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Colleagues and Friends of the Academy: 

 

Welcome to Volume 8, Issue 3 of CQIE! This has been the journal’s busiest year to date as we have 

(already) published one special issue and our two regular issues—and, another special issue is yet to 

come in 2017. Look for Sophia Rodriguez’s guest edited issue on research as activism later this fall. 

Academy Director, Steve Jones, has also been diligently working on our next conference/symposium 

series. Our 2017 symposium will be held October 30-31 in Pittsburgh, PA; and, our 2018 conference in 

Portland, OR, March 5-7. The issue to be investigated in Pittsburgh is, “What vision of public educa-

tion—and of the young people who will graduate from our high schools and colleges—should animate 

the work of teachers and school administrators, as well as that of teacher educators and their students?” 

The conference theme for Portland will be coming soon. Again, point your browsers to academyforedu-

cationalstudies.org for all of our “goings on.” 

 

We have in Volume 8, Issue 3, a wonderful set of manuscripts as well as two book reviews.  In the first 

article, Sonia Murrow and Mary Rose McCarthy bring us the intriguing story of Teachers College and 

its early identity struggles: to serve? Or, to professionalize? And, as is always the case, this historic ten-

sion is alive and well today. Following this, Casey O’Meara presents the findings of his instrumental 

case study on the impact of service learning projects (Casey’s answer seems to be, “to serve”) on post-

secondary students. Our third piece, penned by Martha Donovan and Richard Lakes, reports on their 

analysis of school marketing programs that advocate for enrollment in International Baccalaureate Pro-

grammes. And, our final “regular” manuscript, by Steven and Jaydi Funk, shares their findings on the 

success of the Youth and Gender in Media Project arguing that we might be best served by moving 

from a pedagogy of vulnerability to one of resilience, particularly in regards to our LGBTQ students. 

Finally, we have two book reviews: Yosin Khoshhal reviews Laura Ahearn’s Living Language: 

An Introduction to Linguistic Anthropology and Amy Kelly provides insights into Mercedes K. 

Schneider’s Common Core Dilemma: Who Owns our Schools? 

 

And so, we leave you to your reading with as always, our wish that you are visited with a good dose of 

peace—something we could all certainly use at this moment in history. 

 

PAX, 

 

 

                                            
Eric C. Sheffield, Managing Editor   Jessica A. Heybach, Associate Editor
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Negotiating Competing Progressive Era Reform Impulses  

at Teachers College, 1889-1927 
____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Sonia Murrow, Brooklyn College 

Mary Rose McCarthy, Pace University 

 

 

Abstract 

 

This case study situates the evolution of Teachers College as a negotiation between two 

strands of Progressive Era social reform—one that emphasized direct service and one 

that emphasized the development of education as a profession.  While in the early years 

of Teachers College efforts at professionalizing education were privileged, the conse-

quences of this “victory” were ironic.  Increased agreement that teaching and adminis-

tering schools required expert knowledge and skill that could be acquired by specialized 

training enhanced the position of Teachers College, Columbia University and 

its reputation. However, ultimately neither teaching nor school administration achieved 

the status of an autonomous and self-regulating profession.  This case study provides his-

torical evidence that suggests that failure has left college and university based teacher 

education vulnerable to criticism from the “descendants” of direct service reformers and 

sheds light on contemporary challenges to teacher education. 

 

Keywords: history of education, teacher education, progressive era, professionalization 

 

On Feb. 22, 1923, over 1200 members of the Teachers College, Columbia University communi-

ty gathered to celebrate the 25th anniversary of James E. Russell’s tenure as Dean, the growth of 

the institution, and the unique contributions of the other founders. Grace Dodge’s “cooperation, 

material, mental, and spiritual” was noted.1 Nicholas Murray Butler was cited for his institutional 

expertise and Russell was honored for creating a school for educators that “uplifted” the teaching 

profession. 

This case study situates the evolution of Teachers College as a negotiation between two 

strands of Progressive Era social reform—one that emphasized direct service and one that em-

phasized the development of education as a profession.2 We provide evidence of Teacher Col-

lege founders’ affiliations with each of the movements. We examine the negotiations between 

the competing impulses and their influence of those reforms on Teachers College in particular 

and, more generally, on teacher preparation programs in institutions of higher education. We 

have found that, overall, while in the early years of Teachers College efforts at professionalizing 

                                                         
1. See “Twenty-Fifth Anniversary of James Russell’s Tenure,” Teachers College Record (Vol. 3, 1923): 280-

313. http://www.tcrecord.org ID Number: 11922, Date Accessed: 2/11/2012. 

2. See Lawrence Cremin, The Transformation of the School:  Progressivism in American Education, 1876 to 

1957 (New York: Vintage Press, 1961), 170; Lawrence Cremin, David A. Shannon and Mary Evelyn Towsend, A 

History of Teachers College Columbia University (New York:  Columbia University Press, 1954). 
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education were privileged, the consequences of this “victory” were ironic.  Increased agreement 

that teaching and administering schools required expert knowledge and skill that could be ac-

quired by specialized training enhanced the position of Teachers College at Columbia University 

and its national reputation. However, ultimately neither teaching nor school administration 

achieved the status of an autonomous and self-regulating profession. This case study provides 

historical evidence that suggests that failure has left college and university based teacher educa-

tion vulnerable to criticism from the “descendants” of direct service reformers and sheds light on 

contemporary challenges to preparation programs based in institutions of higher education. It 

also sheds light on “reforms” imposed on school systems in the name of professionalization that 

serve to further marginalize community members as direct services are increasingly removed.   

  

The Social Context 

 

        The social context of New York City in the last decade of the nineteenth century reflected 

the rapid changes that took place in the United States after the Civil War and shaped the work of 

Teachers College’s founders. Industrialization drew hundreds of thousands of immigrants and 

migrants seeking work opportunities. Urbanization led to sanitation, housing, health, education 

and human welfare problems. The wild economic swings made the post Civil-War market seem 

lawless. In many ways to many people, the United States was a disordered and uncertain nation. 

The search for clarity and stability created movements to reform existing social institutions and 

establish new ones.  

Between 1865 and 1898 the economy—wages, wealth, and capital—grew at the fastest 

rate in United States history.3  Much of the resulting personal wealth could be found on display 

in New York City. Newspapers chronicled the parties, galas, engagements, weddings, and di-

vorces of the rich, including Vanderbilts, Goulds, Astors, Rockefellers and Whitneys.4  Luxuri-

ous hotels, like the Waldorf Astoria and later the Ritz and Knickerbocker, provided ballrooms 

and meeting places for younger members of the elite families and upwardly mobile contemporar-

ies.5           

At the same time, however other New Yorkers lived on “filthy streets” in “over crowded 

and ill-ventilated housing.”6 Many neighborhoods consisted entirely of dark, damp and dirty ten-

ements. Refuse flowed into the streets and yards; water supplies were contaminated. Disease was 

rampant.7 Children played in backyards where human and animal waste was abundant. Approx-

                                                         
3. Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers  (New York, NY:  Random House Publishers, 1987).  

4. For examples see: “Society Topics of the Week,” New York Times, January 19, 1890; “In Vanderbilt Man-

sions, New York Times, January 20, 1892; “The Week’s Social Event:  Mrs. Astor Entertains her Friends, New York 

Times, February 2, 1892; “Trousseau for a Bride,” New York Times, October 27, 1895; “M’Alpin-Rockefeller Wed-

ding,” New York Times, December 12, 1895; “Oliver Belmont’s Bride,” New York Times, January 12, 1896.  

5. See Molly Berger, “The Rich Man's City: Hotels and Mansions of Gilded Age New York,” The Journal of 

Decorative and Propaganda Arts (Vol. 25, 2005): 46-71; Michael McGerr, A Fierce Discontent: The Rise and Fall 

of the Progressive Movement in the United States, 1870-1920 (New York:  Free Press, 2003). For a sample of con-

temporary reports, see “The Second Subscription,” New York Times, January 29, 1890; “Balls and Dinner Dances,” 

New York Times, January 22, 1893; “First Tuesday Cotillion,” New York Times, January 18, 1893; “In the Social 

World:  Second Assembly Ball Enjoyed at the Waldorf,” New York Times, June 29, 1897; “Echoes of the Big Ball,” 

New York Times, February 12, 1897.  

6. Burnstein, Daniel, Next to Godliness: Confronting Dirt and Despair in Progressive Era New York City (Chi-

cago: University of Illinois Press, 2006), 1.  

7. See “Deadly Rear Tenements,” New York Times, January 31, 1896; “A Filthy Water Supply,” New York 

Times, November 5, 1899; “For Better Tenements,” New York Times, January 18, 1895.  Poor children in New York 



Critical Questions in Education 8:3 Summer 2017                                                                     241 
 

 

imately 300 were killed in street accidents during the 1890s and the danger persisted into the new 

century.8 Twenty percent of children died before they were five, especially in summers when 

death rates peaked.9  Approximately 30% of Black New York children died before their 7th 

birthday.10 

By 1910, of the 4.7 million people living in greater New York, approximately 2 million 

were immigrants. They came poor; many were illiterate.11 Scholars point out that the absence of 

social safety nets meant that immigrants faced “an undemocratic system of arbitrary work rules, 

petty abuses, poor pay” and terrible working conditions.”12  The city had no “local, state, or fed-

eral welfare program, no systematized workmen’s compensation...only private charity.”13 Eco-

nomic downturns like the depression of 1893 affected them dramatically.  Large employers shut 

down their businesses and working class people suddenly became poor. Newspapers chronicled 

their efforts to survive,14 and their despair.15 

 

Direct Service Movement 

 

For some members of society, the differences in the lives between the wealthy and the 

poor during this period led to an “awakening of social conscience.”16  Civic commissions, charity 

associations, church leagues, reform societies and social settlements emerged as organized ef-

forts to tackle human problems that were increasingly intolerable to a growing number of 

wealthy and middle class men and women and to the poor and working class people who en-

dured them. These progressives saw themselves as searching for ways to solve persistent and po-

tentially catastrophic social problems.17 Historians have suggested their view of themselves was 

too benign. Some argue that they also acted out of self-interest, fear of status displacement,18 

and/or from a desire to control working class, poor and immigrant members of society.19 

Many direct service progressives believed that the real dangers of industrialism were not 

so much its physical attributes (such as the poverty and unsanitary conditions of the city) but its 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
faced particular difficulties.  They cared for younger siblings.  See, “Little Mothers of the Slums,” New York Times, 

June 7, 1896.  

8. Burnstein, Next to Godliness; “Fire Engine Hits a Boy,” New York Times, December 27, 1910.  

9. See “Deadly Rear Tenements,” New York Times, January 31, 1896; “A Filthy Water Supply,” New York 

Times, November 5, 1899. 

10. Marcy Sachs, Before Harlem (Philadelphia:  University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006). 

11. “Immigration at this Port,” New York Times, July 13, 1896.  

12. Richard Greenwald, The Triangle Fire, Protocols Of Peace: And Industrial Democracy In Progressive Era 

New York (Philadelphia:  Temple University Press, 2005): 27.  

13. John Louis Recchiutti, Civic Engagement: Social Science and Progressive Era Reform (Philadelphia: Uni-

versity of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), 12. 

14. “Starvation Their Portion,” New York Times, December 19, 1893.  

15. “Misery Drove Her to Suicide,” New York Times, May 15, 1893; “The Check Was Worthless,” New York 

Times, February 24, 1893; “Gus Could Find No Work,” New York Times, July 12, 1893.  

16. Cremin, The Transformation of the School, 95. 

17. Edward T. Silva and Sheila Slaughter, Serving Power: The Making of the Academic Social Science Expert 

(Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1984), 782. 

18. J. Joseph Huthmacher, “Urban Liberalism and the Age of Reform”, Mississippi Valley Historical Review 49, 

no. 2 (1962): 231-241.; Richard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform (New York: Vintage Press, 1960).  

19. Eileen Boris, Reconstructing the “Family”: Women, Progressive Reform, and the Problem of Social Control, 

in Noralee Frankel and Nancy. S. Dye, Eds. Gender, Class, Race and Reform in the Progressive Era  (Lexington, 

KY:  University of Kentucky Press, 1991); Kathy Peis, Cheap Amusements: Working Women and Leisure in Turn-

of-the-Century New York (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1986). 
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destruction of “historic human associations.”20 Their ideas led to the development of Toynbee 

Hall in London, Hull House in Chicago, led by Jane Addams and Ellen Gates Starr, and the Hen-

ry Street Settlement in New York, led by Lillian Wald. Settlement workers aimed to heal and 

recreate neighborhoods21 and soften the harsh, inhuman tendencies of the new industrial nation. 

Over time other reformers lobbied for novel public services and policies.22  “In the late 19th cen-

tury and early 20th century, New York city became...a vibrant, innovative center—of social sci-

ence ideas and organization, an incubator for social science and progressive reform.23 The city 

was home to organizations that united clerics, academics, businessmen, labor leaders, settlement 

house workers, and “practitioners of the new social science.”24 The organizations utilized an in-

creasingly similar array of approaches including kindergartens, libraries, homemaking and indus-

trial arts classes, housing, savings banks, and vacation schools.25 Increasingly, all these reform 

efforts coalesced around the belief that the eradication of the problems faced by many city resi-

dents could best be handled through direct service-oriented education projects. 

While individuals, both men and women, founded and worked for these organizations, 

women played a critical role and tended to approach reform through a direct service agenda.26  

The organizations that served the poor also served the middle class women who ran them. In re-

sponse to others’ needs they were justified in breaking social custom and taking on previously 

unthinkable public roles. As they worked for and achieved suffrage, they became increasingly 

interested and active in government, civil service, and electoral reforms.27 They investigated 

problems, publicized their findings and pressured public officials to act.28 In New York City, 

women created the New York Council of Jewish Women, the Young Women’s Christian Asso-

ciation, the Catholic Women’s Benevolent League, the Traveler’s Aid Society, the University 

Settlement, the Henry Street Settlement, and the New York Women’s Committee. They lobbied 

for changes in working conditions,29 housing availability,30 and prisons.31 Some women moved 

into paid positions supervising reform efforts.32       

Women progressive reformers, mostly white and middle class, who sought to bring direct 

service reform to a variety of areas were not above racism and classism, and they did not engage 

fully with Black and working class women who also sought similar reforms.33  National organi-

zations such as the Federation of Women’s Clubs and the National Women’s Suffrage Associa-

                                                         
20. Cremin, The Transformation of the School, 60. 

21. “Its Work for the Poor,” New York Times, Feb. 1, 1895.  

22. Elizabeth Fronc, New York Undercover: Private Surveillance in the Progressive Era (Chicago:  The Univer-

sity of Chicago Press, 2009).  

23. Recchiutti, Civic Engagement, 2007. 

24. Fronc, New York Undercover, 3; Burnstein, Next to Godliness. 

25. “What it Did for the Needy,” New York Times March 11, 1896; “A Blessing to the Unemployed,” New York 

Times, May 22, 1895; “; “Self-Sacrificing Women,” New York Times, March 17, 1895.  

26. Elisabeth I. Perry, “Men are from the Gilded Age, Women are from the Progressive Era,” Journal of the 

Gilded Age and Progressive Era 1 (2002): 33. 

27. Perry, “Men are from the Gilded Age, Women are from the Progressive Era,” 2002; Sklar, “Florence Kelly 

and the Nation’s Work,” 1997. 

28. Perry, “Men are from the Gilded Age, Women are from the Progressive Era,” 33. 

29. “Women in a Secret Crusade for Labor,” New York Times, May 6, 1908. 

30.  Laura A. Smith, “The Problem of Living for 97,000 Girls,” New York Times, September 29, 1907. 

31. “Mrs. Maybrick Condemns the Sing Sing Prison,” New York Times, December 21, 1906.  

32. “Trinity Beginning as a Model Landlord,” New York Times, November 11, 1910 ; Olivia Howard Dunbar, “A 

Great Profession for Women—Social Service,” New York Times, November 29, 1899.  

33. See Noralee Frankel and Nancy. S. Dye, Gender, Class, Race and Reform in the Progressive Era (Lexington, 

KY:  University of Kentucky Press, 1991).  
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tion refused to admit African American Women or to take up their causes.34  Parallel organiza-

tions were also set up in New York City.  

 

Grace Hoadley Dodge and the Founding of Teachers College 

    

Teachers College was influenced by the direct service reform movement through the 

work and commitments of one of its chief founders and donors, Grace Dodge. Dodge (1856-

1914) was born into a wealthy Riverdale, New York family. In the late 1870s, she became in-

volved in several “social welfare” projects designed to teach working class and immigrant wom-

en middle class values such as “providence, thrift, cleanliness, and (household) management”. 

Unlike other women reformers of her class, however, she believed that it was not only the poor 

who needed reforming.  She also believed urban, poor women could, with appropriate education, 

bring about positive change in a troubling world.35 To Dodge, the right education for such wom-

en was “domestic” training and, in 1880, she collaborated with other women to found the Kitch-

en Garden Association (KGA) to educate New York City girls, their parents, and public school-

teachers. After four years, the KGA expanded to include training for boys and the name was 

changed to the Industrial Education Association (IEA).36 As the organization’s objectives in-

creasingly focused on making industrial education co-equal with general education in public 

schools, the need to provide adequate teacher training became clear to Dodge and her colleagues.  

 When in 1887 Dodge obtained a $10,000 gift from Cornelius Vanderbilt to fund the sala-

ry of a president for the IEA, she used her influence to secure the position for Nicholas Murray 

Butler of Columbia, with whom she had become acquainted through their common interest in the 

New York City Schools and in preparing teachers to provide industrial education in public 

schools.37  Several years later, she supported the evolution of the IEA’s teacher training into the 

New York College for the Training of Teachers. In 1892, she raised funds to purchase land in 

Morningside Heights for Teacher College’s permanent home.38 For five years she devoted her-

self to building and sustaining the College in its new site.  She helped the institution ride out the 

1893 Depression so well that it was debt-free at the end of every fiscal year and its needs were 

“liberally” met.39 Dodge served as the Treasurer of the Board of Trustees until 1911. She partici-

pated in negotiating the formal alliance of Teachers College and Columbia University and was 

key to hiring James E. Russell as the first dean.  She raised or donated hundreds of thousands of 

dollars, provided financial, moral, and social support for students and faculty.  When she died in 

1914, Teachers College received more than a million dollars from her estate. 

Grace Dodge has provided two descriptions of the founding of Teachers College.  In the 

first, published in 1893, she addressed the work of the members of the KGA and the IEA.40 In 

the second, she expanded that story and included information about how Teachers College be-

                                                         
34. “Colored Women Shut Out,” New York Times, May 6, 1902.  

35. Grace H. Dodge, “A Brief Sketch of the Early History of Teachers College” New York: Maynard, Merrill 

and Co, 1899, 17, 28, 40. 

36. Dodge, “A Brief Sketch of the Early History of Teachers College,” 5. 

37. Cremin, Shannon and Towsend, A History of Teachers College, 22. 

38. Dodge, “A Brief Sketch of the Early History of Teachers College,” 19. 

39. Walter Hervey, “Historical Sketch of Teachers College from Its Foundation To 1897,” Teachers College, 

1899, 7. 

40. Grace Dodge, “Aspects of the Teachers College,” Harpers Weekly, April 13, 1893, reprinted by Teachers 

College.  http://pocketknowledge.tc.columbia.edu/home.php/viewfile/55459.  
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came “an integral part of Columbia University.”41 Both documents provide insight into Dodge’s 

relationship to the College—and to the College’s relationship to the direct service movement of 

the Progressive Era.   

            In the earlier work, Dodge said that Teachers College evolved from the “earnest work of 

a few men and women” in the KGA and IEA and was “not created” by professional educators.42  

In Dodge’s description, Teachers College was situated in the organizations’ early commitments 

to manual training.43  The KGA provided a free education in the household arts to children of the 

“laboring classes.”44  The IEA promoted training of boys and girls in industries that affected “the 

house or home directly or indirectly” that would “enable students to become self-supporting.” 

   Wealthy and influential members of society supported both organizations and Dodge 

praised them lavishly. The earliest members of the KGA included Mrs. Samuel P. Blagden 

(Julia), whose husband was the senior member of an insurance firm in New York. Mrs. John 

Sinclair and her husband—a New York banker—supported charities including the New York 

Eye and Ear Hospital. The treasurer of the IEA was John S. Bussing, a stockbroker, who was as-

sociated with the New York Sunday school movement. George Vanderbilt provided the funds to 

hire its first president, purchased the land on 120th Street that became Teachers College’s home, 

and remained a donor for many years. These philanthropists’ were model elite “social reform-

ers.” They chose causes that would train the poor to adapt successfully to the realities of the in-

dustrial world through projects such as vacation schools, reformatories, orphanages, and kinder-

gartens.45 They signed on to the KGA’s articles of faith including the belief that to develop 

young people’s intellectual and moral “faculties”, public schools must combine a traditional 

course of study with manual training. The seal of the IEA—made up of three entwined M’s that 

stood for the words “moral, mental and manual—symbolized the values these elites wanted to 

instill in working class children and their families.46  

Their endeavor required skilled teachers. According to Dodge, the first report of the 

KGA, issued in 1881, showed “promise of future ideas” in its recognition that “Too much stress 

cannot be laid upon the importance of teachers being trained for this work before they undertake 

it.”47  In the process of organizing the IEA in 1884, Dodge said, “the need for the true training of 

teachers came to the front.”48 The members became convinced that such education would have to 

exceed the practical courses of study that had previously been offered. “It was apparent that to 

train persons equipped for a single branch of instruction, and not to give them besides the basis 

of a professional training, was not to train teachers, but mechanics, cooks, etc. The post-graduate 

or professional character of the work here took its start.”49  When Nicholas Murray Butler was 

appointed president of the IEA, the New York College for the Training of Teachers emerged and 

essentially supplanted the other work of the IEA.    

Dodge worked for the new Teachers College with her usual dedication.  She was known 

to personally address or see between twenty to thirty people in one month on behalf of the Col-

                                                         
41. Dodge, “A Brief Sketch,” 3. 

42. Ibid., 1. 

43. Ibid., 2. 

44. Ibid., 3. 

45  Ibid., 13. 

46  Ibid., 2. 

47  Ibid., 4. 

48  Ibid., 4. 

49  Ibid., 24. 
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lege, including reaching out to generous donors.50 Mrs. Bryson funded the dormitory floors of 9 

University Place, which provided income to the struggling college.51 Mrs. William Vanderbilt 

provided money for the rental and equipment of a building for the Department of Manual Arts. 

Many of her friends made the main building on West 120th Street possible including, George 

Vanderbilt, Spencer Trask, William E. Dodge, V. Everit Macy, and Mrs. Josiah Macy. James H. 

Jones sent $20, 000 from New Zealand to purchase additional land on 120th Street. The original 

three buildings—Main, Macy, and Milbank, provided seven shops for manual training, laborato-

ries for domestic arts, and laboratories for training in the practical application of physics and 

chemistry.52 Dodge’s contribution provided space for the training of teachers and leaders in 

Household Arts—the department most closely associated with the original (direct service) pur-

poses of the KGA and IEA. 

  Dodge’s descriptions of the early days of Teachers College also included tributes to 

members of the staff.  She cited several faculty members and warmly remembered Mrs. C.L. 

Williams who served as the “Lady Principal” of the College.  Dodge noted Williams’ combina-

tion of “a delicate sensibility, sweetness and sympathy with strong executive force and marked 

will.”53 She was, Dodge said, the “trusted friend of adviser of everyone from the President or 

Chairman of the Board of Trustees to the newest comer among the serving force.”54 Dodge’s ap-

preciation of Mrs. Williams’ mirrored other people’s praise of Dodge herself55 and stands in 

sharp contrast to Russell’s evaluation of the “Lady Principal.”56  

  Like many other elite women in the Progressive era, through her philanthropic work, 

Dodge created a place for herself in an increasingly industrial world. In her final speech to stu-

dents at Teachers College, she referred to that accomplishment by noting her lack of formal edu-

cation but taking pride in her work, nonetheless. “I was never educated as you are. I never had an 

M. A., because I had to work. But I got my education by working with people.”57 Ultimately, 

Dodge’s understanding of her task was one of service done in community, in keeping with its 

roots in the Social Gospel movement that was central to the direct service movement of the Pro-

gressive Era.58        

 

Professionalization 

 

   Industrialization not only created poverty and extremes of wealth.  It also created a 

“middle class” whose members attempted to develop new identities through “professionaliza-

tion.” The new “Professionals” pressed the idea that defining problems and identifying effective 

solutions required specialized knowledge and skills. Lawyers, doctors, and engineers believed 

that, as “experts” they should have the autonomy to regulate membership into their professions 

                                                         
50. Ibid., 31. 

51. Ibid., 32. 

52. Maurice A. Bigelow, “Thirty Years of Practical arts in Teachers College,” Teachers College Record 28 

(1927), 765-775. http://www.tcrecord.org ID Number: 5817, Date Accessed: 2/11/2012. 

53. Dodge, “A Brief Sketch,” 25. 

54. Ibid., 26. 

55 . Lucetta Daniell,“Impressions of Miss Dodge,” Teachers College Record 16 (1916): 1-17. 

http://www.tcrecord.org ID Number: 6172, Date Accessed: 10/13/2012. 

56. Russell, “Founding Teachers College.” 

57. Grace H. Dodge, “Miss Dodge’s Last Message to Teachers College Students,” Teachers College Record 

(1912): 1-17. http://www.tcrecord.org ID Number: 6172, Date Accessed: 10/13/2012.  

58. Dodge, “A Brief Sketch,” 29-30. 



246                                 Murrow & McCarthy—Negotiating Competing Progressive Era Reforms 
 

and to influence the shape of the education that would prepare its members.59  Young middle 

class men—and a very few of their sisters—used higher education to develop new “sciences” 

and new identities as Progressive professionals.60  For example, the creators of the new “social 

sciences” claimed their expertise was essential to resolving national and municipal crises.61 They 

led reform associations, bureaus, committees and leagues and administered urban and industrial 

surveys focusing on a range of issues from class uplift to child labor.62 

School systems in cities and towns were also sites of professionalization efforts.  As part 

of “good government” reform efforts, members of the professional class (joined in some cases by 

elites) replaced elected school boards with appointed ones—or eliminated them altogether. They 

argued that public education was vital to America’s progress and prosperity and that school gov-

ernance should be centralized in the hands of experts and buffered from politics. Science, effi-

cient management, and standardization would turn capricious educational policy into rational 

planning.63  In New York City in the late 1890s, a Committee of 100, the vast majority of whom 

were “reformist” professionals used their money, publicity, and prestige to centralize control of 

the school system in the Department of Education in 1896.64 

The professionalization movement shaped administration within schools as well as in dis-

trict offices. “Scientific” methods were used to sort and place students in educational programs, 

no longer subjecting everyone to the same “traditional” teaching. Programs that were tailored to 

students’ presumed futures met the needs of an industrial society “efficiently.”65  Leaders with 

“specialized” expertise advocated for “industrial” and “vocational” programs taught by appropri-

ately prepared professions.66   

Academics’ claims to professionalism rested on their ability to distinguish themselves 

from relative “amateurs.”  As Robert Church argues, “Doctoral training, professional societies, 

esoteric jargon, and specialized publications flourished in the period largely because they sym-

bolized this differentiation.”67  Teachers College exemplifies the professionalization movement 

that introduced schools of education in research universities and liberal arts institutions and 

transformed normal schools, the traditional sites of teacher preparation into four-year colleges.68  

The creation of a teacher education program at Columbia University was the result of collabora-

tion between philanthropists and direct service reformers in the Industrial Education Association, 

and middle class “new professionals” like Nicholas Butler and James Russell.   
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Nicholas Murray Butler and the Founding of Teachers College 

 

Nicholas Murray Butler (1862-1947) was born in Elizabeth, New Jersey to a middle-class 

family. By twenty-two, he had earned bachelor, master’s and doctoral degrees from Columbia 

College.  At Columbia, President Frederick Barnard was interested in the emerging science of 

education. Butler’s efforts to realize Barnard’s dream of transforming the college into an institu-

tion of higher education more appropriate for America’s changing social needs also served his 

own ambitions. In 1886, as an opening move in that campaign, Butler offered a series of lectures 

at Columbia “to the teachers of New York City.” According to Butler, the idea was so popular 

that 1500 teachers had to be turned away.69  Soon after, he and President Barnard presented the 

university Board of Trustees with a proposal to create a professional school of education that re-

flected their shared belief that education was “an intellectual interest” as well as “a career.”70 

Perhaps not surprising, the proposal was rejected. Butler believed the university was simply not 

ready: “A department of education seemed as strange and as odd as a department of aviation 

would then have been!”71 The university was especially not ready to create a professional school 

that would enroll women students and employ female faculty members.   

Around the same time, Butler developed an interest in industrial education that ostensibly 

drew him to the KGA and, eventually, the IEA.72 Later events suggest Butler was even more in-

terested in using the association’s teacher training programs to advance the development of a 

professional education school at Columbia. At the IEA, he interacted with other supporters of 

educational professionalization, including President Gilman of Johns Hopkins University and 

John B. Pine, a trustee of Columbia University.73  His role on the IEA’s Board of Trustees led to 

employment as its second president—and the distinction mattered to Butler: “This [Board of 

Trustees] was a purely honorary office and in no sense a professional career.  Almost immediate-

ly, however, the directors of the IEA requested me to make the presidency an office of admin-

istration and to devote as much time to it as possible.”74  He acknowledged that his new position 

enabled him to “combine this useful movement with that which President Barnard desired 

pushed forward at Columbia.”75    

Butler knew that the IEA’s founders feared that philanthropy would be overshadowed by 

“academic interest and academic ideals.”76  Their fears were justified. Fifty years after the fact, 

Butler remarked, “My opportunity came when I pointed out to the directors of the Association 

that what was needed…was trained teachers in the fields of instruction in which they were inter-

ested.”77 He invited John F. Woodhull of Yale and Walter F. Hervey of Princeton to join him in 

the project.78  In Butler’s version of the founding, it was not Grace Dodge, but her brother, Ar-

thur, who was influential in the creation of Teachers College, the institution, by appearing with 
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Butler before the Board of Regents to obtain a state charter for the New York College for the 

Training of Teachers.79  Teachers College, which had begun as a department of the IEA, ab-

sorbed the association and became its legal successor in 1888.80    

Butler described the founding as the “grafting” of President Barnard’s “educational ideals 

upon a philanthropic enterprise of outstanding importance.”81 He remained its president until 

1890 when he became Dean of the Graduate Department of Philosophy at Columbia. Walter 

Hervey, who had served on the faculty for several years, replaced him.  Butler remained on the 

Board of Trustees of the college and worked from within the university to formalize a relation-

ship between the two institutions.  He declared that he had provided George Vanderbilt with the 

information that Columbia was buying land in Morningside Heights in 1892, which led Vander-

bilt to purchase nearby property for Teachers College. While assigning some credit to Colum-

bia’s President Seth Low, he described his pivotal role in the 1893 “alliance” between the two 

institutions.82 The pact officially renamed the school of education as Teachers College, preserved 

the independence of its governing board, fiscal responsibilities, and curriculum in non-degree 

programs. It also put the president and faculty of the college under the direction of the Dean of 

the Philosophy faculty (Butler),83 and transferred Teachers College’s authority to establish crite-

ria for and grant degrees to Columbia. Teachers College male students could pursue degrees di-

rectly through Columbia; its female students were required to use Barnard College as their aca-

demic home, although they, like other Barnard students, were eligible for Columbia degrees.84   

In 1894, Butler resigned from the Teachers College Board of Trustees but continued to be 

involved in his role of Dean of the Philosophy faculty. In particular, he intervened in the 1897 

selection of Walter Hervey’s successor as president, attempting to secure someone who shared 

his belief in the “science” of education and, in the process clashing with his former colleagues on 

the Teachers College board, whose choices wavered between a classical academician and a 

school-based practitioner. The process revealed ambiguities in the affiliation agreement, espe-

cially with regard to whether the University or the College had the authority to hire key members 

of the College’s administration. While Low counseled patience and a renegotiation of the agree-

ment, Butler lashed out at the “amateurs” on Teachers College Board. “He had seen the issue 

plainly. University work done at Teachers College—that is, work leading to a Columbia de-

gree—was Columbia's responsibility. Columbia must in future control appointments to key posts 

to prevent debasement of Columbia degrees and, perhaps more important, to insure the status of 

Teachers College graduates.”85  In spite of or because of her knowledge of Butler’s dissatisfac-

tion with the process, Grace Dodge supported James Earl Russell, his candidate for professor of 

methods and psychology, and won the Board’s agreement to Russell’s appointment.86   
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James Earl Russell and the Founding of Teachers College 

 

James Earl Russell (1864-1946) was born to a farming family in Hamden, New York.  He 

attended a one-room country school and a private high school and went to Cornell University on 

a state scholarship. He characterized much of his early education as “a dull, senseless grind, en-

livened only by what Kipling calls the art of guessing what kinds of answers best please certain 

kinds of examiners.”87 He earned a B.A. from Cornell and a Ph.D. in 1894 from the University of 

Leipzig. Like Butler, he came to believe that educators needed university-based preparation to 

develop the knowledge and skill they required to meet the challenges of the industrial age.88  

Russell had visited Teachers College in the late 1880s and, in his own words, “was not greatly 

impressed.” However, when Benjamin Wheeler, one of his mentors at Cornell was offered the 

presidency of Teachers College and invited Russell to become professor of psychology and 

methods, he accepted. He believed that if things had changed enough to satisfy Wheeler, they 

would be “good enough” for him. When he arrived at Teachers College, Grace Dodge greeted 

him with the “body blow” that Dr. Wheeler had declined the presidency.89  When the search for a 

new president produced candidates who did not share a commitment to the scientific study of 

education, Russell proposed a repositioning of Teachers College at Columbia. Butler and Low 

and Low and Dodge had been having similar discussions throughout the presidential search, alt-

hough Russell claimed he knew nothing of their efforts. In 1898, the Boards of Trustees of 

Teachers College and Columbia University signed a new agreement, based on Low’s modifica-

tion of Russell’s plan. Teachers College became the professional education school of the univer-

sity and Russell became its first Dean.          

Russell’s account of Teacher College’s founding is more complete than Butler or 

Dodge’s versions. Citing Walter Hervey’s description of two “main streams of influence” that 

brought the College into being: the “philanthropic” and “the higher study of education,”90 Rus-

sell situated himself as the bridge between them. However, his account emphasized the work of 

the professional educators. Russell named none of the founders of the KGA but identified the 

governing body of the IEA as including “some of the most influential men in the city”, including 

Columbia’s Presidents Barnard, Low, and Butler.91 He noted “the prestige” of its young presi-

dent Butler.92 He argued that the philanthropists’ “ideals” and “methods” were in conflict with 

“aims” and “methods” of educational reform.93  He criticized their faith in discipline as an educa-

tional objective and called it a “doctrine devised by those ignorant of the humanism of the Re-

naissance or opposed to its diffusion among all classes, a doctrine that has made the work of illit-

erate teachers a students’ nightmare these past one hundred fifty years.”94  Despite his objections 

to the philanthropists’ methods, he argued that their desire to “make life…worth living particu-

larly among the underprivileged classes” was not dissimilar from the educationists’ (among 

whom he included himself) goal of “making American schools genuine service agencies.”95 He 
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acknowledged the contribution of the Trustees who, he indicated, believed in the educationists’ 

vision of professional education and “tempered” that faith by “practical experience with expert 

service in public affairs.”96    

Russell believed he had created an institution that incorporated the ideals of the philan-

thropists and the university scholars into programs that responded to the professional needs of 

American education.97  He cited the creation of the Speyer School in New York City as an ex-

ample of the integration of the vision and work of the social welfare reformers with those of the 

educationists.  

  

At a time when the public schools…were closed after three p.m. on school days and 

all day on Saturday, Sunday, and holidays…we established the Speyer School…and 

opened it to the public from early morning until ten o’clock at night every day of the 

year. The kindergarten room was also the social center for the neighborhood; there were a 

good loan library, a reading, room, baths, and a gymnasium…and to make the enterprise 

still more attractive we provided living quarters for residential staff.98  

            

 In spite of his attempt to situate his role in the founding as a reconciler of differences be-

tween two competing ideals or set of goals, as it unfolds, Russell’s account leaves no doubt about 

his primary allegiance to the professionalization reform movement. He describes the creation of 

a talented and ambitious faculty who, in a time of “pedagogical unrest, the stirrings of a new so-

cial order, our location…, and our association, however tenuous, with a great university” saw 

their chance and “took it” and “invented” whole areas of professional education for teachers and 

school administrators.99  He cited Professors Dutton, Sneeden, and Strayer, Monroe, Thorndike, 

De Garmo, Lodge, and McMurry and noted the irony of the creation of a professional education 

school by a faculty who had no “settled philosophy of education or common denominator in the 

wide range of their practical experiences.”  Although he acknowledged that what they accom-

plished could be seen as a refutation of their claim for the “necessity of professional training,” he 

argued that their work was an exception.  They had to create the theories and practices on which 

such training could be based and no preparation existed for that work.100 He also credited Teach-

ers College’s first graduate students, “pioneers,” who were ambitious and drawn by the oppor-

tunity to work cooperatively with the faculty in opening up new fields within education.101   

  Russell described events that led to professionalism taking its proper place in Teachers 

College’s governance. Russell also described the confrontational approach he took in at least one 

instance when the autonomy and authority of the professional faculty was challenged—including 

by Grace Dodge herself. According to Russell, in 1899, Dodge became alarmed at reports she 

heard about Dr. McMurry’s performance in a demonstration class.  She had been informed by a 

friend that, in modeling how to teach young children, McMurry failed to utilize methods prized 

by the original founders—those that would, according to direct service reform ideology, foster 

the self-discipline and organization needed by working class and poor children.  In his response 

to a letter that Dodge proposed to send to Dr. McMurry and had shared with Russell, Russell said 
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that professional educators had expertise that lay people did not and that teaching and learning 

could not be judged fairly by lay people, including her, no matter how well-intentioned she 

was.102 Russell stated that the letter effectively silenced Dodge and the other philanthropists with 

regard to the work of the faculty. “…Never again did Miss Dodge raise such a question or permit 

anyone to use her official position as a means of influencing the dean…never after did any Trus-

tee attempt, directly or indirectly, to restrain any member of the staff in doing his work as he 

thought best. That letter marked the end of external influence upon the professional policies of 

the faculty.”103 That same year, Russell laid out four goals for the curriculum. It would include 

general culture, special scholarship, professional knowledge and technical skill.104 

 

Prioritizing Professionalization at Teachers College 

 

 In his first report as president of the IEA, Butler told members of the Board of Trustees,“ 

a platform of humanitarianism had been exchanged for one of educational reform and advance-

ment.”105 Russell saw the exchange with Dodge as securing the priority of scientific professional 

knowledge over the naive belief of amateurs with regard to the governance of Teachers College.  

The institutional history positions the changes as the necessary and inevitable triumph of the ex-

perts over the philanthropists and an example of educational progress.106  However, the story is 

more complicated. The professionalization reformers fought their battles on two fronts—inside 

and outside the university. Within the university, they strove to prove their academic worthi-

ness—by changes to the curriculum and regulations for admission and graduation. Outside the 

university, they contested for necessary material resources—at first by appearing to be aligned 

with the original philanthropists goals and, eventually, by attracting new donors whose need for 

“experts” matched the need of the Teachers College leadership and faculty to “be” expert.    

 Even before the move to Morningside Heights, the professionalization project was evi-

dent in the changes to the curriculum, which required students to take courses in areas other than 

the particular practical or industrial “art” they intended to teach. Departments of English and Lit-

erature, Latin, Greek, History, Biological and Earth Sciences, and Mathematics were created. In 

place of the original two-year course of study taken by all students, there were 11 different pro-

grams, all managed by and requiring courses in the Department of Psychology and General 

Methods. Despite the increasingly academic nature of the curriculum, Teachers College still pre-

pared teachers of industrial and domestic arts.107    

Russell and Butler, who had become president of Columbia in 1901, became adept in ac-

cepting gifts from donors who had direct service reform commitments and adapting them to ad-

vance professionalization purposes. The earliest Teachers College buildings, funded with money 

from philanthropists associated with the project prior to the affiliation with Columbia, reflected 

their direct service reform priorities. Macy and Millbank Halls had labs and shops for manual 

and domestic arts by 1899. However, within four years, the buildings were used for courses in 

areas ranging from nature study, agriculture and Bible study to household chemistry and chemis-

try of food and nutrition.108  By 1904, Thompson Hall’s facilities, originally built to offer oppor-
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tunities for “physical training and physical culture,” housed courses in scientifically-based “hy-

giene and physical education.” In 1909, the Household Arts building opened (later renamed for 

Dodge, its donor) ultimately providing space for the “applied sciences,” not just the domestic arts 

and manual training Dodge had sponsored at the KGA and IEA.  

In 1901, Mr. and Mrs. James Speyer, founders of the University Settlement House, do-

nated $100,000 toward the creation of an experimental school. The original work of the Speyer 

School was consistent with many of the goals and practices of the Settlement House movement.  

The building was open and supervised throughout the day and evenings. A community library 

and labs for domestic and industrial arts were created. Programs were offered for public school 

children, for mothers, and for community residents, and there was a community garden.  The di-

rectors of the various activities, including the school principal, lived in apartments on the top 

floor of the school.  

The Speyer School also provided a setting for practice teaching and research by Teachers 

College faculty and students, housing a private kindergarten and elementary school. In fact, Dean 

Russell announced the need for a Laboratory School in 1898, since Seth Low had declared that 

Horace Mann had to be kept as a model school and not a site for the preparation of teachers.109  

The Speyer School not only provided a practice site for Teachers College students, it served also 

as a research site for faculty who saw the school as an opportunity to create “scientific” 

knowledge about curriculum, administration, and motivation.110  However, the expense of run-

ning the private school proved to be too much and by 1916, the College turned the administration 

of the school over to the New York City Department of Education, while maintaining ownership 

of the building and role in the school for Teachers College students and faculty.111 In 1935, the 

building once again was rented to the Department of Education to house PS 500, the “Public 

School Experiment with Mental Deviates,” a collaboration between the city and Teachers Col-

lege to provide education for children with very low and very high scores on IQ tests.112 

Over the twenty-five years of Dean Russell’s administration, the movement toward pro-

fessionalization also played out in admission standards, degree offerings, and organizational 

structure. In creating its place in the evolving structure of Columbia University, Teachers Col-

lege faced challenges from faculty who saw the school’s aims and its students’ competency as 

inferior to those of Columbia and Barnard Colleges. The conflicts between Teachers College and 

Barnard were part of a struggle among supporters of higher education between classical and pro-

fessional programs. Russell often engaged in turf wars with Barnard’s deans, especially with re-

gard to the reciprocity agreements that allowed students from each school to take courses at the 

other. Conflict arose, for example, about the presence of “extension” (non-matriculated) students 

in Teachers College classes in which Barnard students were enrolled.   Barnard faculty argued 

that the presence of such students would inevitably decrease the rigor of the coursework and, ul-

timately, devalue any degree of which they were a part.113  

In 1900, while attempting to deal with challenges from the traditional liberal arts colleges 

in the university, Russell and the faculty were also striving to show that Teachers College de-
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served the same status in the university as other professional schools. Teachers College increased 

its admissions standards as part of that effort. Undergraduates in the four-year program were re-

quired to pass the same entrance examination as Barnard and Columbia students. A normal 

school diploma or its equivalent was needed to enter the two-year program leading to the Bache-

lor’s degree. Candidates for graduate degrees were required to complete a four-year undergradu-

ate degree. Consequently, Teachers College was given authority by Columbia to award a B.S. in 

Education to students completing the four-year academic program; the two-year program, which 

had been primarily offered in the household and industrial arts programs, was eliminated. The 

reorganization of the College in 1912 resulted in the creation of two distinct schools that also 

demonstrated the move toward greater emphasis on professionalization. The School of Practical 

Arts’ authority to award Bachelor’s degrees was limited to the 5% of Teachers College students 

who were enrolled in programs that did not prepare them to become teachers. In effect, the 

School of Practical Arts had become an institutional stepchild despite its connection to the ideals 

of the philanthropic founders. The marginalization strategy had the intra-university effect the 

professionalization reformers desired.  In 1912, the Board of Trustees of Columbia relinquished 

the authority to issue all diplomas to students at Teachers College and elevated it to the position 

of a graduate school. The School of Practical Arts’ survived only in programs that privileged the 

“academic” or “scientific” forms into which the original industrial and domestic arts had been 

shaped by the tide of professionalization reform dominating the country and the institution. The 

Department of Rural Education, for example, not only prepared teachers who would provide 

domestic and industrial training in southern and rural schools. It also prepared building, district, 

and state administrators for those schools. During World War I, the practical arts departments 

mobilized, providing “courses in automobile mechanics, photography for hospital and field 

work, camouflage for military purposes, occupational and physical therapy in military hospi-

tals…administration of relief in time of war and emergency, care of orphaned and neglected 

children.”114  In 1934, the College reorganized and the School of Practical Arts was eliminated.   

 

Conclusion 

 

This case study shows that as Teachers College became an influential center for the crea-

tion of a new science of education and to the preparation of expert teachers and administrators, 

the original direct service dimension of its parent organization was almost completely lost.115  

Robert Church suggests that the process of professionalization itself required a separation from 

the direct service dimension of the social reform strand of Progressive reform.  He further argues 

that historians of education can provide insights into why the resulting “educational establish-

ment” is only “selectively responsive to the social pressures and demands on it and many of its 

responses distort the social demands that called them forth.”116  This case study illustrates his 

argument in the context of the founding of Teachers College.    

We suggest that there were several inter-related causes for the loss of the direct service 

dimension of professional study at Teachers College. These include:  1) Grace Dodge’s acquies-

cence to the change; 2) The gendered nature of direct service reforms; and, 3) The need for re-
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sources and the agenda of the sources of funding for those resources. While these factors can be 

somewhat separated for analysis, in real time, they overlap and interact.  

Acquiescence of Dodge 

  Throughout her life, Dodge remained a devoted worker for other organizations whose 

work was more closely aligned with her original interests, including the Travelers’ Aid Society 

and the YWCA, and showed a commitment to radical social positions.  For example, through her 

influence the Traveler’s Aid Society collaborated with the White Rose Society, an African 

American organization that protected young Black women arriving in New York City from sex-

ual and economic exploitation. In addition, she ensured that African American women served on 

the Board of Directors of the YWCA.117  Ultimately, she left more money to the YWCA upon 

her death than her generous legacy to Teachers College.118  What explains, then, her continued 

commitment to Teachers College as it grew further away from direct service?  One explanation 

is that Dodge was a wealthy 19th century woman who was engaged in a professionalization pro-

ject of her own in the creation of an identity as an influential philanthropist.119  Her work as a 

fundraiser and treasurer for Teachers College would have contributed to that effort. 

 

Gendered Nature 

 

 In many ways, direct service work was considered “feminine” and that gender assignment 

defined its reach as well as its status and affiliations. Women like Jane Addams, Ellen Gates 

Starr, and Lillian Wald in the settlement movement were viewed as occupying a caretaking posi-

tion in reform through projects that were characteristically feminine. Dodge’s style of philan-

thropy—as evidenced by her work at the Working Girls Society, the Kitchen Garden Associa-

tion, the Traveler’s Aid Society, and the YWCA—encountered status problems like the work of 

women who founded the social settlements. While at Teachers College, Dodge supported the 

same sphere to which she had been devoted across her life.  Butler, Hervey and Russell used 

gendered language when describing Dodge.”120  Russell remarked that Teachers College “was 

her firstborn child, and she lavished upon it all the mother-love of her great heart.”121  He contin-

ued: “Miss Dodge's conception of education was not altogether orthodox. She was no pedant. 

Perhaps she undervalued the academic foundations of education, but only to the extent that they 

were dwarfed by her emphasis upon the moral and spiritual factors.”122  In his remarks at the 50th 

anniversary celebration Russell described Dodge as the, “Leader of one of the three movements 

that gave us birth, member of the Board of Trustees constantly from the first day until her death; 

guardian and nurse of the infant during the panic years...”123 

 According to Ellen Condliffe Lagemann, a “contest” between direct service reform and a 

professionalization agenda was settled by status differences as they pertained to gender and insti-

tutional affiliation, local versus cosmopolitan interests, and what was considered “old fashioned” 
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versus “modern.”124  These characteristics diminished their validity in the eyes of many, includ-

ing potential funders. For example, the Carnegie Corporation deliberately excluded funding for 

social settlements, which were considered to be “'pre-professional' and operated usually by 'ama-

teur' female college graduates."125 In this way the corporation helped weaken these locations for 

“often radical, highly intellectual, and female-led” reform.”126 This history corresponds with the 

eventual shutting down of the School of Practical Arts at Teachers College, which Dodge sup-

ported through financial contributions. In the end, her support would not be enough to keep di-

rect service in the curriculum.   

 

Funding 

 

             Silva and Slaughter have suggested that the privileging of professionalization was in 

some ways the only option open to leaders and social scientists, if their goal was the creation of a 

professional school. They argue the necessity was caused at least as much by economics as ide-

ology. That is, the Progressive Era was characterized by the presence of several groups with var-

ious economic interests including leaders of large national corporations, owners of smaller re-

gional firms, and leaders of populist and trade union movements.127  The academics needed large 

resources to create departments, colleges, and universities, and support for the services they and 

their graduates could provide.128    

 In the case of the first twenty-five years of Teachers College, access to needed funding 

came through its connection to Grace Dodge, who, as this study has shown, represented the phil-

anthropic social welfare reformers of the late 19th century. Russell nor Butler wanted to lose 

Dodge’s involvement at Teachers College most likely because they understood that the connec-

tions between her family and other wealthy clans provided an opening to other donors.  

For example, Spencer Trask, who became a member of the Board of Trustees and a large 

donor, had become involved in Teachers College through his friendship with the Dodge family.  

In turn, a partner in his firm was George Peabody, whose interest in philanthropy resulted in in-

volvement with Hampton and Tuskegee Institutes in the South and, along with other northern 

philanthropists, the creation of the General Education Board.129  The General Education Board, 

in turn, provided tuition for Southern students to attend Teachers College to become administra-

tors in schools for Blacks in the rural South. The Jeanes Foundation supported students to attend 

what became a very profitable summer school at Teachers College in the 1910s and 1920s.130 As 

James Anderson has shown, however, the philosophy behind the industrial education supported 

by northern philanthropists, to a large extent, was predicated on and maintained an inferior status 

for African Americans.131 Teachers College maintained more “professional” versions of the ini-
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tial domestic and industrial education as a result of the funding from such benefactors. It is worth 

considering whether Teachers College’s dependence on funding from philanthropists connected 

with the GEB and similar sources constrained it from preparing teachers and administrators who 

would challenge racial or economic structures that benefited their donors.132   

 

Discussion 

 

 There are significant consequences of a diminished direct service agenda in education 

across the twentieth century and on the present. The professionalization movement, in fact, had 

ironic consequences for schools of education in institutions of higher education and for school 

administration. Privileging the professionalization reform strand in university based teacher 

preparation across the 20th century did not raise teaching to the status of a profession with regard 

to autonomy and expertise. The degree to which the profession is regulated by public and private 

agencies is evidence of this reality.    

  In addition, minimizing the direct service reform agenda in university-based teacher ed-

ucation left programs vulnerable to “reformers” who argue that they do not prepare educators 

who can achieve key goals—equality of access, opportunity or outcomes.133  Professors of edu-

cation, the new direct service reformers charge, are “educationists” out of touch with the “real” 

needs of children and schools and focus on abstract ideas and their own interests. Licensing re-

quirements are seen as stumbling blocks to the admission of “dedicated” people who would be 

“effective” teachers in the educational workforce.134  In the last twenty years, institutions of 

higher education are no longer the sole providers of teacher preparation and they now share the 

exclusive right to recommend teachers and educational leaders for state licensing with organiza-

tions such as New Teachers Project, Teach for America and New Leaders for New Schools.  

 The prioritization of the professionalization reform agenda in the early twentieth century 

at Teachers College and other schools of education left them isolated from residents with whom 

they shared neighborhoods. Teachers College interacted only occasionally with schools and 

community members in Harlem and provided little direct service to them until the 1970s. The 

legacy of professionalization meant that, even when collaboration took place, issues of 

knowledge, status and leadership had to be negotiated. When education faculty or their alumni 

enforce agendas that prioritize professional expertise over direct service, the consequences can 

be damaging to local communities. For example, in many cities including Chicago, Detroit and 

Philadelphia system leaders use “scientific” analysis of school system data to remove principals 

and close schools.135 School closings pit race and poverty against budgets in that cost-saving 

measures affect poor and Black city residents more than anyone else.136 Interviews with parents 
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and community groups reveal that school closings remove direct services to families.137  While 

education experts secure their professional positions, gaining recognition from politicians and 

funders, poor communities and children are faced with the consequences of shuttered local 

schools.    

 In the present, the spotlight shines brightly on improving teaching and schooling through 

professionalization. With a direct service agenda eclipsed in the past and present, it is unclear if 

teachers and schools will ever be able to serve all students, including those who are poor and 

otherwise marginalized in American society. This case study illuminates findings that suggest 

that those who align teacher preparation (and school administration) only with personal profes-

sionalization or philanthropy jeopardize their power to create teachers and schools that can 

achieve the social change both agendas claim to seek.   
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Abstract 
  

This instrumental case study describes students’ experiences in an academic cluster 

gateway course through social justice service-learning as civic learning pedagogy. The 

case under study recognized institutional factors supporting participatory off-campus 

community learning, and social justice service-learning as a type of civic learning peda-

gogy.   
 

Keywords: experiential learning, transformative learning, social justice education, civic learning 
 
 

Introduction 

 

Higher education currently provides experiences necessary to fulfill individual Americans’ eco-

nomic interests (Braskamp, 2011; Nagda, Gurin, & Lopez, 2003). However, post-secondary 

learning does not engage all its students in preparation for public service and civic leadership 

(Barber, 2012; Bok, 2006; Butin, 2012; Enos, 2015; Pedersen, Meyer, & Hargrave, 2015). In 

2012, the United States Department of Education (USDOE), the American Association of Col-

leges and Universities (AAC&U), and the Global Perspective Institute (GPI) developed a task 

force to evaluate civic learning in higher education. This group provided recommendations to the 

USDOE and called on higher education “to embrace civic learning and democratic engagement 

as an undisputed educational priority…That will require constructing educational environments 

where education for democracy and civic responsibility is pervasive, not partial; central, not pe-

ripheral” (The National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement, 2012, p. 6). 

A Crucible Moment: College Learning and Democracy’s Future is rooted in the idea that the 

United States is experiencing a “civic recession.” How can higher education develop the im-

portance of civic responsibility for its students? How will college and universities intentionally 

shepherd students toward these ways of being? Perhaps, educators might facilitate civic learning 

pedagogy through social justice and service-learning. 
Experiences through classrooms and service in communities are tied to learners’ ambi-

tions, intrapersonal abilities, and desire to act (Mitchell, Richard, Battistoni, Rost-Banik, Netz, & 

Zakoske, 2015). Although there have been numerous attempts, since the inclusion of service-

learning in higher education, to incorporate democratic principles into this learning, these at-

tempts have not always been a priority (Battistoni, 2000; Hartman, 2013; Saltmarsh & Hartley, 

2011). Students not engaged in academic and community experiences with opportunities for crit-

ical reflection on civic understanding do not develop civic-minded habits (Dostilio, 2012). Lev-
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ine (2013) recognized that to develop civic learning through service-learning, student involve-

ment must include collaborative relationships that require deliberation in the civic realm.  
The gateway course to a privilege and poverty academic cluster, promoted students’ sus-

tained inquiry into social justice. This course provided an interdisciplinary study exposing stu-

dents to a variety of topics from across the college related to privilege and poverty. The use of 

service-learning pedagogy supports academic programs in community engagement “as a training 

ground and incubator for the social and civic mission of a public democracy” (Butin, 2010, p. 

108). Students may or may not become anthropologists, authors, or mathematicians, but they will 

become members of local and global communities (Butin, 2012; Mitchell, 2007, 2008).  
The Association of American Colleges & Universities (2007, 2013) promotes the inclu-

sion of the knowledge, skills, and dispositions necessary to develop as a critical thinker and en-

gaged citizen, through experiential learning as service-learning pedagogy. Academic programs in 

community engagement support students’ development as local and global citizens. Courses 

blending a theoretical perspective on topics of social justice with community engagement are 

central to how students change their perspectives. 
This study worked from previous studies focused on the impact of experiential learning 

as transformative pedagogy through a course’s design. However, this study looked at civic learn-

ing from students’ perspectives through experiential social justice service-learning pedagogy. 

Perspective transformation as an indicator of personal attitudes and behaviors strongly correlates 

with an individual’s actions (Brown, 2013; Butin, 2012; Deeley, 2010; Levine, 2013; Mitchell, 

2015; Mitchell et al., 2015; Stevens-Long, Sharpiro, & McClintock, 2012). Identifying factors 

that contribute to transformative learning experiences (impact on civic perspective) as students 

perceive them is valuable for replicating experiential pedagogy as a type of civic learning. This 

study describes the conditions for possible transformations in students’ civic perspectives 

through social justice service-learning. Researchers believe that student participation in civic 

learning during college increases civic capacity and a willingness to partake in such work after 

graduation (Barber, 2012; Bringle & Clayton, 2012; Mitchell et al., 2015; Saltmarsh, Hartley, & 

Clayton, 2009; The National Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement, 2012; 

Yorio & Ye, 2012).  
 

Review of Literature 

 
The potential for civic learning to increase civic participation among students in higher 

education has led many educators to experiential learning. A benefit of service-learning as an 

experiential learning initiative is that it provides an understanding of communities and academic 

work, as students collaborate in class and off campus (Boland, 2014; Chan, 2012; Jacoby, 2009, 

2015; Jones, LePau, & Robinson, 2013; Mitchell, 2007). 
Experiential learning, however, may fall short of realizing the benefits found in the re-

search. Often, service-learning, as a widely adopted curricular and instructional practice in the 

United States, does not go beyond assistance through service (Butin, 2007, 2010; Mitchell 2007, 

2008; Westheimer & Kahne, 2007). Social justice in combination with service-learning presents 

opportunities to form relationships with communities off campus to thereby address underlying 

inequities and societal injustices (Butin, 2007, 2010; Mitchell 2007, 2008). Various researchers 

and practitioners write about and implement social justice service-learning, providing an inter-

pretation of its pedagogy. The social justice service-learning model put forth by Mitchell (2007, 
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2008), a leading expert on this type of service-learning, was used to describe civic learning in 

this study.  
Mitchell (2007, 2008), in her seminal works, identifies four essential components of suc-

cessful social justice service-learning: attention to the political foundations of social matters, 

questioning the distribution of power in society, development of productive relationships be-

tween post-secondary institutions and their communities, and creation of social-change agents. 

Mitchell (2008) describes traditional service-learning as “service without attention to systems of 

inequality” and a social justice approach as one that is “unapologetic in its aim to dismantle 

structures of injustice” (p. 50). Students and community members are engaged in analyzing the 

systems of society in order to recognize leverage points for social change, to overcome societal 

inequities. Civic learning requires social justice service-learning pedagogy to create reciprocal 

campus-community partnerships in which community issues and concerns are truly as important 

as intended academic outcomes. 
Butin (2007) and Westheimer and Kahne (2007) position social justice service-learning 

as an approach to service-learning that has the greatest potential to achieve social change. Mitch-

ell (2008) identified social justice service-learning as “working to redistribute power amongst all 

participants in the service-learning relationship, developing authentic relationships in the class-

room and in the community, and working from a social change perspective” (p. 50). Social jus-

tice service-learning asks those engaged in service to “uncover the root causes that perpetuate the 

needs addressed by their service sites” (Mitchell, 2007, p. 105), instead of marginalizing those 

who receive services. Mitchell’s (2008) identification of social justice service-learning as differ-

ent from traditional service-learning recognizes the outcomes for the two forms of service as 

charity in contrast to social justice. To achieve consideration of one’s civic perspective, social 

justice service-learning is examined as an example of civic learning. 
Civic learning has many definitions and characteristics (Jacoby, 2009, 2015; Levine, 

2007). With somewhat varied definitions of civic learning, students develop civic habits differ-

ently through curricular and co-curricular programs on college and university campuses in the 

United States. However, common attributes of civic learning include: facilitating meaningful ac-

tion to improve one’s communities, building the capacity and desire to make a difference, ad-

vancing students’ civic knowledge, and civic participation as a means to transform people’s per-

spectives (AAC&U, 2007; Braskamp, 2011; Campus Compact 2015; Carnegie Foundation, 

2015; Colby, Beaumont, Ehrlick, & Corngold, 2007; Cress, Burack, Giles, Elkins, & Stevens, 

2009; Gould, 2011; Hatcher, 2011; Harkavy, 2006; Jacoby, 2009, 2015; Lough, McBride, & 

Sherraden, 2009; Levine, 2007, 2013; Saltmarsh, 2005; Saltmarsh et al., 2009; The National 

Task Force on Civic Learning and Democratic Engagement, 2012; Torney-Purta, Cabrera, 

Roohr, Liu, & Rios, 2015). 
 

Methodology 
 

Using a bounded case methodology, a single instrumental case study, was used to analyze 

this academic cluster’s gateway course. Stake (1995) identifies an instrumental case study as a 

means for understanding a phenomenon, towards the awareness of a case. This instrumental case 

study (Stake, 1995) described a specific phenomenon within a descriptive case (Yin, 2009). This 

instrumental case study described social justice service-learning, as the case, and students’ civic 

perspectives as the case’s phenomenon.  
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Participants and Context 

 
The gateway course is located at a small college in the northeastern part of the United 

States. For more than 200 years, the college has provided a liberal arts education, recognizing 

learning within and beyond the classroom. As the school looks to further its efforts in civic learn-

ing, they are broadening their use of experiential learning pedagogy. 
The school developed an academic cluster on privilege and poverty, for which the entry 

into the cluster is a gateway course.1 The cluster is a series of courses from a variety of depart-

ments, in which issues of poverty and privilege comprise the theory of the course to be applied in 

its communities. The cluster, rather than an academic major, provides a structure for long-term 

gains from theory and community engagement. The college’s gateway course into this academic 

cluster asks students to consider privilege and poverty through topics such as food security, edu-

cation, and health care. Through various frameworks, students develop perspectives on what an 

ethical society owes people living in poverty. Individuals consider their civic perspectives 

through readings, class discussions, presentations, writings, and semester projects. Reflection 

informs development of personal positions on privilege and poverty, leading to action during 

semester projects. As examples of social justice service-learning, semester projects allow stu-

dents to connect the somewhat theoretical course readings and conversations with experiences of 

real people in their communities. 
The gateway course into the academic cluster facilitates social justice service-learning, 

for students to consider their social justice perspectives through experiences of civic learning. 

Course goals include: a) recognition of one’s beliefs when using“inequality,” “privilege,” and 

“poverty;” b) exposure to interdisciplinary definitions and assessments of “inequality,” “privi-

lege,” and “poverty;” c) understanding of a variety of frameworks to analyze and assess, individ-

ual and group social responsibility to those in conditions of poverty.  
Students developed an understanding of inequity through various curricular documents. 

A few of the readings about privilege and poverty in the United States included David K. 

Shipler, from The Working Poor: Invisible in America (2004); Robert Rector and Rachel Shef-

field, from “Air Conditioning, Cable TV, and an Xbox: What Is Poverty in the United States To-

day?” (2011); and, selections from Reinhold Niebuhr’s Moral Man and Immoral Society” 

(1932). Guest speakers also provide experiences through a presentations and discussions of pov-

erty and privilege. A professor of economics discussed domestic and global understandings of 

inequality and its measurement throughout in the United States and the world.  
Readings about “privilege” and social responsibility included Garrett Hardin’s “Lifeboat 

Ethics: The Case Against Helping the Poor” (1974); Peter Singer’s Practical Ethics (1979) and 

his “Famine, Affluence, and Morality” (1972); John Rawls’s 1967 “Distributive Justice” (Free-

man, 1999). The film Inequality for All (Dungan, Chaiken, & Kornbluth, 2013) was incorporated 

to help students understand privilege. In addition, student-led discussions about the causes and 

consequences of poverty and privilege were developed. Readings, discussions, documentaries, 

role-plays and guest speakers were included in this course, as they relate to race, class, or any-

thing else influencing privilege, poverty, and power. 
While enrolled in this course, students experienced social justice service-learning off 

campus. Students participated in semester projects to connect the theory from readings and dis-

cussions with specific experiences of privilege or poverty in the county. The Director of Com-

                                                         
1. References to the course, and its syllabus, are from James Calvin Davis’s Privilege and Poverty: The Ethics 

of Economic Inequality, Middlebury College, fall of 2015. 
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munity Engagement and the course’s professor provided service-learning opportunities in part-

nership with local organizations. Lived experiences to consider one’s civic perspective were fa-

cilitated through first-hand experiences on issues related to poverty off-campus. Semester project 

field experiences were supported through the school’s annual Action Fair. At the Action Fair 

community agencies and student service organizations presented community engagement oppor-

tunities for students’ semester projects.   
Semester projects required students to keep a journal of experiences in their communities. 

Conversations during the class connected students’ semester projects off-campus to the course 

material. At the end of the course students represented the work from their semester projects by 

submitting a journal, essay, visual representation of the work, or some other example of their 

learning. Students were expected to be involved in their semester projects for approximately 

eight weeks.  
A sampling of semester project offerings included: the local Parent/Child Center, a vol-

unteer-based organization providing food and housing, a locally funded poverty relief group, an 

organization providing local residents with food, shelter, and housing during times of emergen-

cy, an on-campus organization sourcing locally affordable food, and area public schools.  There 

are also a number of college-created organizations supporting those in the community experienc-

ing poverty. Through these social justice service-learning experiences, students in the gateway 

course moved outside their “normal” experiences as college students to examine privilege and 

poverty within their off-campus communities.  
Past participants in the gateway course were eligible for this instrumental case study. An 

email/letter invitation to known alumni, 34 in total, from the fall of 2015 course was sent by the 

professor to establish participants willing to be in this study. The target number of participants 

from the fall 2015 course was between six and eight students.  
The course consisted of students of diverse ethnicities and many first generation college 

students. The participants for the study came from rural and urban settings throughout the United 

States. The primary source of data for this study came through individual interviews. Interviews 

were used to explore participants’ civic perspectives resulting from social justice service-

learning as an example of civic pedagogy. Semi-structured interviews were used in this study 

because they are “sufficiently structured to address specific topics related to the phenomenon of 

study, while leaving space for participants to offer new meanings to the study focus” (Galletta, 

2013, p. 24). Therefore, semi-structured, 60-minute interviews were carried out and represent the 

primary data set for this study. 
 

Data Collection and Analysis  

 
Ponterotto (2005) writes that researchers can recognize the meaning of life experiences 

by considering participants’ experiences. An understanding of students’ social justice service-

learning experiences in the gateway course were used, to better understand participants’ civic 

perspectives.  
The use of curricular documents, student artifacts (journal reflections, final papers, pic-

tures from students’ semester projects, and presentation documents), and five class observations 

were carried out by the researcher to represent social justice and service-learning as civic learn-

ing. Observations included technical information such as date, time, and place, as well as de-

scriptions of activities related to social justice service-learning as civic learning. Interviews pro-

vided opportunities to compare data about the pedagogy of the gateway course as civic learning.  
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The six participants in this study experienced their semester projects at a variety of sites. 

Two students volunteered at an organization providing basic food and housing to those in need. 

Another worked at an organization assisting people with access to necessary resources to meet 

their own basic needs. One student worked at an organization providing local residents with 

food, shelter, and housing during times of emergency. Another student’s semester project was to 

assist an on-campus organization source locally affordable healthy food for its communities. An-

other student worked at an area public school assisting low income students access higher educa-

tion.   
A sampling of questions used in this study included: 
 

How would you describe your experience working on your semester project?  
 

Can you describe some of the ways in which you found yourself thinking about your se-

mester project in relation to the course’s content? 

 
Did you feel as if you changed at all as a result of your semester project? 

 
Can you describe a situation/event where the change occurred and if so, what do you 

think contributed to this?  

 
Has the experience of being in this course changed you at all?  If so how? 

 
What was it that made that change possible? 

 
What was the most memorable moment of the course and what made this moment memo-

rable? 

 
From the interviews, first cycle In Vivo, and second-cycle Pattern coding were used to 

develop codes, categories, and themes during data analysis (Creswell, 2013; Saldana, 2013; 

Stake, 1995). To analyze the accuracy of the findings triangulation was used. Creswell (2013) 

describes triangulation as a process of verification of evidence from different individuals (partic-

ipants and peers), types of data (transcribed interviews and field notes), or methods of data col-

lection (documents, artifacts, observations, and interviews) to support the findings and their rela-

tive themes. When researchers document a code or theme in different sources of data, the process 

of triangulation is evident, and greater validity is provided to the study (Creswell, 2012, 2013).  
This study, although informative, was narrow in scope. The instrumental case study fo-

cused on six participants of a single course and is not a representative sample of social justice 

service-learning as civic pedagogy throughout the country. Twenty-eight students did not agree 

to be interviewed in this study. It is unknown whether those students who did not agree to partic-

ipate would have had similar perspectives to those interviewed. Further research should be de-

signed to gather insights about students’ baseline entry knowledge of social justice and experi-

ences with service in communities, to better determine their effects on civic learning. Selected 

qualitative and quantitative research strategies should be used to conduct studies with students, 

pre- and post-service, to continue examining the results of experiential course design, with larger 

sample sizes, to identify learning that helps to develop a civic perspective. More generally, re-

searchers should begin to formally seek permission to collect ongoing data from incoming and 



Critical Questions in Education 8:3 Summer 2017                                                                     267 

 

existing students involved in experiential courses to determine the effectiveness of these courses’ 

pedagogy. Discovering precise moments of civic learning in “real-time” through tweets, threaded 

discussions, and other media could be explored to better support and identify specific moments 

in which students’ perspectives change. 
 

Findings 
 

Three significant themes emerged from the analysis of the data collected. The themes in-

clude: 1) institutional factors, 2) participatory off-campus learning, and 3) social justice service-

learning as an example of civic learning pedagogy. 
 

Institutional factors 
 

Administrative support for the course and its existence within an academic cluster al-

lowed learning through experiential pedagogy, which provided very active college students with 

civic knowledge and civic participation. One participant stated, “The academic cluster has expe-

riential learning which is really great. A student can take whatever courses they want [about priv-

ilege and poverty] and participate in internships and other community engagement opportuni-

ties.” Another student stated, 

 
I understand the importance of in class learning, but to be able to connect what you’ve 

learned in class to the community, is of great importance. It isn’t until we are able to 

translate the knowledge that we gain in the classroom into our community, that we’ve ac-

tually done anything with the knowledge we possess.   

 
The framework within which the course existed provided institutional support through 

community engagement. This case study recognizes the value of experiential pedagogy as an ac-

cepted practice that acknowledges the privilege of traditional learning and the benefits of applied 

learning through its communities. A student said, “I can learn traditionally, in this class I am 

looking at lenses of theoretical articles about privilege and poverty, but actually going out into 

the community and connecting [theory] to an experience of some kind is taking action while 

learning.” The continued emergence of experiential courses combining academic content with 

experiences in communities promotes a civic perspective through applied learning within exist-

ing courses. Through the Office of Community Engagement and the gateway course examples of 

social justice service-learning and civic learning pedagogy emerged.  
 

Participatory off-campus community learning 
 

This study showed students’ willingness to go outside of their local communities on 

campus influenced their civic perspectives. A participant stated, “connecting with people who 

have fundamentally different lives than I do, and finding a connection through a shared language, 

or a shared culture, or a shared experience of some kind” occurred through this individual’s in-

teractions with the migrant workers in her community. Extending from participation in the 

course content, students’ experiences in their off-campus communities engaged their learning 

and provided opportunities to apply course readings and ideas through action during their semes-

ter projects (Bringle & Hatcher, 1995; Furco, 1996; Jacoby, 2015). Experiences off campus 
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helped build the capacity for members of the course to connect their service-learning experiences 

with the class readings, presentations and discussions of privilege and poverty. A student de-

scribed a greater understanding of community: “the way that I think about privilege and poverty 

in my community and in the world has changed. Also, how I perceive myself and my role in the 

greater community of the County has changed [as a result of this class].” The students inter-

viewed identified connections with people in the college’s town and the county as an outcome of 

their course experiences (Bettez & Hytten, 2013; Butin, 2007; Jacoby, 2009, 2015; Kumashiro, 

2000, 2004; Mitchell, 2008). 
The successes and lessons learned off campus could immediately be applied in the class-

room, connecting the theoretical concepts of privilege and poverty to students’ engaged learning 

in their communities (Chan, 2012; King, 2004; Kiley, 2005; Pedersen et al., 2015). A participant 

mentioned, “it was interesting to work on [a semester project] through the perspective of the 

class because I felt my direct responsibilities [at the organization] didn’t really tie in with discus-

sions from class because the readings were really philosophical.”  This student went on to say, 

“the class really forced me to take a moment and think, ‘okay, I’m interpreting medical appoint-

ments but WHY (said with emphasis), why do people NEED (emphasis) interpreters, what is re-

ally behind all of that?’” Students brought theory and experience into the classroom through the 

content of the course and their applied learning experiences.  
A student stated that the course “combines experiential learning off-campus while reflect-

ing on yourself, and diving into really, really dense ethical readings.” Too often, classroom prac-

tice does not seem completely applicable to the “outside” because students, without having expe-

rienced real-world connections, struggle to turn theory into practice (Dewey, 1938; Freire, 1994 

[1970]; Kolb, 1984; Kolb & Kolb, 2005). Another student said, “I think when talking about priv-

ilege and poverty it is really important to not just learn academically what that is, there is a lot 

that books don’t teach us.” In civic participation, the theory of a class implemented in practice 

and reflected upon guides student learning (Enos, 2015; Jacoby, 2009, 2015; Levine, 2007; 

Saltmarsh et al., 2009; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004).  A participant reflected through the course, 

“I reassessed who I am, what I deserve, and how I got to where I am. I thought a lot about why I 

was given opportunities and how I can maximize the amount of change I want to make.” The 

gateway course facilitated civic learning pedagogy through social justice service-learning. 
 

Social justice service-learning as civic learning  
 

Social justice service-learning facilitated in the academic cluster provided theory of so-

cial justice with practical application through service in communities. A student mentioned, “[the 

class] started [with our] talking about definitions of poverty, and then a professor from the Eco-

nomics Department who does studies on poverty came in and talked about really concrete [eco-

nomic] policies.” Students considered the political foundations of domestic and global poverty as 

a matter of social justice. Another student stated that “I was keeping a journal, because I was 

supposed to, but [the semester project site] they just saw me volunteering. [But,] from my point 

of view I was using different lenses to think about my experiences.” This learning established an 

environment conducive to civic learning through experience and reflection. A participant said 

that through the semester project, their understanding of where their “prejudices stand” was of 

value. This student went on to conclude, “it’s great to learn from papers and authors, but I think 

it’s also important to acknowledge the privilege we have as college students, no matter where 
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you come from, this happened during my semester project.” Evidence of students’ civic learning 

existed with their questions about their place in society.   
Changes students hoped to seek in the world were demonstrated, during the gateway 

course, as a participant stated, “we talked a lot about privilege as a class and the course forced 

me to reflect on my privilege as a college student. This class has changed my thoughts about 

volunteering and my moral obligation to better communities through equality.”  Another men-

tioned wanting to change the direction of their semester project organization: “I do want to do 

that because I think the way they are [providing their service] right now is inefficient and fur-

thers a social divide.” A student talked about their semester project organization obtaining 501c3 

status as a nonprofit. The student continued, “we also learned in January that we are now able to 

accept food stamps. Experiences such as this and the course reshaped the way I think about mor-

als, ethics and our obligation to the greater good of society.” Another participant stated, “I have 

learned the importance of inequality [through the gateway course] which is what drove me to do 

my semester project. The overarching goal of the organization I am working at is to lessen the 

[inequality] gap.” Another participant stated, “what are the gaps in the system that prevent [their 

semester project site] from putting itself out of business? I wonder, what is causing the need for 

the services offered?”  This individual went on to state during their interview that they continue 

to work at their semester project site and want to be a part of an Non-Governmental Organization 

after graduation. Finally, a student commented, “everyone [in class] had a common goal, and un-

derstanding, that the work we were doing was important to people's lives. We all wanted to make 

a difference in the community and help people overcome poverty.” 
Social justice service-learning as an example of civic learning existed in this gateway 

course. A participant said, “realizing I wasn’t comfortable [at the semester project] was shocking 

to me and really unfortunate. A lot of people like to think that, [people in poverty] are just like 

us, it’s sad to know that’s not true for me, yet.” Experiences with the inequitable distribution of 

resources provided opportunity to examine one’s civic perspective. Deeley (2010), Gurin-Sands, 

Gurin, Nagda, & Osuna, (2012), Nagda et al. (2003), Nagda, Gurin, Sorenson, Gurin-Sands, & 

Osuna, (2009), Nohl (2015), Pedersen et al. (2015), and Storms (2012) emphasize the positive 

outcomes of experiential pedagogy, in this study social justice service-learning, and potential 

personal transformation directed towards future action. A student stated: “This class has made 

me more aware of the issues of privilege and poverty. For example, the Flint water situation in 

Michigan I can tie into what I’ve learned in class and how to brainstorm for positive change.” 

Experiential and transformative experiences were facilitated through this gateway course.  
 

Implications 
 

Insights into the institutional factors that affect students’ civic perspectives; civic benefits 

from opportunities for service off campus; and facilitation of social justice service-learning were 

represented through this gateway course. 
Through interviews and class observations, students voiced the sentiment that more stu-

dents should have experiences in social justice service-learning. A participant stated towards the 

end of an interview, “everyone at the college should take this course because there are many dif-

ferent social problems that can be looked at through the lenses of privilege and poverty; it was a 

beautiful combination of theory and practice that others should experience.” With the support of 

administration, faculty, and staff, all students could have a better understanding of their commu-

nities locally and globally through various events leading to new learning and service in their 
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communities. Therefore, a commitment through the structures (policies, procedures, and pro-

grams) of the college might be established to ensure that all students have experiences to develop 

civic knowledge and participation prior to graduation (Kolb & Kolb, 2005). 
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Abstract 

 

Public education reformers have created a widespread expectation of school choice 

among school consumers. School leaders adopt rigorous academic programs, like the In-

ternational Baccalaureate (IB) Diploma Programme (DP) and Career Programme (CP), 

to improve their market position in the competitive landscape. While ample research has 

investigated the nature of school choice policies, few studies have looked directly at mar-

keting language or materials to probe the meanings of the sales pitches used by schools 

to recruit students for selective enrollment programs. This study aimed to develop under-

standings of meanings that emerge from the marketing discourses of specialized second-

ary programs. It draws from document analysis (Prior, 2003) and multi-modal social se-

miotics (Hodge & Kress, 1988; Kress, 2010) to investigate the marketing of IB Pro-

grammes in two U.S. high schools. American schools operate within the quasi-market 

education system and engender business ideologies meant to attract program partici-

pants and supportive parents. The policy discourses of school choice are maneuvered in-

to marketing narratives to shape the 21st century student-subject.  

 

Keywords: school choice, public schools, recruitment and marketing, the International Bacca-

laureate, semiotic analysis 

 

 

Introduction 

 

Schools in the U.S. face competition for students in both the private and public sector (Anast-

May, Mitchell, Buckner, & Elsberry, 2012). In the last two decades, the political lightning rod 

(Davies & Quirke, 2005) of school choice policy has opened up schools in all sectors to the forc-

es of the market. Those who favor the choice system extol it for providing consumers with the 

freedom to choose what is best for their children (Chubb & Moe, 1990). Those who oppose ar-

gue that the free market does not yield success for anyone who works hard and that failure is not 

just a consequence of making the wrong choices in the vast supermarket of educational products 

(Apple, 1980/2004). In a marketized system, schools seek the best customers to consume their 

educational products (Adnett & Davies, 2005; Lubienski, 2006b), and, as such they increasingly 

depend upon marketing materials to promote specialized curricula and programs (Lubienski, 

2007). Likewise, families increasingly call upon consumer behavior to engage in children’s 

schooling (Lubienski, 2006b). It is common in the private school world for graphic design and 
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advertising agencies to be hired as consultants and create schools’ marketing materials (Zim-

merman, 2008); however, promotional efforts have also taken place in the public sphere. For ex-

ample, in 2006 the United States launched a marketing campaign in China, the “Electronic Edu-

cation Fair,” to draw Chinese university students to U.S. schools (West, 2008).  

 Marketing is used to generate consumers of a product portrayed as desirable, and in the 

school sector, this means filling student seats (students as consumers) as well as improving mar-

ket position (Lubienski, 2006a). Schools in this framework become rankable with benchmarked 

indices and accountability data. This study presumes a deeper understanding of schools’ posi-

tions in the marketized system can be gained from close investigation of public school marketing 

materials and discourses. We asked the following:   

 

1) How do marketing discourses convey information about schools’ positions and goals 

within their communities? 

2) How do marketing materials and marketing language convey the values of school 

programs in the choice system? 

 

This empirical study investigates marketing programs in two International Baccalaureate 

(IB) schools in one U.S. state. One school is situated in the state’s largest metropolitan area and 

the other within an urban area on the state’s peripheral boundary, both offering the IB Diploma 

Programme (DP; or the IBDP) and IB’s newer Career Programme (CP; or the IBCP)—the origi-

nal moniker was the IB Career Certificate (IBCC). Marketing data for this study focus specifical-

ly on recruitment for the CP. We asked how the schools encourage participation in their Career 

Programmes, why this participation matters, and how the marketing messages are sustained in 

classroom experiences. We interrogated the ways marketing materials informed the identities of 

the schools, the academic program, the students, and their communities. Our investigation in-

cludes actual marketing documents as well as interview and field note data to interrogate not on-

ly how students are brought into the CP, but also how students, once in the programs, are provid-

ed with the promised products.  

This paper begins with a review of research on educational quasi-markets, including the 

IB’s offering of academic programs within this market. It continues with a discussion of litera-

ture on school marketing and competition as well as an analysis of how high-status curricula af-

filiate with Bernstein’s (2000) concept of pedagogic identity. Bernstein is useful when theorizing 

how the IB Programmes hold an exchange value in the market, promising to improve the com-

petitive positioning of schools and students. The next section offers a methodological approach 

on document and multi-modal semiotic analysis. Then, the findings of the data analysis are pre-

sented, followed by a conclusion and suggestions for further research.  

 

Literature Review 

 

As school choice expanded in the United States, so did the need for schools to engage in 

marketing processes (Anast-May, Mitchell, Buckner, & Elsberry, 2012). School choice policies 

and practices emerged in the late 1970s and early 1980s as a response to political narratives 

about the inability of public schooling to provide high quality education for U.S. students (Gin-

tis, Cox, Green, & Hickox, 1991). Influential texts like Chubb and Moe’s (1990) Politics, Mar-

kets, and America’s Schools helped to spread the notion that the government’s monopoly on the 

service of schooling was at the root of the problem, and that a competitive market, responsive to 
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consumer demands, would result in improved educational service for all (Webb, Gulson, & Pit-

ton, 2014). Ball (1990) pointed out that without financial exchange, however, the education sec-

tor would never become “a real market” (p. 90). Over a decade later, and well into a period of 

policy changes that opened up schools to market forces in many countries, Lubienski (2006b) 

reaffirmed the difference between the school market and the laissez-faire market, and explained 

the term “quasi-market” (p. 249) as a more accurate term to apply to the exchange structure of 

the marketized school system. An educational quasi-market, according to Levačić (1995) might 

be characterized by elements of choice but still be regulated and subject to high levels of gov-

ernment control. The term was originally applied favorably to support a British reform agenda 

maximizing local control of education and expanding parental choice. Whitty and Power (1997) 

and others have applied it critically in research analyzing the effects of school choice and mar-

ketization on increased social inequality and reduced access.  

The core tenet of free-market school policy through this transformational period, from the 

early 1990s to the present, has been parental choice, driven by the belief that choice will create 

competition and result in quality improvements (Ball, 1990; Bartlett, Frederick, Gulbrandsen, & 

Murillo, 2002; Condliffe, Boyd, & Deluca, 2015). School choice was relatively slow to catch on 

and was not seen as a particularly widespread phenomenon in U.S. school districts as of the early 

2000s (Robenstine, 2000). However, specialized secondary-level programs like the IB’s Diploma 

and Career Programmes, which offer alternatives to traditional curriculum and promise ad-

vantages for students, create choice systems within individual schools and stimulate competition 

among academic programs as well as students and their teachers (Khazem & Khazem, 2014). In 

this study, the educational quasi-markets were considered for the choice and competition they 

created both between schools and within schools.  

As the ideal of school choice within the public sector expanded, the pressure to allow 

market forces to act upon public schools reshaped the ways schools were managed. Both human 

and capital resources were reallocated in response to the demand for competition, with some of 

these resources funneled into promotional efforts. School personnel, though typically trained as 

educators and not business managers, now must market their schools in order to raise their pro-

files on local and state league tables (Anast-May, Mitchell, Buckner, & Elsberry, 2012). In many 

secondary schools, programs such as IB help to achieve these goals.  

Since its inception in 1968 as a European educational organization for transnational fami-

lies, the IB has grown its presence in the English-speaking world and become, as Bunnell (2011) 

stated, “undeniably Anglo-centric. In July 2009, the United States, Canada, England, and Aus-

tralia accounted for 61 percent of the IB World presence” (p. 66). Doherty (2009) pointed out 

how in the mid-2000s the IB in Australia was produced in media accounts and parent infor-

mation documents as a “brand of distinction” (p. 82) and marked as a niche program to attract 

upwardly mobile families to choose its programs. Doherty (2009) and Doherty and Shield (2012) 

provided strong examinations of how school choice policies, curricular markets, and branding 

worked together to enable rapid growth of IB in Australia. Similarly, Bunnell (2011) traced the 

ways in which policy conditions and public attitudes embraced the IB programs and resulted in 

the United States holding the market share of IB programs in the world, with the vast majority of 

these, 89% as of 2011 (Doherty & Shield, 2012) in publicly funded schools. 

Bunnell (2011), in his analysis of how the United States came to dominate the IB market, 

attributed the U.S. growth to several factors, among which were the pressure in national and state 

education policies on schools to produce global citizens (p. 67) and a long-term presence, dating 

back to the 1950s, of international education in American schools. Another important and more 
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recent factor is the perception that the IB DP is “the route to academic excellence” (p. 72). The 

American media perpetuates this notion as publications such as Newsweek produce annual lists 

of “best” high schools dominated by schools with IB DPs or large Advanced Placement pro-

grams. 

While the work of the authors above does not centrally focus on the role of promotion in 

creating populations of IB students, marketing emerges as an implicit thread across these litera-

tures. Bunnell (2011) was primarily concerned about the narrowing of the notion of international 

education as the IB aimed to serve the needs of its biggest customer, the United States. Doherty 

(2009) and Doherty and Shield (2012) problematized the ways in which curricular branding 

overshadowed local, democratic schooling. Branding and competition yield perceptions of rank 

among different programs and curricula.  

Lubienski (2007) analyzed how marketing practices function in the marketized school 

system and shifted the argument from whether education should or should not be treated as a 

consumer product and noted that “it is being positioned exactly as such in competitive environ-

ments” (p. 122, emphasis in original). Lubienski called for more research on how schools charac-

terize and advertise their services, especially to one another, claiming that more investigation 

could yield better understandings of how market forces convey the goals of public education.  

Nevertheless there is a paucity of literature examining specific ways schools advertise 

themselves or their programs. Miron and Nelson’s (2002) study of charter schools noted that an 

investment in promotion of a school was not necessarily accompanied by educational innovation. 

Ammerman and Wuttke (2014) provided a step-by-step guide for recruiting and retaining young 

string players in school orchestra programs, using marketing theory to help school orchestra 

leaders populate the program. Marketing terms such as brand loyalty were deployed to frame the 

school orchestra program as a choice product and the students as consumers. Suggestions for 

keeping loyal customers and growing the brand included strategies like making students believe 

“orchestra is the in-group” (p. 25). In both articles, marketing was used to increase participation 

in programs. No connection could be found linking increased participation with improved quality 

of educational programs.  

However, in this limited literature on education marketing, a connection between market-

ing and the presumption of quality of education programming does emerge. To draw students 

into educational programs, marketing materials must stimulate potential consumers’ future ambi-

tions and aspirations, suggesting students’ ideal futures and signifying that choice programs will 

help students meet their goals better than any other option. Marketing ensures, likewise, that the 

public has knowledge of the existence of choice programs. Educational program marketing raises 

awareness of educational options and thus has a pedagogical effect. Educational marketing in-

structs the public about available choices and shapes educational consumers. 

Reese (2007) discussed Virginia’s Arlington Career Center as a model of program mar-

keting, with its posters advertising the career and technical education (CTE) programs as “artistic 

and eye-catching…each one spotlights an individual student success story—a success story that 

is due in large part to the experience the student had at the career center” (p. 14). Advertisements 

attracted students to believe they would garner success in the career options offered at this cen-

ter. Reese emphasized that program marketing must make communities aware; the message must 

get out or a program’s good cannot be realized. Marketing must convey a curricular product’s 

desirability and its value. Well-designed posters, logos, websites, community information meet-

ings and even television commercials are not only necessary to the success of education systems 

in terms of enrollment; these materials construct programs’ quality. Quality is construed in terms 
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of how programs promise to position participants advantageously and ideally. Schools, school 

districts, and even nation-states utilize the principles of marketing to construct educational value. 

In their construction of value, educational marketing practices position students in idealized rela-

tionships with the educational products they consume. Educational products become equated 

with students’ unrealized potential. In this way, marketing practices may be read as explicit ver-

bal and visual renderings of schools’ “pedagogic identities,” a concept Bernstein (2000) theo-

rized and which several scholars (Cambridge, 2012; Doherty, 2010; Resnik, 2008) have applied 

to the IB’s secondary programs.  

Pedagogic identity, according to Bernstein (2000), precedes the formation of personal 

identity in marketized society. The state can project a desirable pedagogic identity through its 

educational reforms, with this identity aiming to orient subjects within the social order. Pedagog-

ic identity embeds a society’s possible careers within “a collective base” (p. 66). This base is 

composed both of and by the social order, the constellation of cultural and governmental forces 

that comprise social norms and possibilities. Bernstein analyzed the ways in which states’ educa-

tion reforms were used to constitute official pedagogic identities, which sometimes competed 

with local identities (Bernstein, p. xi). The career of a student, according to Bernstein, is a 

“knowledge career, a moral career and a locational career” (p. 66) and is situated in a social base 

ordered and institutionalized by the state. U.S. educational institutions now attempt to maximize 

their profiles in the arena Bernstein (2000) termed the decentered market of the neoliberal state. 

School districts shuffle resources for targeted student recruitment and, also, to “meet external 

performance criteria,” and “optimise [their] position in relation to similar institutions” (p. 69). 

The decentered market identity likens education to a form of connoisseurship or consumption 

(Power, 2006). Bernstein proposed another form of decentered pedagogic identity, therapeutic. 

The decentered therapeutic identity focuses on the formation and control of the self as a “person-

al project” (p. 73). Cambridge (2012) argued that the IB Programmes have attempted to project a 

“‘progressive’ decentered therapeutic identity” (p. 50), but the IB is also “assailed by market 

forces…[and] being driven towards a neo-liberal decentred (market) identity” (p. 50).  

Both IB’s secondary level programs, the DP and CP, now instantiate the market model of 

soft-skills training for future workers, and newer IB school-based activities are geared toward the 

socio-emotional and cognitive values of self-improvement, flexible thinking, teamwork, and the 

like.  Bernstein’s (2000) decentered therapeutic identity emerges through these programs as they 

embed the idea of individual planning and self-management. “Here the concept of self is crucial 

and the self is regarded as a personal project,” Bernstein wrote (p. 73). At the center of the ne-

oliberal project is the entrepreneurial self; a constant loop of training and retraining, skilling and 

reskilling marks the “new citizen.” Nikolas Rose (1999) clarified, “life is to become a continuous 

economic capitalization of the self” (p. 161).  In order to strengthen one’s credentials and exper-

tise in scarce and highly competitive labor markets, young people need improvisational strategies 

for managing risk.   

As U.S. school reform centers upon discourses of employability via college and career 

readiness, the IB Programmes promise to elevate students’ status with credentials to promote 

postsecondary success and career advancement. Resnik (2008), too, argued the curricular objec-

tives of the IB Programmes anticipate a pedagogic identity “concomitant with the occupational 

demands of the new economy” (p. 153). The cognitive skills required by top global managers 

engaged in problem solving activities are exhibited as the psycho-emotional predispositions of 

self-reflection, critical thinking, and lifelong learning, among others. According to Resnik (2008, 

p. 161) these identities are developed in the IB core, using the Approaches to Learning course 
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and related community service activities, to convey “the main tenet of IB curricula ...‘learning to 

learn’ so that students can adapt the skills to any new learning environment or context in which 

they find themselves” (p. 155). Likewise, the IB’s Learner Profile, offering ten attributes—soft 

skills—taught in the core courses of both the DP and the CP, appears to project Bernstein’s 

(2000) therapeutic identity and encourage the constant remaking of the neoliberal self (Cam-

bridge, 2012, p. 50). Within the U.S. context, the IB’s secondary level programs are situated 

within a collective base valorizing school choice and competition and urging its youth to ensure 

their competitive advantage as future workers in the knowledge economy. In the next section, we 

explore the methodologies of document analysis (Prior, 2003) and multimodal semiotic analysis 

(Hodge & Kress, 1988 & Kress, 2010). These enabled us to investigate the marketing materials 

of two IB high schools in one U.S. state and to ask how the schools framed the pedagogic identi-

ties of the IB Diploma and Career Programmes. 

 

Methodology 

 

Data included visual marketing materials and verbal marketing discourses culled from in-

terviews with IB school administrators. To analyze this data we employed aspects of Prior’s 

(2003) document analysis as well as multimodal semiotic analysis (Hodge & Kress, 1988; Kress, 

2010). We considered the intersections of choice policy discourses and curricular program mar-

keting. Our approach investigated written and spoken texts as semiotic acts influencing the social 

system and able to both reproduce and change “the sets of meanings and values which make up a 

culture” (Hodge & Kress, 1988, p. 6). Bernstein’s (2000) theoretical concept of pedagogic identi-

ty aligns with the analytical strategies of Prior, Hodge and Kress, and Kress. All are grounded in 

the notion of action embedded within a social order and interpretable within the social context.  

We analyzed the data and organized their common themes to construct the marketing 

dossier for each school. The dossier is “a collection of statements drawn from various sources” 

(Prior, 2003, p. 92). In this research texts, visual artifacts, and interview transcripts centering on 

how IB Programmes were advertised to students and parents comprised the dossier. At each 

school, school choice and marketization were accepted practices.  

Prior’s (2003) document analysis methodology focuses on the study of how documents 

function within their social settings, not just “what [documents] contain” (p. 4). Prior equates the 

importance of documents with that of human speech. He advocates treating them as fluid, formed 

by social actors and determined by collective forces. As such, analysis of documents for social 

research involves a focus on what documents reference rather than just on the meanings of 

words, phrases, or documents themselves. Prior recommends the study of not just documents but 

also those who use them, so we combined our analysis of marketing presentations with inter-

views. Looking closely at multiple layers, Prior found it possible to interpret the discourses doc-

uments communicate. For Prior, discourse was the social construction of an idea, the rules and 

principles that buttress social worlds and determine the relations of social power that govern ex-

perience. Prior’s methodology asks researchers to see documents as social discourse.  

Additionally, Hodge and Kress (1988) and Kress (2010) in conjunction with Prior (2003) 

provide a macro-social framework for examining IB schools’ marketing strategies. Hodge and 

Kress’s social semiotic approach to multimodal communication provides ways to situate data in 

their social contexts. Multimodal communication signifies cultural technologies “of representa-

tion, production, dissemination, and the affordances and facilities that they offer” (Kress, 2010, 

p. 19).  In other words, communication responds to social and technological developments.  



Critical Questions in Education 8:3 Summer 2017                                                                     281 

 

Kress’s research helps to situate our study in the increasingly marketized world character-

ized by “the rapid shrinking, the disappearance even, of a public domain where a consensus 

about forms of social interaction might exist” (p. 18). Contemporary communication is situated 

in a world in which global markets generate “social fragmentation as a means of maximizing the 

potentials of niche markets” (Kress, 2010, p. 20). For this research, visual and verbal marketing 

materials function to attract students to participate in IB programs, which reinforce class posi-

tions in the stratified market of schooling programs (Doherty, 2009). Neoliberal society reframes 

the citizen as consumer, and according to Kress, the “subjectivity of ‘consumer,’ embedded in 

market-led conceptions of choice, has fundamental effects on possibilities and practices of com-

munication when contrasted with those of ‘citizen’” (p. 20, emphasis in original). The marketing 

materials from School 1 and 2 aimed to draw consumer/family into school programs promising 

social advantage. 

This contextual setting forms the background for our reading of the marketing dossiers 

for the two schools. Prior (2003) urges researchers to study not just documents but where and 

how documents are used, because a document constitutes “an event or phenomenon of which it is 

a part” (p, 68). Likewise, Kress (2010) advocates that meanings be determined not just from lin-

guistic analysis of texts but also from examining the “interests of the sign-maker…[and] the envi-

ronment in which meaning is made” (p. 57, emphasis in original). Within this framework our 

analysis of the marketing materials considered the political and economic influences of neoliber-

alism alongside the local communities. The quasi-market system seeks to create competition be-

tween schools and also to increase the competitive nature of curricular options within schools. 

The data represent the social construction of the IB Programmes and the students within the 

schools. The collective marketing dossiers of each school are read as a narrative of marketization 

and school competition. Both schools use their marketing documents to attract students into the 

same programs, the IB DP and CP. However, the ways in which their marketing narratives differ 

provide insight into how individual productions of meaning interact with broader systems of 

meaning (Hodge & Kress, 1988). In these cases, marketing narratives imagined ideal outcomes 

for students—as well as ideal students distinctly framed at each school. 

Competition and ranking pressures drove the marketized system of the two schools. Both 

schools engaged in marketing efforts to recruit and retain high-quality IB students. At the time of 

the study, both schools had adopted the IB’s two upper-secondary programs, the DP and the CP. 

In each case the DP was a well-established offering within the school and the CP was relatively 

new. Both schools had well-established CTE programs. Each school had at least two years of 

experience offering the CP, which was available worldwide starting in 2011. Researchers col-

lected marketing documents and conducted interviews to investigate how (a) marketing dis-

courses convey information about schools’ positions and goals within their communities and (b) 

marketing materials and language convey the values of school programs in the choice system. 

  

Findings 

 

School 1 is located in an affluent district in the state’s largest metro area and receives a 

state ranking well above average. White students make up 70% of the student population; the 

remaining populations consist of Hispanic, Asian, and Black students. Less than 15% of the 

school’s students are classified as economically disadvantaged (eligible for free and reduced 

price lunch). School 2 is located in a district on the periphery of the state and receives a perfor-

mance score in the average range. Black students comprise over 55% of the school’s population; 



282                                                                Donovan & Lakes—“We don’t Recruit, We Educate” 
 

the remaining populations consist of Hispanic, White, and Multi-racial students. Over 65% of 

students are considered economically disadvantaged. For students at each school, participating in 

IB programs was a choice. School 1 did not restrict participation in its IB programs; marketing 

materials targeted the entire school population. Students could choose to join either program at 

any time before the programs officially started in 11th grade. The population of IB students at 

School 1 aligned demographically with the school as a whole. School 2 was a magnet school, 

and it marketed its IB programs to all eighth-grade middle school students in the district. Stu-

dents had to apply to participate, which involved completing an exam, an essay, and an inter-

view. A limited number of students from within and outside the school’s attendance zone were 

admitted to the IB magnet program, which started in ninth grade. Once students at School 2 

completed their first two years of an IB preparation curriculum, they could continue, if eligible, 

in either the Diploma Programme or the Career Programme. School 2’s IB participants did not 

match the school demographics, however, with a larger percentage of White students participat-

ing in IB than present in the school as a whole. Both School 1 and School 2 utilized similar mar-

keting strategies to attract participants to one of the two programs.  

PowerPoint presentations used to promote the schools’ IB programs served as central da-

ta sources for this study. IB coordinators developed the presentations for semi-annual parent in-

formation sessions. The schools’ websites and email lists announced the voluntary sessions. Ad-

ditional data sources included interviews with IB faculty, program coordinators, and administra-

tors. All data were analyzed using Dedoose, a secure, password-protected qualitative analysis 

program. In keeping with the ideas of Prior (2003), we developed thematic codes (see Table 1.0) 

based upon what aspects of the social body were referenced in the texts and images of data 

sources. Since the data influenced and shaped the schools’ communities, codes were designed to 

give substance to underlying features of the communities, such as their values, hopes, and con-

cerns. We treated the multi-modal data semiotically, that is, as signs constructed within the social 

context of each school and intended to do particular kinds of work (Kress, 2010). 

 

Table 1.0. Codes 

 

List of Codes 

Code  Description   

Adding school products  CP was a relatively new product in each school 

Advising as advertising During advisement sessions, IB coordinators had to 

market IB Programmes 

Attractiveness of IB for both stu-

dent and school  

Student involvement in IB Programmes also benefits 

schools 

A way to improve during district 

expansion 

As districts change, pressure exerted on schools to 

grow and attract the best students 

A way to improve during financial 

crisis 2009 

When financial crisis affected budgets starting in 2009, 

schools perceived low-cost program adoptions as ways 

to continue improving despite budget crisis 

Belief in the products/ administra-

tors support for IB 

Administrators expressed strong support for and belief 

in what IB Programmes had to offer 

Competition between programs Tension between students about which IB Programme 

to choose 

Competition between schools Schools within both districts competed for the most 
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high achieving students 

Competition for state rank  Both schools sought to gain an edge in state ranking 

CTE teachers as advertising  Popular teachers drew students into best CTE programs 

and IB CP 

DP harder than CP  Tension between perception that DP was more chal-

lenging and thus superior program 

Education as recruitment Faculty resisted idea that they were recruiting students; 

instead they were educating them 

Future benefits offered for students Programs offered all espoused future benefits 

International competition Faculty were aware of perception of U.S. educational 

failure compared to higher-ranked countries 

Parents’ goals Parents’ goals for their children varied across schools 

Providing edge in compete- 

tive world 

Strong emphasis on the competition for college spots 

and jobs beyond the school walls 

Social Worlds Refers to cultural characteristics of each school 

State scholarship Refers to tuition scholarship for high achieving stu-

dents at in-state colleges 

Student-consumers’ identities Students were customers served by academic offerings 

Unadvertised challenges Challenges with IB Programmes administrators did not 

disclose to parents and students 

 

We compared codes across data sources (see Charmaz, 2014) and used memos to gener-

ate links between codes to form the corpus or the “logonomic system” (Hodge & Kress, 1988, p. 

4) of signs that shaped each school’s marketing discourse. A logonomic system is a control 

mechanism regulating the function of semiotic messages. It is: 

 

a set of rules prescribing the conditions for production and receptions of meanings, which 

specify who can claim to initiate (produce, communicate) or know (receive, understand) 

meanings about what topics under what circumstances and with what modalities (how, 

when, why). (p. 4) 

 

Examining the codes (Table 1.0) enabled researchers to see how marketing materials and dis-

courses functioned as a logonomic system regulating the meanings of the IB CP and how those 

meanings were received by students and their parents.  

Initial coding and memo writing enabled excerpts to be regrouped according to common 

themes. Then excerpts were arranged in these new groupings, reread as documents unto them-

selves, and viewed as representative of how the IB CP was produced within each school (see Ta-

ble 2.0). Marketing discourse positioned the CP as a desirable option for students. The complex 

of codes revealed a distinct narrative of program promotion for the IB Programmes at each 

school, with underlying logonomic systems that controlled the meaning of the CP’s desirability.  

 

Table 2.0 

  

Common Themes (Codes Re-grouped) 

Common theme Original codes 

Marketization  Adding school products  
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Advising as advertising 

Attractiveness of IB for both student and school  

Belief in the products/administrative support for IB  

CTE teachers as advertising 

Education as recruitment  

Future benefits/advertising discourse  

Parents’ goals 

Student-consumers’ identities  

Unadvertised challenges 

Competition Competition between programs 

Competition between schools  

Competition for state rank  

DP harder than CP  

International competition   

Providing edge in competitive world 

School Improvement  

State scholarship 

School improve-

ment 

A way to improve during district expansion 

A way to improve during financial crisis 2008 

Social Worlds School 1 cultural characteristics/social imaginaries 

School 2 cultural characteristics/social imaginaries 

  

Through this analytical process, the data helped us see the ways that marketing defined relations 

between the IB CP and the DP, the IB and the school as a whole, and the identity of the ideal 

student at each school. Each school’s marketing narrative is linked to a larger narrative of ne-

oliberalism and marketization of schooling.  

This section continues with an explication of the four major themes, marketization, com-

petition, school improvement, and social worlds, and a discussion of the marketing narratives, 

undergirded by logonomic systems of each school. We use these themes to analyze the docu-

ments’ references and their social-semiotic qualities (Prior, 2003; Kress, 2010; Hodge & Kress, 

1988). Prior (2003) explained the dossier as a “collection of statements drawn from various 

sources, [functioning] as a mirror on events” (p. 92). The marketing dossiers of School 1 and 

School 2 demonstrate how the forces of competition and marketization, the discourse of school 

improvement, and the imaginaries of social worlds act upon the schools, but also how they, the 

documents, function as actants in the narrative of choice schooling.  

 

Marketization 

 

Both schools faced the same challenge: populating two IB Programmes available to stu-

dents in grades 11 and 12, and both used marketing strategies to garner participation in their pro-

grams. School 1 drew in potential students through voice mails and newsletters, advertising the 

program to attract participants (School 1 IB coordinator, personal communication, January 30, 
2015). Participants at School 1 frequently used the language of sales in regards to promoting IB 

Programmes, along with the terms “competition” and “competitive.” At School 2, participants 

expressed discomfort about the nature of recruitment for different IB Programmes. The IB coor-

dinator stated, when asked about how the school derived their participants in their two IB Pro-
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grammes (CP and DP): “We don’t recruit for [CP], we recruit for IB. We don’t differentiate 

whatsoever…we recruit as a magnet, in terms of [an] internationally recognized magnet. Um, 

that is our recruitment, shtick, so to speak” (School 2 IB coordinator, personal communication, 

January 14, 2015). School 1 marketed two different programs, while School 2 marketed itself as 

an “IB school.”  

Marketing strategies alone did not constitute the marketization theme in this study, al-

though marketing is surely an outcome of school choice. Marketization as a thematic construct 

refers to the transformation of public schooling in which neoliberal consumerism supplanted lib-

eral humanism in the curriculum (Whitty & Power, 1997). In the marketized system, education is 

a consumer act, conferring benefits for consumers, and the two schools in this research were of-

fering two IB products for students to choose. Both schools offered open meetings for parents 

and students during which they explained the programs. At School 1, the DP and CP were treated 

separately; at School 2, the two IB offerings were explained during the same event. IB coordina-

tors use PowerPoint presentations to explain IB Programmes at these events.  

The PowerPoints explained the features of the programs while providing estimations of 

their merits. For School 1, we gained access only to the presentation promoting the Career Pro-

gramme. For School 2, the same document was used to promote both the Diploma and the Career 

Programme. The two presentations are notable for their visual contrasts. School 1’s presentation 

on the CP had a variety of eye-catching colors, charts, graphs, and interjections. On one slide, a 

side comment in a green starry bubble read, “Ooo! Ooo! State scholarship!” suggesting that 

among the benefits of the Career Programme is its potential to increase the likelihood of partici-

pants receiving the scholarship (see Figure 1.0).  

 

Figure 1.0.  School 1, Parent’s Night Orientation 

 

 
 

School 2’s presentation had few variations in font or color and all graphics represented 

IB’s digital identity (International Baccalaureate, 2015). The school’s visual identity was repre-

sented in the font colors of some slides. Essential to the interpretation of multimodal texts, says 

Liu (2013), is looking at the relationships among visual elements and the meanings associated 

with them in a particular culture. This lack of visual variation or reference to School 2’s commu-
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nity in their PowerPoint presentation contrasted with the ample visual detail in School 1’s. 

School 1’s sales pitch for the CP was highly personalized; School 2’s visual recruitment efforts 

aligned with the coordinator’s claim that at this school it was the “internationally recognized 

magnet” angle they used to recruit students for IB. IB was an option that could help to constitute 

the identity of the student-consumer at School 1, whereas at School 2, the IB was promoted as 

the student-consumer’s identity.  

 

Competition 

 

Elements of competition in each school’s marketing documents included regional compe-

tition, within-district, and programmatic competition for students. Intradistrict competition was 

evidenced explicitly in interviews with administrators. School 2 competed directly “for the same 

kids” with the high-performing, liberal arts magnet in the district: 

 

They do a good job and the community knows what goes on over there. From the time 

those kids get into kindergarten their goal is to go to Liberal Arts Magnet High 

(LAMH)…A lot of folks their goal is to go here. (School 2 principal, personal communi-

cation, February 20, 2015)  

 

School 2 used its IB Programmes to distinguish itself from LAMH, which could explain why the 

IB’s digital identity subsumed the school’s identity in the PowerPoint presentation. However, 

with the introduction of the IB CP, School 2 had another opportunity to attract high-performing 

students. The IB CP requires students to complete CTE pathways, and CTE programming at 

School 2 was highly regarded. CTE programming was “a reason a lot of kids come to school 

every day for those programs” (School 2 principal, personal communication, February 20, 2015). 

A few high-status offerings, such as the healthcare department, generated a strong student fol-

lowing. The IB CP offered a way for School 2 to gain advantage in its direct competition with 

LAMH.  

 CTE offerings at School 1 were considered outstanding, even some of the best in the 

state. Student organizations connected to prominent CTE pathways such as marketing won inter-

national competitions. School 1 used the IB CP to offer its already successful CTE students more 

opportunities for success. Intradistrict competition was not an emphasis for School 1. Rather, 

program marketing at School 1 stressed how IB could offer more competitive advantages for 

high-achieving students. 

Structural qualities of PowerPoint presentations indicated the unique ways in which com-

petition manifested at each school. The presentations are similarly designed. Each offered rea-

sons why the program(s) were special, listed program characteristics, and ended with procedural 

steps. Each document explained the regional uniqueness of the IB Programmes, perhaps to set 

the schools apart from others in the district. School 2 pointed out that the school was “the first 

authorized IBCP school in the state.” School 1 stated its CP is the only one of its kind in the dis-

trict. In each case, participating in a “one of a kind” program is offered as a benefit to students. 

Intraschool competition was subtle in each school’s presentation. School 1 provided information 

about what students had to do in the CP and included a range of details such as information on 

program scheduling, graduation requirements, and a list of specific benefits (including the state 

scholarship). Students at School 1 had to consider these details in comparison to other options at 

the school (such as the IB DP). School 2’s document did not address scheduling or benefits, but 
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it did compare the IB DP and CP. The parallel structure of School 2’s presentation provided for 

symmetrical coverage of the two programs and suggested each had equal value. The emphasis on 

details and benefits in School 1’s document suggested that audiences calculate a form of cost-

benefit analysis. School 1’s PowerPoint revealed the factor of program competition, whereas at 

School 2, parallel treatment suggested program competition was deemphasized.   

 

School Improvement 

 

 The previous two sections interpret marketization and competition through interviews 

and PowerPoint text and images. The school improvement theme emerged through interviews 

with principals at each school. Principals defined school improvement in terms of the annual 

score the state awarded. They revealed they adopted the newer IB CP in hopes it might raise their 

schools’ annual scores. Incidentally, the new CP was available for widespread adoption in 2012. 

At the same time, states in the U.S. applied for No Child Left Behind (NCLB) waivers, which 

required the promise to adopt “standards for college and career readiness” (McNeil & Klein, 

2011, para. 1). New school accountability measurements included more data than the NCLB 

measures of test performance, attendance, and graduation rates. Among the categories of data in 

some states’ new accountability plans were credits for participation in career education and IB 

Programmes at the secondary level. Several states directly rewarded schools for students’ accu-

mulation of industry certifications and IB participation (Torlakson, 2015). Therefore, the princi-

pals in this study seemed motivated to adopt the IB CP to accommodate their schools’ needs re-

lated to new state accountability schemes.  

 School improvement was a motivational feature of the marketing dossier of each school 

and undergirded the promotion of the academic program(s) addressed in the marketing materials. 

While school principals connected schools’ state grades to student participation in IB Pro-

grammes, schools’ marketing materials made no mention of state scores. This could imply that 

principals have contradictory understandings of the relationship between program adoptions and 

marketing for program participation. It also may suggest that IB coordinators, who produce the 

marketing PowerPoints, understand the function of the IB Programmes differently than the prin-

cipals who chose to adopt them. Understanding both the presence and absence of the school im-

provement theme is aided by the work of Kress (2010), who encourages the interpretation of the 

interrelation of a network of signs. By looking at the relationship between the themes at play in 

this data, we see that the IB Programmes are used to serve the perceived needs of both students 

and school administrators. In each case, the program is called upon to satisfy policy pressures 

that may be separate from educational acts.   

Marketing materials for IB Programmes represented the enactment of neoliberal market-

ization and competition. The pressure on schools to continuously improve is an outcome of ne-

oliberal policies and practices. Falabella (2014) found that the state accountability model of edu-

cation policy configured what he called the “performing school” (p. 3), which requires school 

managers (i.e. administrators) to constantly compete and perform in order to meet policymakers’ 

targets. Falabella noted this pressure led to an over-focus on test-based methods as well as “the 

intensification of pupil segmentation and exclusion, stronger hierarchical school environments 

and managerial systems of control, and an increased management focus on school marketing and 

quick and visible solutions, leaving thorough and long-term changes aside” (p. 4). While it was 

beyond the scope of this study to specifically investigate what long-term changes might be need-
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ed at either School 1 or School 2, our study showed schools used IB Programmes to provide so-

lutions to accountability problems.    

 

Social Worlds 

 

Marketing materials and interview data revealed details of the social worlds of each 

school and shed light on the faculty’s perceptions of their student populations. PowerPoint 

presentations suggested relationships between IB Programmes and student characteristics. At 

School 1, the presentation’s offer of details and program specifics along with benefits suggested 

a relationship between student effort and future payoff. The state scholarship was mentioned ear-

ly, in the third slide, and other benefits were listed on the fourth and ninth. Over 20% of the 

slides detailed how students might benefit from their IB efforts, compared to zero in School 2’s 

presentation. School 2’s presentation focused on program choice (CP vs. DP), and it was struc-

tured to create a sense of equality between the two, despite the suggestion, derived from inter-

views, that the DP was the more rigorous academic option (see Figure 2.0). School 2’s presenta-

tion implied that identity would emerge from IB participation, whereas, a student identity was 

presupposed in School 1’s presentation.  

 

Figure 2.0.  School 2, Parent’s Night Orientation 

 

 
 

Though characteristics of local students were unevenly deduced from the presentations, 

each contained explicit references to the IB Learner Profile and maneuvered the branded lan-

guage of the IB organization to suggest qualities they hoped to cultivate in their students (Inter-

national Baccalaureate, 2013). School 2 quoted the Learner Profile in full whereas School 1 

blended the Learner Profile with other modifiers to personalize it for their audience. Accompa-

nying IB’s Learner Profile terms “risk taker,” “caring,” and “communicators” were modifiers 

like “high standards,” “good attitude,” and “acceptance of criticism.” Modifiers functioned as 

translations of IB terms, perhaps to make the language less ambiguous for its audience. 
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Figure 3.0.  School 1, Ideal IB Student Characteristics 

 

 
 

School 2, the magnet school in the peripheral district, separated IB students from non-IB 

students. Thus, only IB students were exposed to the goals of the IB Learner Profile. The IB CP 

students took a combination of IB and non-IB classes and were the only students in the school 

who shifted between the IB and the regular education programs. Stark divisions between the two 

programs became evident. It appeared doubtful that non-IB students in the school received the 

same aspirational messages as the Learner Profile provided the IB students. CP students took 

some IB classes, which were “serious material” and some regular classes, “that they show up for 

and make straight As, because they’re not challenging” (School 2 IB Coordinator, personal 

communication, January 14, 2015). With a foot in each world, CP students at School 2 were re-

quired to “turn it on off and turn it on,” meaning that the uneven levels of rigor were difficult to 

navigate because one was very challenging and the other was perceived as the opposite. At 

School 2, there appeared to be only one set of students IB marketing materials aimed to reach.  

School 1’s social world, on the other hand, was more homogenously high achieving. It 

appeared that that the focus for all students was on getting ahead, going to competitive universi-

ties, and becoming high achievers. IB Programmes, either the CP or DP, appeared to promise an 

advantage as students appropriated the cultural tropes of a successful IB student (see Figure 3.0). 

The principal reported, “We’re continuously looking for ways to give [students] an advantage 

over other students coming from similar programs. And our students in these programs are very 

high achieving students overall” (personal communication, March 4, 2015). Indeed, the principal 

reported that a capacity crowd of 350-plus attended the IB information night the previous fall, 

attracting a clientele eager for advanced academic programming and seeking understanding of 

the comparative advantages in winning prestigious college admissions (see Weis, Cipollone, & 

Jenkins, 2014).   
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Discussion 

 

 Both School 1 and School 2 spent approximately the same amounts of time attempting to 

spread the word and encourage participation in their IB Programmes. Explicit marketing efforts 

took the form of documents (PowerPoint presentations) shown in live parent information nights. 

IB coordinators created these documents and events to help populate their programs. In this 

study, marketing helped shape the social setting of each school. Marketing documents for the 

two schools were socially constructed and revealed purposes and intentions not immediately ob-

vious (Prior, 2003). Marketing dossiers constructed ideal student pedagogic identities (Bernstein, 

2000) in relation to IB programs. At School 1, the ideal student was a high achiever who ex-

pected elite college admissions and future prosperity. For this student, the IB Programmes were 

constructed as facilitators of these goals. At School 2, the IB was projected as a proxy for the 

ideal, and the marketing dossier indicated that students’ pursuit of IB credentials would yield 

ideal identities among students. These students were to become ontologically IB to set them 

apart from their non-IB peers throughout the district.  

 Color, graphics, quantity of information, and language in the two PowerPoint presenta-

tions intersected with interview data to suggest a marketing narrative or what Prior (2003) called 

a “dossier,” for each school. The marketing narratives helped do the “identity work” (Prior, 

2003, p. 103) in each school, which functioned as a response to the policy pressure of neoliberal 

marketization. These narratives drew from larger social discourses related to school choice and 

markets, as well as the formation of identities within schools and within imagined children.  

Coupled with market-driven school choice are school rankings and comparisons based on 

metrics. State rankings were determined by a combination of standardized test scores and other 

factors such as IB Programme participation and completion.  The results were widely published, 

often in local newspapers. For both School 1 and School 2, program marketing attempted to 

draw in participants to an educational experience that claimed it would maximize student poten-

tial, but what emerged was a narrative of give-and-take. Students had to be willing to assist with 

schools’ continuous self-improvement goals. The marketing narrative brought market-driven pol-

icy discourse to life, forming the ideal “buyers” of IB Programmes.  

 

Market-driven Education Discourse 

 

Though School 2’s marketing narrative deemphasized competition and rankings, market-

driven choice discourse characterized both schools’ marketing narratives. School 1, top-ranked 

in the state, self-characterized as having many high-achieving students who craved participation 

in special programs, so the IB CP marketing materials had to distinguish that program and make 

students see it as uniquely special. Bright colors and catchy graphics attracted viewers and made 

the IB CP seem exciting and appealing. Faculty at School 2 reported another school was the top 

in their district and expressed frustration that it drew in more resources and high-performing stu-

dents than their own. School 2’s marketing narrative centered on its status as the only IB school 

in the district. Their PowerPoint presentation, which exclusively utilized the logos and graphics 

belonging to the IB’s digital identity, highlighted its specialness as the only IB school in the re-

gion and among the first in the world to offer the CP. Aligning its identity with the IB so com-

pletely, the school affiliated with an esteemed, international curricular product to set itself in 

contrast with the high-performing, but provincial, liberal arts magnet school. 
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The Student as Buyer 

 

The marketization process generally serves to narrow the choices available by hailing 

others as most proper, and in this way, school choice discourse may function as a type of ideo-

logical state apparatus (ISA) (Althusser, 1970). ISAs function to repress all citizens through vio-

lence or ideology, but those whom the ideological state apparatuses properly interpellate into cit-

izens will experience themselves as successful state subjects. To Althusser, this is a circular pro-

cess in which ideology interpellates the subject and subjects form ideologies, and it is thus an 

active process. Subjects are called into ideologies, and subjects reproduce the ideologies that 

have hailed them. Free-market ideology and the ideology of market-driven school choice are im-

printed in the social fabric; communities accept these values, or discourses, and then act to drive 

their imperatives and shape their identities. Brownlee (2013) stated, “educational institutions are 

shaped and constrained by external power…which in turn shape the subjectivities of subordinate 

classes through the ‘hidden curriculum’” (p. 196).   

 At School 1, the ideal student-subject was encouraged to follow one’s passions while try-

ing to receive an elite college acceptance and the state scholarship. It appeared that most students 

started with this level of esteem and then chose academic programs to suit their special, personal 

needs. Students were vying for “Payoff: College Course Credits” (see Figure 4.0). School 1’s 

students were independent thinkers seeking academic experiences that would “pay,” in immedi-

ate terms with advanced college credits and later, with good jobs in the knowledge economy. 

The prospective IB student was a discerning participant in the choice-making process, a young 

consumer of academic goods leading to future success, a beneficiary of substantial payoff for 

hard work. 

 

Figure 4.0. School 1, Payoff: College Credits 

 

 
 

 School 2’s student-subject was to become an “IB” subject situated in a special world, the 

first in the region to offer these opportunities.  The emphasis on “firsts” in this school’s Power-

Point illustrated the unique position of its IB students, establishing this status before confronting 

audiences with their two program options (see Figure 5.0). The document narrated for the audi-
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ence the qualities of IB student, including international mindedness, college readiness, and all the 

holistic personal and academic qualities of the Learner Profile. The narrative portrayed all IB 

students, regardless of program choice, as the same.  The ideal student subject at School 2 was an 

IB student first and a program-chooser second. Where School 1’s students were special before 

IB, IB conveyed specialness onto School 2’s students. This granting of specialness had salience 

for students in a district in which one high school was normalized as the best, with all others (in-

cluding School 2) coming up short.   

 

Figure 5.0. School 2 document emphasizing firsts.1 

 

 
 

The discourses of market-driven choice policies were maneuvered into marketing narra-

tives at each school to shape the 21st century student-subject. This student-subject in School 1 

was constructed in the narrative as a discerning and deserving consumer already shaped in ideal 

ways. At School 2, the ideal subject was an IB student, and the school’s marketing narrative 

aimed to increase the production of such students while distancing itself from the trope of mar-

keting: “we don’t recruit, we educate” (School 2 IB coordinator, personal communication, Janu-

ary 14, 2015). However, it was unclear where the line dividing IB Programme sales pitches and 

education was drawn. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Critical policy scholars claim that neoliberalism has transformed the purpose of educa-

tion, pushing human capital formation and the acquisition of careers, credentials, and the promise 

of personal gain. This emphasis on capital acquisition is evident in the marketing narrative of 

School 1, signifying students as choosers of options that will maximize their potential for future 

success in capitalist society. At School 2 life course planning was often vague and referred to 

                                                         
1. The IBCC was previously the name of the current CP. 
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either as college or “the next level” (School 2 IB coordinator, personal communication, January 

14, 2015). However, the idealization of the IB student at School 2 as a member of a unique class, 

often first generation college-bound, with the first IB school in the region and the only school in 

the district offering these options aligns with the individualism embedded in neoliberal ideals.  

Schools in the United States may be motivated to offer more special programs and more 

rigor for their students to improve their market position (Lubienski, 2006a), which for many 

means acquiring more points on the state’s ranking system. Both the IB coordinators at the two 

schools discussed ways their IB programs helped them compete with other high-performing 

schools within their districts. School choice has become a social expectation. Programs and cur-

ricula like the IB are encouraged under what has been called the “diverse provider model” (Scott, 

2011, p. 584) based on the neoliberal belief that multiple options in schools are necessary to 

honor individuals’ rights to make educational choices. Scholars have widely criticized these pol-

icy shifts for their failure to account for educational inequities, and ample research demonstrates 

that the middle classes benefit most from choice policies (for example, Reay, 2004; Ball, 2006). 

This research has looked at the role schools’ marketing narratives play in these enactments. In 

each case, a substantial percentage of the students did not participate in either IB Programme (a 

greater percentage at School 2).  

With federal pressure on states to rank their schools, and with program enrollments, 

completions, and exam scores bearing upon these rankings, public schools struggle to place 

themselves in contention for top spots on the charts, which brings along accolades, good press, 

and public trust. The problem that arises in the competition state is that there is no value any 

longer in being average, and yet, identity formation, as Prior (2003) pointed out, is all about 

learning and embodying social norms, in effect averaging them out. To become “normal” is, 

then, to become average, or ordinary. Prior recalled Sacks’ (1984; 1992) notion of the work it 

takes to be ordinary; to be unexceptional requires we “learn about the routine and the unusual” 

(Prior, 2003, p. 103) and then use this knowledge to construct and reconstruct identities through-

out the life span. Applying this concept of identity formation to social institutions reveals a con-

temporary problem within education: no school can be ordinary; they must all be extraordinary, 

or better than others. Marketing narratives at School 1 and School 2 each told versions of the 

same story. Both schools believed they could become better by offering IB Programmes promis-

ing excellence. Students and their parents believed they, too, could become better by choosing 

these programs.  What was construed as excellent was agreed upon by a coalition of public and 

private entities, pushed down as an ideology of the state, and then taken up by individual con-

sumer-citizens.  Most of the consumers, the schools and their pupils, will still be no better than 

average.  Since our policy landscape tells schools this is not good enough, however, these mar-

keting documents, or dossiers, performed a necessary service. They communicated the desired 

identities of consumer-friendly, market based educational institutions and projected idealizations 

of contemporary student-subjects. They offered special opportunities to special students who had 

to become better, who were not yet good enough.  
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Abstract 

 

Much media attention has recently focused on gender expansive students in schools. 

Whether arguing over bathroom rights or wardrobe freedoms, many educators feel 

caught in a crossfire between protecting their students and maintaining the status quo of 

an extremely binary educational system. After reviewing the history of the pathologiza-

tion of gender expansiveness and the normalization of the gender binary, this study re-

veals the data from an examination of four workshops conducted by the Youth and Gen-

der Media Project over the course of two years. The experiences of educators, mental 

health experts, healthcare providers, and primary caretakers of gender expansive indi-

viduals who participated in the workshops are described using qualitative methods. The 

findings underscore the need for introducing gender expansive and gender inclusive ma-

terials into curricula while expressing the frustration of those who feel that this is im-

portant, yet difficult. This article suggests that educators play a critical role in challeng-

ing the history of discrimination against gender expansive individuals and that their will-

ingness to avail themselves of the material that currently exists is not merely a matter of 

taste, but a matter of social justice, of equity, and of proactively evolving the discourse of 

gender and its ideological implications in the classroom. 

 

Keywords: gender, gender expansiveness, Youth and Gender Media Project, LGBTQIA, educa-

tion, vulnerability, resilience 

 

 

Addressing and helping to make schools more safe 

and inclusive for transgender and (a)gender youth, 

and for their peers to be part of helping to legiti-

mate their lived experiences, school systems and all 

of their stakeholders, must step up immediately. If 

not, the consequences will be deleterious.   

  -s.j. Miller (2017)  
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Introduction 

 

As exemplified by current media trends, the concept of gender expansiveness1 seems finally to 

be coming to the fore, and rightfully so. Gender expansive individuals have suffered enormous 

injustices perpetrated against them by the very individuals who should, ostensibly, have their 

best interests in mind—educators. Moreover, educators often feel justified in their actions be-

cause of the way the gender binary has been normalized in popular culture and media while in-

tersex, transgender, gender expansive individuals have been pathologized (Funk & Funk, 2016a), 

vilified, mocked, or dismissed (Jobe, 2013). This study examined the Youth and Gender Media 

Project (YGMP), an organization working with K16 educational systems to expand the concept 

of gender, to create safe educational spaces for students and teachers to live authentically, and to 

facilitate the discourse that may eliminate the need for such programs in the future. This study 

sought to describe what K16 educators (working in K12, higher education, and medical profes-

sional fields), therapists, and caretakers of gender expansive youth learned from a gender inclu-

sivity workshop focused on creating gender inclusive spaces in schools.  

Individuals working with gender expansive youth are in a critical position to offer sup-

port for youth who are statistically more likely than their cisgender2 and heterosexual counter-

parts to experience discrimination. The Youth and Gender Media Project (YGMP) offers such 

support by harnessing the power of film to work with teachers, after school program administra-

tors, and others overseeing youth educational programming to share methods of pedagogy and 

practices that help to develop more inclusive educational environments for all. The authors, an 

academic and a medical professional, having first-hand experience with transgender hatred in 

academia and in the medical and mental health fields, sought to design a study that would offer a 

comprehensive review the pathologization of gender expansive individuals in education and the 

medical and mental health fields while offering data that explore educators’ perspectives in order 

to reduce violence against gender expansive students. As such, this article will review how gen-

der expansive individuals have been made into a vulnerable population by mental health care 

providers, primary health care providers, and the American media landscape, all of which feed 

the culture of educational settings, which often reify the gender binary and reinforce the vulnera-

bility of gender expansive students. It will then turn its focus to the Youth and Gender in Media 

Project to discover what educators are learning from it and offer educational best practices and 

recommendations for further research. 

 

A Pedagogy of Vulnerability 

 

Vulnerability Perpetuated by Mental Health Professionals 

 

Created by the American Psychiatric Association (APA) in 1952, the Diagnostic and Sta-

tistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM), has been used as a manual, or “gold standard,” for 

                                                         
1. This term has been commonly used to describe individuals who are gender creative, gender fluid, gender-

fuckers, genderqueer, transgender, or transsexual, so as not to conflate gender identity with sexuality. For more, see 

Sherer, Baum, Ehrensaft, & Rosenthal (2015).    

2. The term “cisgender” is an adjective denoting the antonym of “transgender,” i.e. it describes someone living 

comfortably in the sex they were determined at birth and performing the socially constructed practices associated 

with gender most commonly portrayed as being in agreement with that sex marker. For more, see Klein (2008) 

Serano (2007), Pyne (2014), and Brydum (2015). 
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mental health professionals to create terminology and systems of classification for mental condi-

tions. Although in 1973 homosexuality was declassified in the DSM as a mental disturbance, 

non-normative sexual desires (such as “transvestic fetishism” and “hypersexuality”) and gender 

expansiveness continue to be pathologized. This terminology and ideological positioning is criti-

cal to review and problematize as it influences contemporary educational policy. When mental 

health professionals pathologize a behavior or way of thinking, it sends ripple effects through the 

fabric of a society’s culture. Consequently, health professionals categorize gender expansive in-

dividuals as having a mental disorder in the same category as Obsessive Compulsive Disorder 

(ODC) or Agoraphobia, and stigmatize them as such. Thus, gender expansive individuals are 

seen by their educators, medical, and mental health providers as having a “problem,” and not 

treated from an unbiased perspective. The effects of this stigmatization are evident in media and 

education, two of the largest contemporary culture producers. A review of this stigmatization is 

critical to underscore the extent to which gender expansive students have suffered because of the 

normalization of the cisgender and heterosexual identity markers. 

The first version of the DSM, or DSM-I, used the terms “homosexual,” “transsexual,” 

and “transvestite” to label people who did not identify within the culturally sanctioned defini-

tions of heterosexuality and/or the gender binary. Homosexuality was defined as a “personality 

disorder” (APA, 1952, p. 13), which was lumped under “sexual deviations” and considered 

pathological. The DSM (APA, 1952) stated, “The diagnosis will specify the type of the patholog-

ic behavior, such as homosexuality, transvestism, pedophilia, fetishism and sexual sadism (in-

cluding rape, sexual assault, mutilation) (p. 39). The term “gender” was not used in the DSM-I, 

as there was neither a clinical nor a cultural distinction between sex and gender at that time. The 

APA’s conflation of homosexuality and gender expansiveness with pedophilia and sadism, how-

ever, has had dire consequences that lived long after the distinction between sex and gender be-

came popularized. Today, these consequences are borne out through social normatives, legal sys-

tems, and medical practices that continue to stigmatize gender expansive individuals. 

The pathologization of gender expansiveness led to privation for individuals constructing 

their identity outside of the binary of heteronormativity during the middle of the 20th century. 

They were dishonorably discharged from the U.S. military; they were fired from positions within 

the federal government under Eisenhower’s executive order 10450, which lasted from 1953 until 

1993; they were generally discriminated against, and are still often blocked from procuring legal 

forms of identification (Milan, 2014) and using public restrooms (Ford, 2015). They are inevita-

bly stripped of their basic human rights based solely on their gender identity. Although the APA 

(2013) has since ratified its stance on gender expansiveness, it continues to pathologize it by la-

beling gender expansive individuals as having the “condition” of “gender dysphoria” in its DSM-

V. Medical professionals unfamiliar with gender expansive individuals will turn to the “gold 

standard” of treatment and see these individuals as mere “problems” to be dealt with, or as “ex-

ceptions” or “anomalies,” rather than treating them without this umbrella which often stigmatizes 

them and alters their treatment plan. 

 The DSM-III (APA, 1980) classified gender expansive people wishing to transition as 

having “Gender Identity Disorder” or “GID” rather than as being afflicted with “transsexualism.” 

Moreover, as opposed to being considered a Personality Disorder (among this section are schizo-

phrenia, narcissism, and obsessive compulsive), GID was placed in the category of Sexual Dis-

orders (among this section are pedophilia, voyeurism, and frotteurism). In 2013, the newest ver-

sion, DSM-V, replaced GID with “Gender Dysphoria” (APA). The DSM-V has moved away 

from focusing on one’s personality or sexual identity as being disordered and focuses instead on 



300                                                                       Funk & Funk—From a Pedagogy of Vulnerability 
 

the psychological distress one may encounter prior to transitioning. Thus, although the semantics 

surrounding the “diagnosis” of gender expansiveness have seen a tremendous mutation over 

time, the mental health community has tenaciously held to the belief that every individual should 

identify exclusively as either male or female. Moreover, the preferred mode of being in this bina-

ry is a state in which one’s sex labeled by a medical doctor at one’s birth remains congruent with 

one’s gender identity throughout life, or cisgender. This gender policing perpetrated by profes-

sionals continues to stigmatize gender expansive individuals, thereby leaving some bullies feel-

ing justified in their hatred of them. It is important to note that although heterosexism and xeno-

phobia are both known contributing factors to the struggles gender expansive people often en-

counter, the APA has categorized neither as a mental or personality disorder or disturbance, or 

even a “condition”. The core of the issue should not be focusing on discerning what is “wrong” 

with a person who transitions or is gender expansive, but on discovering how one may transition, 

or adopt a non-binary gender identity, without psychological distress in the first place. 

 

Vulnerability Perpetuated by Health Care Providers  

 

In addition to the APA’s pathologization of gender expansive individuals, medical pro-

fessionals have mistreated people who have not displayed behavior, sexual orientation, and geni-

talia deemed normative and binary. Suffering from the dearth of training regarding gender ex-

pansiveness, healthcare professionals may find their ideological frameworks buttressed by a sys-

tem of policies (medical, political, and cultural) that reinforce the “abnormality” (as opposed to 

infrequency) of gender expansiveness.  

The Institute of Medicine (2011) reports that gender expansive people face protracted op-

probrium from physicians, dentists, nurses, pharmacists, and generally all health care practition-

ers. In Findings of the National Transgender Discrimination Survey, Haas, Rodgers, and Herman 

(2014) found that 27% of the study's participants reported that their physicians had denied them 

care at least once due to their discomfort in caring for a gender expansive individual (p. 12). Ad-

ditionally, 23% affirmed that they “have postponed or not tried to get needed medical care when 

[they were] sick or injured because of disrespect or discrimination from doctors or other health 

care providers” (Haas, et al., 2014, p. 12). This study concluded that more training of healthcare 

professionals is needed to provide gender expansive individuals the access to healthcare that cis-

gender individuals expect. “While many [healthcare] providers report high levels of discomfort 

with taking the sexual history of any patient, this lack of training exacerbates this discomfort 

when providers are dealing with LGBT patients” (Institute of Medicine, 2011). Medical forms 

require patients to identify as either male or female (the assumption being that natal birth mark-

ers predict gender expression). The gender binary pervades the medical health industry, as phar-

macotherapeutic standards are then created according to false binary beliefs (Funk, Vanderhorst, 

& Funk, forthcoming). Thus, the cisgender condition is normalized for healthcare practitioners 

while gender expansiveness is pathologized, and requires extensive mental healthcare treatment 

prior to secondary sex characteristic modification, often at a hefty psychological and monetary 

cost (Brewster, Velez, Mennicke, & Tebbe, 2014; Jackson, 2015; Milan, 2014; World Profes-

sional Association for Transgender Health, 2011).  

The pathologization of gender expansiveness by the American Medical Association 

(AMA) normalizes the stigmatization many parents of K12 students feel that gender expansive-

ness deserves. Physicians, though frequently aware of the spectrum of anatomy that the human 

condition expresses, are not immune to the socio-political ideological constructs of gender and 
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often, albeit unintentionally, create “barriers to accessing timely, culturally competent, medically 

appropriate, and respectful care” (Strousma, 2014, p.31). This pathologization is not merely fed 

to students in healthy doses by mental health and healthcare practitioners, but it is weaved into 

the fabric of popular culture through media.  

 

Vulnerability Perpetuated by Media 

 

Media representation of gender expansiveness is not only important for showing gender 

expansive people that they exist and that they matter, but also for exposing cisgender non-

LGBTQIA people to what may be their first experience considering a non-binary gender identity. 

This exposure is critical to engender a change in political and educational policies. 

As Battles and Hilton Morrows (2015) explain, the cisgender gaze, or the dominant per-

spective through which media narratives are told, is “powerful and disciplining” and often treats 

the transgender body as a “spectacle” (240). An analysis of Queer as Folk, Will and Grace, and 

Queer Eye for the Straight Guy, RuPaul’s Drag Race, and Transparent reveals that, despite the 

increase in media representation afforded gender expansive individuals, the rhetoric employed by 

media largely stigmatizes them as spectacles offered up to the cisgender imaginative (Funk & 

Funk, 2016b). 

 Indeed, media portrayals of gender expansive people typically focus on the physicality of 

one’s body, whether it is pre- or post-operative, on hormones, sexually/reproductively functional, 

male/female, etc. This cisgender fascination with the corporeal body legitimizes Athanasiou’s 

argument that “condescending forms of recognition…extend regulatory control over the intelli-

gibility of subjects” (Butler & Athanasiou, 2013, p. 59). This fascination is also driving the profit 

of shows featuring gender expansive characters. As Shelley (2009) explains, gender expansive 

people have long been: 

 

an exploitable group that conjures a fascinating gaze, a spectacle long in use in popular 

culture, for example, in television talk shows, circus sideshows, Hollywood cinema, 

magazines, and pornography…Their supposedly endowed powers of fascination can sud-

denly flip; they can quickly degenerate into a counter object of disgust, shame, and sin-

fulness, eliciting quick condemnation, unleashing chaos and threatening categories of 

predictability, order, and conformity to normalcy. (p. 388) 

 

Thus, the cisgender gaze can at once mythologize the gender expansive body as exotic and wor-

thy of special attention, or dehumanize that same body, thereby stripping it of its access to civil 

liberties. 

         While contemporary programs may have increased the visibility of LGBTQIA individu-

als, they have often done so through fabricating a narrative that normalizes cisgender homosexu-

als and exoticizes gender expansive individuals. In most popular American shows that aired be-

tween the late 20th and early 21st century, the sexuality of the gay characters is either repressed 

(Will and Grace and Queer Eye for the Straight Guy), or hyperbolized (Glee, The L Word, and 

RuPaul’s Drag Race). Transparent applies both conventions, rendering its main character void 

of sexuality in the first season, while focusing on her sexuality in the next. Thus, even though 

LGBTQIA characters seem to have garnered increased media representation, they have done so 

by being exoticized, rather than normalized. The impact of this media exposure on students is 

difficult to quantify; however, as the average American K12 student watches an estimated six 
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hours of television per day3 and (Nielsen, 2014) it can be estimated that, along with mental 

health and health care provider policies, media have a significant impact on students’ and educa-

tors’ attitudes and perceptions regarding gender. 

  

Vulnerability Perpetuated in Educational Settings 

 

The consequences of the pathologization of gender expansiveness in the medical and 

mental health fields and the media hypo/hyper sexualization of gender expansive individuals are 

palpable to gender expansive children. As medical and mental health issues are often publicized 

and sensationalized through media4, children arrive at their schools and after-school programs 

aware of the social codes dictating what a cisgender, heterosexual performance “should” look 

like (Patterson, 2012; Freeman, 2007). Children are indoctrinated before they can even enter the 

classroom door by being told to line up either in the “boy line” or the “girl line.” Thus, discover-

ing methods being employed to make students and educators aware of the “gender spectrum” 

(GenderSpectrum.org, 2016) is increasingly important to reduce the stigmatization of and vio-

lence against gender expansive individuals by considering how educators, from K16 to profes-

sional schools, conceptualize gender.  

Educators, mental health and health care professionals, often have limited exposure to in-

formation and/or training concerning gender, gender expansive students, and practices aimed at 

fostering gender inclusivity in educational settings. As Luhmann (1998) explains, the attempts to 

educate students regarding queer studies in queer studies classrooms can often be squashed by 

the cisgender, heterosexual, gender binary, gender normative majority: “Even in designated 

queer studies classrooms heterosexism and homophobia—and in this case internalized heterosex-

ism and homophobia—re-emerge and threaten to overwhelm queer subjects” (p. 147). While 

Luhmann (1998) writes of the challenges to teach queer studies in higher educational settings, 

the challenges of addressing issues of sexuality and gender expression can seem significantly 

greater in K12 educational settings where students are less mature than college students and 

teachers often have less autonomy over curricula and content than do college professors. 

 

Vulnerability Internalized in Gender Expansive Populations 

 

 A Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) (2011) study that examined risk 

behaviors in youth from 2001-2009 found that compared to their heterosexual and cisgender 

peers, non-heterosexual, transgender, and gender minority (terminology utilized by the study) 

students are disproportionately at risk for victimization, such as being threatened or injured with 

a weapon while on school property. So systemic is this discrimination that many gender expan-

sive students struggle to find a restroom on any school campus that they could use without fear 

(Ingrey, 2012; Weiss, 2013). Approximately 29% of girls and 23% of boys display gender-

atypical behavior (Sandberg D. E., Meyer-Bahlburg H. F., Ehrhardt A. A., & Yager, T.J.,1993) 

at some point during their childhood, and because gender expansive students may suffer at the 

hands of educators, parents, and peers due to their lack of “gender autonomy” (Weiss, 2013, p. 

340) they are one of today’s largest and most vulnerable student populations.  

A full 55.5% of LGBT students recently studied described their school environments as 

unsafe due to verbal harassment, cyberbullying, and physical harassment (Kosciw, J.G., Greytak, 

                                                         
3. Also according to this study, one’s media engagement time increases with age (Nielsen, 2014).   

4. For a good example of gender stereotyping, see Caitlyn Jenner’s transition media coverage. 
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E.A., Palmer, N.A., & Boesen, M.J., 2014). According to one study, which surveyed 3,652 mid-

dle, junior high, and secondary school educators from among 42 different school districts, only 

7% of those districts’ bullying policies contained language specifically aimed at preventing bul-

lying against lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and questioning (LGBTQ) students (Kolbert, 

J.B., Crothers, L.M., Bundick, M.J., Wells, D.S., Buzogen, J., Berbary, C., Simpson, J., & Sen-

ko, K., 2015).  

Research indicates that gender expansive youth suffer discrimination that is two-fold. 

Firstly, as their atypical gender expression is misclassified as being indicative of homosexuality, 

they suffer from heterosexism, commonly called homophobia (Quinn, 2002). Secondly, they suf-

fer discrimination on the basis of their non-normative gender presentation (HRW, 2001; Kosciw, 

2008). Thus, the conflation of sexuality and gender identity predisposes school-aged children to 

additional layers of discrimination they may already experience vis-à-vis the intersectionality5 of 

their ethnicity, class, religion, and various markers that intersect within their identities. 

 
Research Methodology and Design 

 
This article describes the findings of a small-scale analysis of the Youth and Gender in 

Media Project (YGMP; youthandgendermediaproject.org). As the authors are involved in gender 

advocacy in educational and healthcare settings, they became increasingly more interested in 

knowing what is currently offered to educators to facilitate training on gender expansiveness, as 

well as in describing educators’ perceptions of these trainings. Moreover, the authors wanted to 

examine a gender expansive curriculum currently in use to analyze to what extent it may be ap-

plicable to college classrooms and/or professional trainings. To these aims, the authors analyzed 

the results of a questionnaire designed by the YGMP. 

Qualitative methods were used for this study to gather data that sought to describe work-

shop participants’ meanings and to gain a rich understanding of the phenomenon under study 

(Creswell, 2007), while allowing for some flexibility in the design. The research participants 

were asked open-ended questions that tasked them to relate their personal experience of a docu-

mentary workshop.  

Maxwell (2005) has delineated benefits of qualitative research that are relevant to this 

project. The first is that qualitative methods have the potential to “generat[e] results and theories 

that are understandable and experientially credible to both the people you are studying and to 

others” (p. 21). Secondly, Maxwell (2005) has highlighted how qualitative methods help to im-

prove “existing practice rather than to simply assess the value of the program or product being 

evaluated” (p. 21). While this research project tasked participants to reflect upon their experienc-

es thinking about gender identity in educational settings, the overarching goal was not to evalu-

ate them, but instead to disseminate knowledge about their experiences considering how to make 

educational spaces more gender inclusive.   

 

 

 

 

                                                         
5. Intersectionality research has thus found gender and other identity markers to be mutually constitutive. That 

is, one identity marker is always filtered through one or more others. Therefore, it is critical to note when students 

may possess the traits of more than one identity marker that puts them at odds with social norms or standards (Rog-

ers, Scott, & Way, 2015; Dottolo & Stewart, 2008; Ghavami & Peplau, 2013). 
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Study Participants: The Youth and Gender Media Project Workshop Attendees 

 

Created and directed by Jonathan Skurnik, the Youth and Gender Media Project (YGMP) 

is a series of short films and accompanying study guides whose mission it is to promote inclusive 

schools and communities for all children, regardless of where they fall on the spectrum of gender 

identity and expression. The film Creating Gender Inclusive Schools documents the in-service 

teacher training done by Gender Spectrum at Peralta Elementary School in Oakland, California. 

It serves as a case study by showing key moments of the Gender Spectrum training, as well as 

interviews with Peralta Elementary students and parents. The film, I’m Just Anneke, tells the sto-

ry of a gender-fluid 12-year-old labeled as a female at birth who starts Lupron (a hormone block-

er) at the onset of puberty, to have the time to decide whether to medically transition to male. 

Becoming Johanna documents the struggles a 16-year-old transgender Latina experiences as she 

matures. In The Family Journey, families share their experiences of raising gender expansive 

children. As described by YGMP (2017), "Everybody wants to be loved unconditionally. But 

what do you do when your child tells you they're questioning their gender? The Family Journey: 

Raising Gender Nonconforming Children follows the journey of moms, dads and siblings of kids 

who are questioning whether they’re a boy, a girl, or something in between" (YGMP, 2017). 

Visiting educational settings, YGMP shares these films, along with accompanying study 

guides, to provide educators the tools with which they can foster gender inclusivity within their 

schools and organizations.  

Workshop participants self-identified as educators, mental health providers, healthcare 

professionals, caregivers of gender expansive youth and allies of gender expansive youth. In 90 

minute workshops (two in 2015 and two in 2016), participants viewed the YGMP documen-

taries. Participants were provided with hard-copy questionnaires that elicited their thoughts and 

feedback by asking open-ended questions about the extent to which the films challenged their 

thinking, about how they could see themselves using these films, and about the general lessons 

they learned from the films. Additionally, attendees were offered space to provide other thoughts 

and criticisms to help YGMP hone its future educational materials. Participants were offered the 

chance to discuss their thoughts with one another once the questionnaires were collected so that 

they could debrief about their experiences and build their professional networks. 

 

Data Collection 

 

 The Gender Spectrum Conference, where these workshops were hosted, is an annual 

event held by the Gender Spectrum on the American west and east coasts where hundreds of 

gender expansive individuals and people interested in increasing social justice for them gather to 

attend presentations, involve themselves in workshops, and learn how to advocate for the spec-

trum of genders that exists. Among conference participants were educators, childcare providers, 

and medical and mental healthcare providers—all of whom care for, and/or educate gender ex-

pansive individuals.   

The survey instrument was developed by YGMP as a tool to collect qualitative data to 

help the organization continue to create educational materials that had a positive impact on de-

veloping gender inclusivity in educational environments. The survey instrument was distributed 

to workshop attendees of the west coast conference during 2015 and 2016 and collected by 

YGMP. Out of the 81 total surveys distributed, 81 participants (38 in 2015 and 43 in 2016) re-

sponded (response rate = 100%). The survey asked participants open-ended questions about Be-
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coming Johanna, Creating Gender Inclusive Schools, I’m Just Anneke, and The Family Journey, 

educational films directed and produced by Jonathan Skurnik of the YGMP, all of which have 

accompanying educational materials also developed by YGMP. Descriptive statistics on partici-

pants are not included in this analysis, as the participant pool was small, and participants were 

promised complete anonymity. Each participant was 18 years-old or over, and none was com-

pensated.  

 

Credibility and Data Analysis 

 

To increase credibility for this study, Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) guidelines of credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability were implemented. Participants’ questionnaire 

answers were typed verbatim and confidentially by interns employed by YGMP. Any potential 

identity markers were removed and the raw data were then shared with the study researchers for 

analysis. The data were then entered into a spreadsheet, coded, and analyzed by the researchers 

according to the principles of grounded theory.  

The researchers analyzed the data in three steps according to the coding process of hori-

zontalization (Moustakas, 1994). First, the researchers read and coded the data thematically by 

assigning emergent codes colors. Second, the researchers compared their coding systems and 

terms, looking for similar themes that could be merged, i.e. one researcher coded a theme as “dif-

ficulty of implementing,” while the other coded the same quotes as “challenging to incorporate.” 

The researchers discussed the nuances of the words “difficult”/challenging” and “imple-

ment/incorporate” and decided upon theme colors to repeat the coding process together. During 

the second phase of analysis, the researchers narrowed long quotes down to smaller units of 

meaning (comments, phrases, and terse quotes) that illustrated examples of each theme. The 

emerging themes were then analyzed between the two researchers, who had an inter-rater relia-

bility rate of 95%.  

Peer checks with colleagues in higher education were conducted to increase credibility 

and dependability (Cresswell, 2007). As the authors were interested in discovering a theory 

emerging from the workshop participants, no hypotheses were created. Instead, the voices 

emerging from the qualitative data revealed common themes, which guided the authors to de-

scribe the participants’ experiences of thinking about gender expansiveness and gender inclusive 

education. 

 

Limitations 

 

The participants attending the Gender Spectrum Conferences in 2015 and 2016 represent 

a population predisposed to furthering social justice for people of marginalized gender identity 

and presentation. As such, none of their answers reflected adversity to gender expansiveness, or 

the kind of animus against gender expansive, intersex, or transgender students so common 

among school campuses today. Additionally, the YGMP intern who typed the questionnaire re-

sponses in 2016 was different than the one who did so in 2015. The data were cross-checked 

both years, however, by Jonathan Skurnik, the YGMP director, and confirmed to be accurate. 

Becoming Johanna depicts the story of a transgender Latina, and touches upon issues of ra-

cial/ethnic/religious/class intersectionality. Creating Gender Inclusive Schools displays a wide 

range of ethnic identities among educators and students (most of whom identify as working 

class). While YGMP depicts an assortment of religious, ethnic, and class identities in its films, 
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future research may seek to better explicate how various facets of identity construction and inter-

sectionality inform educational practices and policies regarding the spectrum of gender. 

 

Findings 

 

 The four themes that emerged during the data analysis are: 

  

1) All participants stated that gender inclusive education is needed in the curriculum;  

 

2)  of the participants, the majority stated that adults should be learning from children 

how to create gender inclusive spaces;  

 

3)  about one-third of the participants remarked that that creating a gender inclusive cur-

riculum is doable; and,  

 

4)  about one-third of the participants remarked that this curriculum (YGMP) will be 

challenging to incorporate into the existing curricular model.  

 

The themes that emerged from the data analysis reflect the workshop participants’ thoughts, with 

commonalities identified across their responses. The themes also reflect how the need for gender 

inclusivity is prevalent among educators, childcare providers, and clinicians. Thus, the common 

theme iterated by participants was that gender inclusivity is needed in the curriculum and possi-

ble to instantiate, despite some apparent obstacles. 

 

Gender Inclusivity is Needed in the Curriculum 

 

 In response to the question, “Who needs this [gender inclusivity training]?” all of the par-

ticipants discussed the need for introducing this material into educational curricula. One elemen-

tary school teacher explained, “This is sorely lacking in our curriculum.” Another educational 

administrative emphasized that this is needed throughout “elementary schools and district offic-

es.” As these data indicate, participants vented their frustration not only about the curriculum 

lacking gender inclusivity materials, but also about school administrators having minimal 

knowledge of gender spectrum language and training.  

One participant speculated that the “district is unaware of the benefits of training.” An-

other participant, emphasizing the need for gender inclusivity training both at the teacher and 

district level, wrote, “I would purchase a copy to share with my staff and at district administra-

tion meetings.” Another echoed this sentiment, adding, “It would be fabulous for all districts to 

have a link to th[ese] films on their websites.” Another who saw the need for it and offered to 

pay out of pocket asked, “When can we get it?” Seven participants were very specific about 

where the curriculum was needed and mentioned specific school districts and states, the names 

of which were omitted to protect participant anonymity. Interestingly, two educators mentioned 

the need for this curriculum at LGBT centers and within LGBT-focused academic programs, 

places that are often considered to be proactive and progressive regarding matters of social jus-

tice and gender. Thus, gender inclusivity training was also expressed as lacking in settings that 

may be seen traditionally as being gender inclusive.  
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Six participants (three working in education, two in mental health, and one in the medical 

field), expressed that gender inclusivity training was needed because of urgent safety reasons. 

One of them wrote that the YGMP curriculum “Cuts to the heart of issues of gender and ad-

dress[es] a MAJOR [participant’s emphasis] theme of peer bullying and harassment.” Another 

called the materials “The definitive truth that teaching about gender in the classroom is impera-

tive to creating safe space for all students.” Another said the materials are needed at “My kids’ 

school so they can have a safe environment growing up. So, I don’t have to do all the work my-

self.” While participants discussed the need for gender inclusive training and curricular material, 

they also indicated that the best instructors might be the students themselves. 

 

Let the Kids Be the Teachers 

 

The questionnaire provided a space labeled “Other Thoughts” and a space to name their 

“Favorite” part of the workshop and film. There, participants shared reactions to the films, 

thoughts on how to achieve greater gender inclusivity, and challenges to achieving greater inclu-

sivity in educational settings. The data consistently revealed that participants viewed the top-

down approach to teaching gender inclusivity as flawed. The majority of participants commented 

that educators and care providers should be learning about the gender spectrum from their own 

children, students, and patients. One healthcare provider responded that they were inspired by 

“seeing how excited the kids were to talk about it [gender]! They want to!” An educator wrote 

that their own students and those in the films “continually teach me and remind me that they are 

more open minded than we think.” A common sentiment was expressed by a medical provider, 

saying, “The kids’ interviews were beautiful - if we could just let them teach us - it would be per-

fect.” One educational administrator, who had previously written that the district level employees 

needed gender inclusivity education clarified why: “You have to educate the adults. They will 

lead the way and influence for the better. The kids are so advanced in comparison.” This notion 

that adults need gender inclusive education more than do children was reiterated by participants 

who critiqued the current educational system’s (non)reaction to gender inclusivity while express-

ing hope for a more equitable future. 

Participants frequently praised the children in the films for their progressiveness: “The 

kids’ insight and clarity gives you so much hope for this kind of work working.” Other partici-

pants, who said that there is a need for gender inclusive curricular materials at the district level, 

also critiqued the pedagogy of the K12 school system, with one expressing, “We don’t get to lis-

ten enough to what kids say” and, “Seeing the children’s perspectives was valuable. Their [points 

of view] are often neglected.”  One post-secondary educator envisioned how the gender inclusive 

materials could give teachers the chance to “flip” the classroom not through technology, but 

through “giving the teachers the chance to learn from kids using provided lessons.” A mental 

health provider wrote, “I keep thinking of the kids, because they just get it.” Finally, one partici-

pant’s comment summarized this theme by declaring, “The kids are amazing teachers!”  

 

Gender Inclusivity in Schools is Doable 

 

 The third emergent theme was also identified among the data shared by participants in the 

“Other Comments” section. After viewing the films and discussing their application in educa-

tional settings, one third of participants viewed gender inclusive trainings in schools as “doable.” 

It is possible that more believed this to be true and did not mention it, given the circumstances 
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(these questionnaires were distributed at a venue where attendees are predisposed to assume 

change is possible). Of those participants who mentioned that gender inclusive education is doa-

ble, the majority did so while simultaneously offering a critique of the current dominant educa-

tional ideology. For example, K12 teachers expressed, “It is really not as hard as people might 

think.” Another wrote, “It can be done with education. It’s not as overwhelming as it seems.” 

One post-secondary educator wrote, “I couldn’t really picture how to do it [before]. Seeing this 

makes me feel hopeful, like we can try to do this everywhere.” Another participant simply stated 

that it is, “not that hard, after all.” Finally, this theme is summarized by two participants, who 

unknowingly echoed one another’s sentiments by writing, “Where there’s a will, there’s a way” 

and “It feels doable!” 

 

Challenging to Incorporate into Education 

 

 The number of participants who believe gender inclusivity still to be challenging to in-

corporate into education, despite viewing the films and discussing the curricula, was nearly equal 

to that of those who believed it to be “doable.” These data were coded from the questionnaire 

sections entitled “Critiques” and “Other Comments.” While one third of participants remarked 

that integrating these would be “doable”, another third described the process as challenging. One 

K12 teacher elaborated on the topic by writing, “that it is possible, but probably not realistic.” 

This sentiment was echoed by a care provider who wrote, “My experience with schools has been 

a lack of interest to request education. Even resentment of having to deal with the issue.” While 

some participants left the root of the challenges (trans hatred/trans apathy, funding issues) up to 

speculation, a few offered more information as to why they saw the gender inclusivity curricu-

lum as challenging to incorporate. 

 Of the challenges, one educator wrote, “The end credits should include RESOURCES 

[participant emphasis], because lots of teachers and schools actually do have the will [to include 

gender inclusive curricular materials], but don’t have good resources.” Another described the 

challenge of doing this work while clearly being in the minority among colleagues: “How does 

one educator, or a pair of educators, affect cultural change at a school site?” Thus, it is signifi-

cant to note that no participant described students’ ideological frameworks as challenges. The 

common thread among all who wrote about the challenges of including a gender inclusive cur-

riculum in school addressed the challenges of confronting the systemic gender binarism in our 

culture, and, as one participant wrote, “even resentment of having to deal with the issue.”  

 

Discussion 

 

 The four emergent themes underscored the need for gender inclusivity in educational set-

tings, challenged the current pedagogical model of adults teaching to children, and accurately 

portrayed the conflicting views about teaching gender inclusivity in educational settings today. 

The need for gender inclusivity in the curriculum is evidenced through the rampant and relentless 

bullying directed at transgender, gender expansive students, and those perceived to be 

transgender and/or gender expansive.  

According to a 2011 study conducted by the National Center of Transgender Equality, 

82% of transgender youth feel unsafe at school; 67% have been bullied by classmates online; 

64% have had their property stolen or destroyed at school; and 44% have been physically abused 

at school (Grant J.M., Mottett, L.A., Tanis, J.T., Harrison, J. Herman, J.L., & Kiesling, M.). Sur-
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prisingly, this is happening during the same decade GLAAD (formerly the Gay & Lesbian Alli-

ance Against Defamation) called the “trans ‘media moment,’ exclaiming “public awareness of 

the transgender community is swiftly on the rise” (2014, p.4). Visibility alone never promotes 

social justice. Unless educators have the tools to “question media, challenge hegemony, and par-

ticipate in society as justice-oriented global citizens” (Funk, Kellner, & Share, 2016, p.23), visi-

bility alone may only serve to reproduce the dominant cisgender perspective, which typically 

stigmatizes and/or fetishizes the gender expansive.  

 As noted by workshop participants, the children (kindergarteners through high schoolers) 

in the YGMP films were receptive to discussing gender as a spectrum, gender as a performance, 

and gender as something that is not a fixed identity marker. The workshop participants found 

themselves identifying with educators in the films who approached the gender inclusion lessons 

with trepidation. As participants watched the educators’ fears subside because of the children’s 

openness, they too realized that the fear and loathing directed at so many gender expansive peo-

ple by students may only be a reflection of adult stigmatization and not a “natural” reaction 

among children. Thus, before educators make themselves receptive to learning about the spec-

trum of gender alongside their students, they need to inquire into their own personal positionality 

(Frederick, Cave, & Perencevich, 2010; Sleeter, Torres, & Laughlin (2004); Ladson-Billings, 

1999). That is, they need to take a critical inventory of their various identity markers and account 

for how each one positions them to see “where they stand in relation to ‘the other’ (Merriam, 

Lee, Lee, Ntseane, & Muhamad, 2001, p. 411). Having acknowledged their positionalities and 

biases during gender inclusivity training, the teachers in the YGMP films were equipped to en-

gage in a dialogue with their students, and learn from their students, rather to talk at their stu-

dents.  

 In Considering Transgender People in Education, Rands (2009) proposes a teacher edu-

cation model called “Gender-Complex Education” (p. 427). Rands (2009) explains that before 

educators enact gender-complex education, they must “interrogate their own thinking about gen-

der” (p. 427). As this study’s workshop participants’ comments reveal, the YGMP films helped 

them to begin to interrogate their thinking.  

 If educators and others working with gender expansive youth seek to transform the nor-

mative discourse surrounding gender, they must first recognize that “by not challenging gender 

oppression, the educational system is doing all students a disservice because all students are in 

danger of incurring punishments for crossing gender lines” (Rands, 2009, p. 429). As young 

children have undergone significantly less gender grooming than have their older counterparts, 

children are often positioned to discuss gender freely and to teach adults how to reconceptualize 

it. This study’s participants saw the freedom with which children discussed gender in the YGMP 

films and recognized the importance of infusing a curriculum with openness to gender expan-

sion.  

 As noted by the participants, the debate as to whether educators should address gender, 

gender oppression, or gender expansiveness is fierce. The participants viewing a gender inclusive 

curriculum as “doable” or “challenging” were virtually split down the middle. Indeed, gender’s 

place in any educational setting in the United States is highly contested. Much of the current 

Common Core is written in a manner that reinforces gender-free or gender-blind education that 

was adroitly critiqued by Houston (1985):  
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Having claimed to have treated girls and boys equally in the classroom, they [teachers] 

are shocked to discover through objective observation measures that they spend over two 

thirds of their time with boys who comprise less than half of the class. (p. 366) 

 

This gender-free or gender-blind pedagogy, one that allows educators to pretend gender is not 

influencing their teaching, simply permits the cycle of gender oppression and gender rigidity to 

reproduce itself while privileging children who conform to the binary and punishing those who 

do not. Thus, teachers who refuse to challenge the gender binary in their classrooms may inad-

vertently send a message through their silence that they also do not oppose gender identity-based 

bullying. Moreover, educators in post-secondary institutions and professional programs that are 

training future medical and mental healthcare providers are in a critical position to instantiate 

positive change for a more gender-equitable society. 

 In “Opening the Door to Transgender Care”, Callahan (2015) warns that: 

 

Perhaps most importantly, the cultural rejection of children and adults who exhibit cross-

gender behavior and/or appearance has permeated the health care environment…It is un-

known how many trans patients have stopped seeking care because of their experience at 

the hands of primary care providers, but it is clear that there is a need for quality im-

provement in care for trans patients. (p. 706) 

 

This need for quality improvement is exemplified in the current number of American medical 

schools requiring MD candidates to take a course on gender or LGBTQIA+ topics: one. The 

University of Louisville School of Medicine adopted a required component in their 2016–2017 

curriculum that addresses the unique healthcare concerns of LGBTQIA+ individuals (U of L 

School of Medicine); however, the vast majority of nurses, pharmacists, and physicians have not 

had LGBTQIA+ topics covered comprehensively during any of their professional schooling.  

The paucity of training on LGBTQIA+ topics in post-secondary institutions training med-

ical providers normalizes the silence around discrimination against gender expansive individuals 

and protects those who use gender identity to ignore important health concerns of the gender ex-

pansive. As of this study’s publication date, only one American medical school incorporates a 

comprehensive LGBT training into its curriculum (University of Louisville, 2016). A recent 

Twitter project dubbed what is known as the “Trans Broken Arm Syndrome” to illustrate this 

point (O’Hara, 2015). Transgender participants in the Twitter project shared accounts of medical 

visits in which healthcare providers blamed “health issues ranging from panic attacks to stom-

ach flu were due to their hormones or transgender status” O’Hara, 2015). Essentially, their lack 

of training may make practitioners feel justified in ignoring the health concerns of gender ex-

pansive people, and in handing them off to mental health care providers instead because “gen-

der dysphoria” remains a diagnosis in the DSM-V (APA, 2013). In “Transgender Patients: 

Providing Sensitive Care,” medical providers are urged to “refer patients to a mental health 

provider with experience in treating this patient population” (Hyderi, Angel, Madison, Perry & 

Hagshenas, 2016, p. 450). Moreover, the “sensitive care” outlined in the article refers solely to 

the management of hormone therapy and the use of “preferred” pronouns, as if the pronouns 

used by cisgender individuals are, in any way mandatory instead of preferred. To date, no re-

search has been conducted on how hormone therapy affects anything other than secondary sex 

characteristics in transgender individuals. Thus, medical practitioners are left to their discretion 
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when deciding how to dose medications or interpret laboratory results of individuals on hor-

mone therapy to transition in gender identity.  

Because the belief that gender expansiveness is due to mental pathology, and because 

this is still reinforced by the APA, the education that mental health care providers receive re-

garding gender merely reinforces the pathologization of gender expansiveness. Thus, the gen-

der expansive patient moves from their primary care provider, who typically knows little to 

nothing about gender expansiveness, to a mental health care provider who has been trained to 

“help” people conform to one side of the gender binary, the marker they were assigned at birth 

being optimal. 

The participants in this study confirmed what is becoming evident globally. Young 

people want to expand gender, want to talk about gender, and are some of the most well-

qualified to dispel myths about the gender binary because the binary indoctrination process has 

affected them for fewer years than it has adults. Put simply, many young people do not consid-

er the gender binary something worth preserving. Globally, this sentiment is becoming a 

groundswell.  

Eleven countries currently give their citizens the right to declare their own gender, re-

gardless of anatomy, and to update their legal documents accordingly and expediently (Mac-

arow, 2015). A recent National Geographic special issue, “Gender Revolution,” defined nine 

different genders for readers (2017, p. 10-11). Scholars in the U.S. are also beginning to chal-

lenge the gender binary in medicine and current medical privacy practices regarding gender 

expansive patients (Funk, Vanderhorst, & Funk, forthcoming). The participants of this study 

accurately predicted that our notions of gender must expand as soon as possible to prevent 

more murders, suicides, and violent acts from occurring everywhere, not the least of which, 

our schools.  

A recent survey revealed that 82% of transgender youth feel unsafe at their high schools 

(National Center for Transgender Equality, 2011). It is difficult to fathom what the public re-

sponse would be if the same were true for cisgender students. According to another survey ana-

lyzing post-secondary campus climates, gender expansive students were seven times more like-

ly than their gender-conforming peers to experience harassment due to their identities (Rankin, 

Weber, Blumenfeld & Frazer, 2010). Clearly, an epidemic of gender binarism is adversely af-

fecting students nationwide, yet few schools, whether K12 or post-secondary, have incorpo-

rated gender inclusive curricula or practices into to pedagogies in any substantive manner.  

 

Conclusions: Moving from a Pedagogy of Vulnerability to a Pedagogy of Resilience 

 

 Bullying, in its most common and insidious form, “naturalizes” a certain mode of acting, 

looking, thinking, and performing gender. While some believe bullying stems from unawareness, 

Whitlock (2010) argues that it does not stem from naïve ignorance; rather, “Bullying is a violent, 

visible social production of the normative order” (p. 99). The binary gender system is an ideolog-

ical construct that serves to protect power and privilege through creating a false sense of normal-

cy for those who fit into its categories. As does the membership to any dominant cultural order, 

such as whiteness, Protestantism, or wealth, so too can a sense of belonging to the gender binary 

prevent one from seeing the often violent repercussions of not belonging. Yet, it is this very 

sense of unbelonging that should be explored with all students.  

 Unfortunately, much of the literature addressing gender expansiveness does so by ad-

dressing trans*+ individuals as vulnerable individuals facing increased risks of sexually transmit-
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ted diseases (Stieglitz, 2010), and fraught with “mental illness and biological maladies” (Dirks, 

2016, p. 374). In short, the sense of unbelonging expressed by many gender expansive individu-

als is seldom regarded as a positive characteristic. It is this sense of unbelonging, however, that 

can create a tremendous resilience in students, provided that they have strong support networks 

to affirm their identities and guide them through the inevitable trepidation that accompanies be-

ing gender expansive in hetero-cis-normative educational institutions in the U.S. Moreover, as 

Singh, Meng, and Hanson (2014) suggest, educators might benefit greatly from reflecting upon 

their own gender identities, most of which have been normalized, but constructed nonetheless: 

 

To understand the gender-affirming process that the participants described, counselors 

should reflect on their own personal journeys of resilience related to their gender identity 

so that they develop more awareness about the role of gender identity in their own lives. 

For instance, counselors may reflect on the societal messages that either made them feel 

empowered or disempowered about their gender identity. (216) 

 

Everyone has a gender identity and journeys through a process of self-discovery to define that 

identity, yet for many cisgender individuals, the process might not be one upon which they re-

flect because of the normalization of the gender binary. As we strive to provide more equitable 

treatment to students, we must challenge the gender binary and its use in education. 

 In order to create a more tolerant and equitable society, we need to incorporate 

LGBTQIA themes into the curriculum for primary, secondary, and post-secondary students. 

Moreover, we need to ensure that LGBTQIA students are reaching their full academic potential, 

rather than performing at levels below their potential because of the stress of LGBTQIA discrim-

ination (Rankin, 2005). Educators must take an active stance to reduce discrimination toward 

LGBTQIA students: 

 

For example, allowing faculty in the social sciences to teach classes on diversity and tol-

erance to students in other disciplines, inviting LGBT[QIA] students and community 

leaders to classrooms across the campus to speak about their experiences, and even man-

dating tolerance programs as a part of the early socialization of incoming students might 

prove beneficial to the overall LGBT[QIA] campus climate. (Holland, Matthews, & 

Schott, 2013, p. 17) 

 

The documentaries produced by YGMP, along with their accompanying curricula, could be a 

critical catalyst to conversations about such initiatives.  

 As urged by Smith and Payne (2016), it is time for educators and people who provide 

support for LGBTQ individuals to “[push] back against curriculum and institutional practices 

that tell queer kids they do not belong” (p. 46). While it is important to decrease bullying against 

gender expansive youth in schools, it is equally, if not more, important, to confront the systems 

that create the ideological framework that justify the bullying and microaggressions in the first 

place. School climates often encourage the bullying and microaggressions through their tacit ac-

ceptance and reification of the gender binary: 

 

When school climates support and privilege the normalization of heterosexist, cisgender, 

Eurocentric, unidimensional (i.e., non-intersectional), or gender-normative beliefs-even 
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unconsciously- it forces students who fall outside of those dominant identifiers to focus 

on simple survival rather than on success and fulfillment in school. (Miller, 2016, p. 3)  

 

Thus, conducting professional developments and workshops to decrease discrimination is not 

enough. Educators and caretakers must begin to reconceptualize gender if they seek not merely 

to save lives, but to enrich lives.  

Educators, particularly those teaching future therapists, medical care providers and psy-

chologists, need training at all levels of schooling and during their medical practice in order to 

begin to treat individuals fairly, rather than to consider the gender expansive to have a disorder. 

Likewise, teachers working in primary and secondary settings need training during their school-

ing, student teaching, and professional development, so that they come to view their gender ex-

pansive students as typical individuals expressing the spectrum of gender identity. When care-

takers and educators acknowledge gender as a spectrum and engage in critical conversations 

about gender, the stigma surrounding gender expansiveness will decrease. 

By incorporating documentaries and curricular material such as those produced by 

YGMP, educators serving K through professional school students could help eliminate the binary 

gender essentialism that has helped to spawn this violent reality for gender expansive youth. 

Programs such as YGMP need to be integrated into the K12 curriculum not merely when schools 

realize they have transgender or gender expansive youth in their schools. We have seen the dam-

age of a reactive curriculum, one designed to teach “tolerance,” as if supporting gender expan-

siveness could be likened to tolerating a blister. As these workshop participants voiced, a gender 

inclusive curriculum is needed now, and children are often the best teachers. The need exists; 

kids are ready to teach adults what the future of gender looks like; however, the free-spirited 

gender expansive child will not remain as such if their ideas are consistently squelched by dog-

matic educators and healthcare providers using the gender binary to police them or to defend 

their own sexism and discriminatory beliefs.  

As these workshop participants voiced, seeing children discuss gender, and working 

through a curriculum that tasked them to evaluate their own presumptions about gender critical-

ly, demonstrated to participants that educational institutions can weave gender expansive educa-

tion into their curricula. As the gender binary is being challenged around the world, and as scien-

tific evidence continues to disrupt the binary (Vanderhorst, 2015; Funk, Vanderhorst, & Funk, 

forthcoming) those of us who work in education, from K through post-secondary and profession-

al schools, need to actively seek curricular material that will help us break down the gender bi-

narism that has for too long created and reinforced a pedagogy of vulnerability. A pedagogy of 

resilience requires that we do our utmost to create safe space in our classrooms. 
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Appendix: Thematically Coded Raw Data 

 

 Gender inclusivity is needed in the curriculum. The following participant answers 

have been selected from the survey to demonstrate the trend in answers to the question, “Who 

need this [YGMP] curriculum?” 

 

K12 educators. This is sorely lacking in our curriculum. 

School principals. 

Every school district on[sic] the state of XXXXX.  

Elementary schools wanting to do this work and having parents along. 

Elementary schools – destruct [sic] offices. 

Teachers, administrators, and parents. 

I hope this kind of thing becomes mainstream. If we teach young kids to think about gender dif-

ferently, it could change the game. 

My entire staff and it would be fabulous for all districts to have a link to this film on their web-

sites. 

Educators and parents. 

My school district. 

Teacher/parents in places without current inclusiveness/gender curriculum. 

I would purchase a copy to share with my staff and at district administration meetings. 

I would recommend this film to any parents that are unsure about how to teach children about the 

spectrum or are unsure how to feel about it themselves. 

School principal. Maybe to a school or district that is unaware of the benefits of training. 

Friends with growing children. To educate. 

Yes to every school! 

Yes, to teachers/youth workers/parents who are beginning to learn to support gender-variant 

youth. 

To admin/schools and teachers. 

Schools, teachers, parents, groups. 

Parents of elementary school kids who are unfamiliar with these concepts. It is a good place to 

start a discussion. 

Good training pre and post training video. 

K12 educators. This is sorely lacking in our curriculum. 

My school staff (where I teach!) 

To all my teacher friends, my children, my staff, PTA, teaching education programs, XXXXX, 

XXXX, XXXX XXXXXX University. 
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 Let the kids be the teachers. The following participant answers have been selected from 

the survey to demonstrate the trend in answers to the space allowed at the end of the survey for 

“other thoughts” and “what was your favorite part?” 

 

The students continually teach me and remind me that they are more open minded than we think. 

Seeing how excited the kids were to talk about it! They want to! 

The kids are amazing teachers! 

Kids voices - we don’t get to listen enough to what kids say. 

The kids[sic] interviews were beautiful - if we could just let them teach us - it would be perfect. 

I loved the child’s perspectives, that’s such a hey to this transition of where schools/parents need 

to get to. 

The children’s excitement and involvement in learning something knew and talking openly about 

it. 

The 5th grade students identifying their personal biology, identity, and expression. 

Student testimonials. 

The young people describing their own expressions with gender mapping, sharing the lessons. 

The narratives of the youth and the view into the tracing at each grade level - an important movie 

for educators to see. 

The children open people’s hearts. 

The students because they continually teach me and remind me that they are more open minded 

than we think. 

My favorite part of the film was seeing the level of confidence kids exhibited as they talked 

about their genders. 

Listening to the kids and their thinking. 

The kids’ insight a clarity gives you so much hope for this kind of work working. 4th graders 

were awesome. 

The kids are amazing teachers! 

The student interviews were the most powerful. It was great to see the continuum from k-5th 

grade. 

Interviewing the kids because they always have such good ideas about things. 

The children and what they had to say because they’re insightful, pure, honest, and fun. 

Seeing the children’s perspectives was valuable. Their POVs [points of views] are often neglect-

ed. 

Kids voices - we don’t get to listen enough to what kids say. 
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Gender inclusivity in schools is doable. The following participant answers have been 

selected from the survey to demonstrate the trend in answers to the space allowed at the end of 

the survey for “other comments.”  

 

It is really not as hard as people might think. 

It can be done with education. It’s not as overwhelming as it seems. 

I couldn’t really picture how to do it. Seeing this makes me feel hopeful like can we try to do this 

everywhere? 

It’s do-able. It’s not rocket science. 

I couldn’t really picture how to do it. Seeing this makes me feel hopeful like can we try to do this 

everywhere? 

Not that hard, afterall. 

It feels doable! 

It is not as hard as people think. 

Where there’s a will, there’s a way. 

 

Challenging to incorporate into education. The following participant answers have 

been selected from the survey to demonstrate the trend in answers to the space allowed under 

“Critiques” and at the end of the survey for “Other Comments.”  

 

Clearly, it is an ongoing process that takes a lot of work.  

Understood it takes effort on all fronts! 

[The challenge of] training teachers whom [sic] had no skills in gender differentiating. 

Lots of XXXX schools are doing this but have hit the very big roadblock of gender identity.  

Watching the teachers navigate how to have this discussion because many think its[sic] too hard 

to talk about. 

Teachers crying send students freely discussing. 

My experience with schools has been a lack of interest to request education. Even resentment of 

having to deal with the issue.  

It [gender expansive education] is possible, but probably not realistic. 

 

 

Dr. Steven Seth Funk lectures in Writing, and Gender and Media Studies at Montana State 

University, Billings (MSUB) and guest lectures on gender in higher education at the University 

of Southern California (USC). Addressing issues of microaggressions in education and trans*+ 

media representation, his work has been published in books by IGI Global and Praeger, as well 

as in journals such as Series and Sexuality & Culture. He and Dr. Jaydi Funk are currently con-

ducting a large-scale, interdisciplinary, mixed methods study at: https://goo.gl/forms/cUMFU 

qos09chHCd32. 
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Dr. Jaydi Funk is a pharmacist at a long-term healthcare facility and guest lectures on the 
pharmacological implications of gender-based dosing at the University of Southern Califor-
nia (USC) and the Gender Spectrum Annual Professionals’ Symposium. Her published work 
has explored pediatric dosing and gender-based medicine. She and Dr. Steven Seth Funk 
are currently conducting a large-scale, interdisciplinary, mixed methods study at: 
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Abstract 

 

This paper reviews the book Living Language: An Introduction to Linguistic Anthropolo-

gy which is a distinct and almost flawless study of the essential theoretical disputes in 

linguistic anthropology and an accessible and easy-to-use reference for students pursu-

ing the study of linguistic forms in real-life contexts around the world.  Merging classic 

studies on language in social context and pioneering modern scholarship, Ahearn offers 

a uniting synthesis of research in linguistic anthropology and seeks future research in 

this field. The book, Living Language, treats language as indistinguishably twisted with 

cultural and social relations and merges theory with instances of modern language use to 

study the process that language makes, sustains, experiments, and how language changes 

social chains. This book tries to address the relationship between language and different 

cultures, ethnicities, people and the usage of language in different contexts. 

 

Keywords: linguistic anthropology, anthropology, literature, linguistics 

 

 

The Socially Charged Life of Language 

 

Bakhtin says that every single word has the “taste” of a particular concept; such as a person, a 

day and so on. The author wants to support that language is a group of socially rooted observa-

tions when she adds “every social interaction is mediated by language” (Ahearn 2011, p. 3). 

As the author mentions, the main goal of this book is to indicate how the position and us-

age of linguistic anthropology not only can take social and cultural issues into consideration but 

also would deepen our understanding of language and, therefore, ourselves.  

Ahearn believes that language per se is naturally a social notion. It does not necessarily 

furnish us with the way we act upon the world but speech itself is a type of social action and lan-

guage is a cultural source for all people around the world to make use of (Duranti, 1997, p. 2). 

As the author adds, both language and context are two integrated concepts and as she claims 

“contexts and linguistic practices mutually constitute each other” (Ahearn, 2011, p. 8). In line 

with what Alessandro Duranti (1997) states, language should be investigated “not only as a mode 

of thinking but, above all, as a cultural practice, that is, as a form of action that both presupposes 

and at the same time brings about ways of being in the world” (p. 1).  
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The author then compares two approaches supported by Reddy and Ferdinand de 

Saussure (1986). An approach in which language is decreased to a group of formal conventional 

rules. As Saussure claimed “A science which studies linguistic structure is not only able to 

dispense with other elements of language, but is possible only if those other elements are kept 

separate” (Saussure, 1986, p. 14). There seemed to be some contrast between Chomsky’s ideas 

and other linguists in this field but as Duranti says it was not a matter of being uninterested in the 

field of grammar; rather, they seek for the answer to various types of questions which tend to es-

tablish a connection between structural forms and social relations. Based on the definition given 

by linguistic anthropologists, grammar is merely one aspect of the language’s “socially charged 

life” (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 293).  

 

So, What Do You Need to Know in Order to “Know” a Language? 

 

The author compares the dichotomy of competence, as the unconscious knowledge every 

individual possesses of rules of a language, and performance, as the ability of using this 

knowledge is usually made use of by the Linguists, to “Langue” and “Parole” as proposed by 

Saussure and claims that both these two linguists emphasized the competence or Langue. Five 

basic aspects of a language, according to Cipollone et al. (1998) are Phonology, Morphology, 

Syntax, Semantics. and Pragmatics. Linguistic anthropologists, in contrast to most of the lin-

guists such as Chomsky, considered all these five in studying a language (pp. 8-11). 

 

So, How Do Linguistic Anthropologists Study Language as Social Action? 

 

Ahearn tries to illuminate different cultural meanings that are interrelated with language 

use. She notes that various ethnographers such as Keith Basso, Marjorie Harness Goodwin, 

Bonnie Urciuoli, etc. have tried to pinpoint the two following issues: 

 

1. Language must be investigated with regard to social actions or cultural norms. 

2. Seek the answer to the questions about social connections and cultural factors by in-

vestigating the language meticulously.  

 

Key Terms in Linguistic Anthropology 

 

As Ahearn (2012) believes “Multifunctionality, language ideologies, practice, and 

indexicality are four key terms that provide insight into the socially embedded nature of lan-

guage” and that dimension of life which is linguistically rooted (p. 17).  

 

Multifunctionality  

 

Language is seen as a means to explain what happens or to encode ideas or objects. Lin-

guistic anthropologists make use of the terminology “multifunctional” when they want to refer to 

various types of functions that the language can perform.  
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Language ideologies 

 

Based on Ahearn (2012) “language ideologies are the attitudes, opinions, beliefs, or theo-

ries that we all have about language” (p. 21). In most of the cases language ideologies cover 

many more aspects than merely the language itself. Language ideologies are also known as lin-

guistic ideologies which are concepts that are essentially made use of in anthropology, sociolin-

guistics, and cross-cultural investigations to shape groups of feelings about the language when 

they are used in the world.  

 

Practice 

 

“Practice,” Ortner (1989) asserts, “emerges from structure, it reproduces structure, and it 

has the capacity to transform structure” (p. 12). Practice theorists seek to investigate concepts 

about social reproduction and transformation. Practice theory can be defined as a theory of the 

way in which social unities, with their distinguishable motives and intentions, create and modify 

the world around themselves. The main concept of practice theory is that linguistic structures and 

social actions are restricted to human notions which can build, rebuild, or reprogram those struc-

tures and at the same time each structure can give rise to the other.  

 

Indexicality 

 

“Indexicality” (Hanks 1999)  is originally rooted in Charles Sanders Peirce’s semiotics 

(Peirce, 1955; cf. Mertz, 2007). The best well-known definition is Saussure’s signifier-signified 

concept. For example, “I” refers to the speaker; “now” refers to the date on which that word is 

pronounced; and “here” refers to the location of the utterance. For Peirce, however, semiotics, or 

meaning-making through signs, involves a concept of the linguistic sign that is quite different 

from de Saussure’s, for it is a process that “involves three components: signs (whatever stands 

for something else), objects (whatever a sign stands for), and interpretants (whatever a sign 

creates insofar as it stands for an object)” (Kockelman, 2007, p. 376). There are three ways that a 

sign can be linked to its object, according to Peirce and those are Icon, Index, and Symbol. 

 

The Inseparability of Language, Culture, and Social Relations 

 

The linguistic anthropology field offers some tools to gain a better understanding of these 

phenomena—linguistic, cultural, and social. 

 

The Research Process in Linguistic anthropology 

 

The main question that is going to be answered is “How do linguistic anthropologists 

actually go about conducting research?” 

 

What Kinds of Research Questions Do Linguistic Anthropologists Formulate? 

 

Sometimes questions that initiate the inquiry are rather rudimentary in the mind of the 

researcher; other times, they are clearly defined in the grant proposals. 
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As Ahearn writes “many linguistic anthropologists conduct long-term fieldwork, often in 

very different cultural and linguistic settings than the researcher’s own, and such fieldwork ends 

up challenging the researcher’s initial assumptions” (Ahearn, 2012, p. 22). 

 

What Kinds of Data Do Linguistic Anthropologists Collect, and with What Methods? 

 

Linguistic anthropologists inspired an eclectic mix of research methods, quantitative or 

qualitative—or often both. Many linguistic anthropologists advocate the use of several methods 

to collect different types of data in an attempt to obtain a more complete picture of the 

phenomenon under study. Participant observation, interviews, surveys and questionnaires, 

conversations that occur naturally, experimental methods, tests matched Guise of written texts 

are some of the most commonly used methods. 

 

How Do Linguistic Anthropologists Analyze their Data? 

 

Logistics involved in research in linguistic anthropology can be very difficult. Many re-

searchers attract research assistants to help them collect data, whether the conduct of an investi-

gation, dissemination of written questionnaires or translation or decryption maintenance or con-

versations. All researchers, including linguistic anthropologists engage in interpretation. Once 

the linguistic anthropologists have all their data, interpretation becomes a model research process 

to find the answers to the questions that inspired the research project—or answer questions that 

arise when analyzing data. Linguistic anthropologists collect information consisting of recorded 

or transcribed conversations, written notebooks, results of surveys, or other types of information; 

once they have the data collected—often mountains of data—the researcher is to analyze that 

mountain of data. 

 

What Sorts of Ethical Issues Do Linguistic Anthropologists Face? 

 

The American Anthropological Association has developed its own code of ethics, and 

many anthropologists consider these guidelines more appropriate for their research. The Code of 

the follows legal "informed consent" processes. The researcher must inform each research sub-

ject entirely on the nature of the study and obtain the consent of each participant.  The informed 

consent process in such cases must be continuous and adapted to the particular context in which 

the research takes place. 

 

Language Acquisition and Socialization 

 

Caregivers socialize their children to become very different kinds of social individuals 

through culturally particular uses of language. Linguistic anthropology stands for a unique view 

of children’s language acquisition. 

 

Language Acquisition and the Socialization Process 

 

Many linguists follow Noam Chomsky, who considers environmental influences, social 

or other, on the acquisition of language as minimal: “Not only do Chomsky and his supporters 

accord the environment a very minor role in the language acquisition process; they also believe 
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that language arises out of a separate domain-specific faculty or module of the brain” (Ahearn, 

2012, p. 53). The author then mentions Chomsky’s ideas about poverty of stimulus and his UG 

approach. Cognitive scientists argue that widespread cognitive processes and development of 

learning mechanisms allow children to acquire language or languages in the same way they learn 

other advanced cognitive tasks. An individual’s potential for language is the result of a specific 

module of language in the brain or a more general set of cognitive mechanisms. Researchers in-

terested in language acquisition should consider the cultural values and social practices to be at-

tached to language and its acquisition. Learning a first language and becoming a culturally com-

petent member of society the two sides of the same process.  

 

Language Acquisition in Bilingual or Multilingual Contexts 

 

According to Ahearn, 

 

When children are exposed regularly to two or more languages (there does not seem to be 

an upper limit) during the developmental window period of early to middle childhood, 

they usually becoming fluent in all the languages available to them in their social 

environment. (Ahearn, 2012, p. 56)  

 

Linguistic ideologies argue that children are somehow disadvantaged to be exposed to more than 

one language in early childhood.  

 

Language Socialization throughout the Lifespan 

 

Childhood is not the end to the acquisition of new linguistic practices. Whenever a child, 

adolescent or adult entering a new school, the country, the religious community, profession, or 

any other social group, the general process of becoming socialized into this community is largely 

achieved by linguistic interactions and often accompanied by learning new words and uses. Con-

versely, people gradually become competent members of a new community, their relationship to 

both written and spoken language changes often.  

 

Language, Thought, and Culture 

 

Some linguistic anthropologists believe that Whorf’s premise shapes culture and thoughts 

more significantly than the way people realize. “The particular language you speak might 

predispose you to view the world a certain way, but it will not prevent you from challenging that 

view” (Ahearn, 2012, p. 66). Based on the hypothesis of Sapir-Whorf, language has the capacity 

to shape our thoughts and ways of living; however, linguists have very  different understandings 

of how this occurs. 

 

A Hundred Years of Linguistic Relativity 

 

Some scholars have been debating whether or not people in some communities were in-

capable of complicated, abstract "scientific" thought because of the clear lack of "logical" gram-

mar categories in their languages. While language spoken by a particular group of people only 

tended to reflect their traditional cultural practices and language may facilitate certain types of 
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thought and could provide a valuable means of understanding of the culture of the unconscious 

patterns and thought, but it would not prevent people from thinking in a way that differs from the 

categories more conveniently presented in their language (Boas; 1858–1942). NEED A CITA-

TION HERE. 

Unlike Boas, Sapir posited a strong impact of language on thought: “We see and hear and 

otherwise experience very largely as we do because the language habits of our community 

predispose certain choices of interpretation” (Sapir 1949[1929], p. 162). Sapir stressed that all 

kinds of linguistic phrases could be decreased to a common human psychology underlying. 

Whorf, like Boas and Sapir, categorically opposition to researchers who examined the West, 

cognitive linguistics or cultural categories to be superior to all others.  

 

The Sapir–Whorf Hypothesis 

 

A “Strong” version of their hypothesis is based on the notions that language determines 

our way of thinking and different languages create different ways of thinking. This outlook, 

known as language determinism, was seen to be extremist, so they changed their theory into a 

more accurate one that the language has a crucial role in our way of thinking—known as lan-

guage relativism. The second one was mostly accepted by linguists who gave a significant role to 

language. Although some experts such as John Lucy took over the task to formulate specific hy-

potheses empirically researchable arising in Boas’ ideas, the scientists themselves never mounted 

their research using these terms on the field of science.  

 

Investigating the Effects of Language on Thought 

 

Some researchers oppose experimental methods preferred by these researchers because 

they assume the ability to distinguish linguistic and non-linguistic forms of cognition. the 

research emerging from many different fields over the past two decades points to unmistakable 

evidence that language can indeed influence thought.  

 

Language-in-general 

 

The principles and characteristics of language is the general vehicle of our ideas, and rep-

resents by words all the conceptions of the mind. Some types of nonhumans such as primates, 

lemurs, Diana monkeys, and baboons, also seem to have semantic calls and/or other forms of 

complex social cognition (Zuberbühler, 2000; Cheney and Seyfarth, 2007). One other possible 

way to investigate the influence of language is to study children who have not learned yet lan-

guage. All human babies are born also able to recognize and finally produce all the sounds used 

in all human languages. Eventually, as adults, they will be incapable of hearing or producing 

many contrasts between sounds used in other languages besides their own without prolonged 

training. 

 

Linguistic Structures 

 

Researchers in this field investigate the effects of specific linguistic forms in a given 

language on the thought processes of speakers of that language. The existence, or lack of a 

particular word in a given language does not have much influence on thought. Semantic domains 
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are areas of human knowledge (such as politics, economics, sport) exhibiting specific terminolo-

gy and lexical coherence. They have been used both in Linguistics (i.e. semantic fields) and in 

Lexicography (i.e. subject field codes) to mark technical usages of words. 

Grammatical category is a property of items within the grammar of a language; it has a 

number of possible values, which are normally mutually exclusive within a given category. Ex-

amples of frequently encountered grammatical categories include tense, number, and gender. 

Languages, in other words, are extremely variable and  

 

force quite different sets of conceptual distinctions in almost every sentence: some 

languages express aspect, others don’t; some have seven tenses, some have none; some 

force marking of visibility or honorific status of each noun phrase in a sentence, others 

don’t; and so on and so forth. (Levinson, 2003:29) 

 

Color 

 

The semantic field of color terms was studied over 50 years, with researchers drawing 

conflicting conclusions regarding the universality and variability of color perception and termi-

nology. However, in the most recent Universalist theory, Kay (2005) acknowledges that all lan-

guages even have a semantic domain for color—it's not “partition perceptual color space” lin-

guistically. The specific language you speak can indeed affect, at least for borderline cases, your 

color perception—or at least your performance on experimental tasks designed to test your color 

perception. 

 

Space 

 

Another domain of human experience that has been tested for Whorfian effects is space. 

 

Shape vs. material composition 

 

Aside from space, two other aspects of the physical world, an object of shape and compo-

sition are important, providing further evidence that the way we perceive and categorize the 

things around us can be influenced by the including language we speak. 

 

Language Use 

 

Our thought process could be affected not only by speaking the language in general or 

because specific semantic or grammatical structures of our own language, but because of the so-

cial models of everyday use of the language. In addition, however, it is also important to note 

that social and cultural factors almost certainly influenced the development language "tech-

nostrategic" to begin to unravel language, thought, and culture of each other in such cases proves 

almost impossible. 

 

Final comment 

 

The book is full of practical examples from different nations, cultures and ethnicities. 

This particular feature of the book makes it meritorious. It does well to keep in mind that most 
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readers may not be familiar with some of the sets taken for granted in linguistic anthropology 

terms, and then explains each new term or concept is presented in a comprehensible way. 

Another element that makes it a user-friendly book is the comfortable style through which the 

author communicates with readers and the vivid descriptions and examples from real life and 

presented stories. 
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Abstract 

 
This review of Common Core Dilemma: Who Owns Our Schools? explores the compli-

cated development of the Common Core State Standards in the US as detailed by Mer-

cedes K. Schneider. This book articulates the entangled background leading up to the 

current educational reform as well as discloses those who lobbied, funded, established, 

and facilitated the deeply flawed agenda of the No Child Left Behind legislation. Schnei-

der's account is interesting, accessible, and important for all public education stakehold-

ers. 

 

Keywords: Common Core State Standards, assessment, education reform, public education, 

funding, No Child Left Behind 

 

 

On December 10, 2015 United States President, Barak Obama signed the Every Student Suc-

ceeds Act into law, which is the latest reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Educa-

tion Act. This national education law comes eight years after the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 

law was supposed to be rewritten. On the heels of this controversial federal law, Mercedes K. 

Schneider’s newest book, Common Core Dilemma: Who Owns Our Schools? analyzes the com-

plicated background leading up to the current educational reform in the USA. Schneider’s 

straightforward and extensive account is an important read for all education stakeholders. Her 

text discloses those who lobbied, funded, established, and facilitated the deeply flawed agenda of 

NCLB. With ever-increasing corporate interests driving public education reform around the 

world, Schneider’s book can be seen as providing both context and caution. 

The question of who owns America’s schools is complex to say the least. Schneider at-

tempts to answer just that in both a coherent and candid way. Chapter 1 begins by providing the 

framework of federal public education law and introducing the climate out of which NCLB be-

came both a necessary and inevitable reform.  What began in 1965 as the Elementary and Sec-

ondary Education Act to assist schools educating children in poverty has become a method of 

standards-based control positioned upon high-stakes assessments.  

The children of the United States continuously performed poorly on narrow and biased 

state assessments, which according the federal government necessitated a common set of nation-

al standards. Schneider lays out this progression in Chapters 2 and 3, where she begins to intro-

duce leading individuals and businesses that took interest in the development of the Common 
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Core. One of the founding fathers and owners of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) is 

the National Governors Association (NGA). The NGA created Achieve Inc., a nonprofit stand-

ards and assessment ‘clearinghouse’ to evaluate the public school systems in the U.S. Achieve’s 

report of state standards claimed to utilize international standards as models, however Schneider 

reveals that only Japanese standards were available at the time of the report. The final message 

served not only the universal standards movement but also indicated the need for assessments to 

measure them.  

In Chapter 4, Schneider explains that the Education Trust and Fordham Institute along 

with Achieve are responsible for the idea of CCSS. Schneider continues to build upon her argu-

ment that those making crucial decisions in education reform have little to no experience in the 

field. This convoluted web of acronyms, individuals, groups, and businesses is enough to make 

one’s head spin. Schneider has a practical way of writing and continuously summarizing the 

facts to make this text accessible to all readers.  

In 2008, NGA and Achieve produced a report, “Benchmarking for Success: Ensuring 

U.S. students Receive a World-Class Education.” Through a neoliberal lens this report clearly 

identified the need for a single set of K-12 standards: 

 

The primary gist of the report is the now-too-familiar panic line that American educa-

tion needs a test-driven overhaul in order to keep up globally. The underlying message is: 

“We need to see what other nations are doing because we think we can isolate what caus-

es them to score higher than us on international tests. Then, we can pay attention to select 

issues, the ones that the experts named in this report perceive as those that produce higher 

test scores and graduation rates. By emulating select qualities, we are trying to beat other 

nations in the international tests, which will prove our superiority and therefore translate 

into national economic security.” (p. 71) 

 

Throughout the book, Schneider continuously pulls at the common thread of competition 

both between and among corporations, politicians, students, teachers, schools, and educational 

systems in general. Chapter 5 further explores the Common Core Memorandum of Understand-

ing (CCSS MOU), which was an agreement signed by governors and state superintendents as a 

model for the creation of CCSS.  

In 2009, NGA reported that 51 states and territories signed the CCSS MOU. In Chapter 6 

Schneider examines the backgrounds and roles of the developers of CCSS: Achieve Inc., ACT 

(American College Testing company), and the College Board company (known for its Advanced 

Placement (AP) and Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT)). Interestingly, teachers were never named 

as CCSS developers and in fact educators were only superficially part of the review process.  

In Chapter 7 Schneider reviews five flawed surveys conducted by national-level, educa-

tion-related organizations. She argues that the manipulated data served as a means to foster pub-

lic acceptance and promote CCSS, declaring that teachers and administrators embraced the 

standards. Schneider deliberately acknowledges her limitations as she attempts to explain the 

many facets and contributing factors to the creation of the CCSS. A great advantage of Schnei-

der’s writing style is her skill as a teacher who regularly checks for her readers’ understanding, 

reviewing and breaking down complicated ideas.  

The legal owners of the Common Core are the NGA and the Council of Chief State 

School Officers (CCSSO). Schneider takes a look into the copyright, terms of use, and public 

license of the CCSS in Chapter 8. “The coercive, high-stakes nature of CCSS makes the details 
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of its license a mirror into both the profit motives and the utter lack of accountability that the 

NGA and CCSSO escape via their exclusive control over CCSS” (p. 138). Schneider explains 

and critiques the technical, convoluted language of these documents in meaningful ways that the 

reader can readily understand. 

Promoting the Common Core Standards and Assessments would require a great deal of 

funding and those leading this reform could not ask the federal government for money in fear of 

public backlash as this was to be a state-led initiative. The solution to this problem “lay in the 

test-driven-reform-minded philanthropy” (p.129). Billionaire Bill Gates and his wife, Melinda 

were asked to provide millions to back the development of the CCSS, to which they accepted. In 

Chapter 9 Schneider details the involvement and influence Bill Gates had in the creation and 

adoption of the standards and their necessary assessments. In a particularly interesting stance, 

Schneider explains that as co-chair of the National Council of State Legislatures, Gates ad-

dressed the legislators, and she provides excerpts from his speech,  

  

The state-led Common Core State Standards Initiative is developing clear, rigorous 

common standards that match the best in the world…This is encouraging—but identify-

ing common standards is not enough. We’ll know we’ve succeeded when the curriculum 

and the tests are aligned to these standards. (emphasis mine, p. 144) 

 

Perhaps the most perplexing part of Gates’ announcement is that the CCSS had yet to be 

created when he spoke to the legislators. Schneider further explains Gates’ involvement with 

several other organizations as a speaker, member, and benefactor like the NGA (received $25.8 

million between May 2002 and June 2014), CCSSO ($84.6 million since May 2002), and Ameri-

can Federation of Teachers ($11.3 million). 

Chapter 10 outlines the specific ways in which the United States Federal Government 

gained control of a national set of standards and assessments. The previously mentioned CCSS 

MOU that states and territories signed, defined the role that the federal government would play; 

chiefly through financial support. In order for states to obtain federal Race to the Top (RTTP) 

funds they would have to abide by “Four Assurances of the ARRA” (American Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act) the first of which states, “Adopt internationally benchmarked standards and 

assessments that prepare students for success in college and the workplace” (p. 164). Adopting 

Common Core State Standards certainly met this criterion. Schneider emphasizes the calculated 

process that the federal government pursued to ensure that they were not overreaching their con-

trol in terms of obtaining and providing financial support to the states.  

The final chapter is a comprehensive review of the international education powerhouse, 

Pearson. Schneider begins with their history from a construction company in 1844 to the acquisi-

tion company focusing on publishing, international media, and education that it is today. Be-

tween 2009 and 2011 Pearson Charitable Foundation paid the CCSSO $540,000, quite a conflict 

of interest. As one of two CCSS assessment consortia, the Partnership for Assessment of Readi-

ness for College and Careers (PARCC) awarded Pearson the contract ($240 million per year) to 

develop the PARCC test despite, as Schneider points out, their well-established history of testing 

errors. As developers of this test, they inevitably gain the credibility to supplement it through 

standards-aligned curriculum and professional development. Schneider discusses the parallels 

and differences between the United State’s CCSS and the United Kingdom’s version loosely 

called the reformed General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSEs). One of the most strik-
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ing contrasts is that the UK “reformed GCSEs” are not bound to high-stakes tests. Schneider ex-

pands, 

 

I find it ironic that the United Kingdom has a national curriculum, a concept forbid-

den in the United States for fear that the federal government would use it to override state 

and local autonomy, and yet, the UK government is showing no interest in using its na-

tional curriculum as a means to panicking the UK public into some international competi-

tion dependent upon high-stakes testing outcomes. The United Kingdom is not trying to 

"become" 21st-century world power. Meanwhile the United States is a 21st-century 

world power, and its USDOE is micromanaging state education "autonomy" in the name 

of "racing to the top” (emphasis in original). (p. 186) 

 

The power that this company has over American education is astounding and Schneider high-

lights some of their most egregious offenses in this chapter.  

Finally, Schneider wraps her text up with a four-page conclusion titled, So What Have We 

Learned Here? The book overwhelmingly supports her main argument that “CCSS is designed 

to fail” (p. 193). Schneider provides a brief overview of eight lessons to take from her text, like 

wrapping this big mess that is CCSS with a pretty little bow.  

Although this undertaking was no easy task, Schneider explains the facts in an accessible 

way. The countless individuals and organizations that had their hands in the development of 

CCSS can be perplexing to the reader. Fortunately, Schneider provides a glossary of key individ-

uals, organizations, and terms that I found to be quite helpful in navigating this text.  

While Common Core Dilemma: Who Owns Our Schools is an informative book for all, it 

is especially important for educators. Schneider’s detailed progression of events that led to the 

development and adoption of the CCSS is historical and cautionary. The activism that Schneider 

promotes throughout her book is clearly evident and inspiring.  
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