using the Pennsylvania System of School Assessment or 

PSSA) show declines in every grade level, across all groups, compared to 2011 PSSA test 

scores.  



 

104 

 

 

This decline in scores over time has paralleled both the reformulation of education 

funding first enacted by the Pennsylvania state legislature in 2008 and education funding 

cuts put in place by  Governor Tom Corbett in 2011, which resulted in staff layoffs and 

increased class sizes in over 60 percent of districts across the state. Today “school 

districts are still operating with hundreds of millions” less than in previous years, and it is 

“the poorest school districts where we often find the largest concentrations of students 

who are English language learners and who are in circumstances of economic 

disadvantage, those kinds of school districts disproportionately lost greater amounts of 

state money” (Chute 2014).   

 

Lipman describes this focus on educational accountability as “not a policy of public 

engagement in the improvement of schooling” but rather as “a panoptic system of 

surveillance that teaches people to comply and to press others into compliance” and as a 

means of assessing school quality, it is fraught with “a highly racialized discourse of 

deficits” because accountability measures are most often used to sort functional from 

dysfunctional schools predominantly along racial lines (Lipman 2004, p. 176-8).  The 

state-level policies aimed at ensuring accountability which have been put in place since 

2001 have had a range of negative impacts nationally, explored by Lipman and elsewhere 

in much detail. But one specific impact on the professional identities of teachers today 

can be easily summarized: the “history of this reform movement [around accountability] 

has been built not on teacher development but rather on a punitive accountability system 

of high-stakes testing” (Katz 2013, p. 19). As the former head of the National Education 
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Association commented recently, “as we are all so painfully aware, the current 

accountability system…is totally driven by high-stakes standardized tests” and teachers 

know that, for the present, “our lives revolve around testing” (Van Roekel 2014, p. 3-4). 

 

Imperatives for accountability at Pence 

When teachers at Pence talked with me about what accountability means, it was often 

talked about in emotional and personal terms – and the idea of compliance was ever-

present.  For Nia accountability means “making sure I’m doing what I’m supposed to be 

doing. And accountability takes the ugly face of standardized testing today” (Teacher 

Nia, personal communication, March 26, 2014). When Leah reflects on accountability, 

she thinks about “our supervision and evaluation, I think that’s accountability, and I think 

it’s really smart… I like that we’re being held accountable” and she explains “when [the 

former CEO] walked in the room, everybody sat up. I appreciate that we’re all going to 

do our jobs and someone’s watching. I kind of like it” (Teacher Leah, personal 

communication, March 31, 2014).  

 

Diane’s perspective is that accountability involves scrutiny from all sides, including self-

scrutiny. It “stretches to parents. And I believe…to teachers as well as the administration. 

And for me personally, I need to be able to go home at night and know I gave everything 

that I could possibly give today” (Teacher Diane, personal communication, April 11, 

2014).  For Tina, accountability is very basic; it means “I am accountable for whatever 

happens in the classroom, what they learn, what is delivered” (Teacher Tina, personal 

communication, March 28, 2014).  
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For Lisa, accountability is slightly more distant, more of “a checks and balances system” 

that ensures that “people are living up to the expectations set for them, whether [they are] 

administrators, teachers, students, parents, Board members, just that people are checking 

in to make sure that everyone is doing their job for the success of the kids” (Teacher Lisa, 

personal communication, April 29, 2014). And for Teacher Molly, who has been teaching 

middle school math at Pence for six years (after working for several years in the juvenile 

justice system), accountability is multi-layered and impacts language use at the school as 

well as her own perceptions of language and of time:  

[W]e’re held to those standards. I think we’re accountable for making sure that 
our kids are safe and happy and educated and have opportunities for the future in 
terms of getting into decent high schools in the city…And on the federal side, us 
making AYP, is like, we have to do that so that we can continue to do what we do 
well. Like we have to follow those [annual] benchmarks that they’ve set for us, 
we have to get here…We don’t want our charter revoked. We don’t want people 
coming in and saying ‘you’re not doing the job, because you’re not meeting these 
grade levels that we’re expecting you to meet at some point’…And it changes the 
way we talk, have conversations about things. It’s always there in the background 
of every conversation we have (Teacher Molly, personal communication, April 
13, 2014). 

 

The ideal of accountability is also expressed by some at Pence as compliance to a 

particular order, and for a future good. Teacher Jason has been a middle school math 

teacher at Pence for 3 years, but this year he has the acting Dean of Students. For him as 

an administrator, accountability means “children being accountable for their actions. As a 

teacher, I would say it’s making sure students are mastering the skills at the grade level 

that they’re currently in” (Teacher Jason, personal communication, March 6, 2014).  

James, the current Student Data Coordinator (and former Pence teacher), defines this as 

holding schools accountable for making students gain what they need for college or 
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careers (Teacher James, personal communication, April 2, 2014). For other Pence 

teachers, the intersection of accountability and compliance is seen as purposeful and 

inherently negative. When Hannah and I spoke about the issue, her response was clear 

and firm: “I think it’s punitive. It’s like a punitive kind of trying to measure what happens 

in a classroom, and too often it’s used against a particular teacher as a tactic of 

intimidation” (Teacher Hannah, personal communication, March 21, 2014).  

 

For Hannah this idea extends to students as well. The standardized tests “which change 

every year, of which [teachers are] not given any information of what’s going to be on 

them…these tests are going to matter for the kids getting into high school or not…And 

it’s crazy that can be the case” (Teacher Hannah, personal communication, March 21, 

2014). Karen explained that for her accountability was “a very politically charged word” 

and that her experience with it in her former charter (which was run by a charter 

management organization contracted by the SDP) was personally and professionally 

debilitating: 

I think that one of the big motivators for me leaving [her former charter school] 
was the accountability pay-for-performance system was so stressful and it was 
unpleasant… you had someone coming in in our observation notes every about 
minute or two they would list a percent of students on task. One student has their 
head down, ‘89% on task.’ I mean, the level of under-a-microscope accountability 
created an incredibly stressful environment that was, like, crushing. It was not 
easy to work there. And I think that when accountability creates a punitive 
environment, which it can both in the classroom observation realm, but also in the 
testing, AYP- funding realm, I think that that’s when it’s a runaway train, when 
people are scared into cheating on tests, because of ‘accountability.’ When people 
leave observation debriefs crying because they’re so stressed out that they’re 
going to have a pay cut next year or lose their job, because they happened to be 
observed on the wrong day, and a kid flipped out or something like that.  Those 
are when people become desperate and things don’t go well and both adults and 
kids, I don’t think it’s good for when it’s that extreme (Teacher Karen, personal 
communication, April 10, 2014). 
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Teachers at Pence, like all teachers today, are fully immersed in an ideal of accountability 

transmitted from the business world to education. Accountability in language, actions, 

metrics, data, testing, behaviors, expectations, and communication permeate their practice 

and also frame the terms of their employment. It goes without saying that teachers 

themselves cannot exert direct control over the lives of students outside the classroom, or 

control over parent engagement in students’ lives, or control student health or income 

level or cultural or racial background, which are all elements that impact students’ ability 

to achieve “maximum productivity.”   

 

Yet the overarching aim of accountability, as outlined by corporate interests and now re-

branded in education, is the financial health and success of the organizing entity. The 

focus is not actually on the health and success of individual students. Enhanced efficiency 

and productivity are goals that benefit the organization and aid in the process of 

developing new products to market.  Regardless, many Pence teachers share the view that 

there can be a direct connection between their own ethical sense of accountability as 

practitioners (and modeling this for students) and how accountability is framed in the era 

of charter schools and school reform, which they hope results in long term success for 

their students. This is despite the reality that the accountability measures and testing 

practices put into place over the past 25 years have yet to show that they ensure, or even 

promote, student success out in the world.  

Teachers’ perceptions of failure 
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In the contemporary school reform era, schools that do not meet certain performance 

metrics are seen as unaccountable failures that should be closed because they will not 

provide a future return on the investment in them by interested parties. The portfolio 

model (multiple organizations competing to operate schools in one district) of school 

privatization which was brought to Philadelphia by former Superintendent Paul Vallas is 

alive and well in the city today. This model is supported in part because it gives 

Pennsylvania, the SDP, and the SRC opportunities to, as one school reform proponent 

recently stated at a national education conference, “keep dumping the losers” just as one 

would dump bad stocks (Gym 2014).  

 

The metrics used by the State to evaluate success in Pennsylvania’s schools include test 

scores, attendance, graduation rates, and student improvement, which are combined into a 

School Performance Profile score. Over the 2013-14 school year, all but three of the 

city’s charters were given a score, and of these, 58% saw decreases in their scores from 

the previous year, including all of the schools run by one particular charter management 

organization (McCorry, November 10, 2014). But for teachers at Pence, failure is not a 

disgruntled investor, or a missed metric, or poor test score. Failure can be personal, 

internalized, and heartbreaking. It can be about students’ perception of their own 

capabilities, and their own futures. And interviews with Pence teachers revealed that 

failure has a shared meaning, one connected to the purposes of teaching, the idea of 

equity, and the ethics of the school itself.  
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Sam sees failure in terms of students’ experience and emotional well-being. For him, it’s 

“when kids, like, shutdown…when they’re sad and it’s like nothing turns them around, 

you know. To me that’s failure, because it’s like they’re not working towards 

anything…they don’t care at all” (Teacher Sam, personal communication, May 19, 

2014). Rob describes failure as 

when a student gives up on something. It’s when they no longer believe that 
they’re capable of performing a certain task. Or they’re no longer capable of 
being in a certain situation or dealing with certain people. And being able to turn 
them from that, because it’s so often that they’ll give up on something, but usually 
they’re pretty resilient. But for me failure would be that they walk away just 
thinking ‘I can’t do that’ (Teacher Rob, personal communication, May 6, 2014). 
 

And Nia describes failure in similar terms:  
 

I think when a child feels defeated, to me that’s failure. Not for the student, but 
for me professionally that somewhere I have not stepped in to tell this child that 
he has potential, that he or she has capabilities of succeeding. And then that might 
not be in Math class, but that his presence is of value. And so I think when a child 
internalizes that defeat, internalizes that low self-esteem I think that’s when I have 
failed professionally (Teacher Nia, personal communication, May 29, 2014). 

 

For James, the scope of failure is broader, and connects directly to the mission and 

history of Pence. His concern is that Pence faces a future where funding from the SDP is 

reduced, which would mean increasing their focus on fundraising and donations. This 

would mean the school would have to market itself to parents of higher socio-economic 

status, and James thinks this would fundamentally change the culture and goals of Pence, 

and result in less equity.  

That’s going to be I think the failure for us. That we’re going to end up – I think 
Pence will end up still as a school, but it’s going to end up being a school that 
doesn’t have a community that mirrors the city where the ethnic and social 
economic balances are similar to the city. It’s going to probably end up being 
more of a school that pulls more middle class and local right from this particular 
neighborhood of students versus throughout the city (Teacher James, personal 
communication, May 28, 2014). 
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Given the demographics of the Pence Kindergarten class this year (down to only 22% 

African American, and up to 45% Caucasian), James’ concern may well be warranted.  

 

Ella’s view of failure is also connected to the organization and concerns Pence’s plans for 

the future. The school presented two possible formal expansion plans in December 2014 

to the SRC for review. For Ella, replicating the two-track system in either of these school 

expansion plans would be failure, because it would show action without reflection. “If we 

took the model that we have, that is a flawed model, that we know is a flawed model, that 

we talk about how it’s flawed” she explains, “and then if we went and did it exactly the 

same way somewhere else, that would be a failure” (Teacher Ella, personal 

communication, June 13, 2014).  And for Patty, failure means accepting a statistical 

status quo about students’ futures:  

I feel like though if you ask the teachers around here, we have to be concerned 
about the state standards, but really [failure is] to not produce students who are 
successful in life as in completing high school, completing college. I feel like 
there’s a really big drive here to not accept the fact that a lot of these students, 
you’re traditionally, statistically going to drop out of high school and don’t go to 
college…like here it’s almost like there’s a culture where the expectation is you 
will get through high school. You will get through college. So I feel like that’s one 
thing is that just having students that generally would be considered to be 
successful in life that they are able to continue with their education and navigate 
these different situations with the skills that we’ve given them (Teacher Patty, 
personal communication, May 29, 2014). 

 

Pence teachers perceive that student failure is often connected to a lack of compassion, 

awareness, motivation, or engagement. These teachers feel a sense of personal failure as 

professionals when students’ needs are not attended to in a holistic way. Yet as 

employees they work in an environment that measures failure as the absence of specific 

quantifiable components in student achievement, just as every other charter does.  
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Teachers reiterated to me that their school is not as driven as other charters by the typical 

de-contextualized accountability measures which are then converted into product 

differentiators in the urban charter market. As noted earlier, Pence uses a responsive 

classroom approach, and the teachers also value reflection and responsiveness both in 

their practice and in the school community. This translates to notions about the culture of 

Pence, in which the values and voice of teachers have been perceived (by the teachers I 

spoke with) to play a large role in the past, particularly under the long leadership of the 

first CEO. But Lisa notes that in the present, with changes to the Board and a new CEO, 

this is changing:  

I hope that Pence continues to like follow in the footsteps of its history…But it 
seems as though more teachers are unhappy. More teachers are a little frustrated. 
And because of that the students are acting out in different ways like where we 
found more fights this year than we have in the past and things like that. So 
because there is now starting to be a relatively high turnover where there wasn’t 
before, and that’s turnover in administration and in teachers, I can see our mission 
statement crumbling a little bit, because you might not have the same community 
feeling among the like educators if they’re constantly turning over…So it’s a 
different feeling, and there has definitely been murmurs that Pence is deviating 
from what it started as and potentially worsening (Teacher Lisa, personal 
communication, April 29, 2014). 

 
The idea that there could be a visceral distinction between what teachers are held 

accountable for in the contemporary school reform era and in the current political climate 

(like test scores) and what teachers actually feel personally/emotionally accountable for is 

not unique to Pence, or to charters. This distinction is an invisible feature in many school 

cultures. Yet observing these teachers work, and hearing their descriptions of what 

accountability and failure mean, I was struck again by how organizational aims often 

superseded the professional ethics of the practitioners within that organization. Because 

in the accountability era, a teacher failing to foster a sense of self-esteem or self-respect 
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in one individual student is fairly irrelevant, unless this is shown to directly impact test 

scores, the AYP, and marginal productivity.  

 

Nonetheless the committed teachers at Pence consider that part of the ethics and purposes 

of the job is to shape students into good citizens, to encourage students to be responsible 

to their community, to be progressive human beings, to care for others, or simply to have 

self-respect. For these teachers, this is their professional identity, and they stay tied to it 

despite the accountability-era reframing of educational priorities happening around them. 

 

Perspectives on choice 

One such educational priority that has been reshaped and reframed over the past decades 

is choice. In a discussion about the concept of choice in education (which laid the 

groundwork for the development of charter schools), historian Daniel Rodgers explored 

how the 1960’s idea of school vouchers was reframed politically in the late1980’s into a 

debate with “democracy and choice moved into its center. Local public school 

governance had long been one of the most distinguishing features of the American 

polity” but “in the new turn in conservative writing on education, public schooling had 

become synonymous not with democracy but with a new authoritarianism” (Rodgers 

2011, pp.217-18). This shift in language was used to push a shift in perception about 

democratic processes in educational decisions, and about how public education should be 

organized. Historically school boards had been arenas “for democratic deliberation, 

compromise, argument, tax referenda, and election. But ‘voice’ in the arguments of the 

new voucher proponents was not the essence of democracy. What mattered was ‘exit.’ 
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Give unsatisfied education consumers the power to walk away” through school choice 

(Rodgers, p. 218). As Nia said to me during one interview, choice in schooling (of which 

Pence is a prime example) means “[b]eing able to choose a school that fits your 

philosophy of learning and teaching” (Personal communication, 3.26.2014).   

 

This same sentiment was captured in a remarkable policy essay penned by Ted Kolderie 

back in 1990, a policy essay that was used as the basis for the America’s first ever charter 

school law enacted in his home state of Minnesota in 1991. In his essay, Kolderie called 

for a change to the process of education on a broad scale. He proposed that in order to 

improve, if not perfect, public education, all states should give up the old idea of school 

districts as franchises and instead give more power to individual education consumers 

instead. “A State canting to create incentives for improvement will want first to withdraw 

from the district its ability to ‘take customers for granted’” he wrote, proposing that the 

state should “transfer the attendance decision from system to student…shifting from 

assignment to choice as the basis on which the student arrives at the school…Choice 

alone is not enough. But choice is essential” (Kolderie 1990, p. 5-6). He advocated for 

diversification in education offerings, with schools established by one local district in 

other locales (a city district running a school for at-risk youth in the suburbs, for 

example) and run by “Perhaps a business firm. Or an investor group. Or a group of 

parents. Or perhaps educators” which would be held accountable by “its sponsor, through 

the contract, and to its families, through choice” (Kolderie, p. 7-8). 
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This point of view, centering on educational choice as a form of consumer empowerment, 

was reiterated by Ella when we spoke. But as a practitioner in a charter school she sees 

the practical implications: 

I’m someone who’s like very sympathetic to, like, anarchist ideals. I love the idea 
of a school being a single, autonomous unit that responds to the community. So in 
that respect I think charters are awesome. I don’t want a big district. I don’t want 
someone far away telling schools what to do. I think schools need to be 
responsive to the people that are in them.  So, yeah, in theory that’s grand, but 
that’s not – when people who are running a school don’t know how to run a 
school, or aren’t responding to the community of the school and its surroundings, 
then it’s just as much of a mess as when someone in the state capital is doing it 
(Teacher Ella, personal communication, April 20, 2014). 

 
Diane sees the development of charters (as the embodiment of choice) as the best solution 

to a very real problem. Charters evolved in Philadelphia because  

the school system was failing, they were failing the children…And I feel like, so, 
parents should have their choice to be able to say ‘you’re not performing very 
well, and I want my child to go somewhere where people care about what’s going 
on with them.’ And it could be that because of financial reasons the teachers are 
overwhelmed by the amount of students that are in the classroom, which of course 
rubs off on how you interact with them. If you have 34 kids in a class I’m 
thinking you might be like ‘I give up, I can’t’ and then you don’t have the support 
of your administration.  You don’t have the proper resources…But somebody has 
to be accountable for that, and parents should have a choice about where their 
kids are (Teacher Diane, personal communication, April 11, 2014). 
 

And Teacher Rose, who has taught 1st, 2nd and 3rd graders at Pence over the last nine 

years, has a similar perspective:  

Because I think it’s like any problem…if you encounter a problem people are 
going to try to find solutions to their problem, and that’s why I believe that charter 
schools are a good solution. Like they encountered a major problem with 
education for so many years and nothing was happening that someone thought 
about let’s do a charter school, and it’s a business too. So from the business 
perspective you want your business to be successful.  So a charter school is 
offering that choice to parents (Teacher Rose, personal communication, April 9, 
2014). 
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Choice and accountability intersected in Kolderie’s vision of public schooling; citizens 

could be empowered to open independent schools, and parental choice would keep those 

schools accountable in some manner, as would the “contract” the schools have with 

whoever funded them. This approach was informed by the influential1983 education 

reform report, A Nation At Risk, which opened with a stark statement of fear – “Our once 

unchallenged preeminence in commerce, industry, science, and technological innovation 

is being overtaken by competitors throughout the world…What was unimaginable a 

generation ago has begun to occur – others are matching and surpassing our educational 

attainments” – and whose authors (members of the National Commission on Excellence 

in Education) concluded that “declines in educational performance are in large part the 

result of disturbing inadequacies in the way the educational process itself is often 

conducted” (U.S. Department of Education 1983, pp. 1-4). The report proposed education 

reforms that focused not on social mobility or equity, but rather on regaining a foothold 

in the ongoing global competition for knowledge, advancement, and commerce. This 

same idea was echoed in Secretary Duncan’s comments (noted in Chapter 1) about the 

most recent PISA scores. 

 

The authors of the report proposed changes to the educational process that included but 

were not limited to: school days and years being extended; moving “continually 

disruptive students” to alternative classrooms, schools, or programs; consistently 

sanctioning students for tardiness; and integrating work skills instruction into the 

curriculum as early as possible (U.S. Department of Education, p. 4). The idea that choice 

could be presented as a solution to the problems A Nation At Risk outlined made sense, as 
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it aligned with the report’s premise about changing “the way the educational process 

itself is often conducted” to improve America’s competitive edge and restore its global 

preeminence.  

 

That educational choice could link with outside/for-profit interests also echoed one of the 

report’s recommendations – private interests should play a larger role in both leadership 

and financing for education, and the Federal government a smaller one – and led, over 

time, to the creation of schools like Pence. Choice and charters were marketed to parents 

and communities by highlighting a very visible feature: your lack of choice in schooling 

can lead to failure, and charters and choice could give you a pathway to success, which 

you as individuals will now be empowered to take. As sociologist Renata Salecl has 

noted, “Capitalism has always played on our feelings of inadequacy, as well as on the 

perception that we are free to decide the path we will take in the future…And capitalism, 

of course, has encouraged not only the idea of consumer choice but also the ideology of 

the self-made man, which allowed the individual to start seeing his own life as a series of 

options and possible transformations” (Salecl 2011, p. 19).  

 

Despite Kolderie’s (and others’) presentation of a new choice-centered approach to 

organizing schools, the reality is that the American educational system is “one of many 

institutions that link individuals’ residential locations with their life chances…The fact 

that schools are typically organized and partially funded by residential districts means 

that the quality of one’s educational opportunities depends directly on where one lives” 

(Sharkey 2013, p. 14). In his recent work analyzing patterns of wealth and income 
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inequality, economist Thomas Piketty examined the connection between education and 

the promotion of social mobility, which had been the stated aim of public education over 

the twentieth century. The earliest incarnation of American public education was seen, in 

the early 1800’s, as a “levelling engine” that had the potential to equalize social power 

and reduce class distinctions (Kaestle 1983, p. 91). But Piketty found that  

even with the considerable increase in the average level of education over the 
course of the twentieth century, earned income inequality did not decrease…As 
technologies and workplace needs changed, all wage levels increased at similar 
rates, so that inequality did not change. What about mobility? Did mass education 
lead to more rapid turnover of winners and losers for a given skill hierarchy? 
According to the available data, the answer seems to be no: the intergenerational 
correlation of education and earned incomes, which measures the reproduction of 
the skill hierarchy over time [meaning the division between highly paid/skilled 
and less skilled/lower paid workers], shows no trend toward greater mobility over 
the long run (Piketty 2014, p. 484).  

 

This is in part, Piketty explains, because those American institutions of higher education 

which provide students with the training, skills, and networks that best predict success in 

high wage jobs have been, and continue to be, prohibitively expensive to attend for those 

of lower socioeconomic status.  

Research has shown that the proportion of college degrees earned by children 
whose parents belong to the bottom two quartiles of the income hierarchy 
stagnated at 10-20 percent in 1970-2010, while it rose from 40 to 80 percent for 
children with parents in the top quartile. In other words, parents’ income has 
become an almost perfect predictor of university access (Piketty, p. 485).  

 

In a recent national study of trends in educational choice, the data showed 90 percent of 

students enrolled in private schools in the United States in 2007 were considered non-

poor, versus 60 percent of students in public schools, and 88 percent of the parents of the 

students enrolled in private schools had some college/training post-high school, versus 68 

percent of parents of public school students (Grady 2010, p. 14-16).  And in terms of the 
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social mobility of African American students in particular, a review of data from the 

1960’s to the 2010’s shows that only about “35% of black children advance upward in 

the income distribution” in the United States and that a “majority of black families that 

begin outside the poorest quintile of the income distribution are not able to transmit this 

relatively advantaged position to their children” (Sharkey, p. 101).  

 

A Nation At Risk presented the country’s lack of global competitiveness (not the 

population’s lack of social mobility) as the most pressing educational process problem, 

and proposed that we change the process. New approaches to organizing schooling, 

including school choice, were developed to address this perceived competitiveness 

problem. Whether this was the most relevant problem that needed to be faced in 

American education is still debated – but for the teachers at Pence today, that issue is not 

very pertinent. They are working within a system that was offered as a solution and 

therefore they tend to view Pence as an example of a positive response to a problem. And 

their professional identities are linked to the idea that they are part of a solution.  

 

The teachers I interviewed and observed at Pence were not, however, unaware of the 

varied impacts of the broader charter/choice “solution” and how this has affected them as 

professionals. They see juncture of accountability, failure, charters, and choice as that 

most visible feature of schooling: money. Molly takes the view that Pence is a distinct 

and better environment (and thus a better part of the solution) than most other charters in 

Philadelphia, but it is unfortunately trapped by the resource allocation decisions that 

impact all schools in the SDP: 
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[W]e’re a charter school, but we’re different than the other charter schools…and 
we’ve always put ourselves different, and separate, and we got the [award from an 
investment bank’s foundation]…and now it’s like we’re just getting thrown in the 
mix…but we’re not like – it’s not who we are…And it’s hard to separate when 
the news doesn’t separate, the media doesn’t separate, you don’t have people in 
this school who are standing tall and separating us. And we’re just going to get 
thrown into the hot mess that’s happening [regarding school funding in the SDP] 
(Teacher Molly, personal communication, June 13, 2014). 

 

When we discussed his perspective on teaching at and funding for a charter school in the 

city, Kevin was typically pragmatic: 

I think some charters are great and some suck, I mean, that’s just the way the 
world is.  Obviously, in the last few years there have been some shut down 
because of mismanagement of funds. There are some that are, in my opinion, way 
too militaristic, but there are some great ones, and kids have a great experience, 
and they learn, and they grow. As far as funding goes…there’s the lack of 
resources in a lot of urban settings, and they’re taking it away, and now we have 
to buy all new curriculum to get ready for Common Core, and it’s supposed to be 
computer based, but many schools have no computer in their school. I just don’t 
understand how you can cut education funding (Teacher Kevin, personal 
communication, March 10, 2014). 

 
Karen’s pre-Pence experiences at both a charter and at a school in the SDP impact her 

perspective on how the “solution” actually functions, and how this can fail:  

[T]hat’s a reality that charter schools are expanding and the district is contracting. 
I don’t think that’s a good thing overall…It’s deregulation. You get some people 
who can flourish, and innovate, and shine, which I think Pence does, but it’s 
deregulation in the sense that you also get people who take advantage of that. And 
we have crooks in Philadelphia charter schools, people paying themselves triple 
salaries, and running bars out of their cafeterias, and engaging in horrendous 
nepotism…right now charters are public schools. They’re part of urban 
education…they definitely are a player, and you can’t ignore that (Teacher Karen, 
personal communication, April 10, 2014). 
 

And Hannah described the broader cultural implications of the charter/traditional 

schooling split, the social implications of how resources are allocated, and who this fails: 

[T]he creation of charters is leading to kind of a segmentation of the system, and 
it’s creating kind of an us-versus-them mentality, as far as district-versus-charter. 
It’s also creating more inequality…resources are very concentrated it seems like, 
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and not equitably distributed. And it’s created in the system where it’s like it’s a 
last resort to go to a local neighborhood school unless you live in very specific 
neighborhoods. And so that creates a whole culture of kind of disrespect towards 
those schools I think, and it kind of, yeah, you make a certain perception about 
those teachers, and the principals, and the students who go there (Teacher 
Hannah, personal communication, March 21, 2014). 

 

Charlotte reflected on the idea of choice as the catalyst for a shift in how education is 

funded in Philadelphia, but also more broadly — as a shift that is changing the culture 

and future of the city itself. Like many at Pence, she is torn between striving to provide 

something of quality to urban students (who might not get it elsewhere) and feeling a 

sense of control or accomplishment about that, and the choices about schooling being 

made all around her that have a greater cost: 

I think charters can be a great thing, are a great thing for the city as far as – we’re 
going back to the word – choice. But as far as School District of Philadelphia, I 
think that there’s an agenda definitely coming – I don’t know if it’s from the State 
or from the new school district superintendent, but they are breaking it down. 
They’re trying to privatize it, and they’re doing it slowly but surely. It’s like 
they’ve given up on the city of Philadelphia (Teacher Charlotte, personal 
communication, March 27, 2014).  

 

In interviews many Pence teachers acknowledged the direct and seemingly unalterable 

connection between charters, resource allocation, and inequity. But they did so with the 

recognition that they personally are part of a “good fight.” They work to provide a safe, 

stable, motivating, and academically rigorous environment for students. These teachers 

aim each day to create good citizens who have dual language skills and a sense of their 

place in a connected world, while as employees they have to respond to the seemingly 

ceaseless demands of the accountability era. They are acutely aware of the potential for 

corruption and failure within the system of charters in Philadelphia, and also that they 
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work in a growing charter system within a larger education system that is being slowly 

dismantled because of its perceived failings.  

 

The meanings these teachers make of accountability and failure, and of charters and 

choice, reveal yet another invisible feature of Pence that affects teachers’ professional 

identities: a persistent hopefulness about their immediate actions, mingled with a 

persistent sense of resignation about the inevitable.  Teachers work in community with 

each other within both a time and place, and teacher identity is framed by time. Ideas 

about the past impact actions and language use in the present, and the past and present 

impact individual and communal perceptions about what exactly might come next, and 

who shapes that future.   

 

Philosopher Calvin Schrag, writing about modern perceptions of identity and self, states 

this far more eloquently: “The self in community is a self-situated in the space of 

communicative praxis, historically embedded, existing with others, inclusive of 

predecessors, contemporaries, and successors” he explains, and though each individual 

self may be conditioned by contexts, they are not determined by contexts, and therefore 

(ideally) are able to make ethical choices and take decisions about “a particular tradition, 

a particular conceptual system, or a particular form of behavior” (Schrag 1997, p. 108-9). 

Yet Pence teachers’ sense of engagement in, or power over, what comes next for their 

school is not particularly strong, and the school culture does little to promote such 

engagement or empowerment around determining strategies for the future. This is 

because the future of Pence will be shaped primarily by market forces, by reform efforts 
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centered on an ideal of accountability taken from the business world, and by the politics 

of resource allocation. Not by practitioners.  

 

During one interview, Rose and I discussed her experience of growing up in a socialist 

country which has become, in recent years, more open to capitalism. She has witnessed 

fundamental changes to how resources were allocated to health care and education in her 

country as a result, and this made her reflect on what she sees happening in education 

today. “This State is a reflection of the country” she said, and 

they’re not doing anything to try to solve the situation…They talk about it, 
because of course they have to show that they’re talking about it. They cannot just 
be ‘no we don’t care.’ They have to pretend that they care, but they’re not moving 
on. They’re not moving forward to make any changes. The opposite, they’re 
getting worse and worse.  The [Philadelphia] school district is closing the schools. 
They are taking personnel. They don’t have nurses. They don’t have counselors. 
So that’s what you want for your children? The children of your country, the free 
country for all? No, that’s not right…but I think, in some sense of capitalism, it’s 
just for rich people. And then, sadly, not everybody’s rich (Teacher Rose, 
personal communication, April 9, 2014).    
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CHAPTER 7 INTOXICATED BY THE SCENT OF BLOSSOMS 

 

The ship of humanity, we think, has an even deeper draught the more it is loaded 
down; we believe that the more deeply a person thinks, the more delicately he 
feels, the more highly he values himself, the farther his distance from the other 
animals becomes…the nearer he will come to the real essence of the world and to 
knowledge about it…Error has made human beings deep, delicate, inventive 
enough to put forth such blossoms as religion and the arts. Pure knowledge would 
not be in a position to do so. Anyone who disclosed to us the essence of the world 
would cause us all the most unpleasant disillusionment. It is not the world as thing 
in itself, but the world as representation (as error), that is so rich in meaning, 
deep, and wonderful, bearing happiness in its lap. This result leads to a 
philosophy that logically denies the world: that can moreover itself be combined 
just as easily with a practical affirmation of the world as with its opposite. 

Nietzsche (1878/1995), p. 38 

Pence has plans to expand its presence in Philadelphia and, if successful, to evolve into a 

small charter management organization in the near future. The SRC is currently 

reviewing applications for new charters and charter expansions in Philadelphia, and the 

Pence Board and CEO have put together a bid for another K-8 school, to be located on 

the other side of the city, as well as a bid for a new high school. At the opening of his 

presentation to the SRC about this proposed high school, Pence’s CEO quoted journalist 

Thomas Friedman. In his 2005 treatise on globalization (The World is Flat), Friedman 

wrote about seeing what he claimed was an African proverb posted on a wall in an auto 

factory in China which read:  

Every morning in Africa, a gazelle wakes up. It knows it must run faster than the 
fastest lion, or it will be killed. Every morning a lion wakes up. It knows it must 
outrun the slowest gazelle, or it will starve to death. It doesn't matter whether you 
are a lion or a gazelle. When the sun comes up, you better start running. 
 

The Pence CEO referenced Friedman, and this particular proverb, in connection to the 

work skills preparation program he and the Pence Board have identified as a product 

differentiator and key feature in the proposed high school’s curriculum.  
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Discussion and conclusions 

That the presentation about Pence’s expansion was introduced with a story from a 

proponent of the positive impacts of technology-driven global market competition was 

not surprising. The contemporary school reform movement has taken ideas and methods 

from the business world and applied them to schooling since charter schools emerged on 

the scene, and every teacher at a charter school is familiar with them. Every teacher at 

Pence is familiar with them as well. When I spoke with Molly about the purposes of 

teaching, to cite just one example, she said her daily goal was for what she called “value-

add” (a term used in both economics, regarding how revenue is calculated, and more 

generally in business, related to the competitiveness of certain product features) in that 

“every interaction we have [in the classroom] should be value added and not value taken 

away, although sometimes easier said than done, let’s just be honest” (Teacher Molly, 

personal communication, March 13, 2014).  

 

The organizational language of Pence is the language of contemporary school reform, 

which is in essence the language of products and features. And though it is independent, 

Pence’s longevity makes it an important participant in the discussion of charter-based 

reforms in Philadelphia, and its school culture, as with all charters, is infused with the 

vocabulary favored by the reformers. Aspects of this are woven into how teachers at 

Pence talk, think, and make meaning about their practice. And aspects of this contour the 

visible, marketable features of Pence, and the invisible features as well.  
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My research at Pence revealed that a point of connection between those invisible features 

of the school – the placement of responsibility for organizational issues (like a curricular 

choice that led to the social segregation Pence teachers observe) onto teachers by framing 

it as a racial proficiency problem, the promotion of an ideal of autonomy without actual 

empowerment, the framing of accountability (on posters and school guidelines, in 

professional development sessions) as being about personal interactions and behaviors 

rather than as tied to a charter’s economic imperatives, the reiteration of hopefulness 

about impacting students holistically when the future plans for and goals of the 

organization are based on quantifiable, disparate elements – is the internalization of these 

features by the teachers at Pence. And these teachers work together within a school 

culture where several of the shared common sense understandings actually work to 

preserve those same invisible features, those bugs deep in the code.  

 

Teachers at charters like Pence are impacted by the language of contemporary school 

reform and by the multiple contexts which shift and shape their professional selves. As 

part of their working lives they create meanings out of interactions within these contexts 

(the social, emotional, psychological, political, structural, organizational and visual 

contexts) in their school and continually must navigate those meanings as well as their 

own values, ethics, and sense of purpose as teachers. Simultaneously, as charter teachers, 

they are by definition actors within the ongoing phenomena of the redefinition of their 

profession. Since the first charter school law passed in 1991, teacher identity has been 

impacted by a new franchise approach to schooling. And the majority of charter school 

teachers have been (and continue to be) trained to perform functions of teaching in school 
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contexts that are informed by business ethics and goals, and without necessarily 

inhabiting what has been referred to in the literature as “teacherness” or Akkermen and 

Meijer’s (referenced in Chatper 1) being “someone who teaches.” 

 

In the 2013 study by Schultz and Ravitch (referenced in Chapter 2) about the self-

reported experiences of first year teachers, the researchers divided the subjects into two 

groups. One group was in an alternate certification program (Teach For America, or 

TFA) and one group was in a traditional teacher-training program at a university. The 

researchers findings in this study reflect much of the current literature, noted earlier, on 

teacher identity and teacher preparation: unlike those in a traditional teacher training 

program, alternate certification program participants did not necessarily view themselves 

as teachers, but “conceptualized their involvement in TFA as a form of civic engagement 

or community service for two years” (Schultz and Ravitch 2013, p. 40). One outcome of 

this attitude is that teacher identity may now be more defined by the idea of being short-

time staffer rather than as professional educator in a career. This is reflected in the high 

turnover rate of teachers at charter schools (Stuit 2010). As one education journalist 

described it, charter schools, which tend to hire teachers with little experience and who 

have come through alternative training or certification programs, “are developing what 

amounts to a youth cult in which teaching for two to five years is seen as 

acceptable…even desirable. Teachers in the nation’s traditional public schools [in 

contrast] have an average of close to 14 years of experience” (Rich 2013). 
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The teachers I observed and interviewed during my six months at Pence overwhelmingly 

described themselves as educators in the profession of teaching, regardless of their 

training, years of experience, or grade level taught. Most expressed the belief that they 

were in their chosen career for practical as well as philosophical reasons. As Rob told me, 

“I think that education is the most important tool for social justice that we have. So for 

me that’s what I want to do” (Teacher Rob, personal communication, May 6, 2014). Like 

Rob, many Pence teachers identified themselves as agents of change, and they connected 

this to being teachers at an urban charter school – to being part of “the solution.” They 

recognized the constraints and issues associated with charters, but also that, as Karen 

noted, charters are key players in urban education today, and if you have a personal 

investment in urban education (as Pence teachers do) you have to work within the system 

that now exists.  

 

Implications for further research 

Pence teachers holding this point of view about the inevitability of change in urban 

education (specifically in the direction of charter growth) makes their work and 

workplace both meaningful and palatable. It also reflects what Everdell noted about the 

modern fragmentation of life that occurs in a sped-up, globalized world – that the new 

state of being which emerges out of this change is seen as something virtuous simply 

because it is happening.  

 

Based on her research on charter schools, corruption, and the pressing need for financial 

accountability in Philadelphia charters, legal scholar Susan DeJarnatt addresses this quite 
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succinctly: “Charter schools bask in the warm glow of positive rhetoric and political 

support. They are seen as positive and as run by good hearted, well intentioned people. 

The key though is that they are run by people, who are subject to ordinary human frailties 

like greed, selfishness, and disconnect just like anyone” (DeJarnatt 2012, p. 38). And as 

her research shows, those human frailties can and do morph into what can become 

corrosive invisible features of charters.  

 

Awareness of that possibility influenced teachers, parents, and community members at 

one Philadelphia K-8 school (Muñoz-Marín) who voted this past June to reject a 

management bid from a charter operator and remain a traditional school under 

management by the SDP. The charter management organization they rejected is the one 

mentioned earlier which manages a cluster of schools in the city; each of the schools they 

currently manage has a School Performance Profile in steady decline. Soon after this vote 

to reject charter management, the previously discussed Walter D. Palmer charter school 

had its charter revoked by the SRC over accusations of fraud. The SRC then revoked the 

charter of the Imani Education Circle School (a charter school which opened just before 

Pence did) over concerns about academic performance and the school’s finances. And 

this past April, teachers at another K-8 charter in Philadelphia (one of only five charters 

in the city represented by a union) voted to strike if unable to obtain a new contract; this 

would be the first strike ever by charter teachers in Pennsylvania (Woodall 2014). 

 

A recent analysis of the available data on the enrollment trends, demographics, academic 

performance (based on the PSSAs), and finances of charters across Pennsylvania showed 
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that students who moved from a traditional public school to a charter school most often 

moved to a school with lower academic performance in reading and math than that of the 

traditional public school they opted out of (Schafft 2014, p. 52). The same study also 

showed that charters across the state continue to be a drain on public education; by the 

2011-12 school year, “the annual increase in the traditional public school district tuition 

payments made to charter schools exceeded the increase in revenues generated from real 

estate taxes” which means districts had to “divert funds from existing programs and 

services to pay for charter school student tuition” (Schafft, p.1).  

 

Despite these facts, a proposal was presented in late 2014 to the school board of the 

district of York, Pennsylvania for it become the only city in the country where public 

education is provided entirely by a charter management organization. Even in its post-

Katrina, transformed state, charterized New Orleans still operated a few traditional brick 

and mortar public schools (RAND 2011, p. 80). Due to a state court allowing the district 

to appeal, this charterization proposal is now momentarily on hold. But if the transition in 

York were to be completed, it would mean that all of the current district teachers  

would have to re-apply to the [charter] company for their jobs” and that all “students 
living in York would have the choice to go to schools operated by [charter management 
organizations only]. High school students…would only have the option of attending the 
charter-run [high school]…they wouldn’t have another brick-and-mortar option because 
there is no high school operated by another charter company in York, currently” (Allen 
2014).  

 

Supporters of the charterization of the York school district have promoted the same idea as 

supporters of charters everywhere: that charters offer an alternative to loss, improved 

accountability, enhanced efficiency, and increased productivity. Given what we know now about 
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charter outcomes and how and why charters operate it is worth continued and persistent research 

into who has benefitted from this thinking. 

 

This study was done in part to explore how urban charter teachers’ professional identities are 

impacted, in often subtle ways, by the aims and ongoing efforts of contemporary school 

reformers. I was interested in how a new prerogative in American education insinuates itself into 

the daily life of teachers. What this ground-level process helped reveal was that there are no 

directly obvious benefits to educators in this process. And that there is a great deal of 

internalization by teachers of language, aims, and efforts that actually are more associated with 

product marketing than with educating, even at a charter that is not part of a charter management 

organization. This research, at this one site, shed light for this researcher on the potentially 

negative effects of such internalization, and begs the question of how broadly this is occurring in 

charter schools, and if it is now a hallmark of contemporary teaching.  

 

As noted in the introduction, this study also has implications for teacher retention and 

training research, as most teachers currently in the workforce were trained via traditional 

teacher training programs, not via alternative training, charter-centric models. Proponents 

of the continued expansion of charters would no doubt claim that developing teacher 

training programs that enhance teachers’ entrepreneurial skills, marketing savvy, and 

awareness of product features testing and implementation would benefit charter 

operators. It is easy to argue that there would be little benefit to teachers in this, which 

underscores the value of continued and persistent research on the framing and reframing 

of the aims of alternative certification programs. 
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Proponents of the contemporary school reform movement continue to have a strong and 

very public voice in decisions about schooling Philadelphia. The teachers they impact do 

not, and of course neither do the students. The locus of control is very much with 

stakeholders who would see the use of a quote from Thomas Friedman in the promotion 

of an education project as inherently, and perhaps unquestioningly, positive. And this 

particular kind of thinking is necessary, if one’s aim is the eventual elimination of 

traditional public schools in the city of Philadelphia; a similar kind of thinking informed 

the policies that kept (and keep) social segregation in place in my Manhattan-adjacent 

suburban hometown . Further research into the impacts of freezing the charter momentum 

in urban districts, even for a short time, seems warranted if only to provide a counter to 

this thinking, and perhaps give weight to arguments for the persistence of (and continued 

resource allocation to) traditional public education in Philadelphia.   
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Professional self-perception, preparation, goals: 
 
What is your primary professional self-perception (teacher? urban educator? specialist? 
guide?) 
Do you feel confident in your abilities and in your pedagogical training?  
Do you think you perform the role(s) you were trained to? 
Do you view teaching as your career? 
 
Perspectives on pedagogical practice: 
 
How is your role at Pence defined, and who primarily defines that role? 
What is your personal teaching philosophy? 
In your view, what are the intellectual purposes of teaching? 
What do you view as the ethical purposes of teaching? 
Who generally sets the definitions for these at Pence? 
How is this conveyed to teachers in the school? 
How does Pence “talk” about teaching and how it is to be done? 
Who is involved in these conversations? When and where to they take place? 
Does this talk align with your own views on teacher practice? 
Have you had experiences at Pence that run counter to your views on the ethics and aims 
of teaching? 
Are there others at Pence who share your perspectives on teacher practice? 
 
Perspectives on urban education and Pence: 
 
How do you personally define urban education? 
How would you describe what the social responsibility of an urban school is? 
How would you describe the social responsibility of Pence? 
Is this expressed in the school culture? If so, how and by whom? 
Do you think the experience of teaching at Pence has altered your values? 
 
Discussion of educational terms currently in use: 
 
Competition, Accountability, Professionalism,Value-add, Equity, Quality, Teacher 
identity, Efficacy, Standardization,Proficiency-based, 21st Century Skills, Choice, School 
culture, Blended learning, Achievement, Rigor 
 
Perspectives with regard to the current educational context: 
 
What is your view of how accountability is understood at Pence?  
How do you weave your own aims and ethics with those of Pence?  
What is your view of the current school-funding situation in Philadelphia? 
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APPENDIX B: STUDY PARTICIPANTS LIST AND SCHEDULE OF  

     INTERVIEWS AND OBSERVATIONS 

 

Name   Interview Date(s) Obs. Date Subj, Grd, Trk /Admin Role 

ANN   3.17.14    *Spanish – 6th-8th, LI Track 

AUDREY  2.24.14  2.24.14 Math – 5th, LI Track 

CHARLOTTE  3.27.14    **ELA – 3rd, Fluency Track; 

        Teacher Leader 

DIANE  4.11.14  4.11.14 ***LI Track – K  

ELLA   4.28.14, 6.13.14 4.28.14 Social Studies – 6th-8th  

        (both tracks) 

HANNAH  3.21.14, 6.3.14 3.21.14 Fluency Track – 4th  

JH   6.3.14     Enrollment Manager 

JAMES  4.2.14, 5.28.14   Student Data Coordinator 

JASON  3.6.14     Dean of Students 

KAREN  4.10.14  4.10.14 Science – 6th-8th (both tracks) 

KAY   3.27.14    Special Ed Coordinator – K-4 

KEVIN  3.10.14  3.10.14 Math – 6th-8th (both tracks) 

LEAH   3.31.14, 6.11.14 4.7.14  ELA/Social Studies – 5th 

        (both tracks) 

LISA   4.29.14  4.29.14 ELA – 6th-8th (both tracks) 

MARGARET     4.4.14  Fluency Track – K  

MARK     3.14.14 Global Arts – 6th-8th  

        (both tracks) 

MOLLY  3.13.14, 6.13.14 3.13.14 Math Specialist – 6th-8th  

        (both tracks) 

NIA   3.26.14, 5.29.14 2.28.14 Math – 6th-8th (both tracks) 

NICOLE     4.23.14 Music – K-5 (both tracks) 
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PATTY  4.30.14  4.30.14 Spanish – K-2, LI Track 

ROB   5.6.14   5.6.14  Social Studies – 6th-8th,  

        Fluency Track 

ROSE   4.9.14   4.9.14  Fluency Track – 3rd 

SAM   3.12.14, 5.19.14 3.12.14 Special Ed/ Math – 6th-8th 

SHARON  4.30.14    Math – 6th-8th (both tracks) 

TINA   3.28.14  3.4.14  Fluency Track – K 

 

 

 

TOTALS: 29 interviews and 18 observations of 25 teachers and staff 

 

 

 

* LI = Language Instruction track  

**ELA = English Language Arts 

***K = Kindergarten 
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APPENDIX C: SUMMARY OF 2013-14 SCHOOL YEAR STAFFING AT PENCE  

 

51 classroom teachers (including special education, music, and art) 

4 tutors (former Pence teachers) 

3 floating substitute teachers 

3 coordinators (special education and student data) 

3 specialists (library/reading, math) 

2 Deans of Students 

2 Principals 

2 Counselors 

2 IT staff (director and help desk assistant) 

1 CEO 

1 Enrollment/Compliance Manager 

1 fitness/phys ed teacher 

1 front office staffer 

 


