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Colleagues and Friends of the Academy:
Welcome to Volume 9, Issue 2 of CQIE!
Before giving you a little taste of what this issue has in store, just a reminder that our conferences
and symposiums are still rolling along: we will be at the Marriott Country Club Plaza in Kansas
City October 29-30 where we will consider questions concerning the current state of citizenship,
civility, and civics—certainly an issue important to today’s political and educational context. In
spring of next year, our conference will be in beautiful Savannah, Georgia. Surf on over to our
website for all the details.
We have in Volume 9, Issue 2, an array of manuscripts on an array of topics as well as two book
reviews and a film review. In the first article, Sam Tanner and Erin T. Miller critically exam the
impact castle play among children might have on conceptions of whiteness and colonialism as well
as what improvisational theater might hold in terms of teaching about whiteness. Following Tanner
and Miller, Noelle A. Paufler and Audrey Amrein-Beardsley report on a survey they conducted on
the topic of the most important educational foundations books in history. Their survey culminated
in an interesting Top Ten list for your consideration. Following this article, Gökhan Güneş, Volkan
Şahin, Aysel Berksoy Taşdan, and Semra Erkan present their findings from a study mapping epistemological belief systems of five-year-old children from five state schools in Ankara, Turkey.
Our final regular manuscript, written by Nastasia Lawton-Sticklor, is an examination of how persistence impacts the success of students reengaging in secondary school.
Finally, we have two book reviews and a film review: Aaron Stoller and Eli Kramer’s edited collection entitled, Contemporary Philosophical Proposals for the University: Toward a Philosophy
of Higher Education is reviewed by Laura E. Smithers; Eleanor J. Blair’s study of Teacher Moonlighting, By the Light of the Silvery Moon, is reviewed by Clint Iadanza; and, we close this issue
with a review of one of the more impactful presentations of race in recent memory: JQ Adams
examines the Academy Award winning film, Get Out, written and directed by Jordan Peele.
Happy reading…and thinking.
PAX,

Eric C. Sheffield, Managing Editor

Jessica A. Heybach, Associate Editor
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Some Strange Magic: The Disruption of the Whiteness
of Castle Play through Improvisation
______________________________________________________________________________
Sam Tanner, Penn State Altoona
Erin Miller, University of North Carolina at Charlotte
Abstract
This conceptual framework investigates the symbol of the castle in the American imagination as one site of memory that contributes to white supremacy through childhood play.
The authors conceive of long-form improvisation in relation to childhood play to imagine
new pedagogical installments that might teach children to resist the hegemonic symbol of
the castle.
Keywords: whiteness, pedagogy, improvisation, pretend play, castles, early childhood

Consider the Castle

This conceptual essay aims to theorize the relationship between castles as sign or text with whiteness. Further, it offers a conceptual approach to a radical form of improvisational, anti-racist critical whiteness pedagogy for children, youth, and adults. We admit that this essay, as a framework,
is speculative in design. Still, our theorizing of both the castle as a sign and text and improvisational pedagogy is currently being developed through empirical studies cued by our discussion
here.
We begin this theoretical discussion where we first began our conversation about castles,
whiteness, and anti-racist pedagogy—on a cold evening in the Fall of 2015 at a small meeting of
white critical whiteness scholars.
The goal of this meeting was to share our current research projects, and ask and give feedback and suggestions from the group. Around a dining room table, Erin shared her dissertation
research to the collective. Sam listened to Erin talk about her dissertation research—this was the
first time we met. Erin had designed a critical ethnography to examine the ways in which her
children learned to be white (see Miller, 2015). Although the connections between whiteness and
castles were not explicit, Erin felt that castles and castle narratives were having something to do
with her young children’s construction of whiteness. Among other data, Erin shared what her
daughter Olivia—she was six at the time—had said during her one of her play episodes with a toy
castle:
Olivia (6 years old): (singing as she sets sail from the castle) I’m going to ride my horse to
Africa, because there is land. I’m going to go, go, go across the ocean. I’m going to go, go
across the ocean.
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Olivia’s play haunted Erin. How had Erin’s daughter come to imagine that she lived inside a castle?
What led Olivia to believe that Africa was a distant place, far away from that castle? What provoked her to ride her horse to Africa?
In another data set, Erin shared photographs of pictures on the walls of her children’s doctor’s office. Each poster contained the image of a European castle. Flags flew from the parapets,
the stone structure sat atop rolling hills, and the bricks were painted white. Previously, Erin
wouldn’t have noticed the seemingly benign artwork on the wall at her doctor’s office. Now she
was studying whiteness and she was curious. How was her daughter’s emerging, white American
identity being confounded by connections to Western Europe? Indeed, her daughter’s childhood
was adorned with images of English castles. These symbols could be found in television shows
and movies. Castles provided settings in picture books, backdrops at doctors’ offices, and seemed
to be a major source of inspiration for much child’s play.
Like any scholar with an interest in critical literacy, Erin became skeptical of the castle as
a text or a symbol. How did the castle intersect with the ways that her daughter was becoming
white?
Erin’s questions resonated with Sam’s desire to better understand how white people are
made white in America (see Tanner, 2016; 2017). He could not stop thinking about the castle as a
text or sign, laden with meaning. He also began to worry about the relationship between castles
and whiteness.
Sam was in the children’s section at his local library a month later. His two white toddlers
were playing. Sam noticed something for the first time. A large toy castle sat in the middle of the
room. Countless children—most of whom were white—were eagerly playing with the castle. Action figures of kings, queens, princes, and princesses littered the space. Sam’s oldest boy made the
king stand on top of a parapet.
Sam’s children were watching the popular television show Daniel Tiger a few weeks later.
An episode about castles began. Sam watched with fascination as the episode taught children how
to play with castles. The characters in the episode took on roles typically associated with monarchies of Western Europe. At the end, the episode explicitly taught children how to build sand
castles. Sam would have thought nothing of this episode prior to talking with Erin. Now, he began
to wonder. Was this play really benign? What did it mean that his white children were being taught
to play with castles?
We began to talk more explicitly about our concern that castle play was actually contributing to the ways that our children were learning to become white. Historically, castles (and later
forts) had been integral to the project of colonization, and its subsequent oppression of people of
color. What were castles now? We began to tell each other stories. We were surprised to discover
that each of us had, as children, been compelled to play with castles. The symbol of the castle had
meant something in our childhoods.
But what?
We use vignettes below to share our memories with our reader, the same way we shared
them with each other, prior to proceeding.
Playing with Castles (Sam)
I remember my father sitting next to me in the sweltering attic of our three-story house in
Highland Park, an affluent, white neighborhood in St. Paul. We were playing Super Mario Brothers
together. I was the first player, and Dad was the second. Dad bought a Nintendo after he finalized
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his divorce with my alcoholic mother. I was excited about the new toy, and we took turns guiding
Mario and Luigi through the early stages of the game. We were trying to rescue a captured princess.
Each of these stages ended with a brick, European castle. Though I was only seven, I was the first
to make it to the final level in the first world, stage 1-4 for those familiar with the game. I was so
proud as Dad watched me guide Mario into Bowser’s imposing, stone castle. Inside, Mario jumped
over pits of lava and evaded fireballs. I squealed with delight after I figured out how to evade
Bowser and enter the room where the princess was being held. Dad laughed with me when a small
toadstool informed us that our princess was in another castle.
Playing with Castles (Erin)
I remember my mother sitting next to me at the water’s edge on a South Carolina beach.
She showed me how to make a drip sand castle. It was one of my earliest memories of my mother
so I must have been very young, perhaps three or four. The water’s edge was where the sand was
perfect for making drip sand castles—not too dry but not underwater. The sand was exposed but
still wet from the final wash of the tide. Our legs were outstretched and between us, she scooped
up small fistfuls of dark gray, very fine sand and let it drip slowly between her fingers. The droplets
piled on top of each other and, in our imaginations, created parapets and towers that we topped
with more sand droplets to create elaborate spires. There was something peculiar about the drip
castles we made: while the sand was fluid as it fell from our fingers, when it landed on the mound
that was, for us, the castle, it froze as if it was stopped in time.
Remembering the Castles of Our Childhood
The memories we include to begin this essay have striking differences. Sam was playing
with castles in video games, enacting a “new literacy” (Gee, 2003, p. 13), while Erin was playing
with castles on the beach with natural materials. Erin was outside with her mother in South Carolina and Sam was inside of his house with his father in Minnesota. Erin and her mother were
building castles; Sam and his father were invading them. Sam fixated on penetrating virtual castles
in Super Mario Brothers—structures that might hold a captured princess. He remembers feeling
proud as his father watched him invade the castle. Erin, fascinated by the structural design of her
sand castles, imagined parapets and towers as her mother helped her to replicate a structure common in childhood.
Inside and outside. Creating and invading. Girl and boy. Mother and father. These dichotomies of our memories cannot be avoided nor can we ignore the gendered play of our stories, yet
we choose to focus here on what was common in our remembering. We were both white children
playing with castles. Yes, we were separated by time, space, and gender. We would not meet until
many years later. Still, we were both learning to play with castles with our white parents. Perhaps,
we were creating (and participating in) a particular kind of community of practice (Wenger, 1999)
within the cultural world of white supremacy. The fantasy world of the castle in our respective
imaginations, perhaps, bonded us to a cultural memory of white supremacy—handed down
through the legacy of European colonization—as we played our parts as white children playing
with castles.
The sandcastle play and castles of gaming in our own childhood memories are only two of
the myriad places castles emerge in the imaginative world of children. We encourage our readers
to create a mental list of the childhood literary texts where castles can be found—from young adult
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fiction such as Harry Potter to the fairy tales commonly associated with very young childhood.
One would likely find, as we did, that the castle is so prominent in the US literary imagination that
listing texts which are about castles or which have castles in them is difficult because they are
incalculable. They abound outside of the literary imagination as well. Castle images are on pictures
in waiting rooms at the pediatric offices and on posters in schools designed to inspire and motivate
children. They are packaged and sold as toy structures. They are final destinations in board games
such as Candyland©. They are integral in Legos© sets. They are inspiration for the architecture of
playhouses, play-tents, and playsets commonly seen across suburban America, the same suburban
America described by Ta-Nehisi Coates (2015) as disconnected homes built on the human bones
of indigenous peoples eradicated by the greed of whiteness. They are popular as coloring books,
on worksheet games, and images on puzzles. They are themed backgrounds for birthday party
essentials. They are on collectable cards, intended to be traded and possessed. They are images on
bedding, clothing, and diapers. The symbol of the castle, then, is an artifact routinely encouraged
to be taken up in the childhood imaginary. In fact, it seems impossible to avoid indirect reference
to the castle as artifact both in the lives of children and in the lives of people.
Castles as Racial Signs
Castles have been studied for their insights to military prowess (i.e., arrow-slits and crenellations), compared to churches as a symbol of stature, and explored for their significance as art
history. Still, some scholars (i.e., Wheatley, 2001) believe that castles have not been critically
examined as their own unique interdisciplinary phenomena and are understudied for their strong
linkage between physical structure and symbolic motif: “From a wider cultural perspective, a paper
castle table decoration and a lord’s defended residence have something in common. They are both
identified as castles as to express some shared medieval idea of ‘castle-ness’” (Wheatley, 2001, p.
1). Wheatly’s notion of the castle in play lends an easy hand to the consideration of the innumerable manifestations of castle imagery across American childhoods, imagery that gives fodder to
much castle play.
Our own conceptualization of the castle as a racial symbol in the imagination developed as
we considered recent work in literacy education that is informed by sociocultural theory. Lewis,
Psycher, & Stutleberg (2014) wrote that pedagogy in literacy should “include the analysis, interpretation, critique, and production of signs from literary and nonfiction texts to films, advertisements, and propaganda in print and digital formats” (p. 23). Certainly, the castle is a prevalent sign
in a variety of texts across genres designed for children in America and, subsequently, informs
childhood play. In fact, Lewis et al. (2014) argued, “signs are not comprised only of the mediating
texts,” but also “include the constructs-such as race and gender-that mediate life” (p. 23). The
European castle and successor structures such as the American fort, then, can be read as signs that
are embedded with racial meaning, especially because of their political and historical symbolism
of control in the subjugation of non-white peoples. Certainly, castles (and later forts) and those
who lived in them were used as the epicenter to enforce a white supremacist agenda, one in which
slaves and indigenous people were exploited to serve global European interests and expansion. It
is reasonable to wonder how the castle might continue to exist as a symbol in the American imagination. Lewis et al. (2014) warned that signs are “socially, culturally, and ideologically motivated”
and meaning is carried through signs by way of “interactional dynamics and textual practices” (p.
23). In other words, children continue to absorb the meanings imbued in signs through interacting
uncritically with texts, and—in our experience—the castle dominates the Western imagination.
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Practices of critical literacy inform how we conceptualize the castle and design the improvisational, anti-racist pedagogy described in this essay (and currently in development through empirical studies). We mean to trouble the castle as a sign, and then consider ways to expose and
disrupt our students’ tacit engagement with that text. Lewis (2017), in using critical literacy, was
interested in “(1) how signs position readers/viewers, (2) how readers/viewers position signs, and
(3) how signs and readers/viewers are positioned within social, political, cultural, and spatial contexts” (Lewis, 2017). These three principals, rooted in the assumption that the castle is a sign imbued with racial meaning, inform the way we imagine improvisational pedagogy that might disrupt
the ongoing production of white supremacy.
We approach the sign of the castle as an example of what womanist scholar Emily Townes
(2006) calls sites of memory—one of many relics that facilitates the production of privilege in the
American imagination. In contrast to real and living memory, Townes (2006) writes that sites of
memory are “artificial and deliberately fabricated” objects meant to stop time, fixed ways of moving us away from truth since they are only “the histories of dominant cultures and societies” and
“have run roughshod over competing ideologies that do not carry commensurate abilities to exert
coercion and/or force” (p. 15). We approach the castles as a sign to wonder how whiteness is
cemented through childhood play, and then, more importantly, offer a deconstruction tool, an antiracist pedagogy for educators by way of improvisation.
This essay continues, then, from a somewhat surprising assumption. We contend that
whiteness is produced (and reproduced) in the castle site, a common location of imaginary play in
childhood. Furthermore, we believe whiteness is solidified as children play with castles (toy and
imaginary). In playing with castles, children construct (and thus desire to exist within) a world of
princes, princesses, queens, kings, royal courts, imperialist adventures, and other manifestations
of Western European dominance and wealth. In their imaginations of these histories, children learn
to fix themselves as the beneficiaries of the social power of these worlds—a power that is rooted
in historical white supremacy, and which insidiously lends the construction of racial identities. In
other words, we believe when children begin the imaginary process of becoming people who can
and do “run roughshod” over people without the same “commensurate abilities” (p. 15) at the
castle site, they are learning white supremacy in ways that are usually unrecognized because of the
perceived cultural banality and sheer dominance of castles in American childhood.
While the symbol of the castle, in our view, stabilizes and protects many social hierarchies
(ethnic, gendered, religious, economic, etc.), our specific focus in this manuscript is how the castle,
as a site of memory, lends itself to a deeper analysis of the formation of white supremacy in the
childhood imaginary. Our goal of writing is to build a theoretical argument of the castle as one site
of racialized memory in the childhood imaginary as well as describe ways that improvisation pedagogy, a contrasting fluid anti-racist pedagogical tool, can be used with a variety of populations to
destabilize the formation (and affirmation) of whiteness.
Improvisation and the Pretend Play of Early Childhood
Our description of improvisation shares much in common with characteristics of pretend
play in childhood. Pretend play, interchanged frequently in the literature with the term fantasy play
(McDevitt and Ormrod, 2007; Paley, 2004) is described as, “an active transformation of the here
and now that involves a living agent who is aware that he or she is pretending, a reality that is
pretended about, and a mental representation that is projected onto reality” (Smith and Lillard,
2012, p. 525). In pretend play, roles often shift and tools are improvised to take on new meanings.
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Children can merge worlds, enter and exit frames as they will (i.e., Braidotti’s (2013) notion of
“virtual suicide” (p. 135) in improvisation), break societal rules, become different things or people
and perform novel scripts. In fact, pretend play is unique in that it is not rule-driven or planned out
or owned by a particular set of players. In pretend play, children spontaneously test out concepts
through interpersonal interactions and relationships. Over time, pretend play is replaced by play
that involves games with explicit rules and where entry into fantasy worlds is built on determined
scripts and defined roles. To our mind, it is in the phase after pretend play where we find the castle
narrative locked in the American collective memory. That is, we believe this is the developmental
age where stories of fortifying, invading, dominating, defending, destructing, in general pretending
to “run roughshod” (Townes, 2006, p. 15) over nonwhite people are cemented through operative
discourses. These discourses are evoked knowingly or unknowingly by castle imagery, castle play
and/or castle talk (i.e, reflect on Sam’s learning to invade the castle for the prize of a princess).
By contrast, we also believe improvisation as pedagogy can help us work with young children who are moving out of pretend play into a stage of childhood and later adulthood where white
supremacy becomes fixed. While anti-racist improvisational pedagogy offers promise when working with any age level, we share the concern that if we do not entertain these interventionist pedagogies in childhood, children will take up castles as sites of memory and rehearse, over and over,
a script of dominance where the rules position white people within an unexamined ethos of authority over people of color.
The Formation of Whiteness in the Castle Site
We recognize our take on whiteness via the symbol of castles is unusual—and that, perhaps, it disturbs the very sediment of many of our readers’ own childhood memories—but, and
because we anchor our work in new materialism and post-humanism, we are committed to
Braidotti’s (2011) call for “a prophetic or visionary dimension…necessary in order to secure an
affirmative hold over the present as the launching pad for sustainable becoming or qualitative
transformations” (p. 237). Certainly, teaching and research is in need of pathways to secure affirmative holds over the production of white supremacy. In this way, we might begin to imagine
sustainable, transformative ways of becoming for our students (and ourselves).
We continue by providing a disclaimer: while we unpack a little castle-history to provide
some context for our essay we do not think of castles as literal, historical structures for our purposes here. Yes, we recognize that castles are indeed real structures—with devastating, interesting,
and fantastic social histories—yet, we are primarily concerned with how castles are symbolically
used in childhood to stabilize white supremacy. Ultimately, we believe castles are transformed in
childhood play from actual structures that tell the histories of particular peoples into imaginative
sites where creative positioning of the self in relation to the castle constructs racial identifications.
The Castle in the Racial Imaginary
The castle is most commonly known as a defensive structure prevalent across medieval
Western Europe that has infiltrated modern day American childhood culture with its prevalence in
movies, amusement parks, books, and theatrics. While medieval castles were historically built with
military functions in mind, castles symbolically carried a deeper meaning of social control: they
were cultural signifiers of power and administrative rheostat. They were fortified residences to
ruling elite, the home base of imperialist projects that were orchestrated by those who resided
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within. Originally beginning as rudimentary defensive walls, they evolved over time to the “perfected castles” (Wheatly, 2001 p. 9) of Europe, France, Spain, etc. during the era of 1250 and 1350
with flanking towers, gatehouses, concentric defenses, and machicolations, embellished in the
American imagination with the instrumental help of Walt Disney. We acknowledge that castles
originally served as a physical and symbolic hierarchy of social inequality with respect to wealth
and power. In our present analysis, we are concerned with the ways castles have been appropriated
into the American imaginary by and for children within a more distinct racial framework. That is,
in the American race project, those who hold power (and exist within the castle) are historically
white and those who are excluded from holding power are non-white.1 Certainly, we hope to avoid
totalizing those categories, but we want to acknowledge the historical traditions that inform how
we imagine ourselves in the present.
In the racial imaginary, whiteness is formed and shaped by a relationship to what two
prominent scholars of color who write about whiteness—Toni Morrison and The Reverend Thandeka—described as nonwhiteness. The boundaries between the two are important in understanding
the castle as a fixed symbol of white supremacy. Before directly implicating the castle, it is important to identify what Thandeka (1999) described as the “internal reference for the nonwhite
zone in Euro-American life” that lives in the “self’s own proscribed feelings” (p. 18). Thandeka’s
provocative theorization of whiteness helps to explain this fixed dispositional way of being that is
policed by racial mythology and served by the imaginary symbol of the castle. Erin’s daughter
Olivia’s play, mentioned at the beginning of this essay, should not be surprising given Thandeka’s
claim. Olivia imagined herself inside of the castle, and Africa across the ocean, outside of the
castle. Perhaps, Olivia was simply establishing her internal referent for white and nonwhite zones.
What surprised us, however, was that she was using the castle as an imaginary text to establish
(and maintain) these disparate spaces.
Interested in how Euro-American children are socialized in the white community’s ideals,
Thandeka (1999) examined how differences from the white ideal are held in contempt or denied
by white caregivers. Her investigation led her to claim that learning to be white creates “an injury
to one’s core sense of self” (p. 17). This injury stems from an “attack against the child by members
of its own white community because the child is not yet white” (p. 18) and serves to create what
Thandeka described as “an induction process into whiteness” that is formed by a system built on
“lockstep discipline” (p. 84).
Fixed boundaries fortify and uphold this racial mythology. According to Thandeka (1999),
“the nonwhite zone must be vigilantly patrolled, then, for along its border lies the terrain of racemixing” (p. 26). For Thandeka, this fortification is both internal as well as external. Referring to
the “nonwhite ghetto in an American city, town, or suburb,” Thandeka contended that the “rage
lodged in the Euro-American’s internal nonwhite zone” contributed to the creation of external
concrete ghettos that become an “objective symbol for both the Euro-American’s racial fears and
her or his lost desires for a community that does not judge but embraces difference as good” (p.
26). Thandeka suggested that the nonwhite zones in American cities become appealing to white
people because they have “repressed desires looking for a way to escape their white confines” (p.
26). Certainly, Thandeka’s theorization of whiteness in relationship to Erin’s daughter’s play helps
to understand the function of the castle in the white imaginary. The castle as sign or text helps to
1. This brief description of American racism does not account for those people who came to be known as white
but who did not hold power (i.e., poor white people). Adopting ideas from Du Bois (1935/2013), even though not all
white people were land-owning elite, in the American race project, poor white people experience whiteness as a psychological manifestation of social superiority.
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fortify and fix the superiority of the white ideal, while simultaneously forcing white people to
repress difference from that ideal and causing them to deny desire to subvert being fixed or frozen
in such a limited way.
Thandeka’s theorization of whiteness in relation to nonwhiteness shares much in common
with Toni Morrison’s (1992) thinking in Playing in the Dark. In that work, Morrison named imaginary nonwhiteness as “Africanism” and described it as a “disabling virus” in the imagination
that becomes a way of “talking about and policing” everything from class, sex, repression, power,
and ethics (p. 7). For Morrison, nonwhiteness provides a way for white people to contemplate
“chaos and civilization, desire and fear, and a mechanism for testing the problems and blessings
of freedom” (p. 7). If such a potent fear and desire for nonwhiteness accompanies induction into
whiteness by white people, it seems logical that castles come to stand in as essential affirmations
of the ongoing creation of whiteness. Just as “Africa” is distant for Erin’s white daughter, Africanism is kept at bay for white people so that whiteness can be made and maintained. Again, in the
case of Erin’s daughter, the castle as a text policed these spaces.
Perhaps castles, to a degree, exist to fix reality in particular ways. They keep chaos at bay,
protect inhabitants from difference, and project power. Drawing on Coates’ (2015) more recent
analogy that whiteness can only exist in the presence of nonwhiteness because “a mountain is not
a mountain if there is nothing below” (p. 105), we consider the social construction of castles as
white supremacist cultural artifacts that necessarily depend upon nonwhiteness to exist. These
structures represent wealth because of resources stolen; they represent power because they are an
ominous presence to terrorize those upon whom power was denied. They represent invasion because of the subjugated. The nonwhiteness that exists on the periphery of castles grounds and
stabilizes the whiteness within.
Thus, when white children imagine and play with castles, perhaps, they (knowingly or not)
begin to imagine a worldview that stratifies people hierarchically which evolved in America into
whiteness and nonwhiteness. This invisible narrative of castle play might be as important in the
construction of white supremacy as the visible, tangible one because the castle serves to lock in
the narratives of white supremacy as the dominant narrative of oppression. In this way, castles
might stifle growth, limit progress, and suffocate transformative possibility.
If we accept this conceptualization of the castle, then we may have discovered a tangible
point of entry for anti-racist educators. The symbol of the castle becomes an access point to children’s racial imaginations in the US. How can we work with those imaginations in ways that do
not serve to fix, affirm, or reproduce the castle as a site of memory that feeds into white supremacist histories and ways of being? Our answer to that question is somewhat surprising.
At the castle’s most opposite, we enter the world of improvisation.
Unfixing Whiteness Through Improvisation
In what follows, we rely on a practitioner’s understanding of long-form, theatrical improvisation (Sam has been an improver for nearly fifteen years) in relationship with theories of the
posthuman to broadly conceive of improvisation. Improvisation theater (or “improv”) is an art
form in which performers co-create a spontaneous, theatrical performance. In improv, actors work
in groups to create unscripted and unrehearsed scenes. Improvisation is about creating a kind of
play that allows participants to exist in social worlds that are not fixed. Artifacts, discourses, and
texts such as the castle become fluid; the participants in improvisation enter a space where renegotiation (i.e. taking up different identities, allowing unexpected content to emerge, and
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remaking reality) is facilitated. Categories are broken down, reality is in flux, and protections or
privileges granted from participation in hegemonic ideals are suspended. An unfixed disposition—
a way of being or identity that can resist normalized hegemony (such as the castle as a fixture of
the white imagination or subsequent participation in white supremacy)—can be gleaned from unpacking practices of long-form, theatrical improvisation. This art form is routinely associated with
comedy. While improv certainly can be comedic (and has relied on that genre to be serviceable as
a form of mainstream, contemporary entertainment), it has much to illustrate in terms of providing
people tools that sustain emergent ways of being, transformative practices, and collaborative dispositions.
What follows will paint improvisation as a sort of ideal. The authors acknowledge that this
is problematic because—of course—improvisation as an art form is taken up and made serviceable
in countless uncritical ways that serve to reaffirm existing power structures. Still, thinking about
the practice of improv as a sort of conceptual ideal serves as a useful counter to the fixed and
oppressive site of the castle and, hopefully, will inspire other thinkers and practitioners to take up
explorations of improvisation in response to how we conceptualize it as mature play below.
Improvisation and Posthumanism
There are many intersections between the conceptual design of long-form improvisation
and Rosi Braidotti and Karen Barad’s conceptualization of the posthuman. Working through these
connections illustrates much about the function of the castle in the white imaginary and potential
ways to unfix the castle as a pervasive site of memory through improvisational process. Much of
Karen Barad’s scholarship adheres to diffractive ways of knowing. Barad (2007) described this
methodology as follows: “We do not uncover preexisting facts about independently existing things
as they exist frozen in time like little statues positioned in the world. Rather, we learn about phenomena—about specific material configurations of the world's becoming” (p. 91).
The castle is anything but diffractive. It serves to solidify landscapes, fix power structures,
and limit what Barad wrote of as “the world’s becoming.” In comparison, long-form improv is, at
its core, about unfixing the world’s becoming. There is no predetermined outcome for the content
or form of a scene, performance, or rehearsal. Rather, performers accept whatever is uttered in the
moment—be it a line of dialogue, a physical action, a sound effect, a noise from the audience—
and accept it as a new truth that will contribute to whatever the scene or performance eventually
becomes. Good improvisers share a process of mature play that makes and remakes reality whenever it is carried out, be it in a rehearsal or performance. In comparison with what we think of as
bad improvisation (i.e. improvisation with overly determined, often comedic, outcomes, troupes
that do not honor embodied and authentic collaborative process, and participants who use improvisation as a vehicle to impose their will), good improvisers learn to work diffractively. This is to
say that they adhere to affirmative participation, carry themselves with unfixed dispositions, and
facilitate the continual emergence of new ideas, content, or meanings—or, to borrow from Barad’s
words, they allow moments to “become.” Of course, this is in stark contrast to the castle, which
serves to stifle change, difference, or deviation.
Braidotti’s (2005) posthuman thinking about nomadic theory also shares a relationship
with improvisation. Braidotti (2005) defined this concept by writing: “Nomadic affectivity is outward-bound and based on complex relations with a multiplicity of others, including non-human
others” (para. 1). Braidotti argued that late capitalism relies on nomadism to enforce its hegemonic
project. Still, she pointed out that nomadic affectivity relies on a complex relationship with human
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and non-human others. Long-form improvisation actually teaches performers to be explicitly
aware of these relationships, rather than just responding passively to cues dictated by hegemonic
power, fixed discourses, or even the market.
Good Improvisation
Good improvisation is not cued by anything except iterative exploration of the group’s
imagination. This is to say that a performance or scene often begins with a suggestion from an
audience that performers begin to explore by riffing together through monologues, scene work,
characters, or any other number of introductory practices. This is a process that, by its nature, is
about unfixing reality. For example, if the suggestion for the improvisation is castle, a performer
might begin to describe the rough, stone surface of a castle wall. This might move into a scene
about cementing bricks together, which might turn into a relationship between two performers
who, instead of taking up their identities in real life, have the ability to take on different genders,
races, sexes, class relationships, family relationships, etc. Done correctly, the improvisers will
“yes, and” the notion of a castle in a way that explicitly explores and transforms its complex relationship with reality because it allows the topic to, using Barad’s words once more, “become.”
Performers and discourses become inherently nomadic or unfixed in the time and space of longform improvisation. Rather than being cued by hegemonic pressures, good performers adhere to
rules that require them to continually name and rename the complex relationships being articulated, exchanged, and remade in the shared imagination of the improvisational act. Bringing this
back to castles, if the suggestion of castle is taken by the group of performers, there is potential to
unfix this site of memory that we have traced in the white imaginary. Performers can take up any
of the seemingly infinite, complex human and nonhuman characters, settings, relationships, histories, and artifacts that produced and are reproduced by affirmations of the castle in the contemporary, white imagination.
Improvisation is, of course, a creative act. Creativity requires the freedom to destroy or
deconstruct. For Braidotti, thinking about human identity and participation in discourse, this is a
sort of virtual suicide. Indeed, Braidotti (2013) wrote that,
Life as virtual suicide is life as constant creation. Life lives so as to break the cycles of
inert repetitions that usher in banality. Lest we delude ourselves with narcissistic pretenses,
we need to cultivate endurance, immortality within time, that is to say death in life (p. 135).
If the castle is a cycle of inert repetition that ushers in white supremacy, long-form improvisation
is an art form with the potential to break that cycle by creating new repetitions to complicate white
supremacy through mature play. Indeed, its rules teach performers to 1) cultivate endurance because the imaginary of the group is sustained beyond the will of the individual, 2) achieve immortality by participating in unbound, collective re-workings of the imagination, and 3) put an end to
scenes, characters, and content each time a performer stops a scene (often with a clap), allowing
space for new explorations to continue the affirmative practice of saying yes to the content that
has been established, and building off that content to create new meanings through performance.
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Improvisation as a Conceptual Tool
Improvisation—as a conceptual tool that facilitates radical collaborative identity—resists
what Braidotti (2005) described as “unitary identity,” which, for her, contributes to “liberal tradition of individualism” (p. x) or the isolating, and unitary power of the castle, and subsequently,
white supremacy. Good improvisation requires participants to learn how to productively negotiate
“the pluralistic multiplication of options” that Braidoitti argued was desirable in her nomadic vision (para. 36). Indeed, improvisation is a group process that teaches participants to embrace ongoing practices of de-territorialization, re-territorialization, that refuse fixed hegemony. This fluidity occurs because improve transposes “the subject out of identity politics into a non-unitary or
nomadic vision of selves as inter-relational forces” and, according to Braidotti, this way of being
“is a more useful approach” (para. 36) to facilitate the world’s becoming rather than the traditions
of individualism that we contend are part of the castle’s ongoing existence in the white psyche.
If an improvisational troupe is successful in resisting unitary identities, negotiating a multiplication of options, and embracing an ongoing reorganization of reality, it can serve as a practical
tool to achieve what Braidotti (2005) argued nomadic theory is for: “Consciousness” that is “redefined accordingly not as the core of the humanistic subject, but at best as a way of synchronizing
the multiple differences within each and everyone, which constitute the ethical core of nomadic
subjects” (para. 36).
Improv as Pedagogy
Scholars such as Boldt, Lewis, and Leander (2015) and Leander and Boldt (2013) have
started to pay attention to improvisation in relation to pedagogy. Relying on Deleuze and Guattari
(1987), Leander and Boldt (2013) examined what happens when students improvisationally encounter texts. They considered a particular student who was historically resistant to traditional
literacy in schools, and the ways he enthusiastically encountered Japanese comic books and
graphic novels known as manga. Their analysis of this student’s encounter led them to consider
how learners become engaged when they participate in an improvisational sort of play with what
Leander and Boldt called “major resources” or “the familiar, the known, the expected, and dependable” (p. 43). They went on to argue that explorations of major resources allow “in minor ways—
unexpected, emergent, combinations” that can “take flight in to something new” (p. 43). Leander
and Boldt were quick to clarify that their observations did “not constitute a pedagogy,” but they
did pose their contention about improvisation as “an opening” (p. 43). This led them to the following questions: "Can the teacher make space for fluidity and indeterminacy as the nature of things?
Can he or she recognize difference, surprise, and unfolding that follow along paths that are not
rational or linear or obviously critical or political?” (p. 43). Our response to these questions is
rooted in Sam’s practitioner’s history with long-form improvisation. Over time, he borrowed from
his interactions with professional improvisational theatre communities such as Brave New Workshop and Huge Theatre in Minneapolis and created a pedagogical structure or code to guide improvisers in his troupes. A list of five rules informed his improvisational pedagogy: 1) Participants
always say “yes, and”; 2) Improvisation is not a performance vehicle for personality; 3) Improvisational troupes are not fixed groups; 4) Participants cannot negate other performers choices; and,
5) The collective is more important than the individual. This fluid set of assumptions worked as
agreements (that the director had to adhere to as well), rather than rules, and facilitated the development of a collaborative disposition in participants. This disposition often created communities
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of affirmative practice. Ultimately, these agreements resulted in generative and emergent thinking
in improvisational rehearsals and performances. Participants in his improvisational troupes were
able to “play with” the major resources of discourse, artifacts, and symbols without being policed.
In their work, they were quick to redistribute power dynamics in terms of gender, race, class, or
social structure by taking on characters, creating scenes, or building stories.
Before moving forward to a direct consideration of improvisation and anti-racist pedagogy
as a logical response to the problematic of the castle in early childhood, we acknowledge that many
of our readers may not be familiar with long-form improvisation. Below, we describe long-form
improvisation as Sam directed it in detail. We ask the reader to keep in mind our conversation
about castles, white supremacy, and anti-racist pedagogy as they work through the explanation
below in order to extend this description as a potential illustration of a radical way to approach
teaching and learning, especially in terms of social justice, anti-racist pedagogies.
A Picture of Long-Form Improvisation
A group of performers take a suggestion from an audience. They use one of a handful of
warm-up activities that allow them to riff on the suggestion (rants are individual monologues that
performers use to explore the suggestion, string of pearls is an exercise where performers add one
line to a story about the object, and keep delivering that line until the energy of their performance
or embodiment of the story has reached a crescendo, there are many other ways to do this), and
eventually begin a theatrical scene inspired by their riff. Scenes or moments continue until somebody claps and begins a new scene (which should be inspired by the previously created content).
This process continues, and an improvisational play is created. Sam’s troupes have created shows
or performances that were a series of disconnected scenes and games, but the sort of improv we
are considering here is more closely connected to performances his troupes gave that involved
performers taking a single suggestion, and creating a full-length play, (the longest improvised play
Sam’s performers sustained was over two hours long), in which stories, characters, and themes
begin to emerge without any predetermined outcomes.
Rehearsals for these shows were less about planning; rather, they were about teaching participants to embody a dispositional way of being that relied on all of the concepts discussed above,
in order to establish a collaborative that facilitated sustainable and shared improvisation. This affirmative disposition proved extremely hard to facilitate pedagogically. Saying “yes, and” is incredibly hard for people. In our experience, people seem to negate each other almost by virtue of
our nature. Therefore, Sam’s rehearsals were often about teaching participants how to listen deeply
to each other, build off of what other participants created, and be willing to “unfix” themselves by
giving up their predetermined understandings of themselves, others, and content. Warm-up exercises in Sam’s rehearsals included meditative breathing meant to blank the participant’s mind, and
collaborative games intended to de-mechanize the body. The games and activities used in rehearsals were many—we invite the reader to seek out the infinite ways that improvisational troupes
rehearse. Sam’s practices, like many directors and teachers of long-form improvisation, were about
making performers comfortable with giving up their predetermined conceptions of reality, give
over to the group mind, and confidently add and create content without fear of external, internal,
or group policing mechanisms. Ultimately, rehearsals and performances required participants to
learn and inhabit a dispositional way of being that relied on 1) a willingness to give over to the
group mind; 2) an affirmative stance that does not negate content that has already been established
(which is not the same as not disagreeing, it just means that what has already been created is a
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truth, and that truth can be acted on in infinite ways); and, 3) an openness that has no predetermined
outcome for the work or activity of the group mind.
Improv as Anti-Racist Pedagogy to Unfix the Castle
Now that we have explained long-form improvisation more thoroughly, we move to a direct consideration of anti-racist pedagogy. To our mind, ineffective social justice pedagogy aims
to erase or silence histories and discourses of oppression. This is true in anti-racist pedaogy. Simplistic white privilege pedagogy requires white people to admit that they privilege, feel bad about
that privilege, and do not actually do anything to understand or resists the complexities of white
supremacy, and the subsequent ways that their own whiteness is made, remade, and activated (see
Lensmire et al. [2013] for compelling examples of this). Worse, overly simple privilege pedagogy
actually polices white students language and behaviors in ways that do not allow them to “play”
with the major resources of whiteness, for our discussion here, the castle. This is problematic because, as Leonardo (2005) teaches us, “critical work on race does not only study its real manifestations and deem everything else ghosts of the real; it must critically understand…how people
imagine race in their daily lives” (p. 404). This is even more problematic because whiteness, by
virtue of Thandeka’s (1999) theorization presented above, relies on internal policing mechanisms
within the imaginary to remain disguised.
White supremacy is often not disturbed because overly predetermined sorts of pedagogy,
in fact, serve to assist whiteness in remaining under theorized. Yes, creating improvisational pedagogies to unearth the major resources of whiteness has the potential to reaffirm white supremacy.
Still, if it is racist for white people to say anything about whiteness, the interior world of whiteness
remains disguised and misunderstood. The castle continues to exist as an untroubled major resource, an internal reality of whiteness, and an insidious and pervasive artifact of childhood play.
With that in mind, we contend that anti-racist pedagogy may become more effective if it
were to rely on improvisation. Content cannot be erased. Once something is established as truth,
it cannot be negated. However, participants in an improvisational rehearsal or performance are
required to say “yes, and,” to content as it is created. Subsequently, white supremacy is real (and
cannot be erased), but the “and” becomes extremely important. How can we build off the truth of
white supremacy while still being committed to exposing the structural evils of the mythology of
race that continues to serve the colonial project? Recall our reference to Braidotti (2011) earlier.
Braidotti called for a visionary dimension to take affirmative hold of the presence. Perhaps improvisation provides a practice to take affirmative hold of white supremacy. Silencing artifacts,
symbols, or expressions of the pervasive discourse of white supremacy, which is how many social
justice pedagogies function, serves to impede transformation at individual and collective levels.
Improvisational, anti-racist pedagogy might create new play that troubles and complicates preexisting sites of memory for participants. It should have faith that, if a generative, affirmative, and
collaborative process has been established, participants’ explorations of understood histories and
imaginations will result in their realizations that reconfiguring power for the sustainability of society is necessary.
Therefore, when an improv troupe or a group of children or adults enter a pedagogical
space where whiteness is a major resource or the content material (these spaces might include the
imaginary worlds of young children as they engage in free play, performances, playgrounds, workshop sessions, classes, art exhibitions), the policing functions of the imaginary—for example the
tacit existence of the castle within sites of memory—work to push the collective away from
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redistributing power or dynamics of whiteness. Whiteness is truly insidious in this way. Therefore,
it fixes social reality in profound ways that work to counter democracy, social justice, or the evaluation (and subsequent dismantling) of what Townes (2009) described as the production of cultural
evil that stems from a hegemonic collection of particularly frozen sites of memory.
Playing Differently
We do not believe that the castle is an explicit, literal affirmation of white supremacy. We
do, however, worry about the castle as a sign that dominates the imaginary landscape of childhood
in the United States and, perhaps, adulthood too. The history of castles, forts, and even walls is
martial, and has aided the cause of colonization and, in turn, white supremacy. The castle as a sign,
perhaps, is produced and reproduced through text (books, movies, video games, etc.), and continues to create meaning as a site of memory. If we take logics of critical literacy seriously, and we
do, we must begin to wonder how the castle continues to mean. How does it position readers? How
is it positioned by readers? What is the social, political, and ideological context of the castle? What
is the implicit, racial meaning of the castle as a sign, as text?
We believe the assertions we have offered above extend to monolithic mythologies of race,
to hegemonic and oppressive discourse, and to the way that we approach our classrooms and our
children. Our belief is that if we do not engage children in collaborative, productive, creative, and
agentive pedagogy, they will accept the imposed, fixed realities reaffirmed by the castle as sign.
Improv provides a different way to play, a way the respects the organic creativity inside of humans
and, further, teaches us how to play productively with each other. We propose that those of us
working with young children might benefit from teaching processes and procedures of improv to
facilitate the sort of play that holds the most openings for anti-racism.
If we do not create new ways to approach their play with castles, we worry children in
America will continue to affirm white supremacy through their play. The castle is a world that
must be claimed and possessed, and the people in the way shall be run roughshod over in the
process. When rehearsed over and over, these rules of the game will become fixed and it will be
too hard to conceive of another way to play, another way to be, in the world. Failure to achieve
this way of being is dangerous. Indeed, we are serious about Richard Wright’s (1945/1998) caution
at the end of his memoir Black Boy that unless we can find a more human path away from racism
in the U.S., all of us—black and white—will inevitably be consumed by it.
Lest we give into this grave prophesizing, we must state that theorizing the way young
children might resist racism evokes another author—Hermann Melville (1853)—who reminded us
that even in “the heart of the eternal pyramids, it seemed, wherein, by some strange magic, through
the clefts, grass-seed, dropped by birds, had sprung” (p. 45). Despite all of our work—the work of
hegemony upholds white supremacy, and fuels oppression—something else is possible. There is
some strange magic buried beneath all of our structures—our castles—that attempt to fix the world.
Perhaps improvisational pedagogy can access this magic, facilitate it, and we can learn to inspire
new things to grow.
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Abstract
In this study, researchers surveyed scholars affiliated with the National Academy of Education (NAE), NAE's International Affiliates, and Past Presidents of the American Educational Research Association (AERA), to solicit their “Top Ten” lists of books in education.
Researchers conducted this study to help pre-service, new, and veteran educators; educational scholars; and the like (re)discover the “great books” recommended by some of the
best in the academy, as these books are at least one set of those that educators should read,
have read, or in vernacular terms, “have on their bookshelves.” Researchers present the
“Top Ten” list, discuss other salient findings, and also reflect on the utility of this as a
scholarly resource and exercise.
Keywords: foundations of education; higher education; teacher education; teacher education curriculum; reading lists

Introduction
“Top Ten” lists may be arbitrary, ephemeral, and reductionist, but they continue to captivate audiences and provoke thought, discussion, and sometimes potential action. Every year is punctuated
by a myriad of “Top Ten” lists presumably listing the best (or worst) pop artists, cocktails, movies,
etc., and distinguishing them from the others. Although these lists may be arbitrary, they are undeniably popular because they provide an abridged, and therefore convenient and easy-to-understand format for inciting humor, transmitting ideas, cataloguing mindsets, and the like.
In the same regard, this “Top Ten” list is intended to register and help teacher educators
expand upon ideas, provoke thought, and possibly even provide fodder for their students and others. More specifically, researchers constructed this “Top Ten” list to help others, including not
only current but also future educators and educational scholars, (re)discover the books some of the
best scholars in the education academy believe they should read, have read, or in more vernacular
terms, “have on their bookshelves.”
Researchers’ intentions in conducting this study are captured by Poetter’s (2013) reflections in his edited volume, Curriculum Windows: What Curriculum Theorists of the 1960s Can
Teach Us About Schools and Society Today. After receiving a large collection of more than 100
books from his doctoral advisor and close friend, Norman V. Overly, upon his retirement, Poetter
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(2013) recalled that he “couldn’t believe [his] eyes. There were copies of famous texts, some of
which [he] had read, but many [he] had only read ‘about’” (p. xxv). Poetter (2013) continued to
describe not only his excitement as “the books represented a vibrant history of knowledge and
action in the curriculum field” but also some melancholy “knowing that this moment marked a
‘passing of the torch,’ that is, that Norm was finished with the books and passing them on to the
next generation of scholars” (p. xxvi). Poetter (2013) added that he “felt a responsibility for making
the books available, for honoring his legacy and contributions to the field, and for making sure, in
some way, that many of the books that [he] had not read on that shelf found their way onto [his]
own reading list” (p. xxvi). In the same regard, researchers intended findings from this study to
prompt, at least to some extent, the current and next generations of educational scholars and practitioners to reflect on what is on (or might be added to) their bookshelves.
Educational Foundations
Although the contribution of social foundations coursework to the preparation of highly
qualified teachers has gone largely unrecognized, especially among those who will or do serve in
high-needs schools and districts, prospective and current educators still value space to express their
beliefs about diversity, define their roles in the profession, and assume responsibility as the change
agents they are meant to be (Carter, 2008, p. 242). That said, the primary purpose of this survey
research study was to generate a list of works that would exemplify foundational texts that have
influenced generations of scholars and could therefore serve as a foundation for future and current
educators and educational scholars.
It is important to note, of course, that the practice of generating book lists is not new, and
studying “great books” as a model for a general or liberal arts education is also well established
(Casement, 2002). The notion that great books can (and should) “expose students to the best that
has been thought and written in various disciplines, without specializing in one or another of them”
(Casement, 2002, p. 36) became the foundation for a movement in early and mid-twentieth century
colleges and universities. In fact, John Erskine taught the first seminar course in what is now
widely recognized as the great books educational program at Columbia University in 1921 (Adler,
1990). Inspired by Erskine’s approach, his student, Mortimer Adler (1990), also taught great books
seminars first at Columbia and then the University of Chicago as well as in small adult reading
groups (Great Books Foundation, 2017).
Adler and his colleagues (Mark Van Doren, Robert Hutchins, Stringfellow Bar, Scott Buchanan, and others) modeled a philosophical framework emphasizing the dialectical style of reading and teaching the great books that many colleges and universities across the nation adopted over
the next half century (Adler, 1990). Perhaps unsurprisingly, higher education faculty have since
debated what constitutes a great book, how great books should be studied, and who should study
them (Casement, 2002). These lingering questions are only intensified by new technologies that
are not only expanding access to books but also extending the debate about whether books “matter
most” and what might matter more than books.
With these questions in mind, this study has implications for foundational courses in the
humanities and social sciences, specifically those at the graduate level which are, according to
Marshall (2011), “infamous for [their] focus on reading lots of books and articles, listening to
lectures and (to a lesser extent) having discussions, and producing a final paper for the instructor”
(pp. viii-ix). Furthermore, Marshall (2011) argued that
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writing for an audience beyond the instructor is atypical, and “writing for publication” is
rare, since doing so requires students to synthesize formal course content within the context
of a journey told to others: What is the journey? Where and why did I take it? What did I
learn that might be of relevance to the reader? (pp. viii-ix)

Ideally, this study provided survey respondents an opportunity to ponder these questions, at least
in a preliminary way, and will serve as a foundation for other educational scholars, practitioners,
students, and the like seeking to do the same.
In an effort to remedy the, arguably, typical aforementioned course experience, Poetter
(2011) also engaged his students in an exercise, not unlike that of this study, in which they identified and engaged with ten “great” curricula. Using the moniker “great” in this context, Poetter
(2011) intended “to provoke students to question more deeply and inquire in a scholarly way into
existing curricula in schools and in the world that could be called ‘great’” (p. xvii), ultimately
asking whether the curricula
had a significantly positive impact on individuals and of many more people in terms of
reach, magnitude? Does the curriculum in practice and the lived experience of it by students
stand as clear examples of the progressive in action? And have those experiencing the curriculum on multiple levels been changed for the “better?” (p. xix)
Researchers in this study solicited a “Top Ten” list from distinguished educational scholars in
hopes that the books identified might provide a starting point to effectively engage students in
education preparation programs in answering these questions as well.
In an effort to clearly articulate the importance of foundational courses in the humanities
and social sciences in educator preparation (e.g., initial certification, in-service professional development, non-foundations and joint graduate degrees and programs) and to redress inadequacies in
accreditation criteria used to evaluate such programs, the American Educational Studies Association’s (AESA) Committee on Academic Standards and Accreditation first presented standards for
social foundations of education in 1977-1978 (revised in 1996 by the Council of Learned Societies
in Education [CLSE; now the Council for Social Foundations of Education]). AESA’s third edition
of the Standards for Academic and Professional Instruction in Foundations of Education, Educational Studies, and Educational Policy Studies marks the most current effort to map this set of
social foundations of education (Tutwiler et al., 2013). Herein, AESA authors outline their selfascribed responsibilities as social foundations faculty to provide educators (e.g., pre-service teachers, school personnel, administrators) with “the conceptual and practical tools to advocate for their
own students and communities, and assist them in understanding how their work is influenced by
social and structural forces, school and community contexts, and their own histories and belief
systems,” while reiterating the importance of incorporating a diverse set of views and disciplines
into any cartogram on the social foundations of education (Tutwiler et al., 2013, p. 108).
Emphasizing the value of such opportunities for educators and the importance for reshaping the political and social debates about school and teacher quality, therefore, reminds us of the
value of social foundations (Lewis, 2013). Accordingly, arguing that social foundations scholars
must use contemporary language to garner an audience in current policy debates, Butin (2005)
suggests that they demonstrate the “value-added” of social foundations study in preparing highquality educators. By explicitly linking educators’ engagement with critical diversity and equity
issues, scholars in the social foundations field can reassert influence in education and the curricula

Critical Questions in Education 9:2 Summer 2018

103

surrounding the preparation of educational practitioners (Butin, 2005). The Tutwiler et al. (2013)
report, therefore, endorses this view by offering a plethora of ways to reach professional educators,
administrators, faculty in schools of education, and teachers in training that do not forsake educators simply because they have passed through the halls of colleges of education.
The “Top Ten” Books
In this study, researchers invited 165 of the most accomplished scholars in the academy of
education, namely members of the National Academy of Education (NAE), NAE's International
Affiliates, and the Past Presidents of the American Educational Research Association (AERA) to
respond to an online survey soliciting these scholars’ “Top Ten” lists of suggested books in education. Although not all of these scholars may be in the Foundations, their perspectives on the
books that have been influential in their own personal and professional lives might inform others
seeking to engage with foundational texts.
Of the sample of participants, approximately 25% (n=41/165) responded to the survey. Of
these 41 respondents, 33 (80%) provided book lists, and eight (20%) responded not with lists, but
with reasons why they chose not to participate in the study in that context. While this response rate
may appear low, it is within the typical range for such web-based, survey-research studies (e.g.,
Hardigan, Succas, & Fleisher, 2012; Sinclair & O’Toole, 2012). Although this response rate also
does not permit any type of generalization, it was not the goal of this study (see discussion forthcoming). Rather, researchers sought to raise the question about what books every educator should
have on his/her bookshelf, by asking this question of some of the most accomplished educational
scholars. Although multiple lists could be created (e.g., the “Top Ten” methods books, journal
articles, book chapters, and/or scholars of all time) (see, for example, Poetter, 2011, 2013), researchers decided to start here to also create a potential blueprint for similar inquiry.
Hence, the “Top Ten” list below arguably reflects a current vision surrounding the social
foundations of education. Based on survey responses, the most frequently reported book was (1)
Dewey’s (1916) Democracy and Education. This was followed by (2) Bruner’s (1960) The Process of Education and (3) Cremin’s (1961) The Transformation of the School. The other seven
books in the “Top Ten” included: (4) Bowles and Gintis’s (1976) Schooling in Capitalist America:
Education Reform and the Contradictions of Economic Life, (5) Dewey’s (1938) Experience and
Education, (6) Rousseau’s (1763) Emile, or On Education, (7) Sizer’s (1984) Horace's Compromise: The Dilemma of the American High School, (8) Whitehead’s (1929) The Aims of Education
and Other Essays, (9) Tyack and Cuban’s (1995) Tinkering Toward Utopia: A Century of Public
School Reform, and (10) Bransford et al.’s (1999) How People Learn: Brain, Mind, Experience,
and School. See this final “Top Ten” list in descending order along with each book’s full citation
in Appendix A.
Generating the “Top Ten”
Survey Approach
Researchers employed an online survey research approach to simultaneously collect similar data from multiple participants dispersed over a wide geographic area (Babbie, 1990; Goddard
& Villanova, 2006; Shannon, Johnson, Searcy, & Lott, 2002). Each potential participant received
an email invitation (see Appendix B) with a link to the survey instrument in SurveyMonkey (see
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Appendix C). The survey instrument included four total questions. Researchers included questions
to, first, solicit participants’ “Top Ten” books in ten free-response spaces and provided directions
so that participants would list only the titles of the books and the author(s) if or as needed, in no
specific order. Researchers assured respondents that they would do the rest of the work for them
(i.e., find the books’ full citations). They also noted that participants could provide fewer than ten
books, and books from outside of the field of education were welcome, if participants felt so inclined. The only caveat to participating set forth by the researchers stipulated that participants
refrain from listing their own books in their own “Top Ten” lists.
Second, and ancillary to the first item, researchers invited participants to share any additional thoughts they might have had about their selected books. This space was provided to allow
participants to, for example, insert clarifying remarks about the books they listed. Third, participants who opted out and chose not to construct or provide a “Top Ten” list were invited to explain
their considerations as to why or why not. Fourth, researchers invited participants to add any additional thoughts they might have about the study in general.
Participant Sample
In total, researchers identified 169 potential participants, 165 for whom email addresses
were obtained or found online. As stated previously, of the sample of participants, approximately
25% (n=41/165) responded. Of these 41 respondents, 33 (80%) provided book lists, and eight
(20%) responded via private email not with lists, but with reasons why they chose not to participate
in that way. These eight participants gave explicit permission for their responses to be included in
the aggregate data.
Of the 41 scholars who participated in some form (either by providing lists or reasons for
not participating in that context), 11 were female (27%) and 30 were male (63%), 18 were Professors Emeriti (44%), three were Past Presidents of the NAE (7%), and 11 were Past Presidents of
the AERA (27%). To help determine whether this sample represented the greater population
(n=169), not for the purposes of generalization but to contextualize respondents’ recommendations, researchers compared the sample to the population in terms of demographics for which they
had data. They found that the greater population (n=169) from which this sample (n=41) came
included 55 females (33%) and 114 males (67%); 44 Professors Emeriti (26%), seven Past Presidents of the NAE (4%), and 31 Past Presidents of the AERA (18%).
While the sample-to-population statistics appear similar based on casual observation, researchers conducted chi-square tests to determine sample representativeness on a few key (yet
incomplete) demographic indicators (Wilkson & Task Force on Statistical Inference, 1999; see
also Thompson, 2000). Again, researchers did not use these statistics to make unwarranted generalizations, or rather claims that participants’ responses generalized to or represented what nonrespondents might have offered to study results had they participated. This study was conducted
so that readers might make more naturalistic generalizations from the findings (Stake & Trumbull,
1982) and at the very least, have a list of some worthy recommended readings.
That said, researchers found that the samples did not differ in any statistically significant
way on gender (i.e., by “female”) or Past Presidential statuses, but the sample did significantly
differ from the population in terms of the number of Professors Emeriti who participated in this
study (X2 (1, N=169) = 8.974, p=.003). Whereas 44% of those who participated in the study were
Professors Emeriti (n=18/41), as compared to 26% who were in the population (n=44/169), this
indicates that the responses of Professors Emeriti are over-represented in the forthcoming findings

Critical Questions in Education 9:2 Summer 2018

105

(see Table 1 for all chi-square statistics). Readers should, accordingly, keep this in mind as they
read through and contemplate the findings presented.
Table 1
Chi-Square Statistics on Background Characteristics of the Sample versus the Population
Demographic
Female (v. Male)
Professor Emeritus
Past NAE President
Past AERA President

Sample
(n=41)
27.3%
40.9%
42.9%
32.3%

Population
(n=169)
72.7%
59.1%
57.1%
67.7%

Chi-Square
Test Statistics
.526
.003
.241
.250

Note: The percentage of emeritus faculty who responded versus those who did not differed significantly, X2 (1, N=169)
= 8.974, p=.003. No other significant differences were found.

Data Analyses
Again, of the 41 who participated in this study in some form, 33 respondents submitted
lists, collectively generating a list of 205 books. Of these, 45 books were reported more than once.
Researchers analyzed all of the books submitted to generate frequencies and identify the “Top
Ten” list, as well as to highlight anomalies and generate descriptive statistics (e.g., the authors
most often named, the range of years of publication, subject areas). Researchers also read and
reviewed participants’ responses to the two open-ended questions (items #2 and #4 in the survey
instrument; see Appendix C) and then developed codes in order of frequency to ultimately generate
themes, mainly in terms of respondents’ assurances and misgivings about this and perhaps other
“Top Ten” lists in general (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014).
Findings
The “Top Ten” Books
Researchers found that the 205 total books offered spanned centuries, ranging in time from
380 B.C. with Plato’s The Republic to 2014 A.D. with three books including: Mayo’s LGBTQ
Youth and Education: Policies and Practices; Miles, Huberman, and Saldana’s Qualitative Data
Analysis: A Methods Sourcebook; and Schunk, Meece, and Pintrich’s Motivation in Education:
Theory, Research, and Applications. As well, they spanned the globe from pre-revolutionary
France with Rousseau’s (1763) Emile, or On Education to contemporary Finland with Sahlberg’s
(2011) Finnish Lessons: What Can the World Learn from Educational Change in Finland?
All of the books in the “Top Ten” were published prior to 2000, eight were published prior
to 1980, and six prior to 1965. One book in the “Top Ten” was published prior to 1900 (i.e., Rousseau’s [1763] Emile, or On Education). Of the total 205 books, 131 (64%) were published prior to
2000, 71 (35%) prior to 1980, and 37 (18%) prior to 1965. Accordingly, slightly more than onethird of the books (n=74/205, 36%) were published in 2000 or later, and interestingly, 28 (14%)
were published within the previous five years (as of the survey administration). While each of the
books published in the new millennium was identified only once, the frequency with which
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respondents listed relatively recent books among their “Top Ten” may also have implications for
the purpose of this study (see discussion forthcoming). To see the comprehensive list of the 205
books, listed alphabetically with full citations, click here for a document containing all references.
The “Top Cited” Authors
Researchers found that the most frequently cited author was Lawrence Cremin (n=7/236,
3.0%). Rounding out the top five most cited authors were (2) Ann Lieberman (n=5/236, 2.1%), (3)
Jerome Bruner (n=4/236, 1.7%), (4) John Dewey (n=4/236, 1.7%), and (5) Diane Ravitch
(n=4/236, 1.7%). As expected, there was some overlap here with the most frequently cited book
titles, but several new authors such as Ann Lieberman (n=5/236, 2.1%), Jonathan Kozol (n=3/236,
1.3%), and Marcia Linn (n=3/236, 1.3%) also made the “Top Ten” authors, illustrating that by
examining the data from this angle, other interesting findings also emerged.
Issues with the “Top Ten”
The survey instrument also allowed respondents two opportunities to further share their
thoughts on this exercise. Here, participants who responded either added to their lists while commenting on their reasons behind their selections, or participants who chose not to submit lists
shared their reasons for declining.
Those who submitted lists expressed general enthusiasm given the study topic and their
appreciation for having been given the opportunity to share their ideas on books. Some of these
participants also appreciated the exclusive focus on books. For example, one respondent reflected
that he/she “was glad [to be] asked about ‘books’ as opposed to the top ten ‘articles,’ in terms of
the unit of thought and level of intellectual engagement.” Another respondent shared this sentiment:
If only, if only, young people today would read extended texts! The brainwork is needed
for these matters in so many ways, and yet so many faculty have given in to using articles,
chapters, and few "classics." There is nothing like coming to know a "body of work" of a
particular author…or a line of works debating a particular phenomenon (such as the "death
of the author").
Other respondents added that felt they had been more influenced by books outside of education. One explained that these are the books that “will stand the test of time...[as] all interface
human development and psychology, and some focus on cultural, social, even political contexts in
which the individual's learning and development is influenced by education.” The multi-disciplinary list of books that resulted from this study, which covers topics in philosophy, history, curriculum, and economics among others, reflects this respondent’s sentiment as well as the interdisciplinary nature of educational research and scholarship. Related, some respondents noted that of
the books that had influenced them the most, few to none of them came from the discipline of
education. Authors of these books included, for example, Karl Popper, Daniel Dennett, Paul
Thagard, Piaget (on epistemology, not cognitive development), E. O. Wilson, and Ikujiro Nonaka.
Elsewhere, respondents simply added caveats to their lists, noting, for example, the challenges of advising students in this regard. One respondent “was struck by how many of the books
that came to mind as having been essential to [his/her] education are simply not ‘education books’
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[and] would not feel right saying that these other books ‘should’ be read by students in a doctoral
program in education.” Another noted he/she “tried to choose books of enduring value” but would
advise his/her own students to read more contemporary books in order to be familiar with current
issues in their own field, adding that “this is more like an ideal sabbatical reading list.” The classics, or “oldies while goodies,” might not be as relevant as those more current, in these participants’
minds, although this view diverged from overall findings where the majority of books submitted
were written during or prior to the 20th century.
Otherwise, those who responded but provided caveats to their lists most often expressed
concerns about the parameters of the study, namely those associated with limiting the list to only
ten books. For example, one respondent “wished [he/she] could have named more [books],” explaining that there are at least five or ten more influential books that he/she could have added to
the list. Also alluding to the challenge of listing only ten books, another respondent suggested that
soliciting lists of books separately by major subfield would help ensure that the “Top Ten” list
broadly reflects the field of education. A third respondent suggested that actually narrowing the
parameters of the study to include only books published in the last two years would be useful and
also that articles published may be equally or more current. Another respondent noted concerns
about asking participants to generate a list of ten books from memory, explaining that “the method
of having respondents draw purely from memory is also flawed. The availability of a memory is
as fraught with error as eye witness testimony in a legal trial.”
Some who responded but provided caveats cited other study parameters, noting, for example, that other types of works are equally or perhaps more important than books. One respondent
noted that “there are articles and chapters that are more important than these books” and suggested
that those who participated in this study might also like to provide a list of other types of works.
Another respondent shared this sentiment, suggesting that “most of the important works are not
books; they are more likely articles or even speeches. Limiting the survey to books will lead to a
distortion of what is important historically in the field.” Although these respondents chose to submit lists, they highlighted study limitations that certainly merit consideration.
Those who responded but chose not to provide lists most often noted other concerns. The
most surprising reason expressed by respondents who opted not to provide lists related to their
self-identified and professed “lack of expertise” or inabilities to make what they believed to be
useful recommendations. This was certainly an unexpected response considering all who were
invited to participate are widely recognized for their scholarly contributions to the education field.
Stranger yet was that a few of the scholars who opted out due to their own professed lack of expertise were among those who made the final “Top Ten” or larger list of 205 as having written
books externally cited as seminal, or foundational, by their colleagues. These findings prompt additional questions about what constitutes a worthy book in education and other fields as well as
how one might otherwise engage others in this discussion.
Elsewhere, another set of respondents noted that they declined to provide a list because
they reportedly felt too estranged from the larger field of education to respond. Related, another
set of respondents expressed that they were simply unable to find books in education worth recommending. One of these respondents explicitly indicated, for example, that the field of education
did not have ten books worth reading. Another set of respondents found the task too challenging,
whereas there were too many to list or, related, the diversity of such works in education was too
difficult to capture in such a reductionistic list.
As mentioned, the concerns of participants were as much a part of this study as were participants’ “Top Ten” lists of books. As expected, the free responses solicited from the participants
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were equally, if not more interesting (depending on the reader’s stance). The responses of this
latter group of individuals might, then, be best characterized as “active” rather than passive declines given those who did not respond to the survey at all, especially as these participants felt that
they had something that needed to be said and heard.
Conclusions
The social foundations of education and its diversity of views have often been given short
shrift (Butin, 2005), especially when required as part of educator preparation programs, given that
foundations courses often arguably lack intellectual rigor or are ideologically skewed (Steiner,
2003, 2004). In response to the latter critique, analyses of electronically available social foundations course syllabi from 85 different institutions in the United States suggest that pre-service
teachers are exposed to both philosophical and historical perspectives on education as well as contemporary policy debates, albeit predominantly via textbooks rather than through primary sources
(Butin, 2004). In this sense, Butin (2004) concluded that social foundations courses that rely on
textbooks as a means of accessing primary sources are a disservice to prospective teachers, and by
extension, educators studying education as a discipline in some programs beyond those meant to
educate future teachers (e.g., master’s degree programs). Without emphasizing inquiry, debate,
and reflection through direct access to primary sources, social foundations courses too often render
many educators ill-prepared for the critical and very real educational challenges that await (Butin,
2004).
Further marginalized in favor of technocratic approaches to increasing test scores (Butin,
2005), social foundations content and perspectives (critical, normative, and interpretative as defined in the AESA Standards) are also largely ignored in the discourse surrounding education and
educational policy as per the foundational documents related to education and embedded in educational courses and discourses (Neumann, 2010). While this “Top Ten” list is not necessarily
intended to usurp current efforts to provide students in educator preparation programs with meaningful social foundations courses, faculty who teach pre- and in-service teachers might find this
list useful to engage students in a dialogue about what “matters most” or prompt students to generate their own lists (see, for example, Poetter, 2011).
Although the racial, gender, and age characteristics of this study’s respondents arguably
moderate the diversity of the responses, the responses themselves encompass all six of the purposes
of the social foundations of education as defined in the Tutwiler et al. (2013) report. The books
integrate many critical perspectives from the humanities and social sciences, resulting in a body
of knowledge that questions the role of citizens and educators in creating (and denying) diversity
in our schools and other democratic institutions. The moral and philosophical foundations with
which all educators, faculty, activists, and scholars need to grapple, surrounding, for example,
issues of school governance, leadership, education in general and its role in a democratic society,
are also well represented in the books chosen by respondents, again with decades of experience
and expertise in education.
While the books presented herein reflect works from across time, several countries, and
various disciplines, undoubtedly many educators could produce their own lists of what they perceived to be the “Top Ten” books in education, for all sorts of educators within the education
profession (e.g., pre-service teachers, in-service teachers, veteran educators, graduate students, educational scholars). Accordingly, this list might inspire others to try to construct such a list, even
if for just their own college of education courses or coursework, all the while noting, as evidenced
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herein, that this can and perhaps should be a highly individualized and personal endeavor. While
most respondents in this study submitted what they viewed as the most seminal works in the field
of education, and many went beyond education in response, others did not submit their lists for
equally interesting and thought-provoking reasons.
These reasons included, as mentioned, concerns about the quality of the books or types of
books that deserved recognition within education, as well as this scholarly exercise in general. For
example, while the proportion of books identified by respondents in this study that are based on
K-12 education cannot be denied, the books that were ultimately reported by study participants did
indeed go far beyond education into other disciplines including philosophy, epistemology, history,
economics, psychometrics, multiculturalism, sociology, anthropology, and cosmology. In addition, although the books reflect a variety of disciplines, the list does not include references to as
many texts that focus on issues of diversity, or texts written by socially and culturally diverse
scholars as might have been expected. This, too, warrants special consideration.
Likewise, these reasons also captured a surprising sense of humility on part of the scholars
who responded but declined to participate, but whose scholarly books also made others’ “Top Ten”
lists. This poses an interesting philosophical question in and of itself, as do some of the other
philosophical queries that unexpectedly emerged, for example, about whether books matter most
and what else might matter more than books, especially in this day and age with new and innovative technologies pushing the what “matters most” boundaries (see, for example, Furlough, 2010;
Green, 2000; Shulenburger, 2005; Willinsky, 2005). Consider, for example, the relative age of the
books listed by respondents in this study. Although all of the books in the “Top Ten” list were
published prior to 2000, it is important to note that at least one of three books in the comprehensive
list of 205 was published in the new millennium, and at least one of 10 books was published in the
previous five years. While these more recently published books might arguably reflect the most
recently read books in some cases (perhaps, reflecting limitations associated with asking participants to respond from memory without more specific parameters), the frequency with which respondents listed relatively new books suggests that the what “matters most” boundaries may soon
be (or more likely already are) changing.
While findings in this study suggest that books do matter, whether books matter most and
what else might matter more certainly merit consideration. Ideally, this study contributes to these
ongoing discussions not only in terms of its findings but also in implications for future research.
This study may not have widely captured respondents’ rationale for listing each book (although
they were invited to comment on their selections as well as the exercise in general) or other types
of works than books. Nonetheless, encouraging pre- and in-service educators, graduate students,
emerging and veteran educational scholars, and the like to value primary sources; to engage with
long form writing; to improve their methodological skills; to read books from philosophy, anthropology, mathematics, etc. as they pertain to education; and to generally broaden their critical and
diverse perspectives about education are things from which all should seemingly benefit. Hence,
this study while situated in time and space is also, in some respects, timeless and borderless given
the more global implications to be drawn. All of these books, for the time being, however, might
simply prompt us to visit our proverbial book shelves, use great books as we can in our coursework,
or (re)read these and other seminal works in the field of education, as inspired by some of our
profession’s best.
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Appendix A
The “Top Ten” Books, Listed in Ascending Order, with Full Citations
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

Dewey, J. (1916). Democracy and education: An introduction to the philosophy of education.
New York, NY: Macmillan Company.
Bruner, J. (1960). The process of education. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Cremin, L. A. (1961). The transformation of the school: Progressivism in American
education: 1876-1957. New York, NY: Knopf Publishing Group.
Bowles, S., & Gintis, H. (1976). Schooling in capitalist America: Education reform and the
contradictions of economic life. New York, NY: Basic Books.
Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and education. New York, NY: Macmillan Company.
Rousseau, J. J. (1763). Emile, or on education. New York, NY: E.P. Dutton & Co.
Sizer, T. R. (1984). Horace's compromise: The dilemma of the American high school.
Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin
Whitehead, A. N. (1929). The aims of education and other essays. New York, NY: The
Macmillan Company.
Tyack, D., & Cuban, L. (1995). Tinkering toward utopia: A century of public school reform.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Bransford, J. D., Brown, A. L., & Cocking, R. R. (Eds). (1999). How people learn: Brain,
mind, experience, and school. Washington, DC: National Academy Press.
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Email Invitation

Dear Dr. [Last Name],
My name is [name], and I am [title and institution]. I am also the host of [name of project] during
which I/we capture the personal lives and professional achievements of some of education's most
exemplary scholars.
While hosting this show for the past four years, viewers, pre- and in-service practitioners, and
other educational audiences have often asked what books they should have on their bookshelves,
as recommended by the most accomplished scholars in the academy of education.
As you all represent the best of the best in education, being members of the National Academy of
Education (NAE), NAE's International Affiliates, and Past Presidents of the American Educational
Research Association (AERA), I am writing to solicit and disseminate your best, "Top 10" recommendations regarding these books. While multiple lists could be created (e.g., the best methods
books, the best articles of all time), we decided to start here to see how it goes.
Participating in this survey research study should take you no longer than five minutes, although
it might be a good idea to collect some thoughts beforehand should you so choose. To make it as
easy as possible on you, we only ask that you list the titles of the books, and list the author(s) only
as needed. We will do the rest of the work for you. Feel free to list books from outside education
as well. The only rule, really, is to please refrain from listing your own books. Also, there is no
need to rank order the books in terms of preference. We will analyze all of the data to generate
frequencies and highlight anomalies.
Please note that this survey will be closed on Monday, November 18 [although the survey close
date was extended to December 31st and extended once again to early January as a few respondents
still needed extensions] at midnight, four weeks from today. Until that time, if by chance you want
to go back and change your answers, you may do so until the survey closes. At that time, all submissions will be considered final.
We also understand that some of you might be generally opposed to such lists. If this is the case,
we would still appreciate your response, not in terms of your "Top Ten" list, but rather in terms of
why you believe such a list isn't such a good idea.
Are you interested in participating? We certainly hope so. If so, please click here to begin: [link].
Thank you very much in advance for your participation!
Sincerely,
[name, title, and institutional affiliation of primary investigator]
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Institutional Review Board (IRB) Information:
This research has been reviewed and approved by the [university name]’s Institutional Review
Board (IRB) -- Study #00000064. If you would like to contact [the university’s] IRB directly about
this study and your rights as a participant, please contact them by phone at [phone number] or by
email at [email]. Results of this survey research study may be used for presentation, publication,
and other web-based dissemination purposes (e.g., on the [project] website). If you have any questions about your participation in this study, please contact [names, titles, and institutional affiliations of the investigators].
For more information about [this project], please view [the project’s] website that will automatically load after your responses are submitted.
If you do not wish to receive any further emails, please click here.
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Appendix C
Survey Instrument

The purpose of this study is to solicit what the members of the National Academy of Education
(NAE), NAE's International Affiliates, and Past Presidents of the American Educational Research
Association (AERA), believe are the general and foundational educational books every educator
(e.g., pre-service and in-service) and educational scholar (e.g., graduate student, teacher-scholar,
researcher) in the education profession should have on their bookshelves.
1. Please list your "Top Ten" books in the ten spaces provided below. Please note: You do not
have to use all ten spaces, there is no need to rank order the books in terms of preference, and
we ask that at a minimum, you write the titles of the books and list the author(s) only as needed.
We will do the rest of the work for you.
2. Is there anything else you would like to add in addition to or about the books listed above? If
so, please do so here.
3. If you would rather opt out and not provide a "Top Ten" list, please explain your reasons or
considerations here.
4. If there is anything else you would like to add in general or as specific to this study, please do
so here.
Thank you very much, again, for your participation!
Click here to submit your answers: [Link]
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Abstract
Epistemology is a branch of philosophy that focuses on the source, nature, limitations,
system and accuracy of human knowledge. Children’s epistemological views start to develop in the very early years as they gradually develop the ability to understand others’
beliefs, actions, and desires, with primary attention to the onset of this cognitive achievement occurs between the ages of 3 and 5 (Burr and Hofer, 2002). The purpose of the current
study was to analyze and model epistemological views of five-year-old children. The mathematical model developed for this study attempts to predict to what direction the missing
domains in young children’s epistemological thoughts will be evolved. Significant and profound changes in children's concept of the mind occurs between the ages of 3 and 5, allowing a five-year-old perform better in some tasks in the cognitive field (Gopnik and Astington, 1988). This study was carried out with a total of 183 five-year-old children (79 boys
and 84 girls), from five state preschools. The Epistemological Beliefs Scale for Children
(EBSC) was used for the data collection. EBSC is based on Elder’s (2002) Scientific Epistemological Beliefs Scale (SEBS) and was adapted for children by the researchers of the
current study. EBSC consists of 25 practical items in the following five sub-dimensions:
authority/accuracy, knowledge production process, sources of knowledge, hypothesizing,
and change of knowledge. EBSC was prepared as a three-point Likert-type scale with the
Cronbach alpha value of .87. According to the results of the descriptive statistics obtained
from EBSC, dogmatic thoughts shaped children’s epistemological views (54%). In particular, authority/accuracy, the source of knowledge and hypothesizing sub-dimensions of
epistemological views were the areas in which dogmatic thinking was most apparent. Despite not being in the majority, a considerable percentage of children (38%) had skeptical
thoughts, which is a promising result. The remaining 8% of the children had not yet constructed conceptual knowledge.
Keywords: early childhood education; philosophy; children’s epistemological views; mathematical model for epistemology
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Introduction

Driven by the strongest, intrinsic curiosity, humankind has been trying to discover itself, life, and
the world since the beginning of time. Being one of the natural results of this process, philosophy,
as the oldest scientific discipline, offers many different answers to the same questions since the
ancient Greek times. Defined as a love of wisdom, philosophy not only focuses on many fields
such as ontology, education, science, ethics and art but also directs the development of these fields.
Epistemology, as a branch of philosophy concerned with the theory of knowledge, poses
questions about the source, nature, limitations, system and accuracy of human knowledge (Brownlee, Purdie and Boulton-Lewis, 2001; Hofer and Pintrich, 2002; Ravindran, Greene and DeBacker,
2005). According to Mascaro and Morin (2015), there is no theory “that would unify the range of
epistemic intuitions elicited by falsity and truth, by facts and by the way propositions adhere to
them (or fail to do so) (p. 1)”. Even so, epistemology focuses on the structure, sources, boundaries
and justification of knowledge while personal epistemology in psychological literature relates to
individuals’ perceptions on what knowledge is and how to know (Hofer and Bendixen, 2012;
Ryan, 1984).
Personal epistemology is interested in what individuals believe about the source, certainty,
and organization of knowledge, as well as the control and the speed of learning. Epistemological
beliefs have been found to relate to reading comprehension, learning in complex and ill-structured
domains, as well as learners' active participation and persistence in learning (Schommer, 1994). In
other words, personal epistemology focuses on explaining the epistemological views of individuals
by asking questions such as:
•
•
•

Is knowledge constructed by a person or learned using innate talents?
Are individuals connaturally intelligent or do they learn by their own efforts?
Is learning ability inherent or acquired over time? (Dinç, İnel and Üztemur, 2016)

Personal epistemological development and epistemological views are growing areas of interest for psychologists and educators focusing on topics like how individuals come to know, the
theories and beliefs they hold about knowing, and the manner in which such epistemological premises a part are of and an influence on the cognitive processes of thinking and reasoning (Hofer and
Pintrich, 1997). Various authors see epistemological views as a developmental path from simple
to complex, from undeveloped / immature/ naive beliefs to mature/ sophisticated beliefs. Developmental approaches, such as Perry's Scheme of Intellectual and Ethical Development (Perry,
1970), Women's ways of knowing (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberg and Tarule, 1986), Epistemological Reflection Model (Baxter Magolda, 1992), and the Reflective Judgment Model (King and
Kitchener, 1994), all assume that epistemological views of children follow a predictable path.
Schommer was the first author who questioned the validity of developmental approaches
that divide the progress of epistemological views into stages, claiming, “A more plausible conception is that personal epistemology is a belief system that is composed of several more or less independent dimensions. Beliefs about the nature of knowledge are far too complex to be captured in
a single dimension (p. 498) (Murray, 2013)”. On the other hand, some researchers discuss the
nature of knowledge and the nature of knowing (Hofer and Pintrich, 2002; King and Kitchener,
1994; Perry, 1999). Dogmatic thoughts on knowledge are based on the external development and
definition of knowledge without questioning it while skeptical thoughts on knowledge accept authority-free development of knowledge based on questioning (Hofer and Pintrich, 1997). Moving
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from the former towards the latter indicates a shift from absolute/unchanging knowledge to non-absolute/changing knowledge in epistemological views (Perry, 1981). Dogmatic attitude, whether in
general or toward a range of propositions, but in what it is to hold a belief dogmatically? The
general attitude is that, in some way a matter of dogmatically holding beliefs, and the personality
trait of dogmatism is in some way a matter of having dogmatic attitudes. Dogmatism in relation to
a belief is not equivalent to stubbornness in holding it; for even if a dogmatically held belief cannot
be easily given up, one could be stubborn in holding a belief simply from attachment to it, and
without the required disposition to defend it or regard it as better grounded than alternatives (Audi,
1988, De Villiers and Pyers, 2002).
Dogma means taking accepted ideas without asking for evidence (Schofield, Burnyeat and
Barnes, 2002) and dogmatism is a form of opinion or belief that consists of strong stereotypes and
unquestioned information (Ambrose, Sternberg, and Sriraman, 2013). Dogmatism based mainly
on a merely academic understanding does not allow knowledge to change; in addition, dogmatists
can be committed to some doctrines, which are considered as indisputable in terms of truth and
facts (Aydın, 2004). The dogmatist assumes that only form of knowledge or idea is correct and
there is no need to present proof about them (Çüçen, 2001). The more dogmatic the individual’s
thinking style, caused by factors such as the family, moral values and personality features of the
person, the more dogmatism views he will possess (Brown, 2012). Dogmatism inhibits individuals
from thinking creatively by narrowing and shortening their viewpoint (Ambrose and Sternberg,
2012).
Skepticism, on the other hand, is a philosophical standpoint advocating that we do not have
as much knowledge as we think we do, to make judgments (O’Brien, 2006; Popkin, 2003;
Pritchard, 2013). The extreme version of skepticism advocates that we even do not have the ability
to possess beliefs, which are known to be true; in other words, absolute knowledge is impossible
(Hazlett, 2014; Morton, 1997). Skepticism as a method, however, is about more than doubt about
knowledge; it is using doubt as a way to gain knowledge (Çüçen, 2001). Thus, the distinction
between a dogmatic person and a sceptic is in their reactions to understand of what it means to
search for while the dogmatic person claims that they reached what they are looking for without
doubting, the sceptic continues searching (Hankinson, 1995; Popkin and Neto, 2007). Schools
need to teach children to be skeptical by questioning the authority of the words, which they read
as analytical thinkers (DeVoogd, 2006). It is widely claimed that it is very important to teach
students to think skeptically in order to improve their critical thinking skills, such as judging, evaluating, and problem solving (Lai, 2011).
According to the results of various studies, children’s epistemological views begin developing in the very early years (Collins and Pinch, 1993; Schommer, 1990; Yang and Tsai, 2010).
These beliefs may influence comprehension and cognition in academic tasks; in any case, the research was most concerned with classroom learning. In addition, children's epistemological views
are affected by their emotions and experiences (Yang and Tsai, 2010). For learners to select appropriate high-quality content from which to learn, and to be able to deal with multiple conflicting
viewpoints, it is critical that they develop appropriate learning skills, are able to regulate the emotions they experience during learning and develop the ability to evaluate the epistemic aspects of
new information (Muis, Chevrier and Singh, 2018). Generally, children’s epistemological beliefs
have an egocentric edge in early years, with limits to knowledge acquisition and sources of
knowledge based on authority figures. This early period is marked by the egocentrism, and contrasts with the subjectivity of multiplism, in which an individual recognizes multiple opinions of
others and acknowledges them as equally valid, unable to yet evaluate competing claims (Piaget,
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1955). This initial stage (egocentric subjectivity) progresses to a certain, absolute, objective view
of knowledge (dualism) in which the views of others are recognized but may be challenged, to an
uncertain subjectivism (multiplism), to the coordination of objectivity and subjectivity and a reconciliation of knower and known (constructivism or evaluativism) (Inhelder and Piaget, 1958).
The preschoolers in their study were generally absolutists, claiming that only one character could
be correct. These children often consulted authority figures and used personal experience as their
justification for knowing (Burr and Hofer, 2002). Through the maturing and development of the
brain, epistemological views may change and move towards a skeptical structure (Weinstock, Neuman and Glassner, 2006). Wellman (1990) claims those children’s beliefs about knowing and
knowledge are part of their theory of mind. From this perspective, personal changes in worldview
over a 3- to 4-year-period indicate that the period of early adolescence ties in with the onset of
epistemological reasoning. Montgomery (1992) suggests that investigation of these beliefs in children fit within developmental studies of folk epistemology, which deals with the nature of
knowledge and its acquisition. He examined children’s definition of knowing and their approach
to attributing conflicting truth propositions and acknowledging sources of knowledge.
Significance of the Study
Skeptical thinking and critical thinking skills play central roles in cognitive processes, such
as problem solving, analytical approaches, and decision-making. For this reason, understanding
how children gain knowledge via different approaches and determining the elements of these approaches are crucial steps in supporting children’s cognitive development and their education. Understanding the children’s approach to knowledge is important to help them improve their epistemological views and to the design an effective learning environment, which will encourage them
to construct their own knowledge rather than memorizing knowledge presented by adults. Therefore, modeling the children's epistemological views in a mathematical axiom may help to evaluate
children’s thinking system more efficiently. Development of such model with a mathematical algorithm based on standard calculations will provide a concrete and analytical tool for studying the
development epistemological beliefs in early childhood age children. Distinct from the other models developed in this area, the mathematical model developed in this study not only provides concrete data regarding the epistemological thoughts of young children, but also indicates a potential
on to which direction children’s epistemological thoughts might evolve by analyzing the “missing
domains,” or the epistemological questions that children answer as “I don’t know.”
Methodology
Study Group
The participants were 183 five-year-old children (79 boys and 84 girls) attending five public preschools located in Ankara, Turkey in the 2015-2016 academic year. The children came from
families with low to mid-high socio-economic status, and the schools were conveniently selected
for the study. A total of 15 classes (three from each school) took part in the study. All the students,
whose parents provided written permission, were included in the data collection procedures.
Human subject approval was obtained from the University Review Board, and the necessary permissions for data collection from public schools were granted by the Turkish Ministry of
National Education. Parental consent was obtained via signed parental consent forms (pre-approved by both the University Review Board and the Ministry of National Education).
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The Instrument
The Epistemological Beliefs Scale for Children (EBSC, See Appendix I) was used as a data
collection instrument. EBSC was developed by Güneş (2014), based on Elder’s (2002) Scientific
Epistemological Beliefs Scale was adapted for children by the researchers of the current study.
EBSC has 25 practical items in the following five sub-dimensions: authority/accuracy, knowledge
production process, sources of knowledge, hypothesizing, and change of knowledge. EBSC was
prepared as a three-point Likert-type scale and the EBSC Cronbach alpha value was found to be
.87 in this research. The time needed to implement EBSC was on average between 15-20 minutes.
Sample items from EBSC are given in Table 1. The responses were evaluated using the
postulations of Hofer and Pintrich (1997) about epistemology questions concerning dogmatic and
skeptical thoughts.
Table 1. Items and Evaluation of EBSC
Items
of
EBSC
Item 1

Which one sinks and which
one floats (stone and wood)?
And why?

Skeptical
(3 points)

Dogmatic
(2 points)

Finding by
doing and hypothesizing

Giving a direct response and dogmatic
arguments (I heard it
from my teacher or
parents, I saw it in a
cartoon)
She/he knows everything

Item 5

Do you think the teacher
knows everything or are there
things s/he does not know
about?

She/he may
not know everything

Item 16

Do you think all children
should believe everything
their parents/teachers say
or are there times that
they do not have to believe what they say?

We should not We should believe
believe every- everything
thing

No answer
(1 point)
I do not
know

I do not
know

I do not
know

Data Analysis
The results obtained from EBSC were presented using a scale interval formula (series
width/number of groups [2/3≈0.66]). Accordingly, the interval values in EBSC were: 1.00-1.66
interval for “no knowledge – conceptual knowledge not yet constructed”, 1.67-2.33 for “dogmatic
philosophical thought”, and 2.34-3.00 for “skeptical philosophical thought.”
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Mathematical Modeling

The epistemological model has been developed as a mathematical model in which the aim
is that the structural characteristics and working principles of an object or situation in real life
beyond its physical characteristics (Lehrer and Schauble, 2007; Lesh and Doerr, 2003) are described with patterns, symbols, and formulae (Verschaffel, Greer and De Corte, 2002) using a
mathematical language (Haines and Crouch, 2001).
The dogmatic thought points are placed as x=-1 and skeptical thought point values are
placed as x=+1 on the geometry plane. Therefore, the +x direction on the axis on the plane represents the skeptical philosophical thinking domain while the -x direction on the axis on the plane
represents the dogmatic philosophical thinking domain. The y axis represents "no knowledge-conceptual knowledge not yet constructed". Each axis length is considered as 1.00 unit.
In the mathematical modeling, the philosophical thought points are determined on the axis
of x=-1 and x=+1 line (epistemological sub-dimensions axis) by calculating the frequency values
of the responses given by all the children in the study to the questions in the sub-dimensions. For
instance, a total of 815 (163*5) answers were obtained for questions 6, 10, 13, 14 and 25 in the
Source of Knowledge sub-dimension, and the rate of the responses for each philosophical thought
were calculated to determine the sub-dimension point value. After determining the sub-dimension
point value, the sub-dimensions curved lines were obtained from these values. The curved lines
indicate the area of philosophical thought belonging to the related EBSC sub-dimensions. All domains under the sub-dimensions curved lines determine the total of the epistemological views of
the children.
Findings
The descriptive statistical results of EBSC are given in Table 2.
Table 2. EBSC Descriptive Statistics and Scale Interval Results
Sub-dimension

Min. Max.

SD

S

Scale interval

Authority/ accuracy 7.00

21.00 2.34

5.17

11.83 1.69= Dogmatic Thought

Knowledge produc7.00
tion process

21.00 3.07

9.43

16.44 2.35= Skeptical Thought

Source of
knowledge

5.00

15.00 2.17

4.71

8.75

1.75= Dogmatic Thought

Hypothesizing

3.00

9.00

1.45

2.09

6.64

2.21= Dogmatic Thought

Change in
knowledge

3.00

9.00

1.47

2.10

7.10

2.37= Skeptical Thought

Total EBSC

28.00 75.00 8.51

72.42 50.76 2.03= Dogmatic Thought

As shown in Table 2, the children’s epistemological views were generally between the
borders of dogmatic philosophical thought. The cut-off point between dogmatic and skeptical
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philosophical thought was determined as 2.33 in this research. Therefore, preschool children with
the scale values of 2.35 and 2.37 may slightly exceed the limit of skeptical philosophical thinking.
In the sub-dimensions of knowledge production and change in knowledge, the children moved
away from statements implying dogmatic philosophical thought while they seemed to prefer loyalty to authority/accuracy and external sources, tools or solutions for the source of knowledge and
hypostasizing process.
The point values of EBSC are given in Table 3.
Table 3. Point Values of Sub-Dimensions in EBSC
Items
Authority/Accuracy
1
5
12
15
16
20
23

12
11
14
16
13
13
12
91
.08

109
112
114
116
116
100
99
766
.67

42
40
35
31
34
50
52
284
.25

13
12
14
12
16
17
14
98
.08

73
67
69
71
75
70
65
490
.43

77
84
80
80
72
76
84
553
.49

Point value

12
10
11
14
13
60
.07

105
110
108
111
106
540
.63

46
43
44
38
44
215
.30

2
21
22

12
10
9

101
102
87

50
51
67

Point value
Knowledge production process
3
4
7
8
11
18
24
Point value
Source of
knowledge
6
10
13
14
25

Hypothesizing
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Point value

31
.07

290
.60

168
.33

10
13
11
34
.07

64
63
60
187
.39

89
87
92
268
.54

Change in
knowledge
9
17
19
Point value

The sub-dimensions curved lines can be determined from the point values from EBSC
(Figure 1, next page). In this figure, x=-1 and x=+1 axes indicate dogmatic and skeptical thoughts,
respectively, and the y axis represents no knowledge. For the authority/accuracy sub-dimension,
the curved lines pass from y2=.67 points on x=-1, y=.08 points on y axis and y1=.25 points on x=+1
axis. The curved lines of the knowledge production process sub-dimension pass from y2=.43 points
on the x=-1 axis, y=.08 points on the y axis, and y1=.49 points on the x=+1 axis. For the source of
knowledge sub-dimension, the curved lines pass from y2=.63 points on the x=-1, .07 points on the
y axis, and y1=.30 points on the x=+1 axis. The curved lines of the hypothesizing sub-dimension
pass from y2=.60 points on the x=-1 axis, .07 points on the y axis, and y1=.33 points on the x=+1
axis. For the change in knowledge sub-dimension the curved lines pass from y2=.39 points on the
x=-1 axis, .07 points on the y axis, and y1=.54 points on the x=+1 axis.

Figure 1. The curved lines showing the children’s epistemological views
These curved lines can be used to calculate the areas of children's epistemological views.
From under the curved line, the area of relevant sub-dimensions of epistemological views can be
determined. The calculation can be achieved with the application of an integral First, a line
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equation for each sub-dimension of epistemological views has to be found. The line equations of
the sub-dimensions for dogmatic and skeptical thoughts are shown in Table 4.
Table 4. The Line Equations of Sub-Dimensions for Dogmatic and Skeptical Thoughts
Sub-dimensions

Dogmatic Thought Equations

y − y y − y2
.67 − .08 y− (.67)
d 2 1=

=
; d → f ( x) = −.59 x + .08
x2 − x1 x − x2 −1.00 − (0) x − (−1)
y − y y − y2
.43 − .08 y− (.43)
d 2 1=

=
; d → f ( x) = −.35 x + .08
x2 − x1 x − x2 −1.00 − (0) x − (−1)
y − y y − y2
.63 − .07 y− (.63)
d 2 1=

=
; d → f ( x) = −.56 x + .07
x2 − x1 x − x2 −1.00 − (0) x − (−1)
y − y y − y2
.60 − .07 y− (.60)
d 2 1=

=
; d → f ( x) = −.53x + .07
x2 − x1 x − x2 −1.00 − (0) x − (−1)
y − y y − y2
.39 − .07 y− (.39)
d 2 1=

=
; d → f ( x) = −.32 x + .07
x2 − x1 x − x2 −1.00 − (0) x − (−1)

Authority/Accuracy
Knowledge Production Process
Source of
Knowledge
Hypothesizing
Change in
Knowledge
Sub dimensions
Authority/Accuracy
Knowledge Production Process
Source of Knowledge
Hypothesizing
Change in
Knowledge

Skeptical Thought Equations
y − y y − y2
.25 − .08 y− (.25)
d 2 1=

=
; d → f ( x) = .17 x + .08
x2 − x1 x − x2 1.00 − (0)
x −1
y − y y − y2
.49 − .08 y− (.49)
d 2 1=

=
; d → f ( x) = .41x + .08
x2 − x1 x − x2 1.00 − (0)
x −1
y − y y − y2 .30 − .07 y− (.30)
d 2 1=
=
=
; d → f ( x) = .23x + .07
x2 − x1 x − x2 1.00 − (0)
x −1
y − y y − y2 .33 − .07 y− (.33)
d 2 1=

=
; d → f ( x) = .26 x + .07
x2 − x1 x − x2 1.00 − (0)
x −1
y − y y − y2 .54 − .07 y− (.54)
d 2 1=

=
; d → f ( x) = .47 x + .07
x2 − x1 x − x2 1.00 − (0)
x −1

The areas of epistemological views are shown in Table 5 according to the sub-dimensions.
Table 5. The Areas of Epistemological Views and the Ratios of These Areas by
Sub-Dimension
Sub dimensions

Kind

Thought areas
0

Authority/
Accuracy

Dogmatic

S=

Skeptical

S=

0

%
= −.375S

.375/.54= 69%

 f ( x)dx =  .17 x + .08 = .085x + 5 x = .165S

.165/.54= 31%



−1.00

0

f ( x)dx =

2

−1.00

−1.00

0

2

1.00

0

4

 −.59x + .08 = −.295x + 5 x
1.00

4

0

1.00
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0

Knowledge
Production
Process

Dogmatic

0

= −.255S

.255/.54= 47%

 f ( x)dx =  .41x + .08 = .205x + 5 x = .285S

.285/.54= 53%



S=

f ( x)dx =

−1.00

S=

0

0

4

2

1.00

1.00

0

0

.350/.54= 65%

0

0

.185/.54= 35%

Dogmatic

7 0
S =  f ( x)dx =  −.56 x + .07 = −.28 x 2 + x = −.350S
10 −1.00
−1.00
−1.00

Skeptical

7 0
S =  f ( x)dx =  .23x + .07 = −.115x 2 + x = −.185S
10 1.00
1.00
1.00

Dogmatic

S=

0

Hypothesizing

0

= −.335S

.335/.54= 62%

 f ( x)dx =  .26x + .07 = .13x + 10 x = .200S

.200/.54= 38%



−1.00

f ( x)dx =

S=

2

−1.00

−1.00

0

2

1.00

0

7

 −.53x + .07 = −.265x + 10 x

0

Skeptical
Change in
Knowledge

−1.00

−1.00

1.00

Source of
Knowledge

2

0

Skeptical

0

4

 −.35x + .08 = −.175x + 5 x

1.00

0

0

0

0

1.00

1.00

7

0

1.00

Dogmatic

7 0
S =  f ( x)dx =  −.32 x + .07 = −.16 x 2 + x = −.230S
10 −1.00
−1.00
−1.00

Skeptical

S =  f ( x)dx =  .47 x + .07 = .235x 2 +

7 0
x = .305S
10 1.00

.230/.54= 43%
.305/.54= 57%

Table 5 shows that the participant children had a 57.2% dogmatic thought ratio in all subdimensions [69%+47%+65%+62%+43%]/500%) and 32.8% skeptical thought ratio in all sub-dimensions [31%+53%+35%+38%+57%]/500%). Interestingly, the areas of the sub-dimensions in
epistemological views had different values from the relevant frequencies of the sub-dimensions in
epistemological views. This result shows that it is not sufficient to evaluate the children's epistemological views only according to the frequencies or scores of the scales. The developed model
provides a tool to overcome this difficulty by examining the domains under the sub-dimensions
curved line. It is understood that the "no knowledge-conceptual knowledge not yet constructed"
responses affects the ratio of epistemological views domains. This dramatic change is clearly
shown in the authority/ accuracy sub-dimensions, in which the children had an 8% ratio regarding
"no knowledge-conceptual knowledge not yet constructed.” This can be accepted as a "missing
domain" and changes the ratio of dogmatic and skeptical thought domains. For instance, the frequency of the authority/ accuracy sub-dimension was .67 dogmatic thoughts, .25 skeptical thoughts
and .08 no knowledge; however, the domain ratios were 69% dogmatic thought and 31% skeptical
thoughts. Thus, the missing domain (8%) in the authority/accuracy sub-dimension affects 75%
(31%-25%=6%; 6%/8%=.75) of the skeptical thoughts and 25% (69%-67%=2%, 2%/8%=.25) of
the dogmatic thoughts. The missing domain (8%) in the knowledge production process has an
equal effect on the dogmatic thoughts (47%-43%=4%; 4%/8%=.50=50%) and skeptical thoughts
(53%-49%=4%, 4%/8%=. 50=50%). The missing domain (7%) in the source of knowledge affects
29% (65%-63%=2%; 2%/7%=.29) of the dogmatic thoughts and 71% (35%-30%=5%,
5%/7%=.71) of the skeptical thoughts. The missing domain (%7) in hypothesizing affects 29%
(62%-60%=2%; 2%/7%=.29) of the dogmatic thoughts and 71% (35%-30%=5%, 5%/7%=.71) of
the skeptical thoughts. The missing domain (%7) in change in knowledge affects 57% (43%39%=4%; 4%/7%=.57) of the dogmatic thoughts and 43% (53%-54%=3%, 3%/7%=.43) of the
skeptical thoughts. The mathematical model developed in this study provides a projection of children’s epistemological beliefs. Moreover, the model predicts the potential disposition of childrens’
epistemological views by calculating the epistemological sub-dimension scores, their relation to
each other, and the deviations from the standard scores.
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Discussion
The findings provided by the model developed for this study are in line with the models
developed by Perry (1981), Baxter Magolda (1992) and King and Kitchener (1994), who adopted
different approaches to knowledge. These studies that examine the elements of knowledge and the
development of epistemological views/beliefs, generally reported that children shift towards more
flexible, changeable and questioning epistemological views. In the model adopted in the present
study, the sources, change and hypothesizing processes of knowledge were used to examine the
philosophical postulations developed to solve problems, and an effort was made to identify the
thought domains formed by these hypotheses. According to the model, children’s authority, source
of knowledge and hypothesizing lines are so close with higher values than the other sub-dimension
of epistemological views, which shows that the source of knowledge is dependent to the authority/accuracy for children. As defined in Baxter Magolda’s epistemology model, this finding coincides with the absolute knower according to whom, knowledge is certain and authorities have all
the answers (Baxter Magolda, 1992). Authority, source of knowledge and hypothesizing epistemological lines place in dogmatic areas can be interpreted from the point of view of King and
Kitchener (1994) that knowledge is simple, concrete, and absolute and needs no justification for
young children. The model shows that particularly the missing domains in authority/accuracy and
source of knowledge sub-dimensions have significant effects on skeptical thoughts. Thus, these
missing domains have a great potential to evolve to the skeptical domain in the future with cognitive development, maturing, increase in knowledge level and improving thinking skills. It is evident that there is a positive relation between both age and education and epistemological development (Burr and Hofer, 2002; Commons, Richards, and Armon, 1984; Commons, Sinnott, Richards, and Armon, 1989; Hofer and Pintrich, 1997; Inhelder and Piaget, 1958; King, 1977).
In the current study, although the majority of the participating children thought dogmatically, the percentage of children who held a skeptical point of view cannot be underestimated. The
percentage of children who developed a skeptical perspective on knowledge in terms of sub-dimensions were: 31% in authority/accuracy, 35% in source of knowledge, 38% in hypothesizing
whereas a large body of their personal epistemology tended to be more skeptical with 53% in
knowledge production process and 57% in change in knowledge. This can be a crucial sign of
dynamic thinking-freedom and flexibility in mental states allowing the viewpoints of individuals
to vary with different contexts and content. This is contrary to the estimation that children have
static thinking that refers to certain, unchangeable thoughts and automatism of actions (Pelczer,
Singer and Voica, 2014). The results show that more than half of the young children in the current
study welcomed changes in knowledge and producing knowledge. Thus, environments that allowed them to discover, ask questions and seek answers to their curiosity can change their personal
epistemology from naive to more sophisticated. Moreover, social play, which requires listening
and respecting different ideas, challenging tasks that promotes motivation and aims to reach new
levels, and activities that requires problem solving and thinking alternatives can contribute to children’s perceptions on how to know.
The children with a dogmatic thinking style have some similarities with individuals who
are in the first positions or categories of some epistemological belief models. According to the
Scheme of Intellectual and Ethical Development outlined by Perry (1968), dualism that is the first
position referring to accepting knowledge based on authority without questioning since as a source
of knowledge the authority knows right answers and absolute truths. Women's Ways of Knowing
is a model that reflects women’s epistemological views and development. In the silence position,
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women are passive in the process of access to knowledge and they accept what authority figures
say as true (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberg and Tarule, 1986). Moreover, the Reflective Judgment
Model focuses on development of reasoning from adolescence to adulthood. For individuals at
Stages 1 and 2 in the pre-reflective level, knowledge is simple and based on concrete data. There
are definite truths known by authority figures such as teachers, scientists and religious leaders
(King and Kitchener, 1994). Baxter Magolda (2004) asserts that an absolute knower thinks that
the accuracy of the knowledge given by authority figures, such as a teacher is certain.
Likewise, in Kuhn’s model of Argumentative Reasoning, absolutists believe that experts
have certain and absolute knowledge (Deryakulu, 2014). In a similar manner, generally, in the
current study, children adopted dogmatic philosophical thinking regarding the accuracy and certainty of knowledge. Children can take everything that teachers say and all knowledge imparted
by them as unconditionally accurate. Similar features can be recognized in children who have a
dogmatic thinking style and those individuals in the first positions or levels of models of epistemological development. They believe that teachers do not teach the wrong information. This may
reveal the influence of teachers’ epistemological belief systems on those children (Anderson, 1984;
Clark, 1988). Regarding this influence, Hofer (2001) and Schraw (2001) emphasize the potential
role that teachers have in appropriately shaping and changing children's epistemological beliefs.
Moreover, Grüne-Yanoff (2014) comments that most students are only taught conventional methodology, meaning a fixed set of methods. These methods may influence children's
thinking systems; however, a wider range of methods enable children to find various solutions for
different problems and can also affect positively academic success (Schraw and Sinatra, 2004).
Also, Schommer (1990) suggests that teachers should inform children in grade school that
knowledge is integrated, that prior knowledge should be accessed, and that generally there is more
than one right answer.
Many children in the current study seem to think that scientists and parents teach absolute
and unchanging truths. Change of knowledge is only possible for some children (nearly 40%)
through tools or the person they see as authority figures. Triandis (1989) stated that existing epistemological models posit a movement toward increased individualism of thought and a freedom
from the dictates of authority. It is possible that in a more collectivist culture in which the view of
self has inter individual implications, personal theories of knowledge and knowing could evolve
toward an acceptance of consensus, not a reliance on independent thinking (Triandis, Bontempo,
Villareal, Asai and Lucca, 1988). Students would believe that the certainty of knowledge is high
and that the simplicity dimension is also high given the common belief that there is only one way
to solve a problem. The data also suggests that in terms of the nature of knowing, the source is the
teacher, an adult or something external to the learner, and justification of knowledge comes from
the teacher or the field (Stodolsky, Salk and Glaessner, 1991). These should be evaluated in relation to the conclusion made by Anderson (1984) that teachers are children’s second most effective
experience guides and authority figures after their families, and Schommer’s (1993) view that
teachers may at times inadvertently affect children's epistemological views negatively. To overcome this problem and to achieve a specific set of results, it is necessary to give the positive epistemic role to learners, teachers and scientists (Biddle and Leuschner, 2015). Salmon and Lucas
(2011) claim that teachers can improve children’s thinking ability, and they can support children
in thinking on thinking by applying a different approach.
In knowledge production processes, the empirical approaches of the children lead them to
the postulations of skeptical philosophical thoughts. Experimental approaches by the children suggest that children make an effort to acquire knowledge, which develops their epistemological
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views (Başbay 2013). Meanwhile, by learning, children start to seek external solutions to the problems in the loyalty to authority and hypothesizing sub-dimensions. The egocentric tendency seen
in the epistemological views of the children in the present study is in line with Burr and Hofer’s
(2002) conclusion that early epistemological views start to develop subjectively during the children’s egocentric era. The effects of children’s emotions on epistemological views and their development may explain the reasons for certain responses being shaped by personal and momentary
feelings (Louca, Elby, Hammer and Kagey, 2004). In addition, children’s responses to epistemological activities are shaped by their daily routines and acquisitions from their social environment.
The closest social learning circle (families-school-friends-teachers) determines the development
of the epistemological views, which may also be the reason for negative/insufficient knowledge
views, beliefs or values. According to Schommer (1990), the family structure and educational
background affects the epistemological views of students. Individuals who are supported in constructing their ideas have more matured epistemological beliefs. This idea is promoted by Johnston, Woodside-Jiron and Day (2001) who argued that children acquire behavior routines, beliefs,
values, roles and identities from their environment, which in the long run may turn into problems.
According to Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, children’s learning is affected by the social
and cultural environment in which they live (Marginson and Dang, 2017). Children who have a
skeptical thinking style should be supported by their families or teachers by the means of fostering
their critical thinking skills. Acharya (2016) claims that critical thinkers ask questions, find creative answers, question authorities and traditional beliefs, and most importantly challenge received
dogmas. Young children can think and reason critically, and home and school environment can
provide opportunities to foster their analytic and critical thinking skills through dialogue, play and
reading interactions (Murphy, Rowe, Ramani and Silverman, 2014). In the same way, children’s
skeptical thinking can be fostered and promoted.
Conclusion and Implications
This study aimed to examine and model preschool children's epistemological views. The
findings provided by the mathematical model of epistemological views are parallel with the models developed by Perry (1981), Baxter Magolda (1992) and King and Kitchener (1994), even
though those models adopted different approaches to knowledge. These studies examine the elements of knowledge and the development of epistemological views/beliefs, generally reported that
children shift towards more flexible, changeable and questioning epistemological views. In the
model adopted in the present study, the sources, change and hypothesizing processes of knowledge
were used to examine the philosophical postulations developed to solve problems, and an effort
was made to identify the thought domains formed by these hypotheses. Although the current study
was limited by the number of the sample group and the fixed age group, the results can be a source
of inspiration for more similar studies to be carried out on the personal epistemology of young
children. According to the results of the descriptive statistics obtained from EBSC, dogmatic views
shaped children’s epistemological views. This was particularly apparent in the authority/accuracy,
source of knowledge and hypothesizing sub-dimensions of epistemological views. Approximately
54% of children's epistemological views were in the dogmatic thought domain, 38% in the skeptical philosophical thought domain, and nearly 8% in the missing domain. The distribution rates
of sub-dimension areas were not balanced. The five dogmatic philosophical thought domains were:
67% for authority/ accuracy domain, 63% for source of knowledge, 60% for hypothesizing, 43%
for knowledge production process, and lastly 39% for change in knowledge. On the other hand,
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the results for the skeptical thought domains were: 25% for authority/ accuracy domain, 30% for
source of knowledge domain, 33% for hypothesizing, 49% for knowledge production process, and
54% for change in knowledge. These results indicate that the children in the current study had
skeptical thoughts in the sub-dimensions of knowledge production process and change in
knowledge, and nearly 8% had not constructed conceptual knowledge yet.
In future, it may be useful to engage in longitudinal studies on the epistemological views
of preschool children. With these studies, the variables influencing the formation and development
of epistemological views and the levels of influence may be identified. More general epistemological models and their change over time can be undertaken with longitudinal studies containing very
large sample sizes. The factors influencing the formation of the “missing domain” defined in epistemological models should also be studied. Practical studies should be conducted to narrow the
missing domain in epistemological models. In addition, the mathematical models that will be developed can be used in other studies.
Moreover, a qualitative research study can allow researchers to gain a deeper understanding
of the epistemological beliefs of children, particularly with the use of data triangulation. This
method brings two or more methods together, such as case studies, interviews and surveys. Although each method has weaknesses, in triangulation, one method can help to eliminate the deficiencies of the others to improve validity (Gray, 2014). For example, based on the dimensions and
questions of this study, a practitioner researcher or insider observer could observe children’s behaviors when they want to know something: Who do they ask when they want to learn about
something or what processes do they engage in (source of knowledge / knowledge production)?
Do they change their belief about the knowledge or do they maintain the same belief for every
element of knowledge as they did in the past (change in knowledge)? In addition, open-ended
interview questions can provide information about children’s perspective on knowledge: These
days, is there anything you wonder about? How can you learn about it? (They may say “I can ask
my mother/ father/teacher or I can observe or create an experiment.” Their responses can give
clues to the source of knowledge or authority/ accuracy). Then, the question can be posed as to
why they chose that method.
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Appendix A: Epistemological Beliefs Scale for Children

1
2

3

4

5

6
7

8

9

10

11

12
13
14

Epistemological Beliefs Scale for Children
Which one sinks and which one floats (stone and wood)? And why?
(I do not know=1 one response=2, more than one response=3)
Shall we discover the answer of this or ask the teacher?
(I do not know=1 ask=2, curiosity=3)
We do not know the reason why the balloon sinks or floats. Which
one is more important do you think? To conduct an experiment and
see if the paper clip floats or not, or find the reason why it does or
doesn’t float.
(I do not know=1, result=2, conduct=3)
Look, there are other items (coins, leaves, and paper) here.
Should we conduct an experiment to see which floats or
should we ask the teacher?
(I do not know=1, outsource=2, experiment=3)
Do you think the teacher knows about everything or there are things
he/she does not know?
(I do not know=1, S/he must know =2, S/he cannot know everything=3)
Is the information given by the teacher always correct?
(I do not know=1, yes=2, no=3)
Can your teacher find the answers to questions that even he does not
know by studying hard?
(I do not know=1, yes=2, no=3)
Which one of these items (coin and wood) would this magnet
pull? Can we be sure about the results or should we try again to be
certain?
(I do not know=1, no need to try again=2, we should try again=3)
Do you think the rules set by the teacher can change or do they remain all the same?
(I do not know=1, no, they do not=2, yes, they can=3)
Look, this is a book about the animals written by teachers. Do
you think we have to believe everything this book says?
(I do not know=1, yes, we do=2, no, we do not=3)
Do you think this magnet can pull the paperclip, stone, coin and
wood from the water? Can we find out by doing an experiment or
should we ask the teacher?
(I do not know=1=1, outsource=2, experiment=3)
Is everything that the teacher says correct?
(I do not know=1, yes=2, no=3)
Let us open a page in this book (one of TÜBİTAK books). Is
everything it says true?
(I do not know=1, yes=2, no=3)
Should we believe the rules set by the teacher even though we do
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15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22
23
24

25

not understand them?
(I do not know=1,we should believe=2, we should not believe=3)
We saw that the paperclips did not sink in the water when we drop
them slowly. Will the same thing occur in the following experiments
or is there any possibility that they will sink during an experiment? (I
do not know=1, single outcome=2, there may be other outcomes=3)
Do you think all children must believe everything their parents/teachers say or are there times that they do not have to believe them?
(I do not know=1, yes=2, no=3)
Do you think we can live in space someday, if the technology
develops or is it impossible that we can live in space no matter
what?
(I do not know=1, yes=2, no=3)
The wood we dropped into the water floated. Do you think we
can claim that wood always floats after this experiment or
should we repeat this experiment couple of times to be sure?
(I do not know=1, it is sufficient=2, it is not sufficient=3)
Does the teacher change the rules they set or are the rules always the same?
(I do not know=1, they do not change=2, they may change=3)
Do you think there are scientists and teachers who know everything that is definitely true?
(I do not know=1, yes=2, no=3)
Would you rather know some things in advance about a museum or a zoo before you visit or find everything out about
them during the visit? (I do not know=1, No prior information=2, prior information=3)
It is sometimes rainy, snowy or windy. Have you ever wondered about the reason why and wanted to find out?
(I do not know=1, curious=2, not curious=3)
Do you think all scientists know the same things?
(I do not know=1, same things=2, different things=3)
Does your teacher have an answer for every question you
asked? Are they always correct?
(I do not know=1, yes, he/she does=2, , he/she does not=3)
Do you think that only inventors and scientists know about
facts of nature, inventions and discoveries? Can only they think
of them or can other people also think of them?
(I do not know=1, yes=2, no=3)
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“To Get Somewhere in Life”:
Family Support and Persistence in School
______________________________________________________________________________
Nastasia Lawton-Sticklor, Clark University

Abstract
This study explored educational persistence in the narratives of students re-engaging in
secondary school, specifically relating to the messages they received from their families
motivating them to succeed in school. Framed in Yosso’s (2005) theory of community cultural wealth, students described the methods their families used to support them that
largely diverged from traditional methods of academic family involvement. In the midst of
educational reform discourse that takes a deficit view of students and families who do not
follow institutionally recognized norms of family involvement, this study seeks to challenge
the notion that families who use non-traditional forms of support do not care about their
children’s education. In fact, student narratives show that the community cultural wealth
they received from interactions with their families was integral in motivating them to persist through obstacles in school.
Keywords: community cultural wealth; cultural capital; qualitative methods; critical theories;
parent involvement

Introduction

Education is viewed as a preventative measure from poverty and disenfranchisement (Furstenberg
& Hughes 1995; Stuit & Springer 2010). It is believed that formal education provides skills and
knowledge needed to succeed by granting access to institutional norms and resources (Bourdieu
1985, Bourdieu & Balazs 1999; Brisson 2009; Coleman 1988; Dika & Singh 2002; Helliwell &
Putnam 2007: Portes 1998; 2000), thus increasing earning power and social influence. There are
two problems with this belief system. First, the norms and resources granted by educational institutions adhere to dominant, that is, white, male, middle-class, heterosexual norms, marginalizing
many (Yosso, 2005). Second, not all students receive equal quality of education. Inequity is endemic in schools, realized through access to high quality teachers, extra-curricular opportunities,
supplies and technology, and post-secondary preparation (Sanders, 2000; Blanchett, Mumford &
Beachum, 2005). Furthermore, while statistics suggest that schooling is positively correlated with
success, it does not, in fact, guarantee increased social and earning power, a fact that is embedded
in racial and economic inequities within and outside of school. Students who suffer the consequences of inequities in opportunity are often described pathologically as “at risk,” which, as
Franklin (2000) argues, focuses “on risk and vulnerability, not promise, protection, and resilience”
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(p. 3). By labeling students and families in this way, institutions evade critique as the perpetrators
of inequity.
Schooling institutions emphasize family involvement as integral to student success. They
often perpetuate a limiting, school-centric view of how parents can and should be involved. Traditional involvement is often defined as communication with educators, academic assistance on
homework, and attendance at school events (Jeynes, 2014; Bower & Griffin, 2011; Boutte & Johnson, 2014). In this work, I explore the question: how can we learn from student narratives about
the factors in their lives that may be invisible to us in schools? In particular, how might we learn
more about the strengths they draw from their families and communities, especially the cultural
capital (Yosso, 2005) that students receive from their families as they navigate difficult spaces in
school? Through these student narratives, I argue that using a cultural capital framework can help
us better understand family involvement, particularly involvement that occurs outside of the institution. The stories of the students highlighted present a model of involvement supported by literature in cultural wealth and asset-based views of families, particularly families of color (Yosso,
2005; Altschul, 2011; Ceballo, et al. 2014; Delgado-Gaitan, 1992; Martínez-Cosio, 2011). This
model of family involvement, which features storytelling, emotional and motivational support, and
caring has been shown to have an impact on the ways that students who have been marginalized
persist in school.
Literature Review
To contextualize my argument, I compare traditional theories of social capital relating to
family involvement with critical theories on community cultural wealth and cultural capital. These
two areas of the literature around family involvement and social and cultural capital present contrasting views. Traditional literature (Coleman, 1988; Portes, 1998; 2000) presents a positivistic
view of the knowledge and resources gained through social capital, arguing that everyone must
somehow acquire certain skills and knowledge in order to be successful in social institutions like
education. While several theorists (Bourdieu 1985, Bourdieu & Balazs 1999; Lareau, 2011) present critiques of the hierarchical and exclusive systems that function as gatekeepers for acquiring
social capital, they do not challenge the validity of aspiring exclusively to dominant norms. In
contrast, critical theories (Yosso, 2005; Altschul, 2011; Ceballo, et al. 2014; Delgado-Gaitan,
1992; Martínez-Cosio, 2011) on social and cultural capital argue that communities, particularly
those subjugated by dominant culture, have vast amounts of community cultural wealth that members draw on to navigate dominant institutions. These forms of capital often go unrecognized by
institutions leading to a deficit-oriented perspective on such communities (Yosso, 2005).
Within traditional literature, Bourdieu (1985; 1999) defined social capital as access to institutional resources and knowledge through interpersonal relationships. As the quantity and quality of relationships increase, so does the success of an individual as he or she gains social power.
Groups and institutions that facilitate relationships aid in increasing social power. Like Bourdieu,
Coleman’s (1988) framework emphasized the inherent value of social capital being the transmission of human capital through relationships. This transmission is mediated by community, educational, and family sources. Coleman argued that the human and social capital transmitted as parents
teach children how to adopt the institutional norms would lead to success, particularly in school.
Traditional theories such as Coleman (1988) posit that social capital is gained through the
family, and when family capital is decided to be unavailable due to factors such as poverty or
cultural differences, social capital can be gained through schooling. Thus, there has arisen a
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bifurcated view between what students receive at home, and what they receive at school. Furthermore, traditional definitions of family are often dictated by racial, class and heterosexual norms,
excluding extended relatives and community members—“kinship ties”— that can play a significant role in the lives of children, particularly in communities of color (Yosso, 2005, p. 79). Educational research using Coleman’s framework has been interpreted as arguing that it is the parents’
responsibility to teach children to adopt the institutional norms that will help them to be successful,
and the extent to which their attentions are focused on the child influences how effectively those
norms are transmitted (Dika & Singh, 2002). It follows then, that the extent to which parents are
familiar with and adept at navigating institutional norms is an important factor of transmitting this
type of social capital (Coleman, 1988).
Coleman (1988) argued that all parents, regardless of academic experience and economic
status could participate in traditional social capital transmission. He exemplified this claim by describing immigrant parents who, when school curriculum exceeded their own educations, would
buy an extra textbook and study academic material alongside their children in order to reinforce
their learning. As such, schooling institutions often use family involvement as a way to teach and
reinforce institutional norms, as Bower & Griffin (2011) found. They argue that “…traditional
definitions of parental involvement make demands of parents to help facilitate the success of the
school, while reciprocal demands are not made of the school to ensure the success of their families”
(p. 78).
This traditional model of family involvement identifies some families, e.g. those that can
access institutional knowledge and resources, who are effective at transmitting social capital, and
others who are not. Lareau’s (2011) longitudinal work comparing family practices across economic spectrums found that upper and middle class parental involvement aligned with schooling’s
“rules of the game” (p. 311). Subsequently, their children struggled less with academic material
and earned higher grades. Lareau noted that children from working class and poor families exhibited independence, peer-to-peer relational skills, and creativity that children in middle and upperclass families did not. However, those skills did not keep students from struggling within educational institutions, as seen by lower academic performance, and ultimately, less educational attainment.
Bourdieu recognized that the expectation of adherence to traditional norms could be an
exclusionary force and a tool of perpetuating dominance through access (or denial of such access)
to institutional resources (Bourdieu 1985; see also: Martínez-Cosio 2010). However, despite his
institutional critiques, the ways in which subjugated populations, particularly families of color are
portrayed positions them as essentially lacking; in access to resources, and in knowledge of norms
(Yosso, 2005; hooks, 1994). Within this frame, their hope lies in learning how to leverage dominant social capital to access the knowledge and norms of the institution: the only currency that is
accepted. While Coleman and Lareau both attempt to highlight and praise activities of poor and
immigrant families, both analyses contain some problematic aspects in how capital is valued. Coleman’s example in particular ignores the rich cultural wealth that comes from immigrant families,
who often speak several languages, navigate multiple societies, and operate within layered and
rich family structures. Instead, in this view, their strength lies solely in their ability to acquire
practices of educational norms, such as reading textbooks.
Research framed in Critical Race Theory, Counter-storytelling, and Cultural Capital
(López, 2003; Yosso, 2005; Mena, 2011; Lareau, 1987) challenges this notion by problematizing
the system that only supports dominant knowledge, skills, and experiences, and acknowledging
that the cultural capital that exists within families of color is rich, valuable, and something from
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which we can all learn. Delgado-Gaitan’s (1994) work with Chicano families revealed the ways in
which parents advise their children, named consejos, encouraging them to persevere in school.
Consejos builds on networks of extended family, cultivating educación (Valenzuela, 1999), which
pertains to the family’s role in helping children develop personal responsibly, social awareness,
and skills to successfully navigate institutions and systems. While educación relates to its English
cognate implying formal education, “it is first a foundational cultural construct that provides instructions on how one should live in the world” (p. 21). Educación through processes like consejos
involves rich cultural capital, and also frequently exposes children to the ways in which systems
oppress those without dominant social capital, through low educational attainment often resulting
in low-wage jobs and social instability (Altschul, 2011; Ceballo, et al. 2014; Delgado-Gaitan,
1992). This exposure thus seeks to motivate children to succeed in school in order to avoid these
difficult outcomes. Families of color and economically struggling families are put into difficult
positions while navigating social institutions. While developing and transmitting valuable cultural
capital, they are also forced to show their children the ways in which this cultural capital is devalued by institutions, leaving them struggling for economic security and social acceptance without
institutional support.
Theoretical Framing
I draw from Yosso’s (2005) framework of community cultural wealth, which critiques traditional frameworks of cultural capital and their influence in education: that a positivistic definition of valuable capital exists and is possessed by economically and racially dominant groups,
tasking education with giving this form of capital to subjugated groups to promote their success.
As Yosso argues, this definition privileges the white middle class as the norm to which all people
must aspire leading to a deficit-oriented perspective of families of color. This positions the system
of education as fundamentally contradictory: “wherein schools most often oppress and marginalize
while they maintain the potential to emancipate and empower” (p. 74). This marginalization often
occurs in the classroom with a banking model of teaching (Freire, 1973 as cited by Yosso, 2005)
based on the assumption that students of color are lacking in knowledges and skills. This deficitbased model extends to families as well, assuming a banking model of parent involvement wherein
families are expected to learn the norms of school in order to be involved in their children’s education.
Yosso’s framework of community cultural wealth challenges this deficit-based model of
classroom learning and family engagement. Furthermore, her use of the term “wealth,” challenges
the limited scope of capital, arguing that the assets resources, and lived experiences of people of
color are varied and expansive. In other words: “community cultural wealth is an array of
knowledge, skills, abilities, and contacts possessed and utilized by Communities of Color to survive and resist macro and micro-forms of oppression” (p. 77).
Yosso defines six forms of capital: Aspirational, Familial, Navigational, Social, Linguistic,
and Resistant. I look at narratives of young women of color who were re-engaging into school
after having experienced difficulty and lack of support, arguing that within this frame students’
stories about struggling in school are not stories of personal or family failings, but of the rich
cultural wealth that they draw from themselves, their families and their communities as they persevere through schooling institutions that have not been designed to support them. This frame
allows us to look more critically at the institutions themselves, interrogating structures that serve
to oppress people of color and people struggling economically.
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Student narratives represent three forms of Yosso’s (2005) cultural capital: Aspirational,
Navigational, and Familial. Aspirational capital, the practice of upholding ambitions and hopes for
the future even in the face of barriers such as racism and cycles of poverty creates a “culture of
possibility” (p. 78) within families and communities who aspire for success for their children that
may even exceed their own. Familial capital encompasses the historical, cultural, and community
knowledge that is cultivated within family structures. Familial capital challenges the normative
definition of family, “acknowledging the racialized, classed, and heterosexualized inferences that
comprise traditional understandings of ‘family’” (p. 79). As such, Familial capital can come from
multi-generational and extended family, as well as community members, chosen family, and ancestral family. Navigational capital contains skills and knowledges of navigating social institutions, particularly those, such as the educational system, that were designed to uphold white, middle class, male, heterosexual values, marginalizing everyone else. As Yosso describes, “Navigational capital thus acknowledges individual agency within institutional constraints, but it also connects to social networks that facilitate community navigation through places and spaces…” (p. 80)
While outlining six forms of capital, Yosso describes community cultural wealth as varied,
complex, and expansive, not limited to just six forms. During the course of this study, several
students reflected on the strength and inspiration that they drew from young members of their
families such as siblings, cousins, or nieces and nephews. These young children inspired students
to be role models as they imagined the benefits they could bring to their younger family members
through their own success. These narratives presented as similar to, and perhaps derived from,
both Familial capital and Aspirational capital, but with qualities that were unique. With regards to
familial capital, these descriptions struck me as unique in that this cultural wealth is derived specifically from interactions with younger family members, such as siblings, nieces, and nephews,
whereas familial capital predominantly involves peer or older generational interactions (e.g. Delgado‐Gaitan, 1994; 1992). While Yosso includes modeling in her conceptualization of Familial
capital, it is with the perspective of those receiving the lessons of “care, coping, and providing
(educación)…” (p. 79) in mind. Within the narratives of the young women in this study, the perspective of the capital derived from the people providing the modeling was centered. What made
these narratives unique from Aspirational capital was a reciprocal quality: these young people
created a “culture of possibility” (Yosso, 2005, p. 78) both for children in their lives and for themselves by acting as role models. While they aspired for the children in their lives, they themselves
were young people in the process of completing their education, motivated by the very children
who they were trying to uplift. I have come to call this form of support “caring capital.” While
there is robust research that explores care in education through high expectations, (De Jesús &
Antrop-González, 2006), moral development (Noddings, 1988) and authentic cultural support
(Valenzuela, 1999), it is the reciprocal nature of this form of care—students were both motivating
and motivated by the children in their lives—that leads me to believe that this form of capital is
distinct.
The concept of community cultural wealth has a particularly important application to family involvement, challenging the institution-centered norms of what families should look like and
do to promote school success. Viewed through this framework, family involvement takes on many
rich, unique forms both in and out of school, all of which serve to support students.
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Methods
The narratives for this paper emerged from a larger study that explored hopefulness and
identity in students who were re-engaging into school, enrolling in Cityscape High School 1 after
struggling in traditional schools. I had been working in a non-classroom supportive role at the
school for six years when I began this study. I had long been fascinated by the ways in which
Cityscape’s students navigated the societal norms and structures of education after having struggled, and in many cases suffered, in previous schools. As I explored cultural capital frameworks,
I saw this site as a space for rich exploration of students’ experiences, since students who leave
school do not always re-engage and thus their stories are not often heard.
Emerging from the data were student reflections on their perseverance throughout negative
schooling experiences, speaking about support they received from communities and families that
bolstered their will to succeed despite unsupportive school environments. These narratives are rich
and significant, particularly because the narrative surrounding these students was that they persevered despite having families who were seen as uninvolved. Student narratives made it clear that
they persevered despite their schooling experiences because of the rich community cultural wealth
that helped them navigate schooling institutions and hold on to their aspirations and motivation.
Setting and Participants
The original study from which these data emerged was open to all students who were newly
enrolled in Cityscape, an urban alternative school. Here, I define “urban,” a term that is fraught
with coded perceptions of race and class (Milner, 2012), as being located within a large metropolitan area. Cityscape identifies itself as alternative by using a non-traditional curriculum that serves
as a second-chance space, recruiting students who experienced difficulty in school leading to low
attendance, disengagement, and dropping out. Students enroll in one of three programs that span
different hours of the day at one of four points during the year. The majority of its 350 students
are people of color (48.6% African American, 35.3% Latinx, 10.3% White, 1.4% Asian), and
84.8% of students are identified as low-income.
I recruited students at orientations and contacted interested individuals to schedule interviews. The only requirement for participation was that students were new to Cityscape and had
been previously disengaged or unsatisfied with school.
Eleven young women chose to participate in this study. Students self-identified as African
American (4), Latina (4), biracial (2), and West Indian (1) and were 16 to 19 years old. Each
student gave two 45-60 minute interviews, one before beginning classes, and one after attending
Cityscape for six months.
Interviews were professionally transcribed and for this paper, transcripts were coded claimby-claim for any mentions of family. These claims ranged from brief mention of family members,
for example “my family is big on school,” to longer, more complex narratives that grappled with
family relationships, values, and histories. Although the original study looked for differences in
narratives over time, the emergent data on family support did not appear to be time-dependent.
Therefore, claims relating to family support were not coded based on whether they came from first
or second interviews. Once all claims relating to families were pulled out, I built seven categories;
one for each of Yosso’s (2005) types of cultural capital, and one for claims that appeared to reference forms of capital that seemed significant, but not aligning with one of Yosso’s six forms. These
1. All names and places in this paper are pseudonyms.
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categories were not mutually exclusive; many claims housed multiple forms of capital. In constructing the vignettes (Fecho, 2001) for this paper I chose narratives from students that appeared
to highlight more strongly one form of capital so as to build a strong connection between Yosso’s
(2005) framework and narratives from students.
Semi-structured interviews sought to elicit narratives of how each young woman was building her identity as a learner and how her family played into this process. Because themes of class
and race in education are fraught with inequities, especially in the deficit perspective in which
many families of color are viewed in terms of their abilities and aspirations in school, I relied
heavily on Paris’ (2011) framework of “humanizing research” both in developing interview protocol and analyzing data. The process of humanizing research seeks to create a dialogue based on
mutual dignity and respect for both researcher and participant. Given the deficit perspectives that
pervade images of students and families, it is crucial that critical frameworks and methods are used
not only for analyzing and inferring from data, but in the way the researcher approaches and receives the gift of qualitative narrative from a participant.
My intention of working at creating humanizing spaces and stories began in my understanding of and grappling with my own identities and positionalities as a white woman working
with young women of color in this study, particularly how they impact the way in which I would
hear and share their stories (Alcoff, 1991). I strove to approach this research with a deep awareness
of the power and privilege that my racial, economic, and educational identities brought into all of
my interactions with participants, and committed to use critical methodological and analytical
frameworks to uncover and address these imbalances. Furthermore, I grappled with the complex
position my research was putting participants in, since I was an agent of a school where they had
enrolled under the promise of a second chance environment that would contrast their previous
negative school experiences. This school constructed an identity as a beacon of hope and recruited
students within this frame. For many, this school was seen as a place where they would finally
have the schooling experience they had hoped for but had been denied in their previous schools.
In this effort to explore and put into practice my intentions of entering into a dialogue with
each young woman that would not only help us understand each other better, but would create an
empathic space for participants to reflect on the stories they found meaningful to them, I designed
the interview protocol working with an advisor whose own work is framed in critical theories who
could challenge the assumptions that were inevitably embedded in my questions. I designed the
protocol to be as open-ended as possible and to minimize assumptive questioning. An example of
a question I asked was “do your parents tell you stories of what school was like for them?” In
asking about the stories told within families, I attempted to honor family truths and experiences,
whether positive or negative, rather than gain so-called empirical information such as, “did your
parents graduate from high school?”, which not only contains an assumption that parents would
not have received high levels of schooling, but could also communicate an alliance with the schooling institution by reducing schooling to a binary (graduated, or not graduated), ignoring the complex and subtle inequities that make schooling problematic.
In my efforts to uphold a humanizing space during the interview, I chose not to withhold
empathic responses as my participants told stories of racism, sexism, and oppression in their academic and personal experiences. This was both to create a relationship with each young woman
and also to make public my stances and commitments relating to school. While my professional
stances are complex given my employment within schooling institutions, in the work I attempt to
do my professional and personal loyalties align with students and families, not schooling institutions. This was a decision with which I struggled particularly, not wishing to succumb to “Ay
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Bendito Syndrome,” described by De Jesús and Antrop-González (2006, p. 282) as falling into
cycles of superficial pity and subsequent low expectations of youth who have experienced trauma;
but also resisting the concept of the “detached, neutral researcher” (Paris 2011, p.139), which has
historically been seen as the way to maintain the rigor of qualitative research, but risks neutralizing
powerful stories, potentially leaving participants wondering if they had really been heard.
Furthermore, I struggled with whether my participants would be producing narratives heavily influenced by my responses, as noted in some critiques of the rigor and validity of qualitative
research (Peshkin 1993). However, as Paris (2011) argues, entering into a space where both the
interviewer and participant’s humanity is forefront not only can protect participants against objectification, but also allows for a reflective space that can produce richer, more truthful narrative,
thus enhancing the validity of the research.
The aforementioned methodological approaches that I took represent my ongoing grappling with what it means to do research that both follows a process that is humanizing and empowering for youth and their families, and produces data that challenge dominant discourses. For
this paper, I analyzed the parts of student narratives concerning their families: particularly their
interpretations of how their parents felt and talked to them about school. My findings are organized
into four representative vignettes, three aligning with one form of Yosso’s (2005) cultural capital,
and one describing caring capital.
Findings: Contextualizing Capital
Each young woman in this study had dropped out of school and then decided to re-engage.
They grappled with the identities that came with having struggled in school, often blaming themselves for not being able to keep up with coursework and for losing interest in school. However,
while these young women did not shy away from reflexivity when reflecting on their disengagement, each one described her school environment as uncaring and unsupportive. Examples of interactions within the schools align with conceptualizations of micro-aggressions (Allen, 2012; Allen, Scott & Lewis, 2013), which, as Allen, et. al. (2013) describe, “communicate hostile, derogatory, denigrating, and hurtful messages to people of color” (p. 117). Micro-aggressions can manifest subtly, both verbally and non-verbally, and serve to invalidate lived realities, making students
feel inferior (Allen, 2012). In particular, Allen et. al.’s (2013) descriptions of zero-tolerance policies and tracking as environmental micro-aggressions, as well as teacher perceptions and dispositions as teacher-level micro-aggressions are recalled in participants Aurelia, Melissa, and Rachel’s
descriptions of their experiences in school. Aurelia described school-wide discipline that ended up
forcing many students out for what she felt were minor infractions:
…some [students] got expelled because of how many times they were suspended, and it
could be for little things…they suspend them to the amount of times that they need to be
suspended before they need to get…all schools do it just to get the worst students out…I
was thinking, like, am I going to be the next to get kicked out because I’m not doing so
good?
Melissa described receiving messages that appear to relate to Allen et. al.’s (2013), conceptualization of tracking, where students identified as lower skilled are not given support or opportunity to
prepare for college, but are pushed towards vocation training: “I feel like they told me to take a
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year off, what's the point of having a high school diploma, that's what one of [the teachers] said.”
In relation to Allen et. al.’s (2013) teacher perceptions Rachel explained,
…my humanities teacher...she just never came through to help. But if someone else would
call her, like the “good” student, she would go…So it was just like, what’s the point, I just
stopped going to class, I just skipped that class and just was walking around the halls and
leaving early, cause I'm not going, forget it. So it was just terrible.”
While students did not use the term micro-aggressions while describing their experiences,
they were aware of the racialized contexts of their experiences. As Graciela said, responding to a
question about her thoughts on dropout statistics “[the statistics] make us feel like Spanish people
are dumb. And white people are smart…that's what we was told as young kids...it's like, why can't
you give us Spanish people a chance?” Deja’s reaction to looking at the statistics was similarly
poignant: “I just think back to our slavery days. Because how the white people was beating on the
Black people, I just felt like they're still trying to beat the Black people.” Several young women
felt that their schools also received less support than those in wealthier communities. Aurelia explained that her school was closed due to low performance, and felt “if they had schools there, like
more white communities, I wouldn't think they would shut them down…”
While this study is limited to the narratives of these young women, and therefore cannot
triangulate any data on the micro-aggressions that students described, in the context of the effectiveness of cultural capital, it is less important to ascertain whether schools and teachers were
intentionally negligent or disparaging. Rather, it is the students’ interpretations of these school
environments that gives us a sense of just how important and effective community and cultural
wealth really is. Each young woman in this study reported feeling invalidated, and therefore unconfident in their academic abilities and their futures because of messages that they interpreted
from schools and teachers. However, each young woman also reported that because of the cultural
capital they received from family and community, they were able to return and persevere in the
very system that caused them this pain in the first place.
Framed by this context—dropping out of school due to lack of support and re-engaging
because of family support—which all participants shared, each of the following vignettes presents
an example of students’ described interactions with their families members that aligned with
Yosso’s (2005) conceptualizations of cultural capital, predominantly Aspirational, Navigational,
and Familial. Graciela’s story narrates her mother’s Aspirational capital through statements such
as “I don’t want you…to live how I lived…I just want you to have like, a good job and get what
you want” creating, as Yosso describes a “culture of possibility” (2005, p. 78) for her children
beyond what she herself experienced. Vanessa described Navigational capital she received from
her aunt, who advised her about succeeding in college, saying “sometimes your professor or your
teacher isn’t going to listen because they’re busy with something…my aunt tells me that it’s a part
of being independent…but when you do need help, you need to get that help…” Yosso (2005)
describes Navigational capital as “skills of maneuvering through social institutions” (p. 80), as
Vanessa’s aunt is seen coaching her through potential scenarios of advocating for herself in college. Deja’s story highlights Familial capital, as she describes her multi-generational family:
nieces, nephews, siblings, parents, and grandparents offering advice, support and insight, describing what Yosso (2005) refers to as “expand[ing] the concept of family to include a more broad
understanding of kinship” (p. 79). Finally, Sandra’s vignette highlights what I have called caring
capital; the reciprocal motivation from and desire to motivate a younger family member, as Sandra
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described her sister: “I just tried to do my best in school and try to do good for me and her.”
Building on Familial, and Aspirational capital, the caring capital exhibited in this vignette emphasizes that Sandra’s motivation to persevere in school comes from the loving desire to motivate her
sister by succeeding herself. While the full stories of each young woman are rich and complex,
exhibiting many different forms of capital, I have chosen for each vignette to highlight one form
in an attempt to pair narratives of students to Yosso’s (2005) concept of cultural capital forms.
Aspirational Capital: Graciela
Graciela, a young Puerto Rican woman, was 18 when she enrolled in Cityscape. She had
been disappointed by the realities of her classrooms, noting classes that were too large for her to
focus and a social environment that was not supportive of school: “…everybody’s worried about
what kind of sneakers you have…” Graciela was also experiencing significant struggles in her
personal life. Graciela and her family had been evicted from their apartment and were forced to
live in a shelter. Her social worker had given her various options for finishing high school, a few
of which would separate her from her mother and siblings. She chose to stay with her family.
Graciela spoke of her mother encouraging her and her brother to continue in school: “…my
brother still doesn’t go to school and we been telling him to go back…like, ‘go back, you have to
go back…You’re not going to become anybody if you don’t.’ So my mom pushes both of us…”
Graciela’s mother had left high school and planned to re-enroll once Graciela’s young sister was
older. Graciela and her mother talked about her homework. “…I ask her if she remembers some
questions…or I’ll actually sometimes teach her like about math and she’s like ‘wow, all them letter
confuse me and stuff.’”
Graciela’s spoke of her mother’s representation of her own struggles as an important motivational factor. When asked why she didn’t give up on school altogether after becoming frustrated in her previous school, Graciela answered:
My mom, because she had a rough childhood…she used to literally cry when she talked
about it. Like, she was like “I don’t want you guys to live how I lived. I suffered a lot and
I have what I want but I want more…I want y’all to be able to get things without going
through welfare and all that. I just want you to have like, a good job and get what you
want.”
Graciela viewed school as the way to “become somebody,” a message that she continually
impressed on her brother, and internalized for accomplishing her own goals:
…I feel like you can’t become nobody [without] education. At first when I was in high
school and just a whole bunch of friends and stuff, I’d think like they were lying, most
celebrities became who they are without education, but the background is false information. You really [need] your education to get somewhere in life.
Graciela described her mother as having a significant impact on her perception of the importance of succeeding in school. Experiences with homelessness and her mother’s candid descriptions of her own childhood and current life without the benefits of higher levels of education (high
school and postsecondary) seem to have solidified the belief that education was the way she would
attain a life that would bring her financial and social stability.
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Graciela described her mother as frequently making clear the desires she had for Graciela’s
wellbeing and future: a marker of Aspirational capital. Her aspirations for Graciela exceeded her
own circumstances; she envisioned a life for her that did not contain the hardships that she herself
had suffered. These important conversations took place outside of school and it is unclear whether
Graciela’s mother was also involved through contact with teachers or attendance at school events.
Whether or not she participated in school-centered involvement however, Graciela found her encouragement to be immensely valuable in motivating her to persist.
Navigational Capital: Vanessa
Vanessa, an 18-year-old African American young woman, had been close to graduating
from her previous school and had already been accepted to a four-year state college despite several
problematic experiences with school. Her academic progress had been derailed by a pregnancy
with health complications. During her absence, she described requesting support, which was not
given: “the doctor faxed papers, everything. I went to the school complaining because they didn’t
give me a tutor and they told me that they misplaced my papers.” When she returned to school
after her son was born, she had failed a semester and found that she could not make up the work
and graduate within a reasonable time frame. Vanessa also described a striking incident from elementary school: “I got something wrong two times, so [the teacher] hit me with a ruler…”
Vanessa’s mother requested a meeting that the teacher was reluctant to attend, and as Vanessa
described: “[the teacher] didn’t get in trouble.”
Vanessa described her mother earning a General Equivalency Diploma (GED) and attending some college. She also described her mother participating in academic certification programs
to further her career. When Vanessa disengaged from school after her experience with medical
absences, her mother was insistent that she return and helped her find Cityscape.
Especially powerful in Vanessa’s life was her aunt who was completing a Master’s degree,
and was an important role model: “…she’s a big influence in my life…she’s actually studying
what I want to study, psychology…hearing her come home and be like ‘oh this is what we did
today…’” Vanessa’s aunt talked about her experiences in graduate school, giving her a sense of
what college would be like:
[my aunt tells] me that it’s going to, sometimes it’s going to be boring; sometimes your
professor or your teacher isn’t going to listen because they’re busy with something, but
that they, my aunt tells me that it’s a part of being independent. You have to work for what
you want, you can’t always depend on anybody else, but when you do need help, you need
to get that help…
Vanessa’s aunt took steps to prepare her for college norms, and also involved her in the academic
work of her program: “…I just love [her homework]. I help her write her books…she takes ideas
from me…I just like it…she comes over to my house, “Want to read this? Want to read that?” It’ll
be like 15, 20 pages…”
Vanessa’s aunt and mother appeared to convey Navigational capital in the ways that they
prepared her to traverse schooling institutions. When she faced significant obstacles at her school,
her mother helped her find an alternative environment. Her aunt gave her advice about advocating
for herself in college. This source of support is reminiscent of more traditional strategies of socializing children into the dominant norms of schooling institutions (Lareau, 2011). However, as a
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family of color, this support may go deeper than simply navigating institutional norms. While
Vanessa did not describe overt racial discrimination in school, she brought up two instances that
were troubling: an incident of being physically disciplined by a teacher as a young child, and her
high school claiming to have misplaced her medical note that would have secured a tutor during
maternity leave. It is well documented that young people of color face harsher penalties and receive
less support in school (Torre & Fine, 2006; Fine, 1994; Davidson, 1996; Gregory, Skiba & Noguera, 2010). Therefore, it is possible that as a young African American woman, Vanessa experienced both the violence and lack of support that manifests as a result of structural racism. Thus,
her mother and aunt’s attempts to both to help Vanessa navigate her current environment and prepare her for the next (college) could in have been intended as resources to navigate the structural
racism embedded in schooling institutions.
Familial Capital: Deja
Deja is a young African American woman who was 17 when she enrolled in Cityscape.
She felt unsupported by most of her teachers at school, but described a large family supporting her
in different ways:
I can honestly say my nieces and my nephews are my support system. Like just looking at
them they’re like “Oh Auntie how’s work, how was school?” and my little brother he’s
four, he’s like “Oh I want to be just like my sister when I grow up.” So I feel like they are
my support system…
Deja lived with her mother, who cared for the children during the day and worked nights,
her older sister, nieces and nephews, and her younger brother. She cared for her nieces, nephews,
and little brother.
It’s like my nephew, I guess we raised him like from the time he was born because my
sister was working, going to school and it was just a lot and she because a single parent
and it was like I stepped in because of her baby’s father didn’t want to do anything. I still
watch him Tuesdays and it’s like I help, I changed the Pampers, I fed him, I bathe him, I
clothe him it’s like, I thought of him more as mine and that is a lot of work, it’s very hard.
Deja described a close relationship with older siblings and aunts and uncles who did not
live with her. In particular, Deja’s older brother encouraged her to do well in school, highlighting
his own struggles.
My brother, he struggled a lot during high school, during middle school, and he will always
tell me “Put your best foot forward. Don’t give up, don’t quit, don’t do this, don’t do that,
just do what you can do and don’t say I can't.”
In addition, Deja described her grandfather motivating her to believe in herself:
my grandfather…don’t say you can't in front of him, because “can't” should not be in your
vocabulary. So I felt that they pushed me…that “can’t” word, I don’t know how to do it, I
can't, I give up, like those were those words they did not like, and they pushed me
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because…I struggled a lot in 3rd grade…and I was just getting over dyslexia because my
B’s and D’s were just all wormed up and when I said I couldn’t do [a standardized exam]
I didn’t understand anything…then when I got my test scores back it was proficient. And
so he was like “You can't do what? You can't do it, you just did it. You proved to yourself
that you can do it.” And from then I have been doing what I can do.
Deja’s family was not uncomplicated. One of her brothers was incarcerated, and she had
lost four family members to violence, two of them close to her age. With each loss, Deja struggled
with being in school through intense grief. During her first six months at Cityscape, Deja’s sister
abruptly moved out of state, leaving her feeling betrayed. Despite the difficulties Deja and her
family went though, however, Deja beamed as she described her family, especially her nieces and
nephews:
When I think of success I think of my nieces and nephews. I honestly do because it feels
like if it wasn’t for them, I would probably be like “Okay whatever. School is school.” But
with them I honestly think they’re, they would be young, they were like two to three but it
felt like they’re pushing me more and more and more each day. Like when I see them you
know what “Oh have a good day Auntie” or “I’ll see you later Auntie” or “I’ll call you
later Auntie,” I felt as if they’re my goal, that they’re my reason why I'm still breathing
like they’re the reason why I wake up. I just think they’re my support.
The obstacles that Deja’s family was struggling to overcome were significant and indicative that Deja needed spaces both in her school and community where she could process and heal
from trauma. However, as with students who are labeled “at-risk,” (Franklin, 2000), the danger
with emphasizing family risk without also accentuating strengths and assets is that families shoulder the blame for academic difficulty without acknowledgement of the valuable cultural capital
that youth like Deja receive from their relationships with multiple family members. Risk rhetoric
can eclipse the ways in which these relationships help youth to persevere in school. Deja cited her
family as the reason she had persevered in school, both from her older brother and grandfather
giving her advice and support, and the love from her young nieces and nephews. Without her
family, she did not feel she would have been motivated to persevere in school, especially in an
environment where she did not feel cared for by teachers. This Familial capital (Yosso 2005) appears to have been crucial in Deja’s decision to dedicate herself to school.
Caring Capital: Sandra
Sandra is a young African American and white woman who was 17 when she enrolled in
Cityscape. Sandra’s steadiness and loyalty was apparent in the way that she talked about caring
for her younger sister who was born with a serious illness:
…my freshman year, I just wanted to leave school for good, because my sister was born,
and she has cerebral palsy, so that really messed me up…Actually, I was just going to drop
out, but my principal recommended [Cityscape]…I was like, I think I’m actually going to
do good here.
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In addition to the trauma of her sister’s condition, Sandra was bullied at her previous school by
students and teachers. She described feeling like a failure, causing her to avoid going to class. She
became depressed and skipped school to support her mother through the traumatic time. However,
what began as a factor pulling her away from school eventually helped her motivate to persevere:
my sister got older, and then I started thinking, why am I being mopey and stuff? Like, I’m
being a bad role model, so I just tried to do my best in school and try to do good for me
and her.
Sandra’s father was studying for a GED and planning on entering a trade school and her
mother had completed some college: “My mom went to college for two years, but then she got
pregnant with my fourth, yeah, my fourth sibling and then she tried to go for a third year but she
couldn’t handle it…”
Sandra described several ways in which her mother was involved in her schooling that
follow traditional methods. During her first six months at Cityscape, Sandra experienced difficulty
in school, specifically her enrollment in the evening program:
…lately I’ve been having anxiety attacks because I hate walking home late...especially by
myself…and plus some guys, they tried to like, stealing my phone from me a few weeks
ago, so then like, my mom finally contacted my advisor and she said “okay, we’re going
to switch it over to day [hours].”
Beginning early in her schooling, Sandra’s mother leveraged resources both in and outside
of school on Sandra’s behalf, communicating with her teachers, contracting tutors for her, and
monitoring which classes she took and how she was progressing. Sandra also described her mother
worrying about her decision to attend a non-traditional school, fearing that without traditional high
school credentials Sandra would have difficulty getting into a four-year college. While these strategies follow more traditional forms of involvement, the form of support that Sandra talked about
with the most passion, and with more frequency was the motivation she got from her little sister,
for whom she wanted to be a role model. While the support and monitoring of academic progress
at home and through tutors may have helped Sandra academically, those factors did not seem to
help when her school environment became unhealthy, as she responded by disengaging and stopping attendance in class. However, her caring relationship with her sister motivated her to persist,
finding an alternative, and by her own agency making a new start at a different school.
Discussion
While the story of each young woman was put forth to engage one form of Yosso’s (2005)
cultural capital framework, each student described support that aligned with multiple forms intersecting to increase their motivation to persevere in school. Each student described a similar process: disengaging from school due to school-related and personal factors, receiving various forms
of encouragement and support from their families, and subsequently re-engaging. Much of this
motivation came from older family members offering advice on navigating school, warning of the
consequences of not succeeding in school, and supportive confidence-building. However, several
young women also described motivation coming from the desire to be a role model to younger
family members, which I have called caring capital. Sandra, in particular, described her sister with
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love and compassion and cited her as the motivating force to go back to school, as she noted
previously, “…I just tried to do my best in school and try to do good for me and her.” Sandra
wanted to succeed in school not only for herself, but for her sister as well. Additionally, Deja
wanted her young nieces and nephews to be proud of her.
As outlined by student narratives, looking at family involvement through a cultural wealth
framework has important implications within two main points. First, it gives educators who are
situated outside the home a sense of what ongoing practices of support may be taking place outside
of school, the absence of which could reinforce the belief that there is no support at all. Second,
Sandra’s vignette gives us an insight that is important to explore further: when Sandra struggled
in school, community cultural wealth and cultural capital within her family was more effective in
motivating her to persist than more traditional forms of involvement, such as parental presence in
school and out-of-school academic support.
To the first point, the narratives of these young women supporting a cultural wealth framework directly contradict existing deficit-oriented perspectives that families who are not involved
in traditional ways are not involved at all, or do not care about education (Boutte & Johnson, 2014;
Bower & Griffin, 2011). Exposure to more narratives such as these is crucial for schooling institutions to broaden their understanding and respect for different forms of family involvement, both
in the ways that schools accept and encourage involvement from families, and how students are
viewed in the classroom. As Boutte & Johnson (2014) describe, schools’ resistance to models of
support and involvement that they do not understand to be healthy practices serves as a marginalizing force to families. It is often the case that families of students who are marginalized in school
have been historically excluded themselves (Noguera, 2001). Schools’ tendencies for limiting their
definition of healthy and effective family involvement to school-centric activities (Bower & Griffin, 2011) present a model of aesthetic, not authentic, caring for students and their families (Valenzuela, 1999). That is, they prioritize conformity to institutional norms over authentic expression of
cultural capital and community cultural wealth. This has dangerous consequences for students
whose families practice forms of involvement through community cultural wealth and are not involved in traditional ways.
While the majority of families practice forms of cultural capital, that is, upper middle class
and white families also practice story-telling for motivation (e.g. Lareau, 2011), white and middle/upper class families also enjoy positions of power and privilege in schools, visibly navigating
legal, linguistic and academic structures that recognize and uphold their status (Lareau, 2011). For
families whose primary forms of support are non-traditional the perception perpetuates that parents
are uninvolved or uncaring. Research suggests that when educators believe that students and their
families devalue education, expectations of their abilities and progress may be lowered, leading to
less support from teachers and hindering progress in students (Hauser-Cram, Sirin & Stipek 2003;
Benner & Mistry, 2007). As crucial as the transmission of cultural capital has been shown to be
for motivation and perseverance, this support must go hand-in-hand with caring academic support
from teachers and school leaders. Therefore, it is critical that educators develop an understanding
of the ways in which parents transmitting cultural capital are doing a great service to their children,
helping them stay motivated.
Towards the second point, the narratives of these young women show that cultural capital
transmission within communities and families was not only crucial in building motivation to reengage into school, but may in fact be more effective in times of crisis than more traditionally
recognized forms of support alone. Sandra described receiving both traditional academic support,
and caring capital in her relationship with her sister, but she attributed her re-engagement not to
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the conferences her mother had with her teachers, or her academic tutor, but to wanting to be a
role model, effectively creating a “culture of possibility” for herself with the goal of inspiring her
sister. In Sandra’s case, whether or not her sister was able to provide support beyond the simple
fact that she was a beloved member of her family is less important than the projection that Sandra
put on her; that she would want Sandra to be happy and successful. It is unclear what communication Sandra had ever received from her due to her disability. But the fact that Sandra loved her was
enough to provide the motivation through Caring Capital to be a successful role model.
It is likely that both traditional forms of support as well as forms of cultural capital helped
Sandra persevere in school, as traditional academic assistance outside of school helps students
achieve (Hong, 2011; Bower & Griffin, 2011; Jeynes, 2007). However we cannot assume that
school-centric involvement such as disciplinary-specific support and attendance at school events
is sufficient to attend to the socio-emotional support and encouragement that is needed to persevere
in school, particularly for students who are marginalized.
Within the many intersecting influences that cultural capital has on student motivation and
perseverance, literature suggests that a healing process must exist for students to be able to succeed
within the structural inequity of schooling institutions (e.g. Ginright, 2015). The young women
described many of their family interactions as expressions of deep care, saying things like “[my
parents] want to see their kids going to college, going to school, finish...get a nice job,” and “[my
mom] thinks school is really important, and she's there for me” and “my mom pushes us and like,
me and my mom are really close.” While these phrases relate the importance of school within
families, they also show how students interpret these phrases as parents being there for them. While
traditional academic support can also be interpreted as a deep care for students, it seems that the
care that was expressed through cultural capital within the family provided the support that students needed to continue navigating a fraught space.
Conclusion
The narratives of these young women show that they drew from multiple forms of community cultural wealth in order to navigate and persevere in school. In cases where families conveyed both traditional and non-traditional capital, students described cultural capital as being more
effective in motivating them than more traditional forms of academic support.
Strategies for student success are developed largely without family and community input,
and families are often blamed when students struggle, which decreases the prospect that parent
involvement will be reconceptualized in a meaningful way (Boutte & Johnson, 2014). This is not
to say that there aren’t many caring teachers who may reach out to families in service of better
supporting their students. However, for Sandra, and the other young women in this study, any
support they received in school referred to individual teachers or counselors that were not representative of their school environments as a whole. For these students, the cultural capital received
at home was the deciding factor in whether these students persevered in school.
Families are doing their part of encouraging children to persist in school, often upholding
faith that the very institution that failed them will provide for their children. It is our duty as educators to work towards becoming the institution that parents aspire to for their children; institutions
that close access gaps, reject power structures that perpetuate domination, and work to respect and
uphold cultural wealth.
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Abstract
Aaron Stoller and Eli Kramer’s (2018) edited volume Contemporary Philosophical Proposals for the University: Toward a Philosophy of Higher Education is a thought provoking
addition to the literature between philosophy and higher education. The editors argue for
the possibilities of philosophical thinking, particularly a reconstructive philosophy as read
through the work of John Dewey, to ameliorate the problems of our neoliberal times. The
contributed chapters extend this work to particular sites in higher education as well as
through additional philosophers and philosophical schools of thought. This volume will be
of interest to philosophers engaged with problems of higher education, university community members interested in philosophical foundations and transformations of their work,
and higher education scholars presently familiar with the discipline of philosophy.
Keywords: philosophy; higher education; reconstructive philosophy; John Dewey; neoliberalism; futures

What to do with the neoliberal university? American higher education faces the problem of the
nation and of the corners of the globe in contact with Western settler colonialism: it is immanently
participating in its own destruction through uncritical and atheoretical practices. Of the many
pieces of scholarship hovering around this intersection, others address the atheoretical scholarship
in the discipline of higher education,1 the entrepreneurial subject as creation and weapon of neoliberalism,2 capitalism as the immanent organizer of material↔︎discursive realities,3 and higher
education as productive of human capital.4 The problem of neoliberalism is clearly pressing, and
yet even with recent efforts within the discipline of higher education in the direction of theoretical
1. Daniel B. Saunders, “Contemporary Issues in Higher Education: Introduction,” Thresholds in Education 40,
no. 1 (2017): 1-5.
2. Pierre Dardot and Christian Laval, The New Way of the World: On Neoliberal Society (London, UK: Verso,
2017).
3. cf. Critical materialisms in Diana Coole and Samantha Frost, “Introducing the New Materialisms,” in New
Materialisms: Ontology, Agency, Politics, eds. Diana Coole and Samantha Frost (1-43); Jason W. Moore, Capitalism
in the Web of Life: Ecology and the Accumulation of Capital (London: Verso, 2015).
4. Wendy Brown, Undoing the Demos: Neoliberalism’s Stealth Revolution (Brooklyn, NY: Zone Books, 2015).
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engagement,5 it remains firmly lodged in post-positivist scientism.6 With this bleak field in focus,
Stoller and Kramer aim their intervention on bridging the gulf between the disciplines of philosophy and higher education.7 They argue that the higher education literature on its own does not
provide the tools to create its future differently, and that tools from philosophy (and for the editors,
from the pragmatist works of John Dewey in particular) produce a “reconstructive philosophy of
higher education”8 in this volume.
The editors here seek to create a space for higher education within philosophy and a space
for philosophy within higher education. On the first count, this volume produces many chapters
that engage directly and deeply with canonical philosophers including Dewey, Richard Rorty, Socrates, Alfred North Whitehead, and philosophical traditions including feminist pragmatism and
African communal philosophies. On the second count, there is work still to do. There are few
references to and no sustained engagement with similar canonical authors or traditions within the
discipline of higher education. There are of course topical and place-based connections to higher
education through and through. However, there is no similar on-ramp into the volume for readers
from higher education less familiar with philosophy as there are on-ramps for readers from philosophy less familiar with higher education. This book will serve as a good reference for the latter
audience as well as for audiences within higher education presently familiar with the discipline of
philosophy. However, I do not imagine that this small niche, as explored earlier, is the higher
education audience the editors have in mind to target. Perhaps the gulf between the disciplines is
too large for one book to bridge. In that case, this book does a fine job at building the trusses that
might support a roadway and connecting traffic in the future.
Perhaps this is also the location in which the editors locate this book. In calling for the
higher education literature to grant an ontological separation between higher education and elementary and secondary education, the authors call upon Dewey the pragmatist, in contradistinction
to Dewey the philosopher of education revered in elementary and secondary literatures. They specifically hail the Dewey as juxtaposed to Robert Maynard Hutchins in the Dewey-Hutchins debate
over a metaphysical structure of versus an immanent and experimental practice of knowledge in
higher education to provide a third way approach to higher education. The standard two ways in
Stoller and Kramer’s telling are both derived from Hutchins, leaving a Deweyan problematization
as the new way forward. This third way is to be
a reconstructive philosophy of higher education that grounds itself in the real situation of
colleges and universities, and then builds robust alternatives (imaginaries) that can harness
their productive heterogeneities, and be reorganized and refined as new problems and needs
emerge.9

5. e.g. Ana M. Martínez-Alemán, Brian Pusser, and Estela Mara Bensimon, Critical Approaches to the Study of
Higher Education: A Practical Introduction (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2015).
6. Ryan S. Wells, Ethan A. Kolek, Elizabeth A. Williams, and Daniel B. Saunders, “How We Know What We
Know”: A Systematic Comparison of Research Methods Employed in Higher Education Journals, 1996-2000 v. 20062010,” Journal of Higher Education 86, no. 2 (March/April 2015): 171-195.
7. Aaron Stoller and Eli Kramer, eds., Contemporary Philosophical Proposals for the University: Toward a Philosophy of Higher Education (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018).
8. Ibid., viii.
9. Ibid., 10.
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Here, the editors call for grounding in the topics and places of higher education, with creative
possibilities coming from contact with philosophical thinking. This is different than bridging the
literatures of philosophy and higher education, and on this ground this book succeeds.
Where this volume excels is in the provocation of thought10 of how higher education might
be and become differently. The editors stake out a map of the topics with which a reconstructive
philosophy of higher education must grapple and the actions it must take in order to confront the
accountability regimes and other relations of neoliberalism that have been built through the acquiescence and complicity of actors within the system. While some chapters advance ideas I do not
cosign, all place the reader in the work of connecting how the system came to be as such, and how
we might individually and collectively come to make it differently. This is precisely the gulf in the
research in need of abridgement. This spark of thought and call to experimentation is the point in
which Dewey would have us reside, and in doing, the editors find hope for the creation of “robust
and ameliorative imaginaries.”11
In Part I of the volume, chapters two (by Crispin Sartwell) and four (by Dwayne A. Tunstall) present problems associated with diversity, or lack thereof. In chapter two, Sartwell links the
postmodernists who centered the “linguistic construction of reality and of the self” 12 to corrosive
political correctness on the American left. Sartwell takes up the works of Rorty, his former teacher,
as creating the conditions for current day politically correct culture, a culture that unhelpfully noplatforms people and ideas contrary to the enforced consensus. Sartwell declares that in this environment, he “really do[es] understand how going to Wesleyan might turn someone into a neofascist.”13 Such a position presumes the student in question is likely neither Jewish, nor Black,
queer, Gypsy or a member of other communities directly (and materially, not just linguistically)
targeted by fascist regimes. It is in such a recourse to materiality that Sartwell finds hope for the
future, a recourse connected to speculative realism and object-oriented ontology. Perhaps also the
inclusion of feminist new materialisms and Black, borderlands, and indigenous materialist philosophies would help Sartwell and others theorize the white, patriarchal, cisheteronormative assumptions of language (and materiality). Chapter four takes up similar themes, searching for a corrective
from a too-rigid left regarding diversity. Whereas Sartwell locates a corrective a step back from
where postmodernists like Rorty have gone, Tunstall locates a corrective to stalled-out diversity
initiatives a step forward from current practice. Tunstall describes simplistic university efforts towards diversity, such as those in marketing materials, “as a veneer to cover over the messy realities
on their campuses, especially on the campuses of predominately white colleges and universities.”14
He gives the work of his home institution, Grand Valley State University, in implementing the
AAC&U’s Making Excellence Inclusive as an example of diversity work that gives a richer engagement with inclusion and equity.
Also in Part I, chapter three (by Gabriel Keehn, Morgan Anderson, and Deron Boyles)
presents a problematization of online coursework as neoliberal through Max Weber’s work on
rationalization. This chapter lives up to the editors’ call for works situated in the problems of higher
education that use philosophy to experiment towards new futures. The authors quickly situate the
status of online courses in higher education and move into a lengthy discussion of Max Weber’s
10. cf. Brian Massumi, “Introduction: Like a Thought,” in A Shock to Thought: Expression After Deleuze and
Guattari, ed. Brian Massumi (London, UK: Routledge, 2002), xiii-xxxix.
11. Stoller and Kramer, Contemporary Philosophical, 4.
12. Ibid., 32.
13. Ibid., 42.
14. Ibid., 68.
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rationalization, leading to the thesis that “…the proliferation of online learning is an instrument of
the rationalization of the university”15 as “online classes are merely a more efficient means of
collecting credits for program completion and increasing enrollments.”16 A more detailed engagement with the everyday experience of online teaching, learning, and administration would meet
the critique from Weber point for point, and allow this chapter to pack an even bigger punch with
audiences located in the place and in the discipline of higher education.
In Part II, chapters five and six present reflections on higher education as ethically practiced. In chapter five, L. Jackson Newell presents his experiences with liberal education as a student, faculty member, and administrator. This chapter lends texture to the ways in which liberal
education, in this chapter and throughout the volume presented as something of an antidote to
neoliberalism, has functioned to keep thought moving for Newell and his students. In chapter six,
George Allan calls for the university, an institution already with functions in excess of education,
to (re)commit to education in excess of training. Education in this view is a tangle of practices that
“can be learned but they cannot be taught.”17 For Allan, the site of this learning is in conversation
rather than outcomes. Recursion of conversation and refinement brings about learning as a moral
practice, and members of Oakeshott’s “‘civil association’”18 of persons according to moral considerations.
Part III presents three chapters focused on reconstructive ideas in higher education. Chapter
seven (by Ronald Barnett) explores the (dis)entanglement of culture(s) and the university and proposes an ecological approach as a fruitful suturing of the two. This chapter is thought provoking
as it stands, and would do well to have as robust of a description of ecological as it does of culture
and the university. Chapter eight (by Martha Nussbaum) brings the dispute between the conservative Aristophanes and the, well, Socratic Socrates on a proper education to the present day. In
siding with Socrates, Nussbaum proceeds to flesh out the three capacities she first enumerated in
Cultivating Humanity as essential to education in a networked world. Chapter nine (by Thaddeus
Metz) is another exemplary chapter in this volume. Here, Metz brings his selected reading of subSaharan traditions in contradistinction to Western traditions of autonomy, truth, and citizenship.
Afro-communal ethics would honor communion within and without university communities, prioritize such communal relationships over other relational configurations, and reject the development of communal relations through the creation of others outside of the community. The final
ends that flow from these ethics present the reconstructive possibilities to which the editors gesture.
Part IV consists of one standalone chapter, chapter 10, by Danielle Lake, Amy McFarland,
and Jessica Jennrich. This chapter details the experiences of these authors in putting their feminist
pragmatist commitments to work in a faculty (and staff and student and community) learning community. This chapter is arguably the most deeply embedded in university practices of any in the
volume, going so far as to share their mappings of actions taken by their learning community
against the relevant sections of their university’s strategic plan. The authors deploy feminist pragmatist commitments inside of the neoliberal logics and structures of the university and in doing so
chart a course for transdisciplinary engagement, as understood to traverse disciplinary boundaries
as well as boundaries dividing the university and its publics, to produce “’small wins’”19 within
the siloed academy.
15. Ibid., 58-59.
16. Ibid., 60.
17. Ibid., 112
18. Ibid., 106.
19. Ibid., 207.
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Part V concludes the volume with a final standalone chapter, chapter 11, by Randall Auxier. This chapter pushes the boundaries of what we consider the university of the future to be farther
than almost any other essay in this volume. Here, Auxier works through a reading of Whitehead
consistent with radical empiricism to not only theorize Michel Foucault’s “‘age of Man,’”20 but
also to speculate through a process philosophy-inflected reading of time and space as to the future
forms of university teaching and learning. His vision is monstrous compared to everyday university experiences today. Auxier includes some speculative hope in the power of access to information to rationally resolve conflict that I find hard to believe in given American history as well
as current events,21 but perhaps holding on to radical hope is the point. Auxier takes us beyond the
singularity of the eclipse of man by machine. Singularity, along with entropy, that could use more
detail here, as both are central to the chapter’s arguments. In this spacetime (if those are even
accurate coordinates) of the transformation, the university becomes both recognizable to its current
mission and so different in form as to also become virtually unrecognizable. This unrecognizable
form, in fact, is harmonious with many of the final ends that Metz reads of a university organized
through Afro-communalism. It is perhaps this resonance, a working-with without becoming-equal,
that gives this send-off chapter a character that provides a recursive conclusion to the volume, an
enactment of the very process Allan calls for in chapter six.
Again, audiences for this volume include those within and adjacent to the discipline of
philosophy seeking to engage transdisciplinarily (in the narrower, unused sense of Lake, McFarland, and Jennrich in chapter 10). A receptive audience should also include others within the university who seek to engage the philosophies of their circumstances. An aspirational audience
would be those within the discipline of higher education. Whereas this volume does not come with
the citational links to smooth this path, perhaps the experimental and recursive thoughts these
works spark might continue in this direction.
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Abstract
This review of By the Light of the Silvery Moon: Teacher Moonlighting and the Dark Side
of Teachers’ Work (2018) discusses the descriptions, realities, and challenges faced by
teachers who moonlight and the researchers that study them. This book not only defines
moonlighting, it offers insight as to why the phenomena occurs, and why researchers, educators, and policymakers should take notice. Each chapter offers a different perspective
on teacher moonlighting, highlighting its complicated intricacies, and the impact the phenomena has on the person as well as the profession of teaching.
Keywords: moonlighting; teacher salary

Teacher Moonlighting: Time for a Waning Moon

Eleanor J. Blair’s By the Light of the Silvery Moon: Teacher Moonlighting and the Dark Side of
Teachers’ Work (2018), is an edifying account of a modestly explored phenomenon. Organized
into three sections: Teacher Moonlighting: Studied and Still Misunderstood, Teacher Moonlighting IS Teachers’ Work, and Teacher Moonlighting in the 21st Century: An Old Wine in a New
Bottle, Blair adequately presents the complex history of teacher moonlighting and guides researchers down a path for consistent and reliable study in the future.
The question, why do teachers moonlight?, is truly an open-ended one. While the correlation of moonlighting to teacher salaries may be a simple extrapolation, the reality is more perplexing. Perhaps one of the most compelling facets of By the Light of the Silvery Moon, is Blair’s
dedication to the enigma that is teacher moonlighting. On the surface, the rationale behind teacher
moonlighting seems basic: money. However, beneath the surface lies multiple layers of varying
depth rendering the phenomena both simple to understand, yet difficult to solve.
In her introduction, Blair offers two verities about teacher moonlighting: 1) teachers moonlight for money, and 2) they like their moonlighting jobs (p. 2). With that said, the proverbial devil
is in the proverbial details. Teachers may like their moonlighting jobs, but why they sought them
in the first place is the critical question. As an example, being a coach or a faculty sponsor involves
a stipend that when averaged out to an hourly wage pays the equivalent of outsourced labor. An
assistant varsity football coach, for example, may receive a $2,500 stipend for their time in-season.
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The reality is that “in-season” includes summer camps for the high school, possibly a summer
camp for the middle school, maybe even a summer camp for the elementary kids, strength and
conditioning training, practice before the school year begins which typically runs for 10-12 days
in August (an eight hour day when film study and preparation is included), practice after school
(followed by a meeting for the next day), at least one game night per week (a 5-9 hour experience
based on location) for a minimum of 10 weeks, followed up by weekend preparation for the next
opponent. Once the season is finished there are administrative duties: collecting equipment, evaluations, preparing for the year end banquet, and so forth. On the short-end, this lasts 5-6 months
of the year. For most coaches, because they like their “moonlighting” job, it is a 10-12 month
commitment. And, when all is said and done, the hourly wage for that 2,500 stipend works out to
be far less than minimum wage.
Moonlighting Misunderstood
Section One, Teacher Moonlighting: Studied and Still Misunderstood, removes the gray
area from the definition of moonlighting and provides personal and professional characteristics of
teachers who moonlight. Additionally, this section highlights the unintended consequences of
moonlighting on beginning teachers, those who are expected to moonlight as part of their teaching
assignment, and the implications of moonlighting inside or outside of the school system.
Chapter Summaries
Chapter One, Shedding Light on the Dark Side of Teacher Moonlighting, by Jeffery A.
Raffel and Lance R. Groff, introduces two terms: “willing” and “reluctant” moonlighters (p. 15)
that are critical to the understanding of the phenomena. This categorizing of moonlighting provides
a parameter based on the financial aspect of teaching which falls in line with the common theme
of inadequate salaries. A possible warning sign for district administrative personnel is the fact that
42.5% of reluctant moonlighters were preparing to leave the profession (p. 22), and, again, 42.5%
reported a perceived hindrance of both mental health and general life outlook because of having
to hold a second job (p. 26). Obtaining this information could assist with intervention strategies to
assist teachers who are considering leaving the profession.
Chapter Two, A Study of Moonlighting by Public School Teachers, by Donya M. Smith
and Bernice Cooper, categorizes moonlighters into “personal characteristics” (p. 38), and “professional characteristics” (p. 39) with each providing statistically significant results. Based on the
information provided, we can posit that teacher salary schedules are an antiquated method of compensation that leaves the most vulnerable (beginning teachers) open to the combination of financial
stress endured as a result of a low teaching salary and the emotional and mental demands often
experienced by novice educators. Operating under this premise, it would be beneficial to examine
how introductory teachers are compensated as they develop their tradecraft.
Chapter Three, Teacher Moonlighting: Interviews with Physical Educators, by Jacquelin
A. Williams, highlights some of the professional expectations associated with moonlighting. Operating under the premise that coaching is moonlighting, physical educators could be seen as an
anomaly as they are expected to moonlight. This expectation also creates an unintended dynamic
within the working environment that should not be overlooked (p. 57). Another complicating factor within the physical education ranks is the dilemma of teacher versus coach. It is not unrealistic
for a school district to hire a teacher based on his or her coaching ability. And if such is the case,
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which job is the moonlight position, teacher or coach? Additionally, the qualitative methodology
in this chapter is well defined and beneficial to the study of moonlighting for future researchers.
Chapter Four, Teacher Moonlighting: An Unstudied Phenomenon, by Richard Wisniewski
and Paul Kleine, completes the first section and offers a biting reality: teaching is a semi-profession. Here is why, “The fact that so many teachers need the supplementary income that moonlighting provides seriously jeopardizes the social status of all teachers” (p. 76). Perhaps that is a strong
statement, however, teachers appear to moonlight more than in any other profession (p. 69). Nested
within teacher moonlighting are those who moonlight “within the school system” or “outside the
school system” (p. 72). Just as the willingness or reluctance (from Chapter 1) associated with
moonlighting makes a difference, so may the decision to work inside or outside the school system.
Albeit, the rationale that teaching is a semi-profession is logical considering the impact moonlighting has on a variety of personal and professional factors.
Implications of Misunderstanding Teacher Moonlighting
While the intricacies of moonlighting may be qualitative in nature, the quantitative aspects yield
statistically significant results which are difficult to ignore. Where teachers moonlight matters and
deserves attention. Furthermore, the existence of teachers who coach or sponsor a club and work
an additional “third” job is a reality. While this may complicate the definition of moonlighting, the
truth is it does not. Basically, researchers need to create a column, “the number of jobs held outside
your teaching contract” and begin to tally instead of deleting the outliers. Albeit, this continued
misunderstanding of teacher moonlighting, coupled with inaction, will have a detrimental impact
as potential teachers shun the profession because of the unsustainable combination of low pay, low
social status, high expectations, and high accountability. The simple fact that individuals are willing to jettison an intrinsically rewarding career due to external factors and a beginning income
barely above the federal poverty level needs to resonate
Moonlighting IS Making a Difference
Section Two, Teacher Moonlighting IS Teachers’ Work, highlights the challenges for researchers investigating the moonlighting phenomenon. The reality that teacher moonlighting impacts classroom performance may create a dilemma for central office personnel as expectations
for district performance are on an upward trajectory. A policy response to limit teacher moonlighting may seem logical; however, based on teacher perceptions concerning working conditions, restricting additional decision making may have unintended consequences.
Chapter Summaries
Chapter Five, Gender Differences in Multiple Jobs: Moonlighting Among Teachers, by
Stephen C. Betts, reminds us that other professions moonlight, with one example being medical
residents. Unlike teaching, however, the debt incurred by medical professionals is commonly accepted as the primary reason for their moonlighting (p. 84). This explanation seems plausible, but
medical professionals can receive loan repayment as part of their professional contracts once they
graduate and enter the field. Perhaps the lure of lucrative moonlighting compensation and professional experience (generally not found in education) may be an additional factor for medical professionals. Another salient point from Chapter 5 is the modest amount of empirical research
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conducted on moonlighting (p. 85). There are empirical challenges associated with studying moonlighting, with the most concerning being the inability to generalize the finding across occupations
(p. 86). Albeit, the research conducted in this chapter compared to past research by Wisniewsky
and Hilty (1987) indicated either a trend or an anomaly as both supplemental contract and summer
moonlighting are increasing (p. 90).
Chapter Six, Moonlighting and Morale: The Impact on Educators Who Moonlight and How
Classroom Teaching Suffers, by Sharon Brown, Sam L. Sullivan, and Bob Maninger, provides a
sobering reality - moonlighting impacts teaching. If we as a society are willing to accept this conclusion, and there’s no reason to assume we would, the suggestion that moonlighting may negatively impact teaching should resonate. Conversely, on p. 102, the statement, “Whether teaching
in Missouri and making the lowest salary of $45,317,” may be based off averages obtained through
reliable sources, the number is in fact misleading. The base salary for the 2018-2019 school year
in a rural Missouri district is $30,600. In fact, a bachelor's degree and 27 years of experience, in
the same district, will net an annual salary of $41,310; a number still below the represented lowest
salary for the state (Boonville, Missouri Certified Salary Schedule). With that being said, the research on teacher retention indicates there are methods of compensation that may have the potential to replace moonlighting, such as paid leadership roles, housing stipends, etc., suitable to teachers (p. 104). Finally, an alarming statistic from Chapter 6, only 10% of survey respondents were
men (p. 112).
Chapter Seven, Characteristics and Working Conditions of Moonlighting Teachers: Evidence from the 2011-2012 Schools and Staffing Survey, by Paul G. Fitchett, Tina L. Heafner, and
Susan B. Harden concludes the second section and explains the difficulty in obtaining consistent
results when studying teacher moonlighting as studies by various researchers have produced conflicting evidence on teacher performance (p. 127). Again, however, the indication that teachers
moonlighting outside education are more prone to “burnout” (p. 133) is consistent within the research on the phenomenon. Additionally, over 40% of teachers moonlighting outside the profession would not choose teaching as a career if given the option (p. 134). The research on working
conditions is focused on classroom control and influence in school decision making (p. 136). The
results indicate teacher concern over their ability to participate in professional decisions, however,
there are other variables associated with working conditions that may weigh more heavily; such as
student/teacher ratios, evaluation procedures, standardization, classroom budget, access to technology, and so forth.
Implications of Moonlighting Making a Difference
Standardized testing is an important educational event as student test scores can affect
teacher evaluations and job performance markers. It is common for teachers and administrators to
inculcate the importance of healthy eating and sleeping habits to students during standardized testing events so students can be at their best when pencil meets paper. However, does teacher moonlighting affect the educator in this scenario as well? If career implications lie at the end of test
results, would it be reasonable to request teachers avoid moonlighting activities during this time
so they can be at their best as well? Bonuses and merit pay linked to student achievement scores
are not the answer. Neither is stricter policy or more demanding requirements. In reality, it is difficult to change the shape of education without taking a look at the mold itself. Until that time, the
definition of insanity is apropos.
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Section Three, “Teacher Moonlighting in the 21st Century: An Old Wine in a New Bottle”, provides insight to what the future of moonlighting may entail for the teaching profession.
The convenience and omnipresence of technology will introduce unexplored territories for
teacher moonlighting with the effects being unknown during the beginning stages. At the same
time, the increase of non-traditional educators should be anticipated as the teacher shortage is far
from over. The skillset and life experiences of these individuals should be considered as they acclimate to the teaching profession with the anticipated lure of what moonlighting may have to
offer.
Chapter Summaries
Chapter Eight, Teacher Moonlighting: The Bad, the Good, and the Possible, by Stephen P.
Gordon and Janis Newby Parham, is a qualitative study that provides ample attention to both the
negative and positive effects of moonlighting. Some of the themes are consistent with earlier chapters, which should highlight the accuracy of the information being provided. Whether it be “Career
Stage” (p. 165) or encouraging moonlighting within the district (p. 167), the triangulation, at this
point, is salient. In an attempt to illuminate moonlighting under a full moon, both the negative and
positive aspects of teacher moonlighting are represented in this chapter. The negative impact on
instruction has been reported, but the additional consequences of reduced opportunities for professional development and collaboration with colleagues (pp. 156-157) sheds light on how detrimental moonlighting can be professionally. From a positive aspect, teacher moonlighting may
provide experiences transferable to the classroom, and may build confidence and self-esteem (p.
163). Overall, the positive results seemed to be interpretative, based on individual characteristics
and mindset.
Chapter Nine, New Moon: Teacher Moonlighting in the Digital Age, by Rick Hartsell and
Sarah Hunt-Barron, promotes some modern ideas that may have a positive impact if moonlighting
is to remain consistent within the profession. Perhaps the most in need of development or study is,
“The single best side hustle I have ever come across” (p. 180). This, “side hustle” is virtual teaching involving students from another country that allows the educator to control and maintain the
environment. Therefore, not only is the educator working within the profession, he/she is in control
of the schedule and the opportunity to earn additional income. Which, for lack of a better term,
may be considered the moonlighting hat trick.
Chapter 10, I’m a Sinner, I’m a Saint: A Teacher’s Perspective on Moonlighting in the
Nightlife Industry, by Cara Kronen, is an honest representation of a reality that should be accepted.
And while the idea of a bartending (p. 189) teacher may seem abnormal, there are probably more
moonlighters in the “nightlife” industry than anticipated. Consider the base teaching salary and the
abilities of teachers (they are personable, caring, and good listeners) and, aside from driving an
“Uber” (p. 3), bartending may not be completely obtuse. After all, “bartending was quite lucrative”
(p. 193) and it’s difficult to blame a professional earning $15,000 less than their peers in similarly
trained entry-level positions (p. 193) for seeking additional income.
Chapter 11, Sabryia and Me, An Essential Conversation about the Nontraditional Teacher
Professional and a Life of Teacher Moonlighting, by Hilton Kelly, provides an understanding of
what may become a developing phenomenon: nontraditional teachers. Whether they transition to
teaching from another field, or as in Sabryia’s case, begin college later in life (p. 202), the idea of
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a teacher pipeline has gone from a vast supply to critical shortage. Albeit, there are individuals
interested in becoming teachers who would contribute to the profession if they had access to the
same pipeline reserved for traditional undergraduate students. Eventually, it will happen, but the
wheels of legislation are powered by an energy source not commonly found in the grassroots of
society.
Implications of a Half Moon
The implications of a half moon are knowing which half is being revealed. Is teacher moonlighting
entering a waxing or waning phase? Perhaps the reality is, teacher moonlighting will forever be
suspended in a half moon phase due to the nature of the phenomenon. There are certain aspects of
teaching and moonlighting that are part of the profession, such as sponsoring a club or coaching a
sport. However, the dark half of the moon is of concern is its gravitational pull may lead individuals
out of education and into another profession. If teacher moonlighting is to remain consistent in the
future, the landscape needs to be tended by researchers and policymakers as the consequences will
deviate from the current norms. Governmentally, anticipating the future of moonlighting is more
difficult than reacting to the phenomenon. Oddly enough, technology is developing self-driving
cars: is it inappropriate to assume a former or potential teacher is involved in the process?
Concluding Thoughts
Chapter 12, Conclusion: Where Do We Go From Here? As stated by Blair, “So long as
moonlighting remains an unacknowledged part of the teacher’s world, reform and transformation
of the profession will be limited by our failure to truly explore what it means to do teacher’s work”
(p. 216). In her final chapter, Blair offers additional realities concerning the state of education, and
the results will resonate. However, instead of dwelling on what is, Blair poses 10 questions for
21st Century policymakers and researchers (pp. 230-231). To call for a watershed moment regarding teacher salaries may not be enough. It’s going take a breach in the dam of policy, funding,
status, infrastructure, and so forth. What’s best for kids is a popular mantra in education as it highlights the professions dedication to the child. What’s best for teachers is a different story; although
statistically significant research indicates (outside of socio-economic factors) teachers may in fact
be what’s best for kids. And while it may be commonly accepted, the decision to enter the teaching
profession is not a monetary one, the understanding of what “moonlighting” is and how the activities associated with and related to can impact both the teacher and the students should be considered as the drive to increase student achievement is now part of the educational tapestry. The
United States is the most powerful and wealthy nation in the history of the world. We spend almost
$700 billion dollars in defense of this nation, but less than $60 billion to educate its citizens.
While reflecting on his teaching career in the forward, Dr. Richard Wisniewski states, “I
do not recall any of us complaining about having to work outside the classroom. It seemed like
such a common practice that we simply assumed it was part of what being a teacher required” (p.
vii). Perhaps this casual acceptance of teacher moonlight within the profession is the final stage of
capitulation with an understanding that: Yes, I can obtain a graduate degree and still find the necessity to work two jobs.
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Abstract
This review of Jordan Peele's 2017 film Get Out examines Peele's cutting satirical view of
the USA where a form of white supremacy is still being practiced. Four facets of the film
are explored here: its dystopian view of neo-slavery in the 21st century and several of the
elements that complement and complicate this theme, including the black/white color contrast, the modus operandi of the femme fatale, and the song Run Rabbit Run. The film is
multi-layered, blending elements of history with several genres: thriller, horror film, and
science fiction.
Keywords: Dystopia; Neo-Slavery; Wave Theory; Femme Fatale; White Supremacy; Double Consciousness.
Get Out: A Dystopian View of Neo-Slavery in the Fifth Wave1
Introduction

Jordan

Peele and his 2017 film Get Out were nominated for Best Actor, Best Director, Best
Movie, and Best Screenwriter and won the Oscar in the latter category. It was Peele’s first feature
film. The film is a complicated multi-layered thriller that can elicit horror in viewers on a personal
level, much like that of good science fiction. In this review four facets of the film are examined:
the dystopian view of neo-slavery in the Fifth Wave1 and several of the elements that complement
and complicate this theme, including the Black/White color contrast, Rose as a femme fatale, and
the song “Run Rabbit Run.”
After showing a very efficient nighttime kidnapping of Andre Hayworth, a young Black
man walking in an affluent White neighborhood, Get Out follows Chris Washington, a successful
Black photographer, during his first visit with his White girlfriend’s family, the Armitages. Chris
slowly becomes aware of the ultimate purpose of the visit: a transformation in which the brain of
1. Futurist Alvin Toffler originated the Wave Theory concept and discussed it in his 1984 book, The 3rd
Wave, which describes how the Information Revolution superseded the Industrial Revolution which had superseded
the Agricultural Revolution. (New York: Bantam Books, 1984). Daniel Pink, in Whole New Mind: Why Right Brainers Rule the Future, revised Toffler's three waves and expanded it to five: hunter-gatherer, agricultural, industrial,
informational, and conceptual (New York: Riverhead Books, 2006).
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an elderly White supremacist will be implanted in Chris’s body and take over his life—replicating
Andre Hayworth’s reincarnation as Logan King. To save himself, Chris must resist the hypnosis
used as part of the transformation and escape the Armitage estate.
Neo-slavery in the 5th Wave
Get Out is an exquisite satire full of astute mockery and warnings of what could become a
reality in the 21st century. A treatise on contemporary race relations and White supremacy, Peele’s
film offers a powerful microscope through which to examine this new slavery in a high-tech scientific age. The traditional slave system needed millions of Black and Brown bodies to fuel the
nation's 2nd Wave agricultural system and to fund the 3rd Wave industrial revolution. In the 5th
Wave, as Peele depicts it in his dystopian future, neo-slavery demands fewer Black bodies to do
what is needed to insure the comfort of the top ten percent of the population, a population that has
no interest or regard for the rest of society. Still about exploiting the Black body, this neo-slavery
focuses on control in the most intrusive and intimate way possible.
As part of the transformation Chris is subjected to, he is shown several videotapes that
continue the hypnosis begun shortly after his arrival. Tapes are also used to explain the rationale
for the process he is undergoing. Through them, Chris is officially introduced to this process by
Roman Armitage, the patriarch of the Armitage family who has taken over the body of Walter,
seen as grounds keeper on the Armitage estate. Roman indicates that it has taken a very long time
to perfect the transformation process, which he identifies as the Coagula. Given his references to
an Order, the subtle association of a knight’s helmet with Jeremy, and the gathering at the Armitage
estate of Roman’s friends, Peele seems to be suggesting the existence of a secret society composed
of powerful, wealthy mostly White members who benefit from the Coagula.
In the 5th Wave the exploitation of Black bodies is not prompted by their labor in harvesting the wealth gained from tobacco and cotton. The exploitation is the personal possession of these
bodies for their physical attributes and beauty. The Black body, as a new kind of hostage, becomes
the object of desire for Whites who have the wealth to trade and literally trade-in their bodies for
Black ones. This new form of slavery inextricably links slave owner and enslaved in a diabolical
iteration of domination/oppression. The Black body becomes a container, a vessel, controlled and
animated by a foreign parasite.
To support this neo-slavery, different means of abduction are used. Rose relies on seduction, while her brother Jeremy prefers more physically violent methods, demonstrated by the
sleeper hold that renders Andre unconscious when Jeremy kidnaps him and locks him in the trunk
of his car. Rose’s methods take longer. It appears that she and Chris have been in a relationship
for five months before she takes him home. In the tapes used to prepare Chris for the takeover of
his body, Jim Hudson, the person who buys Chris’s body, remarks that Rose’s methods were much
kinder than Jeremy’s wrangler style. No whips, chains or branding; no withholding of food or
drink. The seduction is in some ways similar to that used by the slave hunters in 12 Years a Slave.
Solomon is not forcibly captured but is enticed to accompany his captors with false promises.
The Armitage’s victims, while not physically harmed are, however, hypnotized and subjected to a psychologically violent form of torture when they are shown the tapes that explain the
process they are going through to prepare their bodies to host affluent, infirm, White seniors. Dean
Armitage introduces these older White people at a neo-slavery auction that Missy describes as a
gathering of their grandparents’ old friends. As the guests file out of their Black limousines and
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SUVs, Walter welcomes them with hugs, which seems inconsistent with his role as grounds
keeper, but it is consistent with his identity as Roman, the head of the Armitage family.
At this neo-slavery auction, Chris does not have to stand and literally disrobe but he is
quickly questioned and inspected by each of the guests competing for his body. The Greene couple
is very interested in Chris’s athleticism, Mr. Greene being a former professional golfer; Lisa,
whose husband Nelson is using a breathing apparatus, is taken by Chris’s good looks and makes
it clear she is interested in him as a sexual partner when she asks Rose, “Is it true? Is it better?” Another couple likes Chris’s dark skin, since darker skin is in vogue, and gallery owner Jim Hudson
is interested in Chris’s eyes since he knows Chris’s work as a photographer and wants to possess
Chris’s talent.
The auction takes the form of Bingo, a cover for the bidding for Chris’s body that is taking
place. Rose takes Chris away from the gathering during the bidding, but as Dean directs it, he
stands next to a large portrait of Chris holding his camera. Hudson wins the game, i.e. the bid, for
what appears to be $10 million, the apparent cost of an exceptional Black body in the 21st century’s
5th Wave.
After the sale the narrative action escalates. Chris’s unease increases as do clues to the
nature of the Armitage’s intentions, most specifically the identification of Andre Hayworth as Logan, a Black partner of one of the Armitage’s elderly friends and the discovery of a cache of photos
in Rose’s closet that shows her as the girlfriend of eight or nine other Black men, including Walter,
as well as a photo of a woman who Chris recognizes is Georgina, the housekeeper. Chris, like
Solomon in 12 Years a Slave, recognizes the danger he is in, and turns all of his attention, his
intelligence, persistence, and strength, to escape.
The Black/White Contrast
The Black/White contrast, prominent throughout the film, begins with the selection of Daniel Kaluuya to play the protagonist Chris Washington. Kaluuya’s dark skin contrasts sharply with that of
the central female protagonist, Rose Armitage, whose White skin is lit and shot in a way that
underscores her Whiteness. Peele appears to use this juxtaposition not only to define the characters
and further the plot but also as a symbol of the dualities he explores in a narrative about good and
evil as well as positive and negative social values.
In the film’s opening scene, a Black male character searches for an address while on his
cell phone expressing his discomfort about walking in a White suburban neighborhood at
night. As he walks he is being profiled by somebody in a White 1983 Porsche 944. The Whiteness
of the car stands out in contrast to the nighttime setting and, given the mood of foreboding the
scene creates this Whiteness suggests malevolence. Almost immediately, a masked individual
emerges from the darkness, assaults, and kidnaps Andre Hayworth (aka later as Logan King),
locking him in the trunk of the White Porsche. The allusion here to the historical capture of Blacks
and how they were forced into the slave trade becomes obvious as the narrative unfolds.
Another Black/White contrast is apparent in the set of Black and White photos Peele uses
to establish Chris’s profession and to show a bit of his cultural background and interests. The next
scene shows Chris looking at his reflection in a bathroom mirror while shaving. The Whiteness of
the shaving cream and the darkness of his skin differ markedly. The cut to Rose, though not quite
so stark, underscores the contrast.
As the film continues numerous examples of these Black/White contrasts become evident,
especially when Rose, the femme fatale, or her mother Missy, a psychiatrist, is present. They are
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frequently dressed in White tops and prefigure a sinister action at Chris’s expense, as when Missy
hypnotizes Chris and when Rose pretends she cannot find the keys to her SUV, thus preventing
his escape. Frequently, White suggests not just negativity but straightforward, unmitigated evil in
this narrative.
The Black/White motif is evident when Chris is under hypnosis and he senses he is in
danger. A close-up of his face shows his eyes literally bulging out of his face, a reminder of the
old 1930’s and 1940’s films when similarly bulging eyes of the few Black actors who were cast in
major films were used to show the fear, the naivete and simple-mindedness of Black characters.
Stereotypically, their eyes would nearly pop out of their sockets, usually to comic effect. A popular
cinematic device in the early 20th century, Peele uses it purposefully, much like Spike Lee did
in Bamboozled, suggesting the racism so apparent in the earlier films is still in play.
A further juxtaposition of the White/Black and good/evil duality takes place when Missy
hypnotizes Chris and she takes him into a dark place, which she refers to as “the sunken place”
and verbally commands Chris “to sink through the floor.” The command paralyzes him in a place
of darkness, where the only light he can see is the face of Missy. Given the clear references to
slavery throughout the film one could liken this to the bottom of a slave ship, with the only light
coming through one of the crew’s hatch ways to the outside, a light that is impossible to reach. The
scene contributes to some of the confusion between what is good and what is evil since Missy
appears to be concerned and helpful while in reality she is weakening Chris’s control.
One of the most dramatic devices in the film related to the Black/White contrast, though
with a completely different significance and use, is the camera flash. It represents “good White
light” in its ability to bring the dominated, submissive, oppressed victims of the Armitage family
back to conscious agency. We see clear examples of this phenomenon when the Logan King and
Walter characters are exposed to this light. For a brief moment their Black consciousnesses gain
volition over their White intruders.
Logan King experiences this at the social gathering/slave auction of the Order when Chris
takes his picture and the camera flash temporarily releases Andre Hayworth’s consciousness; he
immediately tries to warn Chris by moving quickly toward him and repeatedly yelling “Get
Out.” In a later scene, having learned from the incident with Logan, Chris uses his cell phone’s
camera flash to awaken the dominated Black consciousness in Walter’s body. Walter regains his
agency, protects Chris by shooting Rose, and then takes his own life to avoid a return to slavery.
The Femme Fatale
Rose Armitage, an effective, cold, and cunning femme fatale does not literally kill her
victims, though she is ready to if necessary, as we see at the film’s final sequence when she shoots
at Chris. Rose’s usual modus operandi is to lure her prey to their virtual deaths, the state in which
their bodies function but their minds/brains have been replaced by those of the White men and
women who buy them. Her method is precise: she carefully identifies her victims, makes contact,
thoroughly seduces them, and then successfully lures them to the family home for the brainwashing, auction, and the Coagula, the transformation process that will destroy most of their consciousness.
Viewers first encounter Rose as the five-month seduction phase of her relationship with
Chris is ending. She is ready to take him home to meet her family. At Chris's apartment we see
how effective her skills as a seductress are through the empathy, conversation, and sexuality she
adopts to manipulate and control him without any hint that is what she is doing.
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On the way to the Armitage estate Rose strikes and kills a deer, an event that leads to an
encounter with the police. In this scene her cunning is again evident when she takes advantage of
the policeman's request to see Chris's driver’s license. She quickly intervenes, questioning the officer’s motives and challenging his authority. After he gets over his initial fear as a Black man in
the presence of the police, Rose’s forwardness seems to deepen Chris's affection for her, and she
reinforces this by saying to him, "Nobody fucks with my man.” However, in retrospect, it becomes
clear that Rose is not being an ally or protecting Chris from racial profiling as much as she is
protecting herself and her family. She is keeping Chris’s identity out of the police report of the
accident and preventing a paper trail that could connect the Armitages to Chris’s disappearance
when he comes up missing later.
Rose gives us other examples of her faux-protection skills after several disturbing family
interactions. Upstairs in their bedroom she feigns her disappointment at her father's "My Man"
comments and her brother's desire to subdue Chris physically. Through these continuous inducements and loyalty strategies she maintains her control over Chris.
In the scene when Chris discovers the box of photos, we understand more fully the extent
of Rose’s skills and contributions to the family and the Order. Chris is definitely not Rose’s first
conquest. Even before Chris is in the process of transformation, she is searching the internet for
her next conquest. She is a practiced seductress, a femme fatale serving her family and the Order.
Even after he discovers the photos, Chris tries to hold onto his relationship with Rose, asking her
to leave with him when he tries to escape the house. Her duplicity does not become clear to him
until he realizes she is stalling for time as she acts as though she can’t find her car keys. Chris's
stunned expression when he finally realizes Rose's complicity in the horror of the Armitage enterprise shows just how completely Rose has ensnared him.
In a remarkable contrast to Rose’s femme fatale persona, while Chris is being prepared for
the Coagula, Rose is shown relaxing in her bedroom listening to music. The scene opens with a
close-up of a glass of milk and a bowl of Fruit Loops. Rose, dressed in a White blouse, sips the
White milk through a Black straw, and eats the dry Fruit Loops while surfing the internet looking
at the photos and profiles of NCAA Division One Black athletes. Juxtaposing milk and Fruit
Loops, often identified as snacks children enjoy, with her search for another Black man to seduce
is chillingly, painfully ironic. The scene clearly marks the end of Rose’s need for or interest in
Chris.
Later, when Rod, Chris’ best friend, calls because he is concerned about Chris’s absence,
she feigns her innocence and acts surprised that Chris is missing, but then she quickly and expertly
puts Ron on the defensive by turning the call into a sexual dalliance by suggesting that Rod's true
interest is to have an affair with her. Her cool, calculating, detached manner underscores how
unattached she is from the enormity of the horror she participates in.
Foreshadowing Motifs
Jordan Peele uses several interesting motifs, not only to foreshadow how his narrative is
going to unfold, but also to increase the film’s cohesiveness and deepen its meaning. These include
the Run, Rabbit, Run song heard in multiple interpretations on the soundtrack as well as the related
and recurring hit-and-run theme. Run, Rabbit, Run is introduced in the opening scene when the
character, Andre Hayworth, is being kidnapped, while the hit-and-run theme first appears
obliquely when Rose hits and kills a doe when she and Chris drive to her parents’ house.

Adams—Get Out

174

In the first scene of the film, the lyrics coming from Jeremy’s car radio don't seem to fit
the driver of a luxury sports car like a Porsche 944. The original song was written by Noel Gay
and Ralph Butler for the 1939 British radio program the “The Little Dog Laughed.” The humorous
little ditty is aptly called “Run Rabbit, Run.” The lyrics merit consideration in light of Get
Out’s trajectory. They are:
On the farm, every Friday,
On the farm, it’s rabbit pie day.
So, every Friday that ever comes along,
I get up early and sing this little song
Run rabbit, run rabbit run! run! run!
Run rabbit, run rabbit, run! run! run!
Bang! bang! bang! bang!
Goes the farmer’s gun.
Run rabbit, run rabbit, run, run
rabbit run rabbit, run, run, run
Don't give the farmer his fun! fun! fun!
He’ll get by
Without his rabbit pie
So run rabbit, run rabbit run! run! run!2
This simple little song is very appropriate given that the song’s subject is about a hunter
wanting his rabbit meat pie, wanting to satisfy his taste for a certain dish, while in the film the
Armitages want another Black body to host another member of their Order. The rabbit needs to
run to escape the farmer and both Andre and Chris need to run to escape the Coagula. The lyric in
the song, "Bang! bang! bang! bang! Goes the farmer’s gun," foreshadows Rose firing at Chris as
he tries to escape at the end of the film.
The song is heard in several other scenes. For example, while Walter is chopping wood,
and in every other scene he is in, he is humming the song, subtly connecting him to Andre and
Chris and warning the audience of the danger Chris is in. After the auction we hear Jeremy playing
the ukulele on the porch; he is picking out parts of the “Run, Rabbit, Run” melody in a very abstract
manner that fits his strange and malevolent character, links him again to Andre’s kidnapping, and
foreshadows his role in the attempt to subdue Chris.
The last time the song is used is during the climactic ending of the film as Chris is making
his escape after thwarting Dean’s, Missy’s, and Jeremy’s attempts to kill him. He takes Jeremy’s
Porsche and as soon as he turns on the engine he hears "Run, Rabbit, Run.” Now the lyrics are
literally telling Chris what he needs to do: run, run, run away from the insanity that defines the
Armitage family. Peele has skillfully used the lyrics to link characters, foreshadow danger, and
prime the audience for the action needed if Chris is to save himself.
Another recurring motif that provides narrative cohesion is the hit-and-run story of Chris’s
Mother’s death, a death that haunts him and for which he feels guilty though he was a child at the
time. He chose to continue watching television rather than look for his Mother even when he realized his Mother should have been home hours before. Chris tells the story the first night he is with

2. Retro Radio. https://youtu.be/LoLchtG8vTk.
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the Armitages, Missy brings it up later that night when she hypnotizes Chris, and he talks to Rose
about it later.
The initial variation on the hit-and-run motif occurs when Rose hits and kills a doe with
her SUV when she and Chris are on the way to her parents’ house. Chris's reaction to the suffering
cries of the doe can be tied in retrospect to how his Mother died alone on the side of the road after
being fatally injured by a hit-and-run driver. The final connection takes place when Georgina tries
to stop Chris and he runs into her; instead of continuing his escape, the feelings of guilt associated
with his Mother’s death surface and force him to stop and help her.
Peele's focus on deer, their suffering and the prominence of shots of the head of a trophy
stag in the basement room where Chris is held prompt further speculation. When Chris and Rose
share the deer incident with Rose’s parents, Dean, Rose’s father, sounds off with great emotion
about how deer are ruining the world, particularly the United States. He goes on to exclaim that
when he sees a dead deer on the side of the road he almost cheers, saying “One less deer!” Given
Dean’s role in the enslavement of Blacks, one can easily make the connection between deer and
the Black people whose lives he so easily destroys. The harangue makes Chris’s use of the trophy
as a weapon against Dean later appears to be poetic justice.
Get Out: Conclusion
Get Out is an unusually dense film with many more motifs and historical allusions than
analyzed above. The film rewards repeated viewings and discussions with deeper insights and a
greater appreciation of Peele’s remarkable achievement in fashioning a cohesive critique through
satire and history.
Peele has crafted an American dystopian work that captures the still pervasive and evil
presence of White supremacy within the U.S. More than a cautionary tale it foreshadows the dangers of a high-tech society in which science serves the needs of aging aristocrats by turning Black
people into hosts for their racist consciousnesses. The process creates within the Black body a far
greater nightmarish double consciousness than W. E. B. Dubois imagined. This film narrative is
also a warning about who one can trust in this new era. Through Rod and Rose, Peele challenges
us with the Black/White, good/evil dichotomy that has been so difficult for oppressed people to
navigate since the onset of colonialism and the resulting domination societies we still live in.
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