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Sarah Esberger

"WE HAVE TO MAKE SCHOOL MORE HUMAN FOR KIDS": TENNESSEE TEACHERS

RESPOND TO AUTHORITATIVE DISCOURSES IN ENGLISH EDUCATION

In this qualitative study, I interviewed seven high school English teachers from
Tennessee about their values and beliefs regarding English education. Within Bakhtin's (1981)
framework of authoritative discourses, | explored the history of how accountability and
autonomous literacy measures in Tennessee have been enacted as part of a larger national
discourse that deprofessionalizes teachers and dehumanizes teachers and students (Street, 1984).
| then conducted a thematic analysis using emotion and values coding to determine participants'
attitudes and responses to dominant educational discourses (Braun & Clark, 2006; Saldafia,
2021). Teachers voiced conflict with discourses that affected their values concerning
professional expertise, respectful support, and humanized learning, offering both strategies for
opposition as well as desires for future changes. After having identified these themes, | invited
participants back for collaborative discussion groups, in which they worked in pairs to create a
manifesto that documented belief statements and how to enact those beliefs in their own
practices as educators. The process of working together to write this manifesto allowed teachers
to create a counter-discourse to disrupt the harmful and dehumanizing practices associated with
accountability and autonomous literacy discourses (Bloome & Green, 2015; Carillo, 2019; Davis
& Vehabovic, 2017; de los Rios, et al, 2019; Freire 1970/2008; Gee, 2015; Giroux, 1988;
Hannah & Ashby, 2022). These teachers collectively developed a vision for English education
that recognized teachers as intellectuals and experts within a vibrant community of practice,
deserving of respect and support, who enact a sociocultural, critical, and humanizing approach to

literacy with their students (Ahmed, 2016; Freire 1970/2008; Giroux, 1988; Lave & Wenger,



Vi

1991; Naqvi, 2015; Rosenblatt 1938/1995; Street, 1984). This project provides a potential and
flexible structure for teachers in Tennessee and elsewhere to collectively and continually resist

educational and literacy discourses that dehumanize them and their students.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Statement of Problem

On June 30™, 2022, Tennessee’s Governor Bill Lee attended a private reception to host
the president of Michigan’s Hillsdale College, Larry Arnn, whom Gov. Lee had announced
intentions to partner with in a charter school initiative. At this meeting, Arnn told the crowd and
Lee that public school teachers are “trained in the dumbest parts of the dumbest colleges in the
country” (Strauss, 2022). The crowd responded with laughter while Lee sat silently nearby.
Perhaps more revealing was Arnn’s description of his charter school mission in Tennessee:
“Here’s a key thing we are going to try to do. We’re going to try to demonstrate that you don’t
have to be an expert to educate a child. Because basically anybody can do it” (Strauss, 2022).
These statements, which | perceive as emblematic of an effort to delegitimize and de-
professionalize teachers, received short-lived public backlash. Nonetheless, Lee was easily
reelected in November of 2022 with 65% of the vote, indicating that he faced no serious political
consequences for his quiet endorsement of Arnn's comments (Brown, 2022).

In addition to complicity in backroom statements like these by Tennessee leaders,
Tennessee is one of thirty-six states to enact a so-called anti-CRT (critical race theory) law,
which allows the state to withhold funding from school districts that have been identified as
teaching about “institutional racism, white privilege, and critical race theory,” despite concerns
by legal experts that the law “suffers from serious overbreadth and vagueness problems" and is
likely to have “a chilling effect on teachers” (Stout & Wilburn, 2022). While his situation
occurred before the implementation of this law, Matt Hawn serves as an example of the
uncertainty of what constitutes inappropriate content in Tennessee classrooms. Hawn, of

Blountville, Tennessee, a contemporary issues teacher, asked his students, “What are we going to



do about racism in the U.S.?”” and then assigned an article by Ta-Nehisi Coates and a
performance by poet Kyla Jenée Lacey, titled “White Privilege” (Green, 2021). Hawn was
subsequently fired for seemingly doing his job of broaching real-life issues with students in a
contemporary issues class. Since Hawn was fired even before discussing institutional or systemic
racism was banned, teachers have likely interpreted the message to be that the consequences
could be just as high or higher now that such discussions are illegal.

While history and contemporary issues teachers could certainly be targeted by this anti-
CRT law, high school English teachers are also likely to run afoul of Tennessee expectations.
Any literature, whether fiction or nonfiction, that is perceived as dealing with structural racism
could potentially invite both criticism and punishment. At the beginning of the 2022 school year,
another new law was passed in Tennessee that required all public schools to post a list of the
materials available for check-out in their libraries. At first, employees were unconcerned since
public school library databases are already available online. Due to, again, vague language,
districts were unsure if this law included only the school library or also teachers’ personal
classroom libraries, which are often filled with books that teachers have purchased themselves or
received as donations from organizations and parents. To be safe, one middle Tennessee
elementary school started the 2022 school year with a policy requiring teachers to catalog their
books and post the list online before allowing students access. Teachers resorted to social media
to voice their frustration at the added workload and being unable to share books with their new
students until they finished the laborious task (WATE 6 On Your Side, 2022). After this policy
became public, the state declared, “any materials not included in the curriculum — regardless of
where they’re located in a school — need to be cataloged and posted” (Marshall, 2022). Schools

have yet to be required to meet this mandate, but teachers have been told that they will likely



have to comply eventually, as districts work to find technology to make the process easier and
consider how they can compensate teachers for the time cataloging would take. Regardless of
these measures by districts to mitigate difficulties, teachers are still likely to think carefully about
having any books that address issues of race or sex in their rooms for fear of being reported as
breaking the law. Clearly, Tennessee leaders seek to exert control within classrooms — dictating
not just standards or topics, but all materials. The message that teachers are not only incapable of
making these decisions on their own but are instead believed to need monitoring in case they
make harmful choices is clear.

Despite these restrictions and power struggles, one of the few subjects taught every year
to all students in American public schools, including Tennessee, is English or English Language
Arts (ELA). Our decision as a society to mandate this course content suggests that we
collectively agree with Lantolf and Thorne’s (2007) assertion that “language is the most
pervasive and powerful cultural artifact that humans possess to mediate their connection to the
world” (p. 201). Somehow, we have come to the shared belief that learning how to communicate
in our world and learning about the world through communication are essential components of
education. This might be where agreement ends, however. Regardless of what any set of
standards might say, literacy education is and has never been politically neutral (Gee, 2015;
Giroux, 1988; Street, 1984). Instead, as seen in the debates over curriculum and resources in
Tennessee, literacy classrooms become “contested spheres that embody and express a struggle
over what forms of authority, types of knowledge [...] should be legitimated and transmitted to
students" (Giroux, 1988, p. 126). This issue is further complicated by the layers of investment
and interest in public education. Stakeholders include parents, students, teachers, administrators,

taxpayers, and politicians from local to federal levels, and as Campano (2007) points out, none of



these entities are static. For instance, each teacher enters the classroom with his or her own
“background and intentions,” and the students “encounter the class with their own cultural
resources, interests, values and cares” (Campano, 2007, p. 112). Who these individuals are and
what matters to them are constantly changing. Meanwhile, the society around them continues to
change through current events, political policies, and various pressures through mandates and
public opinion. Even what constitutes communication is constantly in flux and varies among
communities.

Deciding on a single vision for effective literacy instruction that makes everyone satisfied
therefore seems unlikely. However, if we look at literacy instruction policies and standards, they
do seem predicated on a single, agreed-upon perspective. Street (1984) refers to this as the
“autonomous model” that tends to “generalize broadly from what is in fact a narrow, culture-
specific literacy practice” based on a list of reading and writing skills (p. 1). This model of
literacy defines who is literate and who is not via a predetermined set of qualifications,
suggesting that there is only one "correct” way to be literate. This conceptualization of literacy
has become grounded in accountability measures “enforced by the state,” including “literacy
education curricula, instruction, and evaluations” (Bloome & Green, 2015, p. 19). When students
pass state examinations and fare well on other academic measures of literacy, these become
publicly acceptable signs of being literate. In fact, the 2022-2023 school year marked the first
year that third grade students could be retained in Tennessee if they scored below a pre-
designated threshold on the Tennessee Comprehensive Assessment Program (TCAP) English
Language Arts test. While there are measures that families can take to proceed to fourth grade if
a student fails, these involve commitments, such as summer school or after-school tutoring, that

may be difficult to accommodate on short notice, particularly by families who believed - based



on classroom performance - that their children were reading at grade level. About 60% of
Tennessee families with third grade students dealt with news that their child may be retained in
2023 (Wegner, 2023). Retaining students based on the results of a single ELA exam, which
might be the first standardized test some students have ever taken, is a perfect example of the
extremes of an autonomous literacy model, reducing student success to a solitary measure
agreed-upon by politicians.

Accordingly, sociocultural and critical educational researchers have criticized
autonomous, state-sanctioned models of literacy as following a deficit mindset, which can be
damaging for all students, but especially those from non-dominant groups (Freire, 1970/2008;
Ladson-Billings, 1995; Moll et al., 1992; Morrell, 2017; Street, 1984; Tuck, 2009). This model
communicates the message to students that only certain literacies will be valued by school and
society at-large, typically those germane to a white, middle to upper class culture. This
perspective ignores the diverse literacies available in a multicultural and neurodiverse world,
stigmatizing whole groups of students who may not belong to the dominant culture while also
limiting the possibilities of literacy for all. Individual teachers and students, their needs and
desires, play a small role in these top-down measures, stripping literacy of its sociocultural
significance and removing autonomy from teachers invested in gearing instruction to their
students’ interests and goals.

Street (1984) argues that literacy “cannot, therefore, be helpfully separated from [its
sociocultural] significance” (p. 8). This belief stands in opposition to skills-based literacy
instructional practices, often divorced from any social relevance, that so many students endure.
For literacy instruction to be empowering and humanizing, it must be intentionally connected to

the human beings who are participating and building relationships within the educational setting:



teachers, their students, and the community contexts where they live their lives. Amidst these
competing skills-based and sociocultural ideologies, English teachers must still teach, and
students must still attend their classes. The total control of an autonomous literacy perspective
reinforced by accountability measures can be a disempowering, dehumanizing, and uninspiring
experience for all involved. According to Giroux (1988), this model of education requires that
teachers’ behavior “be controlled and made consistent and predictable” through “management
pedagogies” (p. 124). Teachers who act on their intellectual freedom for what they believe is best
for their students are viewed as disruptive, potentially even dangerous. We can see backlash
towards Giroux’s (1988) vision of “transformative intellectuals” throughout America today
through bills like those appearing in Tennessee, which limit access to classroom materials, ban
books, and prohibit classroom discussions on important issues like race (p. 125).

| have seen the stifling effects that this kind of legislation can have on education due to
the fear teachers and school officials have of retribution. I know a teacher who was heavily
reprimanded for teaching a Sherman Alexie (1996) poem that dealt with issues of race and
sexual violence, and a superintendent near me disbanded a voluntary book club from a
Tennessee school in recent years because one parent complained about that club reading Jason
Reynolds’s and Ibram X. Kendi’s Stamped: Racism, Antiracism, and You (2020). Perhaps most
upsetting, | attended a meeting for English teachers wherein they discussed offering an
alternative to King’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail” (1963), which was part of the shared
textbook curriculum for freshmen, because the teachers were concerned that addressing some
students’ racist comments in their classes might result in the teachers appearing “on the news.”
These stories illustrate to me how English teachers are being taught to suppress their professional

judgment and are expected to yield to the authority of state leaders and politicized members of



the public. While some may find means of resistance, the pressures and incentives to conform
are palpable.

Campano (2007) defends both the intellectual and activist positions of teachers: “As
teachers we should assert our unqualified membership in a vibrant and emergent intellectual —
and hopefully, activist — culture” (p. 118). This means that teachers cannot and should not just
submit to what Campano (2007) refers to as the concerns of the “first classroom,” including
“basal instruction, testing, test preparation, and codified teaching strategies that focus on the
transmission of discrete skills” (p. 40). On one hand, these first classroom issues are mandated
parts of the job. If teachers want to maintain their positions, they must do this work satisfactorily.
Nonetheless, few teachers are content with this kind of work alone. Campano (2007) describes
the other work of teachers as the “second classroom” that is “invisible and uncompensated” and
“includes the relationships" and the “emotional labor of teachers” (p. 40). Teachers are thus in a
position of constant negotiation, determining the proportionate importance to allot to differing
expectations. For English teachers, this tension may be even more distinct. On one hand, literacy
education is part of the humanities, dealing specifically with expressions of human thoughts and
feelings. However, English teachers are also tasked with carrying out the state and district
mandated curricula and standards, being one of the most frequently tested subjects, alongside
mathematics. When navigating the demands of the first classroom with the needs of the second,
Hoffman et al. (2001) urge teachers to enact some form of resistance, whether that be through
being “creatively compliant and selectively defiant as it fits the learning needs of [their]
students” (p. 491).

Bakhtin’s (1981) notions on authoritative discourse help to illustrate the cognitive

difficulties that English teachers face as they sort through varying priorities and belief systems,



trying to locate themselves and their students among them. Bakhtin (1981) defines an
authoritative discourse as one that “demands that we acknowledge it, that we make it our own; it
binds us, quite independent of any power it might have to persuade us internally” (p. 342).
Authoritative discourses are deemed authoritative because of the power they yield in action, not
necessarily because of their persuasive power. State standards, test mandates, and laws all yield
power in public classrooms, regardless of the extent to which teachers believe in the efficacy or
importance of these pressures. They are the public measures by which teachers and their students
are judged, students progress through academia, and teachers keep their jobs. Because an
authoritative discourse insists on its prominence and singularity, other perspectives on what
literacy education can and should look like are stifled, ignored, or punished. Teachers, whether
they believe in the messages passed down from those in power or not, must still contend with
them. Often, authority figures' expectations conflict or are in tension with the goals and desires
of teachers and their students. In fact, many teachers are aware of the harm to students posed by
an autonomous model of literacy enforced by the authority of the state. By eliciting and listening
to teachers, we can begin to locate pressure points authoritative discourses assert in their
practice. Furthermore, we can look to teachers to identify and form strategies of resistance and
protest.

Bringing teachers' stories about their conflicts with authoritative discourses in education
to the forefront is no easy task. Not only are teachers' voices often unsolicited, but teachers often
understandably silence themselves. Shelton and Brooks (2019), two English teachers and
friendly colleagues, describe how “the threat of losing our jobs constantly hovered over us in
faculty meetings, department meetings, district meetings” (p. 11). Similarly, I have engaged with

my own professional communities of English teachers with a similar “energy and excitement”



over our lessons and “the desire to bring that love to students” (Shelton & Brooks, 2019, p. 5).
Like these teachers, though, we have found safe ways to engage in dialogue, typically with
classroom doors shut or through text messaging. The contrast between these conversations and
the ones that we had in the face of authority figures is largely what inspired my focus on this
topic. This study seeks to bring these hidden communications to the surface, to examine them,
and to empower teachers and their students through them. To do so, | will focus on public high
school English teachers from Tennessee to lift the voices of these individuals and honor the
complexities of their work, particularly in our current historical moment. In response to their
stories, | plan to engage teachers in a collaborative "manifesto-writing™ activity to identify shared
values that can work as a counter-discourse to the stifling effects of authorities and to imagine
and document strategies for supporting those values in practice (Moussa & Scapp, 1996, p. 88).
Personal Significance

I am in my eleventh consecutive year as a high school English teacher within the same
district. This is my fifteenth year in this district overall, and I am in my sixteenth year of full-
time public-school teaching with all my experience in the state of Tennessee. | graduated from a
Tennessee public high school and earned my BA and MA English degrees in this state. Like
most young teachers, | had visions of what | would do for and with students in my classroom,
largely informed by my own experiences with incredible educators. | wanted my students to love
and be inspired by reading, find their voices in writing, have rich discussions about meaningful
topics, and feel proud and empowered when they moved on from my class. Much of my teacher
training in college had been geared towards developing a personal teaching philosophy, which
suggested to my naive mind that my job would be to live by this philosophy in my future work as

a teacher. I graduated high school in 2001, just before the authorization of No Child Left Behind.
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Before | graduated, testing existed, but it did not feel terribly important. We took the tests, and
then we went back to learning. As | was studying to become an English teacher, | had no real
sense of how the education system that I had just left was changing.

The longer | stayed in teaching, the wider the gap between my own values and those of
the institutions | worked within grew, along with feelings of powerlessness and frustration. |
have increasingly felt pressure to minimize, to reduce, to box in my instruction. | was repeatedly
told to get students to master a standard, but | was unsure what it meant to master reading or
writing — what seemed to me to be life-long, adaptive, and changing skills. Further, with
standards as complex as analyzing the development of a theme across a novel or writing a
narrative, it was hard to see how standards aligned with a vision of the humanities that honors
varied approaches, interpretations, and perspectives. The pressure only increased with evaluation
models that relied on growth scores based on incredibly narrow definitions of success, assessed
by what seemed, at least to my peers and me, problematic tests. We wondered how a single,
multiple-choice answer could effectively describe how the poet used figurative language to
develop her message and if the test-makers had even understood the poem themselves. When
leaders in our schools described student success, they discussed student test scores, and when
they discussed test scores, they referred to them as the teachers’ scores. Each student became
reduced to numbers. In turn, my colleagues and I were reduced to our students’ cumulative
numbers.

| felt outside control creep into my classroom. | heard principals remind teachers in
faculty meetings to “just teach the curriculum” or, if texts seemed controversial at all, to just
avoid them so that parents would have no reason to complain. We were told that politics did not

belong in our classrooms, even though silencing certain types of discussion was a political act in
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itself. | heard a district leader tell an auditorium full of K-12 teachers that they do not have the
power to change the standards nor how they are assessed. Teachers were, therefore, told that they
did not have to agree with the standards but should focus on teaching them anyhow, erasing any
potential for teacher agency in determining classroom priorities. While | have never been
inherently against teaching standards, the lifeless lists of unconnected benchmarks seemed to
drain the significance out of the work | was doing, and | felt both angry and demoralized. These
feelings only increased in recent years as | and other teachers taught through a pandemic that
cost some their health or their lives, witnessed passage of new laws that questioned our
professionalism and expertise, and saw a concerted effort by politicians to move tax dollars into
private charter schools often by demeaning the work done by public school teachers.

Thankfully, these authoritative voices have not been the only discourses influencing my
instructional decisions. My English teacher colleagues were often the ones who buoyed my
resolve to do what was best for my students even among increasingly oppressive policies. Away
from the eyes and ears of administrators, in hushed tones behind closed classroom doors and
over text messages, we vented our frustrations with testing, lackluster prescribed textbook
readings, the myriad ways we were de-professionalized, and the stunted imaginations that
dictated what should happen in our classrooms. Further, these peers were more than just an outlet
for grievances: they were a constant reminder of what mattered. Working with colleagues at my
school, in my district, or in fulfilling professional development opportunities like our local
branch of the National Writing Project, we shared engagement strategies, stories and lessons that
excited students, unit plans that forced students to engage in difficult dialogue, and texts that
provided mirrors and windows. We read and shared ideas regarding new pedagogical movements

and dared each other to push the boundaries of what we could do in our classrooms.
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The problem of sustaining one’s personal motivations and values among authoritative
dictates matters to me because doing so has kept me in a profession that I love. Without a strong
internal discourse that has been supported, challenged, and strengthened by peers, | may have
succumbed to the demands of authority or simply left teaching altogether. Research and my
personal experience show me that autonomous literacy models hurt children, reducing them to
little more than data in a value-added system and their teachers to manipulators of that data.
Further, the extended reach of the policymakers and politically motivated community members
into the minute details of classroom activities threatens to rob teachers and students of a rich,
intellectual experience and replace it with one defined by distant, but powerful authorities.
Purpose and Significance to the Field

While most sociocultural and critical literacy theorists do describe autonomous literacy
models as damaging to all student populations, researchers may not fully understand the intense
pressure teachers experience to teach from this perspective due to the prevalence of this
discourse (Freire, 1970/2008; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Moll et al., 1992; Morrell, 2017; Street,
1984; Tuck, 2009). Few high school English teachers are likely in a position in which they can
avoid the effects of these discourses completely. The language of what "good" teaching looks
like is bound to seep into everyday practice over time through what Papola-Ellis (2014) describes
as “policy cascades” (p. 166). Teachers' voices can reveal the ways in which they have been both
complicit and resistant to authoritative discourses in their work, including strategies of outright
defiance and creative compliance, and they can help define a coordinated action plan for further
resistance (Hoffman et al., 2001). Refusing to comply with authority can be a career-ending
move in any discipline, but there are likely subversive ways in which teachers can push back

against the demands of authority while maintaining their standing in public schools. Teachers
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can help to identify the problems, and collaboration can create a counter-discourse that
strengthens a teacher community of resistance.

High school English teachers, particularly those within a single region, district, or school,
are a community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). This is evident in shared lesson plans seen
within the same building or across a district. The conversations that these teachers have amongst
themselves are rarely public, but they are constant and likely one of the biggest contributors to
classroom decisions. These kinds of discussions are not the formal ones documented in PLC
(professional learning community) paperwork; instead, they are spontaneous and natural, often
occurring amidst personal conversations and jokes in relationships developed by mutual respect
and trust. In these conversations, teachers are more likely to reveal their attitudes towards and
actions in response to authoritative discourses. Since | know that my experiences are not
universal, | hope this research will reveal commonalities in how English teachers respond to and
negotiate the discourses affecting their work. These kinds of conversations often contradict or
undermine authoritative discourses and are therefore not publicly heard or recorded; however,
leaving these stories completely hidden diminishes their power to create change. This
dissertation seeks to uncover stories of dissmpowerment and resistance to honor the teachers that
share them as well as those who might be inspired, validated, or buttressed by them. Further,
bringing together like-minded teachers to develop a counter-discourse can have ripple effects
into a wider community of practice as participants across the district continue their work among
peers in their individual schools.

Research Questions
The purpose of this study was to record high school English teachers' thoughts and

feelings about their work in literacy education within Tennessee, particularly in response to
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authoritative and autonomous literacy discourses, and to bring teachers together to develop a
counter-discourse through collaboration. | define authoritative literacy discourses as the
communicated priorities and beliefs of people in power and authority regarding what matters in
student literacy education. In public education, these discourses typically stem from an
autonomous view of literacy as defined by national, state, and local governments, which are then
reiterated and enacted in local school districts, communities, and schools. For this research study,
| sought to answer, “What do Tennessee high school English teachers reveal about how
authoritative discourses in literacy education affect their work, and what counter-discourses can
be identified to support strategies to effectively resist negative effects?”
Local Contexts

The contexts of state and national politics, assessments, and evaluations are important to
this study as they represent the many communal and authoritative discourses that affect public
schools. How state leaders discuss education, the laws that they create, and how money is spent
all represent ways that authoritative entities exert power over public education. This study will
take place in Tennessee where Governor Lee, first elected in 2018 and re-elected in 2022, has
aggressively advocated for school vouchers and charter schools during his tenure, including an
initiative to bring charter schools associated with Larry Arnn. Gov. Lee has also initiated a state
charter school commission that has the power to overrule local school board determinations on
charter schools, filling this board with his own appointees (Williams, 2022). Education in the
state has become highly politicized in recent years, particularly during the height of the Covid-19
pandemic. For instance, legislation passed that prohibited mask mandates in Tennessee school
districts, though this law was immediately challenged in court (Kruesi & Mattisse, 2021).

Throughout Tennessee, school board meetings became combative over issues like masks and
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fears related to CRT or sexuality being promoted in books. In general, public education is a
highly contested site currently within the state and beyond. The consensus across the country is
that teachers, already burnt out from the demands of the pandemic, now feel a “target on [their]
backs in the culture wars” (Schwartz, 2022). The legislative reaction to this culture war has been
to pass bills that limit the scope of classroom materials and discussion as well as punitive "back-
to-basics" policies, such as third-grade retention laws (Stout & Wilburn, 2022; Wegner, 2023).

The American Legislative Exchange Council’s Report Card on American Education
(2022) ranks Tennessee 24" out of all fifty states and the District of Columbia. Test data used in
this calculation comes from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). Between
2009 and 2017, Tennessee improved its performance rankings on this assessment from 36 to
24" however, the trends of the scores themselves vary little during this time with 81" grade
reading starting at a score of 261 in 2009 and ending with a score of 262 in in 2017. According
to the Education Data Initiative (Hanson, 2022), Tennessee ranks 43" out of 45 in public school
funding with an average of $9,942 per pupil expenditures in K-12 schools with the national
average being $13,185 per student, figures that educators in the state often tout as them
outperforming based on the resources afforded to them.

Tennessee public schools follow the Tennessee Academic Standards, described as a
“common set of expectations for what students will know and be able to do at the end of a grade
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for each subject area,” “rooted in the knowledge and skills students need to succeed in their
postsecondary studies and/or careers” (Tennessee Department of Education, 2022). According to
the state Department of Education website, these standards were proposed in 2016 and 2017 with

assessments aligned to these standards beginning in the 2017, 2018, and 2019 school years based

on subject area. At the high school level, students take end of course (EOC) assessments in ninth
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and tenth grade English, along with several math courses, biology, U.S. history and geography.
Scores from these assessments count as high schoolers’ final exam grades in those courses.
Teachers are also held accountable for students' performance on these tests via the Tennessee
Value-Added Assessment System (TVAAS), a measurement system focused on student growth
by comparing “the progress students make relative to their peers across the state year to year”
(Tennessee Department of Education, 2022). In recent years, growth scores were required to
account for 35% of an educator in a tested subject’s evaluation score with observation data
consisting of 50% and achievement scores consisting of 15% (Office of Human Capital, 2022).
Teachers are then ranked with a “Level of Effectiveness (LOE) score of 1-5 with 1 being equal
to being significantly below expectations, defined as having “limited knowledge” related to
content and instruction and “little to no impact on student outcomes™ to a 5, which is labeled as
“significantly above expectations,” defined as a teacher that “exemplifies” content and
instructional knowledge, has a “significant impact on student outcomes,” and should be
considered “a model of exemplary teaching” (Office of Preparation and Performance, 2022).
Theoretical Framework

When | first began thinking about the dissonance | felt between the manner in which my
colleagues and | talked about our pedagogical practices and the ways in which I felt them being
discussed from authority figures, I focused on Street’s (1984) autonomous and ideological
models of literacy. In my mind, expectations of standards alignment, testing procedures,
accountability, and the labeling of students as proficient or below basic aligned with Street’s
(1984) autonomous model. Bloome and Green (2015) agree, noting that the autonomous model
is most present in and associated with macrostructures “enforced by the state,” including

“literacy education curricula, instruction, and evaluations” (p. 19). To be able to attain
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proficiency implies testable autonomous skill sets that mark someone as acceptably literate or
not. From an ideological perspective, all students, whether from a dominant group or not, can be
harmed by the autonomous model. Literacy cannot be reduced to the simple acquisition of skills
but instead is an inherently social act in which one acts “upon the world with others in an effort
to understand it and change it” (Bloome & Green, 2015, p. 28). The ideological lens sees literacy
as active, not as a commodity that can be parsed into pieces. As Gee (2015) states, “people do
not just read and write texts; they do things with them” (p. 36). Reader response theorist
Rosenblatt (1938/1995) also emphasizes the human element of literacy, recognizing that
"language is socially evolved, but it is always constituted by individuals, with their particular
histories” (p.25). These critics remind us of the powerfully intimate nature of language and
literacy rather than something dictated and controlled by authority figures. Although | had never
heard English teachers use Street’s (1984) exact terminology of autonomous or ideological
literacies, their conversations mirrored much of what | was reading.

The English teachers | knew were tired of testing and accountability measures. They
reacted poorly to the idea that their lessons should be limited to a single skill in isolation, writing
a standard on the board and suggesting that students should somehow have learned that skill by
the end of class. They wanted to have students read and write about topics that mattered to them,
not just learn how to complete a five-paragraph essay in response to uninspiring texts on an
exam. We heard voices telling us that we must teach the standards; we must post them in our
classrooms; we must frame our questions like the test and use the state’s rubrics to grade our
students’ papers. We heard again and again not to teach “divisive” or “political” texts but to stick
to what was provided to us by state-adopted textbooks. Still, | recognized that this binary

between autonomous and ideological models was not quite adequate, nor did it necessarily fit the
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belief systems of all the teachers | know. Some teachers were rigid in their approach to teaching
research papers or grammar, even literature. Most everyone still wanted their students to score
well on the ACT by helping them determine “correct” answers. I even recently worked with a
high school teacher who forced all her juniors to learn cursive because she had internalized the
idea that essays must be written in cursive. Where did we all fit in this binary?

Thankfully, in a reading research course, I read Wohlwend’s (2009) article on writing
discourses in elementary education. While the subject matter of elementary writing instruction
was not my focus, the framework for the study was incredibly enlightening. In it, Wohlwend
(2009) describes six types of writing discourses that she feels affected an elementary teacher’s
pedagogical decision-making. For Wohlwend (2009), classrooms “are nested in schools,
communities, and governments that each circulate particular discourses,” and “when overlapping
discourses generate opposing interpretations of writing development,” literacy teachers get
caught in the middle (pp. 342-343). The framework of literacy discourses suddenly made perfect
sense for the conflicting perspectives and what mattered in secondary English classrooms. Just
like the elementary teacher in Wohlwend’s (2009) study, high school English teachers in my
district were caught in an array of overlapping and conflicting discourses as they determined
what knowledge and skills to prioritize and how to teach their classes.

Once I had learned about discourses in literacy education, Bakhtin’s (1981) concept of
authoritative discourses helped me frame my research question. In Bakhtin’s (1981) descriptions
of authoritative discourses, | hear so many voices that influence English classroom practices.
Whether they think these voices are valid or not, English teachers must prepare students for
standardized tests. Whether they think it is pedagogically useful or not, they must post daily state

standards in their room. If they want to teach Alexie’s (1996) poem or King’s (1963) letter, they
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must ask themselves what the potential repercussions will be from principals or the wider
community. Perhaps they will opt for a “safer” piece against their own inclinations. In contrast, |
have also been party to conversations among English teachers, listening to each other,
researching, inquiring, struggling with their preconceived notions, the ideas of their peers, and
authoritative discourses to determine what is best for their students. In these spaces, teachers
share their thoughts openly. In them, | have heard fears about what will become of our
profession, how we might be punished, or worries we have for our students, but I have also heard
mockery of authoritative discourses, strategies for feigned compliance and defiance, and support
for peers. These are the conversations | hoped to bring out of the shadows to illuminate the
harms perpetuated by authoritative discourses as well as strategies for weakening their power
over teacher agency.
Background, Positionality, and Role of Researcher

I am currently in my sixteenth year as a public high school English teacher. Beforehand, I
completed my teacher training at a private college in Memphis, Tennessee in 2005, which meant
that | was surrounded by wealth and whiteness while in my college classes, but | saw a different
reality when | left the campus walls. Leaving the literal gates of my college community and
entering Memphis schools meant becoming aware, in a way that had rarely happened
beforehand, of my whiteness. Like Ladson-Billings’s (1995) teacher candidates, I was a white
woman who did “not share the cultural knowledge, experiences, and understandings” of the
students | met in these classrooms (458). While | cared intensely about the kids with whom |
worked as individuals, there was much | did not understand or know about their lives, cultures,
and experiences, and there were so many misconceptions that | had been taught that | needed to

unlearn over the course of my career.
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| began teaching full-time in the 2005-2006 school year, immediately after | finished my
undergraduate degree, in a rural Tennessee high school. | taught AP English Language and
Composition and freshman honors English there for just one year before accepting an
assistantship to earn my masters in English. During that first year, | encountered deficit-minded
thinking through required professional development. Our school held a “poverty training” to
supposedly help us empathize with the poverty our students dealt with, but it instead reinforced
stereotypes of the poor being bad with their money and resources. After earning my master's in
English, getting married, and settling into a new town, my next four years of teaching were in my
current district. From 2008-2012, | taught at one of the large, comprehensive high schools in a
working-class area, in which many community families were employed at a factory. This school
had and continues to have the largest ELL population in its district. | taught sophomore and
junior English at standard and honors levels. Perhaps after earning a master's degree where some
of my favorite classes were in postcolonial and diasporic literature, | was primed to be critical of
dominant narratives in this diverse school. I grew from interactions with my students and learned
a more asset-based mindset, even if | did not know that was what it was called at the time. My
students spoke multiple languages fluently, and they had navigated institutional racism in ways |
would not have noticed on my own. | am forever thankful to my students for what they taught
me and the accident that | was open to learning from them. Somehow, | had come to believe, like
Freire (1970/2008), that those in the classroom should be “simultaneous teachers and students”
(72). My students have always been excellent teachers.

After having my son, | took some time off from teaching full-time, returning in 2013 to
work at the same district’s academic magnet school. I stayed at this school for nine years,

teaching sophomore English honors and advanced honors and AP English Language and
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Composition. I also opened and ran the school’s writing lab staffed with peer tutors. While these
students were often more privileged than students at other schools, they taught me more about
gender and sexual identities, as more and more of my students have openly identified and shared
with me some of the joys and difficulties of being part of the LGBTQ+ community, particularly
in the Bible Belt South. As magnet school students, they also helped me be more aware of and
sensitive to the mental health issues placed on high-achieving students. Working at a school that
was expected to push students beyond minimum requirements also had its benefits, allowing me
some measure of freedom in my curriculum and strategies. | also benefited from working with
colleagues who pushed the boundaries of my pedagogy there. | have recently transferred to a
multi-grade, community school, located in a more rural area of the district, where | am teaching
sophomore English at the standard and honors level and yearbook.

In my teaching positions, | have made many connections across multiple communities of
practice. | have been part of the school communities where | worked, particularly the English
departments. | have also participated as a teacher consultant in our local chapter of the National
Writing Project, presenting my teacher research at local professional developments and through
the College, Career, and Community Writers Program grant in rural Tennessee districts. | have
had the opportunity to lead and take part in multiple professional development sessions offered
by my district, interacting with English and other teachers across the district. While teaching AP
English Language and Composition, | collaborated with AP English teachers across my district,
meeting to discuss instructional plans and develop and score mock exams. | have also attended
the AP English and Composition reading and presented at an annual conference, providing me
with connections across the country at the high school and college level. My district has also

offered me some contracted teacher leadership positions. For instance, when our district adopted
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a new textbook before the 2020-2021 school year, | was on a small committee of English
teachers to help create the curriculum guide for sophomore English. I have also represented and
continue to represent my school on a district committee of sophomore English teachers since the
2019-2020 school year. A couple of projects have been especially meaningful to me. | have
conducted professional development on alternative grading practices through a book study on
Zerwin’s (2020) Point-less: An English Teacher’s Guide to More Meaningful Grading. Further,
through my work as a writing center director, I have collaborated with a local university’s
writing center as well as centers across the state and country at the high school and college level.
Most recently, I have benefited from participation in and camaraderie with other teachers and
researchers in the National Endowment for the Humanities "Making the Good Reader and
Citizen: The History of Literature Instruction in American Schools™ summer program.

All these experiences create a professional web of relationships that have sewn me into
the fabric of high school English teachers. | am not an objective outsider. | have worked with
many individuals throughout my district, the state, and sometimes even the country on the behalf
of better literacy instruction for our students. Through this work, | have come to see this
community of teachers as a rich, varied group of experts worthy of listening to. I identify with
Campano’s (2007) declaration that my work is “interested” because I have experienced “the
consequences of our work with an immediacy and poignancy” borne from the “physical, material
component to teaching, an emotional and bodily strenuousness” (pp. 115-116). | am deeply
invested emotionally, physically, and intellectually in this community, and vibrations of activity
within this community resonate within me. | am, therefore, an insider to the English teacher
community, the very group that I plan to study. | do, however, still have partial outsider status.

While conducting my research, | will have only taught at four different public high schools
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across two districts and only in the state of Tennessee. Further, even the schools where | have
taught in the past change in student, teacher, and administrative populations each year. My
position inside this ever-changing web allows me to illuminate the complex community of
English teachers within my district.

The participants in this study are my professional peers, people whom | invited to give
voice to their experiences and beliefs and to reflect on them in conversation with me and later in
collaboration with each other. Some are even close friends with whom | have laughed and cried.
| wanted to open space for the participants’ voices to be heard, being particularly conscious of
the “challenge not to jump to an assumption about a commonly experienced event” by asserting
my own point of view (CohenMiller & Boivin, 2022, p. 79). As in Hunt’s (2018) study, my
insider knowledge had the capacity to deepen “my understandings of the local context,” but I
needed to be aware of how “pre-existing opinions about district policies and relationships” with
colleagues were likely to affect my interpretations (p. 268). I, as a researcher, was an insider “in
some ways’’ and an outsider “in other ways” (CohenMiller & Boivin, 2022, p. 79). This is
necessary to acknowledge since my position may have helped my participants feel more
comfortable talking to me as a fellow teacher or friend, but I could not rely on this comfort to
extend to all aspects of our intersectional identities. For instance, | am a white, middle-class,
married, straight woman, and a mother with moderate experience in teaching. Therefore, my
experiences teaching could be similar to another English teacher’s, but they could also differ
from the experiences of a teacher of color, a man, someone new to the career, a seasoned
department chair, a member of the LGBTQ+ community, or simply a teacher working with a
different population of students. We also likely had similarities and differences due to a

continuum of religious, political, and educational experiences that inform our belief systems.
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Definition of Relevant Terms

Authoritative discourses: In education, authoritative discourses are the voices and
ideologies presented by those who have power over what happens in education. The messages
have power over people’s actions but may or may not be incorporated into their individual belief
systems (Bakhtin, 1981). Therefore, high school English teachers hear authoritative discourses
from school, district, state, and national leadership, as well as through parents and community
members whose personal beliefs have public influence.

Autonomous literacy model: Originally defined by Street (1984), the autonomous literacy
model refers to the notion that there is one universal, agreed-upon notion of literacy that all can
achieve. Bloome and Greene (2015) have noted that this model is often associated with the state
and enforced through “literacy education curricula, instruction, and evaluations” (p. 19). In this
study, the autonomous model of literacy is connected to any practices — by authority figures or
teachers — that demand and reinforce a single ideology of literacy.

Counter-discourses: Moussa and Scapp (1996) describe counter-discourses as a way for
those impacted by the power of authoritative discourses to articulate their own desires and speak
back. Therefore, when teachers articulate their own values about literacy education that
contradict the values of accountability measures and autonomous literacy, they are developing a
counter-discourse that affirms their beliefs and strengthens their abilities to resist.

Ideological literacy model: In contrast, Street’s (1984) ideological model of literacy
refers to how social contexts give literacy practices meaning. Therefore, literacy practices can
differ among cultural groups, and no one definition of literacy is possible. The ideological model
of literacy in this study is connected to ways in which teachers or other authorities make space

for other visions of literacy, particularly literacy that is meaningful through its social relevance.
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Management pedagogies: Giroux (1998) used this term to describe the process in which
systems control teachers’ behavior. The underlying belief is that teachers who have intellectual
freedom and power to conduct their classroom pose a threat to the stability of instruction and
must instead be guided to remain on a narrow, predetermined path. For English teachers, this
term could include standards, accountability measures, evaluation procedures, and policies that
seek to control their work in their classrooms.

Transformative intellectuals: In contrast, Giroux (1998) envisions teachers as
transformative intellectuals, emphasizing freedom to make decisions based on a “special
dedication to the values of the intellect and the enhancement of critical powers of the young” (p.
125). In this model, teachers are not merely transmitters of a curriculum but instead are
empowering students to be “critical agents” who have an “active voice in their learning
experiences” (Giroux, 1998 p. 127). Teachers who view their classrooms as student-centered
may engage in practices that are transformative.

Organization of the Study

| conducted a thematic analysis of data gained from informal, semi-structured interviews
with seven participants, all of whom were current high school English teachers in Tennessee at
the time. As my intent was to locate conflicts and compliance with the enactment of authoritative
discourses on high school English teachers' work, | requested that participants bring artifacts to
the interview that remind them of their motivation or meaning behind their work and, conversely,
artifacts that represent a way in which an outside pressure has complicated or conflicted with
their work. These objects worked as “methodological release points” to elicit feelings, thoughts,
and memories from teachers (Fine & Torre, 2021, p. 32). These artifacts included emails that

they received from building and district leaders and mementos from their students and
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colleagues. I asked follow-up questions about how they decided to become English teachers and
how their experiences have or have not lived up to their expectations. | wanted to know about
their moments of joy, pride, and satisfaction in their work as well as moments of frustration,
pain, and disillusionment. Interviews lasted approximately an hour with some continuing to an
hour and a half. Participants were invited to conduct interviews in a public library conference
space to avoid chances of our conversation being overheard. | audio-recorded the interviews
using Otter.ai. All interviews, except one, were recorded in this manner with the exception being
one that was re-recorded over Zoom due to a technical difficulty in our first in-person attempt.

I have conducted thematic analysis as defined by Braun and Clarke (2006) as a “method
for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data" and in which the
researcher plays an “active role identifying patterns/themes, selecting which are of interest, and
reporting them to readers (Taylor and Ussher, 2001)” (p. 80). Therefore, my first step consisted
of "familiarizing™ myself with the data through transcribing and reading and rereading it (Braun
& Clark, 2006, p. 87). Braun and Clarke (2006) also state that “writing is an integral part of
analysis, not something that takes place at the end” (p. 86). Therefore, I used myself as an
instrument of analysis, searching for potential patterns and themes across my participants’
transcriptions and using memo-writing to better understand the patterns and connect them to my
research questions. | also kept an audio research diary that I allowed Otter.ai to transcribe for me
to keep track of my thoughts, feelings, and reactions throughout the process to help me remain
reflexive throughout. Due to my interest in "emotions, values, conflicts, and judgments" of my
participants, | chose to code using two affective methods as defined by Saldafia (2021): emotion
and values coding (p. 159). After transcribing and conducting first emotion and then values

coding of the data, | continued to analyze the data by "collating codes into initial themes,"
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"reviewing themes," and "defining and naming themes™ (Braun & Clark, 2006, p. 87). Braun &
Clark's (2006) approach to thematic analysis allowed for both flexibility while also providing
guiding steps for active and purposeful analysis. Report production under Braun & Clark's
(2006) guidelines involved the selection of "vivid, compelling extract examples™ with analysis
(p. 87).

Once | determined themes, | used these themes as a starting point for a collaborative
activity. Drawing from terminology in CohenMiller and Boivin (2022), | considered my position
in this part of the study as a collaboration facilitator. Participants were invited to engage in an
online Zoom activity. Specifically, | wanted to engage participants in completing a manifesto
about their classroom values. The topics of this manifesto were determined from the thematic
analysis of individual interviews (Appendix A). | have chosen the genre of manifesto writing due
to its ability to "speak collectively, build consensus, raise awareness, advocate for and accelerate
change, speak for and from the margins, disrupt the status quo, unsettle stuck discourses” (Hanna
& Ashby, 2022, p. 25-26). My participants lack power in isolation, so manifesto writing allowed
them to take their positions into a collaborative space, to speak against authoritative discourses,
clarify shared values, and identify actionable strategies for resistance. Brainstorming for the

manifesto followed the following formatting.

Topics (generated We believe Therefore, we must Examples in practice
from interview
themes)

This structure allowed participants to focus on topics where overlap had already been identified,
but they also had the opportunity to refine and articulate their shared values in the "we believe"

section.
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From there, teachers identified how those values should affect their classroom practice.
What overall position did they want to take in response to those beliefs? Finally, teachers
collectively shared and imagined concrete strategies that they could take in their everyday
classroom practices to carry out their values. Even if these teachers' manifesto was not intended
for "pushing new ideas into the public sphere™ as is traditional with the genre, the writing of this
manifesto hopefully still served to unite teachers, reinforce their belief systems, and reinvigorate
their commitments to change and resistance (Hanna & Ashby, 2022, p. 26). Further, this activity
may have given teachers the support and enthusiasm they needed to feel comfortable
disseminating these strategies among their peers at their individual schools or even leading future

professional development opportunities.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

Introduction

The study of discourse provides a mechanism for understanding how language affects our
ability to conceptualize the world around us. We all know the feeling of an idea becoming
clearer, more manageable once we have the language to describe it. It matters, then, how people
talk about literacy education because our language creates our conceptions for what that
education should and should not look like. The possibilities for what can and should happen in
an English classroom are at least partially dependent on the language used to describe them. |
align Street's (1984) autonomous model of literacy with Bakhtin's (1981) definition of
authoritative discourses since both carry the weight of authority and aim to be the correct model.
The autonomous model as an authoritative discourse, however, has real consequences for both
students and teachers. I, therefore, turn to Street's (1984) ideological model of literacy as an
expansive framework for reimagining the various possibilities for English education and thus
developing a counter-discourse through which to enact teacher resistance (Moussa & Scapp,
1996).
Autonomous and Skills-Based Literacies as Authoritative Discourse

According to Bakhtin's (1981) discussions on discourse, the words we and others use and
how we use them have tremendous power to shape both how we think about the world around us
and how we interact with it. Bakhtin (1981) describes the process of engaging in dialogue with
others, whether through speech or another form of media, as part of an “individual’s ideological
becoming” (p. 342). By listening to and thinking about the language that others use to make
sense of the world, we, in turn, work to make sense of the world and our place within it. Bakhtin

(1981) locates authoritative discourses “in a distanced zone” that is “felt to be hierarchically



30

higher” (p. 342). Authority can reside in any sector or individual who has power over another.
Therefore, Bakhtin (1981) describes some common speakers of authoritative discourses as
“religious, political, moral; the word of a father, of adults and of teachers, etc.” (p. 342). This
authority does not need to exist in a particular organization, such as church, as it may be more
amorphous, flowing through such paths as “tradition” or “generally acknowledged truths”
(Bakhtin, 1981, p. 344). Regardless of where they come from, authoritative discourses transmit
the ideologies of those who wish to exert their authority over the minds and actions of others.
Accordingly, they come to us intact, from an existing source somewhere in the past, and are
meant to be accepted completely unaltered and unquestioned. In fact, Bakhtin (1981) states that
the “authoritative word demands that we acknowledge it, that we make it our own; it binds us,
quite independent of any power it might have to persuade us internally” (p. 342, emphasis
added). The power of authoritative discourse, then, is not essentially persuasive. It has power
over our actions — whether through social pressure or some other threat — but not necessarily our
minds.

For the purposes of this study, | was concerned with how authoritative discourses in
education influence the lived work experiences of high school English teachers. Their minds,
their classrooms, their stories are sites of contact where authoritative discourses compete for
primacy against teachers' own belief systems and values. Even if we do not accept or believe that
an authoritative discourse is persuasive or true, it may not be completely avoidable due to the
power it holds over individuals. For instance, we might disagree with a law, think it is stupid or
even unethical, but if we wish to avoid punishment, we may still comply or at least slyly evade
detection from authority figures while breaking that law. A tension almost always exists, then,

between our own beliefs and authoritative discourses since they do not have to persuade us to
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exert pressure on our actions. This conflict is important because those who cede control to
authoritative discourses against their will are more likely to feel powerless and dehumanized,
particularly if they view their actions as counter to their own sense of purpose.

Bakhtin's descriptions of authoritative discourses as static, controlling, and singular
mirror the language used in the autonomous model of literacy education as defined by Street
(1984). Like Bakhtin's (1981) notion of authoritative discourse, Street's (1984) autonomous
model of literacy is thought to exist outside of social constructs, unchanging, and universally true
by its very nature. This representation of literacy also implies power and judgment, just like in
many authoritative discourses. For Street (1984), autonomous literacy models may pretend to be
neutral and beyond reproach, but they instead exist for “a specific political purpose,” such as the
“transfer of dominant values” (p. 19). Therefore, the autonomous model of literacy is indeed a
type of authoritative discourse determined to reign as the model of literacy holding power over
how literacy is taught and understood.

Because the autonomous model frames literacy as a set of concrete, acquirable skills, the
educational reform movement of recent decades was perhaps an inevitable result. While Deville
and Chalhoub-Deville (2011) recognize this movement to have taken place in multiple nations,
they trace its development in the United States through a series of efforts, including the 1989
Education Summit, No Child Left Behind (2001), the Common Core State Standards Initiative
(2010), and Race to the Top (2016). This history supports Bloome and Green’s (2015) claim that
the autonomous model is most present in and associated with macrostructures “enforced by the
state,” including “literacy education curricula, instruction, and evaluations” (p. 19).
Accountability measures therefore seek to hold “schools and teachers accountable through

student performance,” usually via standardized tests (Deville & Chalhoub-Deville, 2011, p. 308).
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This relationship between skills and testing was most recently displayed in the United
States through the development and adoption of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS).
Under President Obama’s Race to the Top, states competed for federal money, and one way to
win this money was to have “at least 85% of their standards” come from the CCSS (Deville &
Chalhoub-Deville, 2011, p. 311). Because of this, “by October 2013, forty-five states, the
District of Columbia, four territories, and the Department of Defense Education Activity” had
adopted the standards, though some have since backed away to varying extents (Bindewald, et
al., 2016, p. 1). For instance, Tennessee standards still closely mirror the CCSS, despite slight
changes and rebranding them as Tennessee Academic Standards. Such a wide-scale adoption has
driven “instructional practices, curricula, textbooks, and testing systems” (Deville & Chalhoub-
Deville, 2011, p. 311). Therefore, educational reform wields a great deal of power in
determining what ELA classrooms look like across the country, emanating from federal and state
governments and affecting many of the resources involved in classroom practices.

The adoption of CCSS or any other standards necessarily leads to standards-based
instruction in the classroom. Rowlands (2006) provides an example of what this could look like
by discussing how the goal of assessment is to determine “what each student needs in order to
master the requirements of a particular standard” (p. 28). Rowlands (2006) develops checklists to
assess her students’ proficiency and recommends first unpacking standards to determine visible
behaviors that students may exhibit at different developmental levels of performance and
labeling these as beginning, developing, or proficient. While just one example, her method is
familiar to me from standards deconstruction workshops and data tracking measures mandated in
my district. From the classroom to the federal government, the autonomous model defines a list

of acquirable skills. For the ELA CCSS and similar state standards, these include standards
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regarding reading literature, reading informational texts, foundational reading, writing, speaking
and listening, and language for grades K-12 and outline what mastery looks like for each skill at
each grade level (National Governors Association for Best Practices & Council of Chief State
School Officers, 2010). Schools and governments then measure and track student achievement of
these skills through classroom assessments and standardized tests and, in response, adjust
instructional techniques and institutional decisions regarding staffing and funding. The goal of
all these measures is proficiency for all students in all standards.

Papola-Ellis (2014) explains the power dynamics of authoritative discourses in literacy
education well while discussing the effect of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS).
Through the concept of "policy cascades,” Papola-Ellis (2014) notes that the power structure
began with the authors of the standards, then "flowed to the state and district level individuals
making decisions about adoption and implementation of the standards, and finally to the
classroom teachers who ultimately make instructional decisions” (p. 179). Teachers, therefore,
are at the bottom of this hierarchy, but they are also the ones in charge of actual implementation.
Over time, authoritative discourses are intricately woven into the fabric of the educational
community and may feel as universal and true as they purport to be. Most alarmingly, Papola-
Ellis (2014) notes that the teachers in her study, while directly repeating some of the phrasing of
CCSS, seemed unaware of the "significant power the individuals above them in the cascades
held over their day-to-day teaching decisions™ (p. 179). If teachers are unaware that authoritative
discourses are affecting their own practices, they are unlikely to fight against them in any
meaningful way. These authoritative discourses have become internalized.

Davis and Willson (2015) recognized a similar issue when they researched the state of

Texas's transition to the new STAAR test. While teachers in this study espoused priorities in
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their work beyond testing and even expressed frustration with the system, they also
acknowledged a need for preparing students to be successful on the discrete skills of the test.
Davis and Willson (2015) referred to these concerns as feelings of commitment teachers felt
under a testing system. Despite teachers' personal feelings, there was a general understanding
that students needed to be successful on test measurements. One of these was a commitment to
transfer avoidance, which Davis and Willson (2015) define as "a shared commitment to avoid the
need for students to negotiate unexpected and unfamiliar demands when they take their reading
comprehension and writing assessments” (p. 371). This can look like using the guestion stems
for the test, providing similar content, or developing text sets of similar lengths as tested
passages. Another strategy used by teachers in this study was described as "managerial

partitioning,” "the assumption that a single skill can be isolated within the larger process of
meaning making" (Davis & Willson, 2015, p. 371). This involves posting the standards for the
day, suggesting that one or two skills are the only ones being focused on in that lesson, rather
than admitting the interrelatedness of literacy processes. By isolating particular skills in
academic work and connecting them to certain types of test questions, teachers were likely to
"assume that analysis of a single test item can help make an inference about students'
understanding” of a skill (Davis & Willson, 2015, p. 372). For Davis and Willson (2015), test-
centric practices are an entrenched part of educational culture that persist even when the manner
or content of the test changes and even when teachers express doubt or frustration with the time
and emphasis placed on these commitments.

The pervasiveness of test-centric commitments among educators stems from the

discourse of accountability that has guided educational reform for the past several decades in

both the U.S. and abroad. Koyama (2013) situates this movement as a reactionary response to
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globalization, noting that the Program for Internal Student Assessment (PISA) rankings showed
China ahead of dozens of countries, including the U.S. This produced a general feeling that
America was falling behind and was not competitive on a global scale. The solution, according
to Koyama (2013), "was obvious: the United States would need to continue its push for greater
school accountability in the name of educational and economic efficiencies™ (p. 77). The goal of
education therefore became political and economic, not personal and intellectual, with important
decision-making left to state and federal enforcers. Koyama (2013) notes that in the U.S., as well
as many European countries, this framework for understanding the goals of education has
resulted in education policies that "mandate a centralization of control, standardization, and
increased accountability,” which is focused on "numeric and comparative accounts of academic
achievement"” (p. 78). In other words, academic success and failure must be numerically
measurable in order for comparisons and competition to take place. These numeric comparisons
allow for a sense of simplicity and certainty over whether a school, district, or state is meeting
expectations or not. Once this conclusion is reached, systems can enact measures to hold
individuals and groups accountable for these successes or failures.
The Harmful Effects of the Autonomous Literacy Model

The benefits of having a clear set of standards and goals for English instruction and
helping students gain proficiency in those skills may seem self-evident. This assumption,
however, belies a long history of harm caused by treating literacy as non-political, universal, and
neutral. de los Rios et al. (2019) point out “the status of English as ‘the world language’ is a
direct outcome of British linguistic imperialism” (p. 361). From the beginning, the English
language was one used to subjugate others around the world, imposing a linguistic hierarchy,

often through violence and force. This harm was further perpetuated in the United States when
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Indigenous children were “subjected to forced assimilation in English-only Americanization
boarding schools wherein punitive, physically violent, and dehumanizing school practices were
utilized in the name of teaching English” (de los Rios et al., 2019, p. 367). Language was used as
a tool to oppress enslaved Africans, who were immediately separated by language upon arriving
on American soil, to “deter any communication or organizing,” yet they were also forbidden
from receiving any literacy education (de los Rios et al., 2019, p. 367). When English first began
to be taught as a school subject, its origins limited what was considered good and acceptable
English. A group of professors, called the Committee of Ten, laid the groundwork for the literary
canon by labeling only certain texts as “literary masterpieces” (Sperling & DiPardo, 2008, p. 65).
They also instituted guidelines for “correct expression,” the progenitor of what we now
sometimes call “standard written English” (Sperling & DiPardo, 2008, p. 65). The foundations of
English education, then, have always been made by powerful forces intent on conformity and
control.

When literacy is viewed as a commodity or a set of skills that has inherent value apart
from their socially situated uses, a single “social formation” of literacy can begin to be viewed
“as if it were natural, universal, or, at the least, the end point of a normal developmental
progression” (Gee, 2015, p. 43). This assumption can lead to some forms of literacy, particularly
those used among marginalized groups, being either completely ignored or treated as inferior in
the dominant educational discourse. According to Bloome and Green (2015) and Gee (2015),
several dangerous possibilities can arise from this situation. Bloome and Green (2015) assert that
“language and culture are conceptually inseparable” (p. 22). Therefore, the choice of prioritizing
certain language skills over others is a politically charged act that suggests that some cultures are

better and more important than others. In fact, asking students to accept the language and thus
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the culture of the dominant group involves “complicity with values,” meaning that students are
being asked to do more than acquire skills (Gee, 2015, p. 39). They are being asked to change
their value systems and at least partially erase their identity. Not only this, but students from non-
dominant groups who accept the autonomous view of literacy imposed on them by a dominant
group may begin to “view themselves, their way of life, and their society as deficit and needing
to be ‘saved’” (Bloome & Green, 2015, p. 21). Just as "not seeing color" is a way to avoid
talking about systemic oppression, saying that a set of skills are "the" way to literacy, apart from
social values and cultures, leads to the erasure of how other groups and cultures perform literacy.
If literacy is defined merely as the acquisition of a set of skills chosen and used by the dominant
group, then all other literacies appear wrong and in need of correction.

Skills-based approaches can actually lead to a limited and unintellectual view of
academic success. Giroux (1988) argues that this approach to teaching reduces students to
vessels to be filled with knowledge rather than thinkers and “critical agents” (p. 127). This idea
of a student is similar to Freire’s (1970/2008) “banking” method of education in which students
are “receptacles [ . . . ] to be filled” (p. 72). Davis and Vehabovic (2017), therefore, warn against
test-centric instruction practices that can occur when standardized tests are used to measure
students’ acquisition of autonomous skills, describing how these practices can warp students’
perceptions of literacy. Teachers may prioritize only tested standards, which are ones easier to
test, not necessarily the most useful or meaningful skills, or resort largely to multiple choice
questions that mirror test content. Test-centric strategies simplify the reading and writing
processes and suggest that there is an “authoritative interpretation” that can be agreed upon,
rather than allowing students to critique and problematize texts, and divorce textual analysis and

creation from real-world uses (Davis & Vehabovic, 2017, p. 581). Davis and Vehabovic (2017)
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further state that teachers may resort to providing short excerpts to students that reflect the types
of texts seen on tests rather than encouraging them to read full-length books and novels. A
reading diet of exclusively test-prep passages can lead to students viewing reading as
disconnected from a way of understanding the world around them and discourage them from
choosing their own texts for in-depth reading to further their own knowledge. According to
Davis and Vehabovic (2017), then, the problem with standards and test-centric practices is that
the standards become the end goal of literacy. Literacy becomes detached from its socially
constructed roles and from having any real power or meaning in students’ lives.

Further, Carillo (2019) critiques the revival of a New Criticism approach to literacy in the
CCSS and similar state standards and their tendency to "encourage a reverence for tests™ (p.
145). The CCSS regularly repeat the words "the text itself," encouraging teachers and students to
focus their thinking within the "four corners of the text,” which Carillo (2019) finds to be
worrisome. For one, this approach erases the student as a meaning-maker in textual transactions.
The student is simply an observer of text and is therefore "silenced" and "dehumanized" in the
process (Carillo, 2019, p. 141). Carillo (2019) also deems this new approach especially
problematic in a digital age when students have access to a wealth of information at their
fingertips and have an especial need to be discerning readers. Carillo opines, "the CCSS do not
give students the opportunity to imagine themselves as readers, as autonomous thinkers who are
encouraged to bring their background knowledge, experiences, and reflective powers to the act
of reading™ (p. 141). This narrow set of skills, focused on finding all answers within the text,
could lead to less critical readers, who are less likely "to engage texts in deep ways - to question,

challenge, and maybe even seek to disprove them™ (Carillo, 2019, p. 145).
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According to Scarborough's (2001) reading rope model, isolated skills are helpful in the
early stages of learning to read. However, by leaving students in this stage, we in essence stunt
their automaticity, fluency, and strategic thinking. Likewise, Freebody and Luke (1990) name
these early literacy skills as code breaking, being able to actually decode a text, and text
participation, gaining meaning from a text. However, Freebody and Luke (1990) recognize two
later stages not necessarily being served by this autonomous and skills-based model. The first is
being a text user, which means using texts within a social context. If school literacy is mostly
geared towards the limited social context of testing, it is rarely applicable or easily transferable
beyond the school walls. Finally, text analysts are aware of texts as "crafted objects, written by
persons with particular dispositions," which encourages students to be critical of who is writing
and for what purpose (Freebody & Luke, 1990, p. 13). Freebody and Luke (1990) assert that all
four elements are necessary to any successful literacy curriculum. Unfortunately, an autonomous
literacy model does not recognize the multitudinous social and critical uses of literacy, so these
goals can be largely ignored. Clearly, a skills-only focus can have a pernicious influence on
literacy instruction with students ill-prepared to be critical text users and creators.

Finally, this back-to-basics perspective is also inequitable. Bloome and Green (2015)
explain that commodification is the process of breaking literacy “into components that can be
owned” and that marketization “refers to treating literacy as a form of cultural capital that can be
distributed and exchanged for other forms of capital” (p. 27). In other words, acceptance of a
dominant view of literacy and proof of acquiring these skills can be useful in attaining grades,
scholarships, jobs, and respect. This exchange is problematic, however, when one realizes, as
Bloome and Green (2015) point out, that “the commodities of literacy are not equally distributed

with issues of race, class, language, and gender skewing distribution” (p. 27). This means that
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some students do not have equal access to literacy resources like books, newspapers, or digital
texts. The language that some communities use may be rich and complex but may differ from the
language seen on academic tests, putting many students at a disadvantage. Literacy education
can become a tool that keeps some groups in a perpetual lower class while smoothing the road
for others.

The harmful effects of the autonomous literacy model are also felt by teachers. Koyama
(2013) notes that reforms, such as No Child Left Behind (NCLB), assume that schools were
unable to hold themselves accountable, requiring policies that "assert greater governmental
control” (p. 80). These policies often utilize "business-like, market-based reforms" that end up
distributing public education among private interests, like "test development and preparation,
data analysis, and targeted remedial instruction" (Koyama, 2013, p. 80). In these instances, the
"experts" are those beyond the schools. They are the private companies that develop tests and the
curricula that support them. They are political and business leaders. They are everyone but actual
educators, who are the ones being held accountable. Hence, Koyama (2013) rightly asserts that
the tools of accountability "privilege organizations and systems over individuals, and yet it is
precisely individuals - namely, teachers and school leaders - that NCLB holds accountable (p.
80). Therefore, it is no wonder that, as Papola-Ellis (2014) and Davis and Willson (2015) point
out, that test-centric commitments are so pervasive among educators.

Accountability discourse assumes that educators are the problem in any educational woe.
There is little recognition that the troubles assailing education in the United States could be
systemic, such as institutional racism and social inequities. If schools and the individuals within
them are the reason for success or failure on a limited set of measures, then pressure must be

exerted on those individuals, and larger structural issues can continue to be ignored. Giroux
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(1988) supports this view of state-controlled literacy as a type of authoritative discourse that
limits possibilities and dehumanizes educators in the process: they are "management
pedagogies,” in which teachers are merely asked to manage the curricula passed on to them by
"curricular, instructional, and evaluation experts who do the thinking while teachers are reduced
to doing the implementing” (p. 124). Both teachers and students are dehumanized as individuals,
cultural beings, and intellectuals in this approach. As Giroux (1988) points out, "the principles
underlying management pedagogies are at odds with the premise that teachers should be actively
involved in producing curricula materials suited to the cultural and social contexts in which they
teach” (p. 125). When operating from the authoritative discourse of accountability and
standardization, English studies are impersonal and whitewashed, and "the notion that students
come from different histories and embody different experiences, linguistic practices, cultures,
and talents is strategically ignored” (Giroux, 1988, p. 125). Instead of entrusting the selection of
resources and methods to professional educators who interact daily with students within their
community, private companies can benefit by taking over as the trusted experts in education.

Numerous examples exist of how outsourcing intellectual work of teaching has benefited
the bottom lines of corporations. For instance, Kamenetz (2015) notes that the largest education
company in the world, Pearson, conducted around $5 billion in educational business in the
United States alone that year. Simon (2015) warns that this money exerts extensive influence
over American educational trends as Pearson "writes the textbooks and tests that drive

instruction in public schools™; develops software that "grades student essays,"” "tracks student

behavior," "administers teacher licensing exams," and "advises principals”; and even "operates a
network of three dozen online schools.” Clearly, this for-profit company has its impact on almost

every facet of education. As Zimmerman says in Simon (2015), "when the federal government
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starts doing things like requiring all states to test all kids, there's going to be gold in those hills.
The people we have elected have created a landscape that has allowed Pearson to prosper."
Zimmerman (qtd. in Simon, 2015) brilliantly highlights the response of private corporations to a
testing culture; education becomes an opportunity for profit, not necessarily an investment in
human beings. However, large public-school contracts and at least $98.5 in tax credits from six
states have benefited Pearson "even when the company can't show its products and services are
producing academic gains" (Simon, 2015). States tend to continue to spend public dollars on
Pearson even when their products have shown mediocre results. All the while, teachers and
schools are the ones being "held accountable™ while companies like Pearson continue to profit.
Of course, Pearson is just one example. Since the pandemic, tech-education companies
have also expanded due to the need to operate instruction online. Heubeck (2023) records that, in
2020 alone, the education sector spent $35.8 billion on technology. The pandemic was a difficult
time that required immediate and sometimes expensive solutions. Nonetheless, it was yet another
opportunity for companies to profit. After the EdWeek Research Center surveyed teachers at the
end of 2022, responses indicated that while educational technology was "far more accepted than
ever before," teachers felt that its use was "often inappropriate and/or ineffective" (Heubeck,
2023). Interestingly, the article confirms that teachers' concerns with heavy-handed technology
adoptions by for-profit companies is of little concern, noting that "the reality is that educational
technology is now baked into K-12 teaching and learning, despite educators' frustrations with it"
(Heubeck, 2023). The article, written primarily for educators, provides potential solutions for
teachers in how to effectively use this new technology, but it does not address the bigger
problem of companies eager to make a quick dollar by selling flashy but ineffective tools. In my

experience, marketing to districts and schools can be aggressive and compelling, regardless of
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the merits of the program, and teachers often are compelled to use especially expensive products,
even if they view them as ineffective. Once again, teachers are viewed simply as implementers
and managers, not as valued experts.

Unfortunately, devaluation of teachers by political leaders and corporations inevitably
seeps into society at large. In recent years, especially since the pandemic, public schools have
become the preferred battlefield of culture wars, including book bans, how LGBTQ+ identities
will be treated in public schools, and panic over the use of critical race theory in discussing
American history. These issues have been addressed at the state level with an "unprecedented
explosion of state legislative proposals in early 2021, all aimed at squashing” threats, such as
"teaching that one race is superior to another, that members of a given race are inherently
oppressive, that the United States is a racist nation, or that students should feel discomfort or
guilt because of their race” (Zimmerman, 2022, p. 244). Other times, the dissent feels more
grassroots with organizations like Moms for Liberty demanding that books they have deemed
offensive be removed from school libraries and curricula (Rahman, 2022). What these issues
have in common is a distrust of teachers to be experts in both their content knowledge and
treatment of students. When leaders and the media loudly discuss our failing schools and
penalize only educators in response, community members have little reason to look at teacher
decisions with anything but mistrust and skepticism.

The perspective that parents should not only have a say in their own child's educational
choices but should have the power to override educational decisions made at the classroom and
school level is displayed through parent-rights bills at the state and national level. In the years
2022-2023, 147 legislative bills were introduced or pre-filed across 26 states (DiMarco, 2023).

Another has been introduced in Congress (H.R.5 - 118th Congress, 2023). While content varies
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and is sometimes benign, such as allowing for parent comments at school board meetings, others
are more pernicious. Many bills require schools to provide parents access to curricular resources,
such as Missouri's SB451, which ensures parent access to materials "at least 30 days before the
start of the semester they are taught™ and Missouri's HB 4, which requires schools to provide
these materials within 2 days of a parental request (DiMarco, 2023). Most teachers and schools
are not trying to hide their curriculum resources, but bills like these create a burden on schools to
spend time on providing parental access to materials and then dealing with ensuing complaints
rather than using their resources and time on good pedagogy. Further, these bills reflect a lack of
awareness regarding responsive teaching that seeks to provide materials that are relevant and
interesting to a teacher's particular students. Many teachers make decisions the day before or the
day of when new issues, new questions, or new resources appear. Bills such as these hamper
teachers' abilities to provide engaging and meaningful lessons while also suggesting that their
every decision needs to be approved by even the most easily offended parents.

Other bills target specific social issues in ways that are particularly harmful to vulnerable
populations. These include bills that require teachers to notify parents if their child is using
pronouns or a name inconsistent with the gender assigned at birth or if any school employees
have chosen to "affirm or to provide an accommodation of a child's gender identity" (DiMarco,
2023). Others ban the teaching of "divisive topics," such as gender identity, sexual orientation, or
systemic racism in early or all grades, depending on the bill (DiMarco, 2023). These types of
bills situate teachers in a place that would force them to perpetuate institutional violence on their
students, as the consequences of not affirming a child's gender or denying them their own
histories of oppression and resilience can have grave consequences. Further, they develop an

unnecessarily suspicious and aggressive relationship between teachers and parents with power
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squarely in the hands of parents. As DiMarco (2023) points out, many of these bills have steep
consequences for violators, including license suspensions and terminations of perpetrators or
even placing "all other school employees™ on unpaid leave for the remainder of the school year
after the first offense. Clearly, this legislation sustains a discourse that views teachers as potential
enemies that must be watched over and controlled.

If this seems like an extreme characterization, lan Prior, a conservative activist involved
in the contentious school board fights in Loudoun County, Virginia, outlined the strategies of the
parents involved. In his rules, he describes "every neighborhood as a battlefield,” taking on the
"bad guys," and making sure to be raucous enough for the fight to be "must see TV," concluding
with the advice to "put on your armor to go fight for your children's present and future” (Prior,
2023). This kind of language suggests that parents have a right and an obligation to mobilize
against educators in aggressively and potentially violent ways. There is no sense here that
teachers are caring professionals and experts, nor that they can be calmly reasoned with to listen
to and understand parental concerns. Furthermore, describing this "fight™" in such black and white
terms is a direct result of the "right and wrong" mentality of authoritative discourses. What these
parents object to is uncertainty and plurality in what and how students are taught, that they may
have to grapple with unfamiliar viewpoints. While not explicitly stated in parental rights bills,
the goal is a homogenized, whitewashed education, meant to comfort those uncomfortable with
modern realities. The result is a stifling, unintellectual environment that reduces teachers and
their students to machinery and products.

Ideological Literacies as Counter-Discourses
The pressures of testing and teacher evaluations, along with the threats of laws and

parental influences, can make complicity and a position of neutrality inviting for teachers. No



46

one wants to be fired, lose pay, be on the news, or get publicly accused of harming children.
However, as Giroux (1988) states, "schools are not neutral sites, and teachers cannot assume the
posture of being neutral either" (p. 127). In this viewpoint, teachers must first resist the fiction of
neutrality offered by an authoritative and autonomous view of literacy. Education and how we
teach literacy have never been neutral and never will be. They have always represented "forms of
knowledge, language practices, social relations and values that are particular selections and
exclusions from the wider culture™ (Giroux, 1988, p. 126). Rather than submitting to a single
authoritative view of their role, teachers can choose to recognize the complexities of their work
and to be critical and questioning of the information and ideas they share and discuss with
students. English teachers can resist the effects that authoritative discourses have on their work
by acknowledging and enacting pedagogies that expand the boundaries of English education. In
fact, Johnson (2006) argues that teachers have a responsibility "to work against the
consequences” that authoritative structures have on their students' growth and learning (p. 249).
One way to resist is to create a counter-discourse. Originally described by Foucault,
Moussa and Scapp (1996) describe a counter-discourse as "clearing a space in which the
formerly voiceless might begin to articulate their desires -- to counter the domination of
prevailing authoritative discourses” (p. 88). When teachers speak up and share their desires for
broadening the work of English courses, they create a space for action. As Moussa and Scapp
(1996) state, "an action takes place only with some kind of context -- discursive, practical, or
otherwise™ (p. 102). Silent acceptance of the status quo will never lead to change, but rather, we
must be able to imagine and describe something new in order for change to be possible. One
potential for a counter-discourse exists in Street’s (1984) ideological model of literacy, which

moves literacy into the sociocultural realm. In the ideological model, literacy's meaning extends
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from what it can do within the constructs of culture, politics, and ideology. Street (1984)
specifically states that literacy “cannot, therefore, be helpfully separated from that significance”
(p. 8). This provides a counterargument to the notion of a single, autonomous literacy enforced
by authorities. Instead, Street (1984) points out that this autonomous literacy is in fact simply a
“narrow, culture-specific literacy practice” (p. 1). The ideological model does not discount the
existence of skills-based literacies that are often the basis of an autonomous model. Instead, the
skills emphasized in an autonomous model of literacy are simply a single type of knowledge
among many, nor are these skills necessarily any more important than other types of literacies.

Consistent with Street’s (1984) ideological model of literacy, Freire (1970/2008) offers a
counter-vision to the banking method of education by describing education as “dialogic
communication” in which all are “simultaneously teachers and students” (p. 72) who “come to
see the world not as a static reality, but as a reality in process, in transformation” (p. 83). In this
view, literacy is a path to understanding the world through a critical reading of the texts that
others have produced and to transforming that world through one’s own words, what Freire and
Macedo (1987) describe as “reading the word,” “reading the world,” and “rewriting” the world
(p. 35). In this view, literacy is a path to understanding the world through a critical reading of the
texts that others have produced and to transforming that world through one’s own words.

Nagvi (2015) also helps to explain the role of a criticality as essential to literacy by
redefining its purpose as “the ability to fluently understand and question what is taught” (p. 52).
Therefore, while one aspect of literacy is understanding, perhaps through traditional modes of
reading and writing, another aspect is the ability to question assumptions and what Naqgvi (2015)
refers to as “social imaginaries” and to use this critical lens to transform the world to be more

inclusive (p. 50). Rather than classes with standardized questions and predetermined answers,
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Nagqvi (2015) advocates for “more opportunities for question making and answering” and
“classrooms that are open-minded and instructive in culture relations” (p. 57). Critical and
ideological literacies, then, include examining texts, questioning the assumptions of which they
are made, and opening spaces for dialogue and cultural exchange. The goal of classes engaging
in this sort of literacy is not a set of skills but exchanges between different groups that result in
appreciation and growth and a more equitable reality for all.

An autonomous model of literacy associated with authority figures turns classrooms into
a space of downward transmission of skills rather than a space of exchange, growth, and
possibilities. When the wall of standards and skills is broken as the border for English studies,
new possibilities arise, such as those advocated by multiliteracy and asset-based pedagogy
theorists. Jewitt (2008) describes this new vision of the classroom as a disruption of the
“traditional monologic relationship between teacher and student” through making “classroom
walls” more “porous” to “students’ experiences, interests, and existing technological and
discourse resources” (245). The New London Group (1996) famously conceived of the term
multiliteracies to encompass the subjectivities of individuals through their concept of Design. In
this model, available designs refer to “resources for meaning” that differ based on individuals
and culture that can be used to create meaning and even “redesign” newer ways for making
meaning (p. 77). Multiliteracies allowed for an asset-based view of literacy classrooms, in which
multiple ways for constructing meaning could be welcomed and used. This includes models that
move beyond traditional print text and may include “new technological innovations associated
with the spread of digital media,” making available “new genres, modes, tools, and text” (Hines
& Davis, 2022, p. 9). In classrooms using this approach, teachers may invite students to use the

technology that they use beyond the school. Rather than bemoaning the degradation of English
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through texting or TikTok videos, teachers may see these and other platforms as new tools and
spaces of dialogue.

Moll, et al. (1992) referred to all the assets that students bring from their home worlds to
the classroom world as “funds of knowledge” that have “great, potential utility for classroom
instruction” (p. 134). In contrast to a colonizing view of English, multicultural, asset-based, and
culturally responsive or culturally sustaining pedagogies began to emerge. Ladson-Billings
(1995) argued for academic success that did not come at the “expense of [students’] cultural and
psychosocial well-being” (p. 475). More recently, however, theorists like Paris and Alim (2017)
have pushed this idea further. Rather than arguing for a “do no harm” approach to English
instruction, they instead call for de-centering whiteness in education and instead seeking to
“perpetuate and foster — to sustain — linguistic, literate, and cultural pluralism as part of
schooling for positive social transformation” (p. 1). Paris and Alim (2017) reject the idea of
measuring young people “against White middle-class norms of knowing and being that continue
to dominate notions of educational achievement” (p. 2). This perspective stands in stark contrast
to the authoritative discourse of autonomous literacy set in place through a narrow lens of skills-
based instruction. Rather, the goal of English studies becomes to uphold diversity and move
society towards a more accepting and inclusive culture not defined by a dominant group’s
notions of success. These multiple norms of knowing defined by Paris and Alim (2017) disrupt
the original Committee of Ten’s (1892) desire to acquaint students with their own definition of
“good literature” (Hines and Davis, p. 3). Instead, good literature is subjective, depending on its
goals and how it uplifts or oppresses people.

In fact, elements of earlier models for literacy education, such as the reader-response

theory endorsed by Rosenblatt (1938/1995) and Miller (1967), while having gone out of vogue
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decades ago, may actually find common ground in current teachers' belief systems. For instance,
Rosenblatt (1938/1995) provides a potential methodology for rebutting an autonomous approach
to teaching literature by providing teachers with questions to ask themselves when considering
their classroom practices. She states, "We can ask of every assignment or method or text, no
matter what its short term effectiveness: Does it get in the way of the live sense of literature?
Does it make literature something to be regurgitated, analyzed, categorized, or is it a means
toward making literature a more personally meaningful and self-disciplined activity?" (p. 273).
Rosenblatt (1938/1995) would likely have resisted our current efforts to restrict literacy skills to
correct answers, specifically stating, "literature lends little comfort to the teacher who seeks the
security of a clearly defined body of information™ (p. 27). Instead, Rosenblatt (1938/1995)
encourages teachers to be student-centered in all their choices, urging teachers to avoid practices
that lead to treating literature as a "spectator sport™ in which "students sit on the sidelines
watching the instructor or professor react to works of art” (p. 57). Instead of a classroom of
predetermined answers, Rosenblatt (1938/1995), encourages a dialogic space in which "the
variety and unpredictability of life need not be alien” within an "atmosphere of informal, friendly
exchange" where students "feel free to reveal emotions and make judgments” (p. 67).

Similarly, Miller (1967) envisions a humanitarian approach to teaching English,
emphasizing literature's capacity for empathy and imagination. In contrast to those currently
looking to limit texts and topics in English classrooms, Miller (1967) advocates that “the
curriculum should be open to books of a great variety of values and visions, including those that
rub against the grain of society, that counter prevailing values as they are either preached or
practiced" (p. 31). Miller (1967) therefore sees classrooms as democratic spaces where ideas are

tested. Here, the student confronts "a variety of possibilities of values and visions," allowing the
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"expansion and deepening of the student's moral awareness"” (Miller, 1967, p. 31). In the
classrooms imagined by Rosenblatt (1995/1938) and Miller (1967), teachers should choose texts
that engage students' curiosity about themselves and the world around them, provide a multitude
of textual positions, and engage students in dialogue that move them toward the understanding
that "there are many ways of seeing, many ways of entering, and many ways of understanding
any piece of literature™ and therefore life itself (Miller, 1967, p. 35).
Conclusion

Autonomous models of literacy hurt students, and teachers have a responsibility to
protect their students from harm. Teachers, however, are up against powerful authoritative
discourses in their work, and teaching can be an isolating activity, particularly while operating
within an accountability culture that ranks teacher effectiveness via test scores. One teacher's
success can become the failure of another teacher, leading to competition rather than solidarity
and collaboration. Further, when stakes are high, teachers may keep their doubts and desires
hidden to protect themselves. Unfortunately, teachers suffering alone only leads to further
entrenchment of authoritative discourses, creating a spiral of hopelessness and dehumanization
for teachers and students. Gallagher and Kittle (2018) describe how this process looks in action:
"in many schools, teachers and administrators have traded the art of teaching for common
ground. The meaningful reflection that should drive key teaching decisions is often buried in
unmanageable curriculum and pacing guides” (p. 4). In these situations, the hard work of
disagreement, reflection, and active resistance has been replaced with unchallenged assumptions
and "scripted curricula” (Gallagher & Kittle, 2018, p. 4).

However, when like-minded educators share their frustrations, values, and strategies for

resistance, they remind each other that other visions for their work are desirable and possible.
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They tap into their collective knowledge and power. The ideological model for literacy already
provides several avenues for teachers to think about far more expansive and humanizing
definitions of literacy. If teachers are not engaging with these discourses, however, then they
have little capacity for action in their schools and communities. In her discussion on the power of
Hip-Hop in teaching English, Kelly (2013) states, "For students to truly engage in learning, they
must be able to see a space for themselves within it" (p. 2). The same is true for teachers in
creating change. If we stifle our objections to accountability measures, if we cave to every
criticism of content, if we do not assert our belief in the humanity of our students and how to
sustain that humanity in practice, we are likely to become hopeless, unable to imagine pathways
to resistance. When teachers reflect on their stories and articulate their beliefs, they engage each

other in the development of new discourses and possibilities for new realities.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

Statement of Purpose and Research Questions

In this study, I interviewed seven high school English teachers from Tennessee public
schools to discover how authoritative literacy discourses have influenced their work and how
they have responded (Bakhtin, 1981). Further, | engaged participants in a collaborative activity
in which the teachers developed their own counter-discourses by reflecting on and creating lists
of supporting actions. I sought to answer, “What do Tennessee high school English teachers
reveal about how authoritative discourses in literacy education affect their work, and what
counter-discourses can be identified to support strategies to effectively resist negative effects?”
Qualitative Research Approach

| conducted a qualitative study of high school English teachers from Tennessee public
schools. Specifically, I used semi-structured interviews that "use open, rather than closed
questions” to elicit the participants' feelings and values about literacy education, particularly
within a culture of powerful authoritative discourses (Roulston, 2010, p. 217). | then conducted
thematic analysis using emotion and values coding across interviews (Saldafia, 2021). Themes
are reported alongside "vivid, compelling" extracts from interviews (Braun & Clarke, 20086, p.
87). Finally, participants were invited to take part in a collaborative project focused on creating
a teachers' manifesto in response to the themes developed from their interviews. Themes were re-
evaluated in the context of this new data set.
Role of the Researcher

| have worked as a high school English teacher in Tennessee for a total of sixteen years
with the last fifteen of those being within the same school district. My first year of teaching was

in a wealthier district, though in its most rural school. I taught AP English Language and
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Composition and freshman English before returning to school to earn my masters in English.
Afterwards, | joined the school district where I still work today. First, | taught for four years at
one of the large, comprehensive high schools in a working-class area of my district, in which
many community families were employed at a large factory. | taught sophomore and junior
English at what the district described as standard and honors levels. After having my son, | took
some time off and then went back to teaching at an academic magnet school for nine years,
teaching sophomore English honors and advanced honors and AP English Language and
Composition. I also opened and ran the school’s writing lab staffed with peer tutors. I have
recently transferred to another school in this district where | teach sophomore English at the
standard and honors level and yearbook.

| am embedded in multiple communities of practice through my career as an English
teacher. These include school communities, English departments, the National Writing Project,
and Advanced Placement English teachers and readers. Because of these experiences and my
embedded nature as an English teacher within the state of Tennessee, | am not an objective
outsider. | have worked with many individuals throughout my district on the behalf of better
literacy instruction for our students. | identify as both an insider to the English teacher
community, the group I intend to study, as well as an outsider, who has only taught at four
schools across two districts and is not familiar with each school's English department culture and
overall community. Further, school populations are ever-changing, so even schools that | taught
at in the past are different today.

| considered myself a collaboration facilitator in this study (CohenMiller & Boivin,
2022). The participants were my colleagues and peers, people whom | invited to give voice to

their experiences and beliefs and to reflect on them in collaboration with me. My goal was to
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create a space for teachers to safely share their internalized beliefs about their profession. Early
on, my role was to draw out their feelings and values through my questions, but I eventually
wanted to create a space for solutions by returning to commonly shared discourses and potential
modes of agency. My fascination with this research was born out of my experiences with English
teachers in public and private spaces. | have engaged with English teachers in professional
spaces where we were, in a sense, on display, aware that there were authoritative discourses
present that affected our words and actions. On the other hand, | have been with teachers in more
private spaces, sometimes in text messages, whispers in the hallway, over drinks at a local
restaurant, or with the doors closed to our rooms. In these conversations, | have heard resistance
and subversive compliance in response to authoritative discourses and have heard counter-
discourses take shape and, in the process, affect my own understanding of my work and role as
an English teacher. Through my research, then, I wished to document these types of
conversations, drawing them forth from my participants, and giving them shape in writing.
Context and Setting

This study took place within Tennessee public schools. The politics of Tennessee tend to
lean conservative with Republicans outnumbering Democrats in the state capitol over 3 to 1
(Tennessee General Assembly, 2022). Tennessee, like much of the country, has been caught up
in "culture war" issues. Covid-19 seemed to be a pressure point for education across the country
with a narrative of parental versus government control of education emerging. Some of the issues
that overtook public discussion included mask-mandates during the pandemic, representation of
members of the LGBTQ+ community in school resources, the role of charter schools and

voucher programs, and critical race theory's role in classrooms.
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From my own perspective, the past few years were incredibly stressful, not knowing if or
how we would be protected from infection, as well as chaotic from intense moments during
school board meetings. Indeed, staff members and family members of teachers and students did
die from Covid-19 during this time, including my own mother. According to the data monitoring
of The New York Times, as of February 2023, 1 in 236 Tennessee residents had died from the
coronavirus (Tracking Coronavirus, 2023). While, in many ways, Tennessee and the rest of the
country seem to have "returned to normal,"” this study took place among the ever-present currents
of change.

| chose to conduct research in Tennessee since it is the one with which I am most
familiar, and it is practically convenient for me. Most teachers here were within accessible
distance to conduct interviews. Since | am a Tennessee English teacher, | was more likely to
understand and gain the trust and honest impressions of participants, particularly since | am not
in a position of power but simply a fellow teacher conducting dissertation research. In fact,
working with teachers from Tennessee makes sense because the countless work-related
conversations that | have had with them over the years are exactly what inspired me to begin this
project. The timing of this research was also fortuitous. There has been a great deal of upheaval
in education since the pandemic, and this is a state that has been rocked by those changes.
Leadership and laws have changed, and teachers have been transient with many seeking new
positions in the district or leaving teaching altogether. While change is emotional and difficult, it
is often the time when creativity and reflection are most necessary and can become an impetus to

enact positive changes.
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Study Participants

| cast a wide net to recruit participants by checking schools' websites for faculty listed in
the English departments. Due to the private and potentially sensitive nature of the topics
interviews would cover, I chose social media accounts as the first point of contact to avoid using
employee emails. | wanted participants to feel that their responses would have no effect on their
employment or professional reputation. Social media accounts are not government property,
unlike school emails, so I could contact and communicate with school employees in a private
manner. | extended an offer of participation and asked for a private email address or phone
number to conduct future communication (Appendix B). Anyone that responded with interest
was provided with an informed consent form and asked to identify times to conduct our
interview. While | had fourteen teachers across nine different schools respond to my inquiry, |
ultimately scheduled and conducted interviews with seven teachers who had continued to
respond to my communications after receiving the informed consent form.

The teachers that | interviewed represent a wide array of backgrounds. For instance, some
have been teaching high school English for decades while others are within their first few years
of teaching. Some always knew that they wanted to teach while others discovered the work later
in life after working in business offices. They have also had differing teaching backgrounds, such
as working in private schools, government schools, and middle and elementary schools. Their
levels of education vary from bachelor's degrees to doctorates. All of the respondents are cis-
women, despite my attempt to reach out to male teachers, and all of them are white, again despite
my attempts at racial diversity. This is perhaps not surprising since "about eight-in ten U.S.
public school teachers (79%) identified as non-Hispanic White during the 2017-2018 school

year," and "roughly three-quarters of all elementary and secondary school teachers were women"
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(Schaeffer, 2021). Schaeffer (2021) also includes a graphic that includes Tennessee as a state
where school teachers are somewhere between 20.0-29.9 percentage points more likely to be
white than their students. Therefore, my sample of teachers reflects the teaching body of the state
as well as the country as a whole.
Data Collection Procedures

Interviews took place between January and March 2023 (Appendix C). Aside from one
interview that needed to be conducted on Zoom for the participant's convenience after a
technological failure, | conducted semi-structured interviews with each participant at a local
public library in reservable study rooms, which kept my participants from having to be seen
interviewing with me on school grounds and protected us from anyone being likely to overhear
our conversation. According to Turner (2010), semi-structured interviews have several benefits
as a type of Goldilocks between a completely informational, conversational interview and a
standardized, open-ended interview. This interview style allows for variation in how questions
are posed and is therefore more “relaxed and informal” and allows for “follow-up or probing
questions” based on participants’ answers to “pre-constructed questions” (Turner, 2010, p. 755).
Since | was hoping to develop an intimate space for interviewees to share their thoughts and
feelings, but still wanted some consistency across my interviews, the semi-structured interview
was ideal. My interview protocol (Appendix D) was designed to engage the belief systems and
discourses that inform teachers’ professional decisions. Therefore, I started with questions about
how they decided to become English teachers and how their experiences have or have not lived
up to their expectations. | wanted to know about their moments of joy, pride, and satisfaction in

their work as well as moments of frustration, pain, and disillusionment.
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To help gain better stories from my participants, | asked them to bring artifacts to the
interviews as a form of “methodological release points” (Fine & Torre, 2021, p. 32). They were
told to bring at least one item that reminded them of what their work means to them and another
that brought to mind outside pressures or difficulties that affect their work. Without using the
vocabulary of discourses, these artifacts were meant to prime teachers to delve into the many
discourses that affect their work, particularly those of high emotional impact. Artifacts included
data analysis spreadsheets, emails, and student letters. All interviews were audio-recorded using
Otter.ai software, which conducts initial transcriptions, though I carefully edited each for
accuracy. After transcribing the interviews, | conducted two types of affective coding methods:
emotions and values coding (Saldafia, 2021). From there, | analyzed the codes and quotations
using my research question to help develop potential themes. Participants were then invited to
conduct a collaborative activity with other participants to create a "manifesto” about their beliefs
and supporting actions based on themes from the interviews. This process gave participants
space to “negotiate the meaning of their stories” while “adding a validation check to the
analysis” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 73). This manifesto served as a form of participatory action
research in which participants were able to imagine steps to better futures for English teachers
and their students based on the themes identified in earlier interviews.

Data Analysis Procedures

I conducted thematic analysis, defined by Braun and Clarke (2006) as a “method for
identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within data” and in which the researcher
plays an “active role identifying patterns/themes, selecting which are of interest, and reporting
them to readers (Taylor and Ussher, 2001)” (p. 80). Braun and Clarke (2006) also state that

“writing is an integral part of analysis, not something that takes place at the end” (p. 86).
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Therefore, 1 used myself as an instrument of analysis, searching for potential patterns and themes
across my participants’ interviews and using reflexive journal writing and memoing to better
understand the patterns and connect them to my research questions.

As Braun and Clarke (2006) point out, the transcription process itself is “an interpretative
act” (p. 87) and “informs the early stages of analysis” by allowing a “thorough understanding of”
the data (p. 88). Therefore, my process of data analysis began with editing transcripts as |
reviewed the audio recordings of the interviews, editing for accuracy as well as important details,
such as laughter and pauses. This helped me become familiar with my data through the process
of reading and re-reading. I used ATLAS.ti 23 to help me in containing, coding, and working
with the data. | created two types of codes — emotions and values — and color-coded emotions
based on whether they were more positive, more negative, or did not fit neatly into a binary. |
also developed working definitions throughout the process to help differentiate between similar
emotions and values. As | reviewed codes, | found the co-occurrence analysis on ATLAS.ti 23 to
be valuable in helping me see potential overlaps between strong emotions and teacher values,
and | took memos to record my developing potential themes.

After analysis, | put together an initial report of the themes related to authoritative
discourses and teacher responses while leaving them open enough for participant interpretation. |
shared these themes with participants when we met on Zoom for the manifesto-writing activity. |
chose Zoom since it allowed me to record the discussion, and participants created their manifesto
using a Zoom document available to all. | asked the teachers to create "We believe" statements in
response to the themes, allowing participants to further refine the data in collaboration from each
other. For each belief statement, participants were also asked to create a "we must"” statement,

allowing them to consider the effect of this belief on their practice as English teachers. Finally, |
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asked participants to think of examples of what this currently looks or could look like in their
individual classrooms. The teachers' manifesto, as well as the transcript from their collaborative
work, were incorporated into the analysis to clarify the initial themes. The data was reported with
themes and "final analysis of selected extracts, relating back of the analysis to the research
question and literature™ in chapters 5 and 6 (Braun & Clark, 2006, p. 87).
Potential Ethical Issues

Prior to conducting my research, | gained IRB permission from Indiana University at
Bloomington. Further, | followed established procedures of contacting potential participants and
informing them of the general purpose of the study and any possible harms (Appendix E).
Participation was strictly voluntary, and participants were able to opt out at any point. One of the
main ethical issues in this study was protecting participants from harm. While there were no
medical or safety harm that could potentially ensue from participating, teachers may have been
wary of revealing their true feelings about their work, particularly as related to their employers. |
did have teachers who told me greater details after the recording ended because of the sensitive
nature of their stories. They may have also worried that my knowledge of them could hurt them
professionally if | were to share what they said with other teachers or administrators. Because of
these concerns, | maintained impeccable confidentiality during the interview process. | did not
use participants’ work emails or even interview them in places where our conversation could
easily be overheard. | also chose to assign pseudonyms to all participants in my research.

Of course, the teachers who chose to participate in the collaborative activity had their
identities revealed to the other participants, and | could not control what was said once
participants left the study. I, however, made participants aware of this concern when inviting

them back for the activity, allowing anyone to opt out beforehand (Appendix B). Nonetheless,
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the camaraderie among English teachers who have already been shown to share values makes
harm from other participants less likely. I also hope that my research and the collaborative work
has been valuable to my participants. | have presented this study as an opportunity for their
voices to be heard and respected, as well as to brainstorm possibilities for our professional
futures. In working with their peers, | hope participants found the discussion meaningful and
energizing as they returned to their own classrooms. While | wanted to provide participants with
anonymity if desired, if any participants show interest in continuing with the project, | would be
open to collaborative research projects in the future in which they could gain authorship or
presentation opportunities.
Plans to Structure Findings

Chapter five references appendices F and G, emotion and values codebooks with
definitions and a representative sample of quoted excerpts. In chapter five, each of my themes
are listed along with sub-themes. These are discussed with analyzed excerpts from teachers'
individual interviews. Chapter six includes sections and analysis of the teachers' manifesto and
collaborative activity. Each theme is revisited in the context of teachers' collaborative work with
potentials for teacher agency.
Significance

The purpose of this study was to describe how teachers have responded to the influence
of authoritative discourses, particularly through the autonomous literacy model, on their work,
and to imagine potential methods for teacher agency. To do this, | elicited emotionally charged
stories from my participants, asking them to share with me what motivates and demoralizes them
in their practice. | expected that the outcomes of this study would likely produce some confusing

results since the experiences and circumstances of each teacher’s professional journey are
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unique. Nonetheless, participation in the culture of teaching high school English, especially
within a single school district, still produced commonalities. Tracy (2010) provides a list of
criteria for quality research, substituting statistical “generalizability” for “resonance” in
qualitative research, which can be achieved “through aesthetic merit, evocative writing, and
formal generalizations as well as transferability” (p. 844). Through the emotional quality of
teachers’ interview excerpts, themes, and manifesto, I hoped to provide resonance through
“empathetic validity,” in which my research could be used “to transform the emotional
dispositions of people and promote greater mutual regard” (Tracy, 2010, p. 844). Taking the
belief systems of high school English teachers seriously and creating a space for them to be
heard is the first step to treating them as intellectuals, worthy and capable of transforming
English education rather than merely being dictated to.

Secondly, I hoped for my study to result in “transferability,” which is “achieved when
readers feel as though the story of the research overlaps with their own situation and they
intuitively transfer the research to their own action” (Tracy, 2010, p. 845). While I examined the
discourses of a relatively small group of people, their thoughts and feelings will likely collide
and resonate with others in my state and the country who work in similar positions, even if the
contexts and experiences are not identical. Many of the issues happening in Tennessee are
occurring across the country. By providing the framework of authoritative discourses and
counter-discourses, this study invites others to use a similar framework in their own contexts.

Tracy (2010) also provides methods for judging the significance of a study. This study’s
contributions has led to practically significant research, particularly of the phronetic variety.
Practically significant research should capture “how practitioners cope with situated problems”

and provide “implications that may help participants develop normative principles about how to
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act” (Tracy, 2010, p. 846). Tracy (2010) defines several types of practically significant research
with phronetic research referring “to analyses that enable practical wisdom and space for
transformation” (p. 846). In this study, I sought practical wisdom directly from participants
situated in a complex array of discourses, many of whom largely operate in some form of
isolation, silence, or repression. Bringing the wisdom of these participants to the surface was the
first step in engaging in any potential transformation of how English teachers’ voices are
included in conversations about their work. Finally, by engaging teachers in the work of creating
a counter-discourse and strategies for supporting their beliefs, this work enters an ongoing
conversation about how to meaningfully transform English education from the ground up.
Potential exists for follow-up research to find out if and how teachers enacted these strategies in

their classroom, as well as future collaborative efforts.
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Chapter 4: Tennessee's Educational Authoritative Discourse
The Early Years of Accountability in Tennessee

Tennessee's contribution to today's accountability culture began early in comparison to
the rest of the country and is unique to the state. According to Paige, et al. (2019), value-added
models (VAM) for education began in Tennessee in 1982 when Governor Lamar Alexander
received a letter from statistician William "Bill" Sanders about how he could “determine who the
'best’ teachers were" (p. 97). This model, known as TVAAS (Tennessee Value-Added
Assessment System) in Tennessee and EVAAS (Education Value-Added Assessment System)
elsewhere has been an official part of Tennessee's accountability system since 1990 but has also
spread across the country over the decades since its development. To develop the data needed to
implement TVAAS, the state began its first state-wide standardized test, the TCAP (Tennessee
Comprehensive Assessment Program), in the 1988-1989 school year, suggesting that Tennessee
was an early adopter of the standards and data measurement movement prior to President Bush's
1989 Education Summit (TN Department of Education, 2023a).

In 1991, The Tennessean reported remarkably positive news about testing results. Karen
Weeks, a researcher for the state Board of Education at the time stated, "Tennesseans are getting
a bang for their buck," noting that Tennessee students were scoring slightly above the national
average (Klausnitzer, 1991, p. 2B). While the article mentions both TCAP and ACT scores, it is
not clear how these scores were compared nationally, particularly since the TCAP was a new,
state-developed and state-administered test. The next year, media coverage became more in-
depth, providing scores by school and grade level for grades 2nd-8th and 10th grades in Reading,
Language, Math, Science, and Social Studies. These results were listed as the "1991 report cards

for state schools measure key areas" and asked "How are Tennessee's schools measuring up?"
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while touting the state initiative to hold Tennessee schools "accountable in several key education
areas for the first time™ as part of its 21st Century Schools initiative (1991 report cards", 1992,
p. 6A). Despite this language of report cards and accountability, the article mostly seems meant
to assuage fears about the state of education in Tennessee with most school districts having
reported 80-90% of students scoring as average or above average. Regardless of motivation,
these early attempts to define the success of teachers and students by test scores set the tone for
later discussions about assessment and accountability.

Born the year A Nation at Risk (1983) was published, my interest in standardized
assessment's impacts on educational environments is perhaps understandable. My early
schooling and my career have all taken place in the midst of the school accountability movement.
My family moved to Tennessee as | was entering 2nd grade in 1990, so | was just in time to be
part of the state's and nation's new push towards annual testing and score reporting. | remember
teachers telling us to get a good night's sleep and eat a good breakfast before testing, and I recall
being interested in my results, always hoping that | scored in that coveted "above average" range.
However, | do not recall any significant preparation for testing. My teachers never posted state
standards on the board or provided relentless practice modeled after state tests. Instead, we
would review skills learned during the year shortly before testing, take our tests, and then end the
year with Kite flying and field days.

Perhaps my teachers found the tests more onerous than I did, however. A 1995 article in
The Tennessean provides the first glimpse into teacher concerns about this new educational
discourse. Some of these early complaints will sound familiar to teachers today, even though
testing was far less prevalent, and official penalties for low scores for schools, teachers, or

students had not yet been initiated. In this article, Thomas Ward, a principal from a high
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performing magnet school stated, "I was very pleased [...] (But) most of what I get with TCAP is
basic regurgitation. What we are looking for are kids who can think, who apply knowledge out in
real life" (Sidime, 1995, p. T1A). Ward's comment illustrates that educators had misgivings
regarding the usefulness of standardized testing data, recognizing its limits to actually measure
the skills they hoped students would acquire in school. Teachers in the article expressed similar
frustrations with test data. Second grade teacher Judy Roche stated that she did not "put a great
deal of store in it" as it was only "one way to measure performance"” with Ward adding that
testing ""doesn't measure the vicarious things teachers give students™ (Sidime, 1995, p. T1A). The
article, however, also highlighted concerns from some lower-performing schools with one
principal, William Waters, noting the difficulty of using test data to make any useful conclusions
for improvement: "Trying to pin the low score on one something is hard to do" (Sidime, 1995, p.
T1A). Educators in these early articles, regardless of how their students performed, expressed
doubt that the tests were useful in accurately assessing student skills or helping teachers improve
their craft. Still, the end of the article made clear that a culture of accountability had begun, and
educators were beginning to feel the pressure. Fifth-grade teacher Kathleen Hooge is described
as having helped "teachers design special instruction materials to improve scores" (Sidime, 1995,
p. T1A). Despite the educators' concerns about the limitations of the tests, efforts were already
being galvanized around test scores as an end-goal, rather than other indicators of learning
valued by educators.

Over the next several years, Tennessee began working on "improvements" to the TCAP
as well as its report cards. In 1998, an article in The Tennessean announced that TCAP was
rolling out a new set of tests "for the post-MTV generation" that were "colorful, visually

arresting, and attention-grabbing™ (Donsky, p. 1B). Moreover, these new tests were supposedly
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geared towards application of skills and knowledge rather than just recitation of facts. Ben
Brown, the state's testing coordinator at the time, claimed, "the new format is more in line with
other national tests and better represents the type of teaching going on in the classroom”
(Donsky, 1998, p. 1B). Further, the state's reports to schools and parents were changed in this
year, purportedly making them easier to read with empty or partially to fully filled-in circles
representing non-mastery, partial mastery, or mastery of a skill subset of a test. The authoritative
discourse had begun a pattern that would continue throughout the next two decades of
supposedly improving education through better tests and better reporting measures.

Looking at these articles, the circles from my own testing reports came back to mind.
While | recall wanting to perform well on the tests, they held no real importance to me. In high
school, state testing was rare. We did have to take and pass an English and a math test before
graduation, but students could take them as many times as needed. | do recall some students
needing to repeat the tests but cannot remember anyone not graduating because of them. | took
each once my freshman year and passed them easily, allowing standardized testing to be an
infrequent part of my high school experience. Nonetheless, the trend of tougher tests continued
as | was approaching graduation. | specifically remember talk of the new "Gateway" tests. These
would begin for high school freshmen in the 2001-2002 school year, the year that | was a college
freshman. The tests were supposedly harder and would cover algebra, biology, and English
("Tests tougher", 2000). At this point, the movement towards more high-stakes testing was
clearly increasing with punishments particularly falling on students unable to pass these tests. |
personally was just grateful that I did not have to take a state biology test to graduate high

school.
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Of course, national forces were also culminating to affect public schools in 2001. I recall
my senior job shadow day with my pastor's wife, a high school English teacher in Nashville.
Growing up in a conservative Christian culture, | was shocked to hear her say that she was not a
fan of our newly elected President's education agenda. She was, of course, referring to the No
Child Left Behind Act (2001), legislation that would take school accountability measures nation-
wide. In particular, states that wanted to continue to receive federal Title | money would need to
have annual testing in grades 3-8 for reading and math, as well as once in high school. Of course,
Tennessee already had these procedures in place. NCLB, however, claimed to focus its data on
reducing the educational outcome gaps between subgroups, requiring schools to meet annual
yearly progress (AYP) not just for overall student populations but also for subgroups, such as
English-language learners, special education students, students in poverty, and children from
minority groups. Further, schools and districts that failed to meet progress could face sanctions,
including allowing students to transfer to more successful schools, including charters, and even
potential closure or government takeover. The supposed goal for NCLB was for all students to be
proficient in reading and math by the 2013-2014 school year (Klein, 2015).

These changes were being implemented while | was off at college, so as a future teacher,
| was aware of NCLB and its requirements, but it was hard to understand the on-the-ground
impact from my vantage point. At the start of 2005, | was student-teaching in Memphis,
preparing to graduate, and applying for teaching jobs around the state. At the same time, teacher
frustrations with state testing were intensifying. A January 2005 article in The Tennessean
described the TCAP as "a four letter word for many teachers, administrators, and parents"
(Klausnitzer, 2005, p. 1A). Familiar complaints from teachers and administrators fill the article.

Ralph Smith, the president of Nashville's NEA in 2005, stated that testing was the top complaint
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he heard from teachers, noting, "it's become almost an assembly-line process™ (Klausnitzer,
2005, p. 5A). The article even included a teacher who had already chosen to leave the profession
due to the new emphasis on test scores. Other complaints included loss of “the joy of teaching"
because anything "not hooked on a TCAP objective" that teachers might use to make learning
meaningful and memorable was likely to be cut from the curriculum (Smith gtd. in Klausnitzer,
2005, p. 5A). Superintendent Don Odom described the culture of pressure that built around
testing: "Pressure comes down to the system and it comes to school and it comes to the teacher
and they make the students feel the same way. Pressure is part of high-stakes testing, but it's not
healthy" (Klausnitzer, 2005, p. 5A). Students in the article agree, stating that teachers began
discussing the TCAP in September and shifted almost all of their focus to it after winter break.

Teachers were not complaining about just the tests themselves anymore. They were
complaining about the way in which testing was taking over their classrooms. They felt
constrained in their curricular choices by expectations to perform well on tests. They found less
joy in their work. They felt that their classrooms had turned into factories where success was
based on how well they all produced the same results. Even the culture of everyone having the
same goal, focused on students first, seemed to have changed. Instead, the focus was on scores,
which created a culture of pressure. Nonetheless, there were defenders of TCAP in the article, as
well. Andy Brummett, the director of Lebanon City Schools, stated in the article, "I think
teaching to the test is what you have to do. It keeps you in line with what every seventh- or
fourth-grader is doing" (Klausnitzer, 2005, p. 5A).

During this debate over the merits and problems of standardized testing, | began my first
teaching job. I, however, taught AP English Language and Composition and freshman English

that year, meaning that | did not have to prepare students for a state test. As | planned my
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curriculum that year for my freshmen, | remember looking over the state standards and thinking,
"well, pretty much everything I want to do fits in somehow." | knew that | wanted my students to
read, analyze, and discuss literature and write in varied genres and for varied purposes. I,
therefore, mostly relied on my own memories of freshman English and used the resources
available to me, checking the standards only occasionally to make sure that I was still in line
with expectations. At the time, test scores were not yet a required factor in teacher evaluations,
so | had little reason to be overly concerned. During that first year, | applied for a graduate
assistantship at a local university and decided to return to school and postpone my teaching
career while earning my master's degree. | would, therefore, once again miss some important
changes to educational discourse while in college studying English.

In 2007, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce produced "Leaders and Laggards: A State-by-
State Report Card on Educational Effectiveness.” The author and introduction to this report
reveal a shift towards open acknowledgment of business interest in education. Notably, the
United States Chamber of Commerce produced this report card on education and not the
Department of Education or some other educationally affiliated group. In the report's
introduction, the Chamber of Commerce questions educators as experts on education: "Despite
such grim data, for too long the business community has been willing to leave education to the
politicians and the educators - standing aside and contenting itself with offers of money, support
and goodwill™ (2007, p. 5). They then ask, "Are there ways in which business expertise,
dynamism, accountability, and problem solving could improve our schools? What would a
business plan for reform include?" (U.S. Chamber of Commerce, 2007, p.5). Instead of
educators, business leaders were touted as the potential experts with the answers on how to

improve America's educational system. With this framework in mind, the report uses economic
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language to discuss educational outcomes, describing itself as the first report "that has examined
each state's return on its educational investments” (U.S. Chamber of Commerce, 2007, p. 6). This
lens of viewing education economically first and foremost and applying a business model was
embraced by many in power after this report was issued. Importantly, the implied message was
that educators did not know how to achieve positive educational outcomes and that businesses
would be better suited in determining educational policies. This outlook was especially
troublesome in Tennessee due to the report exposing some unfortunate conclusions.

First, despite years of Tennessee assuring its citizens that its students were above the
national average, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce (2007) rated them as "lower than average,"
giving the state a grade of D for "academic achievement" overall and an F for "academic
achievement of low-income and minority students” (p. 53). The federal government was telling
Tennessee citizens that they were being lied to about the success of their schools and that their
tax dollars were providing a "mediocre return on investment" that earned a C in the ranking (U.S.
Chamber of Commerce, 2007, p. 53). Interestingly, the only high scoring marks for Tennessee
were Bs in Data Quality due to Tennessee's early implementation of TVAAS to track teacher
effectiveness and 21st Century Teaching Force because of testing requirements for teacher
licenses. Crucially, this report would prime Tennessee to be even more open to significant
changes in education that would emerge in the next decade and set a precedent for dismissing
educators as the experts in their own profession.

Intensifying Accountability Discourse and Local Contexts

2008 was an eventful year. Americans were beginning to realize the full effects of the

global economic recession, but they also elected Barack Obama as the first African American

President. For me, personally and professionally, it was also a pivotal year. | completed my
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master's degree that May, bought my first house in June, married in July, and returned to
secondary education in August in the district where I still teach today. It was also the beginning
of how I finally became more intimately acquainted with authoritative discourses in education
and how they would affect me, my colleagues, and our students.

While I had only been away from K-12 education for two years, | returned to a
completely different landscape than the one I had left. Of course, my feelings of unfamiliarity
were in large part due to being in a different school in a different district. Nonetheless, from my
perspective, the focus on standards, test scores, and following a scope and sequence were far
different than the freedom | had experienced my first year. Looking back in my old files from the
time, | found notes from one of these meetings of the junior English teachers, and over a page of
single-spaced print was about our discussion on preparing for the TCAP Writing Assessment that
year, including formulaic strategies to help our students succeed. | recall one of our earliest
meetings at which we were required to list our "essential standards" on the PLC paperwork, and
my department chair said simply, "the tested ones, obviously." I also recall printouts of all the
standards as checklists, so we could keep track of which ones we had covered and when. | do
not, however, remember being very successful at keeping track of this data.

While | was not necessarily aware of it at the time, perhaps too busy adjusting to my new
life, the rhetoric around teaching in the state was beginning to shift. Two news articles from 2008
warned that new standards and assessments would only matter if quality teachers were part of the
equation. In fact, the title of The Tennessean's official opinion article on the topic is "New
curriculum meets need, if quality teachers are included,"” the assumption seemingly being that
finding quality teachers was the real obstacle to educational success in the state ("New

curriculum”, p. 16A). In October, The Tennessean published a similar article by David Sevier,
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Ed.D., the deputy executive director for the state's Board of Education. From his official
position, Sevier (2008) described teachers from his high school days as falling into two
categories: "hard" and "easy," stating "in retrospect, I'm not sure which group I respect more (or
less)" (p. 25A). For me, this oversimplification of types of teachers, even if meant to connect
with the audience, is insulting to the teaching workforce. The article assumed that most would
agree that teachers were not committed to their students' learning but rather to their own
identities of being tough or fun. Sevier's statements were especially pernicious considering his
position. If he was espousing these ideas in the state's newspaper, what did that mean for how he
was leading policy discussions at the state level?

Sevier continued to paint teachers in Tennessee as needing direction, as almost
hopelessly lost without state intervention, yet he espoused unending faith in the data produced by
assessments to help bring teachers in line. Sevier (2008) argued that the new assessments "will
go a long way toward doing away with some of the practices of both of these groups of teachers
[hard and easy] and compel them to concentrate their grading on learning rather than other
things" (p. 25A). It is not quite clear what Sevier thought the other things were that teachers were
focused on, but according to him, they needed the tests to help them know how to grade. Sevier
(2008) explicitly stated how this would happen, noting that since teachers are "hired to teach the
curriculum that will be covered on the exam," their test scores should align with the grades in the
class (p. 25A). If scores were too far apart, then "the school w[ould] be required to address this
disparity,"” though no specifics on how were given (Sevier, 2008 p. 25A). Sevier concluded,
"Hopefully, these changes will help both these groups focus on what students learn rather than
simply focusing on what they do" (Sevier, 2008 p. 25A). | found this last sentence especially

perplexing. Is student learning not gauged by what students are able to do? The language was
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becoming more laser-focused on teachers with the defining characteristic of a good teacher as
simply one with good test scores. Conversely, where low test scores are present, bad teachers
must be to blame.

Tennessee was preparing for another transition in its approach to testing for the 2009-
2010 school year. The Gateway exams that were promised to be more rigorous were once again
being replaced with something else. This time, the state would initiate end-of-course exams,
which would serve as final exams and constitute part of the student's grade rather than a
graduation requirement. They were also, yet again, rewriting their standards. At the time, 1 recall
the 2009-2010 Tennessee English Language Arts Standards being somewhat lengthy and
confusing. For instance, the standards for English 111 were 23 pages long, encompassing the
categories of Language, Communication, Writing, Research, Logic, Informational Text, Media,
and Literature. While I would agree that English teachers value and teach all these skills in their
classes, being held accountable for all of them was a monumental task. Further, each category
was broken down into three types of standards: Course Level Expectations (CLE), Checks for
Understanding (v'), and State Performance Indicators (SPIs). The CLEs were fewer and more
generalized, such as "CLE 3003.8.1 Demonstrate knowledge of significant works of American
literature from the colonial period to the present and make relevant comparisons™ (Department of
Education, 2008). Checks for Understanding were what students were supposed to be able to do
in the classroom with the standard, such as "v 3003.8.1 Analyze a literary work, using the
characteristics of the literary time period that it represents"” (Department of Education, 2008).
Finally, the SPIs were the specific skills to be assessed on state tests, and they tended to
enumerate terminology that would appear on the exam, such as "SPI 3003.8.1 Identify and

analyze examples of idiom, metaphor, simile, personification, hyperbole, or pun in poetry or
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prose™” (Department of Education, 2008). Part of the confusion was that the standard numbers did
not align in any coherent way. For instance, Literature standards had 5 CLEs, 19 Checks for
Understanding, and 16 SPIs.

Looking back, I can see why | was optimistic about adopting the Common Core State
Standards. The SPIs in Tennessee often felt like lists of information to memorize. For example,
by junior year, students were expected to know forty foreign words and phrases that could appear
on state tests, and this was just one SPI out of seventy-nine. Looking at early announcements of
the CCSSs, it was hard not to be envious of how streamlined they were, how seemingly focused
on what students could do rather than just repeat or identify, with only 32 ELA anchor standards.
| imagined at the time that they would give me more freedom to focus on what my students did
in the classroom. Nonetheless, | now look at the old standards and see so many skills that are no
longer deemed necessary in English instruction, such as logical fallacies, multimedia analysis, or
determining good sources when researching. | also appreciate that these older standards
acknowledged that much of what students would do in the classroom could not be easily
replicated on tests. While it was frustrating to have three types of standards, in some ways, this
was a logical approach to wanting to have a quality curriculum while still preparing students for
testing.

Perhaps if | had known the background of the development of the CCSS more,
particularly for ELA, | may have been more cautious. Despite the Common Core State Standards
Initiative's (2021) webpage still stating that "teachers played a critical role" in the development
of the standards, a deeper examination reveals a heavy industry imprint. In her critique of the
CCSS's effect on students' critical reading abilities, Carillo (2019) notes that David Coleman, "a

lead writer, architect, and the face of the CCSS, is also the president and chief executive officer
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of the College Board" and "recently redesigned the SAT so it is linked to the CCSS" (p. 148).
Carillo (2019) urges policymakers to "push against text-centric pedagogies that lend themselves
to standardized assessments developed by someone who benefits from those very standardized
tests” (p. 148). While it is well-known that the creation of the CCSS was a project initiated by
the National Governors Association, it is perhaps less well-known that Coleman's nonprofit
Student Achievement Partners received $6.5 million from the Gates Foundation to write these
standards. While he was working to write them, Coleman was also working as treasurer for
StudentsFirst with noted accountability reform advocate, Michelle Rhee. Further, Coleman, like
many in education nonprofits and companies, has never taught. He is open about how he applied
to be a teacher after college, only to be unable to land a job. Instead, he began working for
various educational data companies before founding his own and moving up through CCSS and
The College Board (Ravitch, 2013). While there likely were benefits in a nationwide effort to
determine standards and even some positives to the CCSS themselves, the private money
interests involved as well as their timing alongside Race to the Top, would propel more dubious
accountability measures into normalcy in Tennessee.

In 2009, President Barack Obama announced his Race to the Top initiative, which he
described as intended to incentivize "excellence and spur reform and launch a race to the top in
America's public schools™ (Howell, 2015). The incentive was federal money that would be
awarded to states who adopted policies endorsed by the administration. In 2010, Tennessee and
Delaware were announced as the first two winners with Tennessee receiving $500 million to
"implement its comprehensive school reform plans over the next four years" (TN State
Government, 2010). Part of this reform would include adoption of the CCSS, but Tennessee's

high scores largely came from "aggressive plans to improve teacher and principal evaluation, use
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data to inform instructional decisions, and turn around their lowest-performing schools™ (TN
State Government, 2010). The overhaul to Tennessee's teacher evaluation system included, for
the first time ever, the use of test score data with 35 percent coming from TVAAS data regarding
student growth and 15 percent from achievement data, such as ACT or AP scores (Sisk, 2010).
This "winning"” combination of changes continued a discourse that would delegitimize educators
as the experts in standards, successful teaching, and assessment, outsourcing these
determinations to testing and data companies.

As concern about this evaluation model rippled through Tennessee schools, | remember
writing to Governor Phil Bredeson, the first time that | had reached out to a politician regarding
my concerns about public education policies. That year, | had a selectively mute student with
high anxiety. I learned that she was a beautiful writer - but only when she was afforded the time
to write outside of school on her own. If she had the opportunity to journal at home or work on
her assignments there, she would come back with heartfelt poetry and thoughtful essays. When it
came time to write a timed essay in class, however, her anxiety took over, and she could not
complete a single sentence. On the TCAP Writing Assessment that year, she scored the lowest
possible score, and | knew she had written a few sentences at best but possibly nothing at all. |
tried to convey to our Governor how unreliable test data could be. While potentially useful for
determining areas for improvement, the details of students and why they performed how they did
were so complex that test scores would always tell an incomplete and oversimplified story.
Young and naive, my letter was likely both too long and too emotional, and | was unprepared
when | received what was undoubtedly a form response in my email.

My department chair at the time was a woman who had been in education for decades,

and she often referred to teachers as her "people" or sometimes by the early 2000s moniker of
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"my peeps.” She was an ardent union and public-school supporter. As we discussed the many
changes approaching us that year, | specifically recall her stating that she believed the end goal
was to destroy public education and move funding into corporate and private pockets. As we left
that department meeting, another young teacher friend and | walked and spoke together, and she
expressed her disbelief that any politician wanted to destroy public education. She felt that all
politicians would want a good public education system and just believed in different methods to
achieve that end. That teacher and | are still friends over a decade later, and | recently reminded
her of this conversation, and her only response was "I was so naive." Our department chair, now
blissfully retired, was prescient in her understanding of where these changes would take us and
how many of us would later perceive many of our state leaders as being enemies of public
education rather than supporters of it.

Once again, however, | would manage to miss out on some of the more dire effects of
educational policy changes. The first school year of the new evaluation system, 2011-2012, | was
pregnant. | missed the second half of the year after my son was born, ultimately resigning my
position to stay home. | do not even have access to my TVAAS data scores from that year
anymore, but of course, those scores were questionable due to my extended, mostly unpaid
maternity leave. At the time in my district, teachers could take up to a year off and not lose their
jobs, though this policy was later reduced to only the time allowed by the Family Medical Leave
Act. | do, however, specifically remember being cautioned against taking too much time at our
district's maternity leave informational meeting. The reason given was simply that we would be
judged by our test scores, regardless of whether we had been the one giving instruction that

whole time or not. | remember feeling dread at the thought that pregnant teachers had the added
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burden of having to weigh their test scores and evaluations against their medical recovery and
family.

| was only out of the public-school world for one year and returned to a different school
in the same district the 2013-2014 school year. During the year that | was out, controversy was
surrounding the new teacher evaluation system with an article in The Tennessean declaring,
"Teacher ratings all over the map" (Hubbard, 2012, 1A). In response, the state planned to hold
training sessions for administrators to help norm their teacher evaluation rubric, planning to
eventually "penalize principals"” whose scores did not closely align with TVAAS scores by
"taking 10 percent off their own evaluations” (Hubbard. 2012, 1A). The article encouraged
teachers not to worry since evaluation scores would not affect their tenure yet "because it takes
five years for consideration” under the new system, and teachers could not "lose tenure unless
they have two years of low evaluation scores” (Hubbard. 2012, 1A). As someone who had
recently resigned from my job and then returned to the same district a year later, | was definitely
concerned about tenure. | had earned tenure at my previous school but had forfeited it when |
resigned. Now that | was back in the system, | was worried that | would have to wait five more
years to earn it back and was not sure what my new evaluation scores might look like in this new
system. Thankfully, I discovered that my tenure could be reinstated by just two years of good
performance in my district, along with my principal's recommendation. Nonetheless, | remember
questioning the point of tenure if it was so easily lost based on a seemingly arbitrary observation
rubric and test scores.

My first official day at my new job was an administrative day, and | specifically recall
the faculty meeting led by our principal. While | was entertained by the two witty band teachers

making comments behind me, | felt uncomfortable when our principal began reporting data,
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specifically mentioning that English 11, the course | had been hired to teach that year, had
reported weak growth the year before. From my first day on the job, it was clear that test scores
mattered, and | was expected to help fix the problem of last year's data. If | did not, the whole
school would know at the next year's meeting. Thankfully, that first year, my scores ended up
looking fine. | was a 4 out of 5 on TVAAS as was the other English 11 teacher. | could briefly
breathe a sigh of relief.

The next year, however, pressure increased. We began implementing digital "data
notebooks" in which we were supposed to keep track of our students’ data by tracking their
performance in some measurable way on each tested standard. For the first time, | was being
asked to regularly quantify how students performed on isolated skills, even though | knew how
interrelated and complex they all were. Further, since | worked at a school for academically
gifted students, the most upsetting message that year was that growth scores could come down to
one question. We were repeatedly told that, with our high-scoring students, we would need to
bring them from the 98th to the 99th percentiles. I also recall poorly working testing technology
that we were meant to use to create practice tests that our district had spent a great deal of money
on, only for the company to go bankrupt, and the program to be rescinded. It all felt like a bunch
of unnecessary and exhausting tasks that had little to do with my teaching. However, when
everyone is telling you that data tracking and analysis will yield results, it is hard to ignore. |
began to wonder if I had misunderstood what was involved with quality teaching.

My second year back, | experienced a new confusion with testing scores. That year, while
my students did well on the test achievement-wise, their growth scores were low. My overall
evaluation score was a 3 out of 5, though my TVAAS score had been a 2, which was considered

below average. The other English Il teacher had also scored low for the first time in her career.
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When we spoke to our department chair, he said that the same thing had happened to him with
that group the year before, providing us the wisdom, "I try not to take credit for these scores
when they're good, so | don't take credit for the bad scores either.” When my principal called me
into his office to discuss my scores, | was devastated. He told me that he expected me to do
something to fix the problem, and I responded with bewilderment since I could not identify a
reason for my lower score. | asked if he had any idea from his observations of me or the test data
what went wrong. He simply advised me to see if there was a class period that had worse growth
scores than another, that maybe one group had pulled my scores down. In other words, he had no
real advice for me. My scores were a problem, but no one could tell me why. No one knew how
to fix it, and | was just expected to figure it out. All that data tracking had done nothing to help
me, and | began to feel like | was playing a game in which | would only know the score after the
game had ended.

Thankfully, the following year, our school abandoned the data notebooks, and | was freer
to focus on my teaching, so | did. While I cannot verify a causal relationship, my scores
rebounded. Nonetheless, | kept my department chair's motto in mind, recognizing that the scores
could flip on me at any time, and no one would really know why. Despite the constant pressure
to bring my students to perfection, there were many incredible benefits to working at my new
school. Due to the student population, we were encouraged to go above and beyond the county's
scope and sequence and the state standards. My PLC friends and | would discuss what our
students were capable of and always try to set worthy goals for them. Still, several storms were
brewing in the state regarding standards and testing that would make the next several years

frustrating and difficult.
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During the 2014-2015 school year, politics around the CCSS were beginning to shift.
Tennessee was in the process of searching for a test vendor to match its adoption of the standards
with Governor Haslam rightly noting, "Right now, you (also) have a lot of teachers who are on
pins and needles because they don't feel like the assessment matches our standards™ (Garrison,
2014, p. 13A). However, many conservative groups were beginning to view the CCSS as an
authoritarian takeover by the federal government and were actively working to abolish them in
the state. For instance, 15 Republican lawmakers called for Education Commissioner Kevin
Huffman's resignation over the standards. By 2016, Tennessee would pass a law to phase out the
CCSS and replace them with the almost identical Tennessee State Standards (Balakit, 2016). In a
state placing increasing importance on growth and test scores for students, teachers, and
administrators, one can easily imagine how uncomfortable shifting standards that may or may
not align with tests might make educators.

Accountability for Whom?

Since Tennessee no longer wanted to use CCSS-aligned tests, they quickly shifted to a
new testing vendor in the 2015-2016 school year, moving from the established CCSS-aligned
PARCC assessment to the TNReady test created by Measurement Inc. Unfortunately,
Measurement Inc. was unable to launch an online test that year due to bandwidth issues and then
were also unable to deliver paper tests in time, despite having been awarded a $108 million
contract (Balakit, 2016; Plazas, 2016). While tests were canceled for grades 3-8 that year, some
districts went ahead with high school testing, and others did not. With this kind of chaos, it was
unclear how students would perform and how teachers would be judged. Tennessee switched its
testing vendor to Questar the next year and chose to delay online testing for another year. While

the administration of tests went by without a hitch, test scores were delayed by so much that the
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state had to break its rule of using EOC tests as part of final exams for the second year in a row
(Waters, 2018). As a teacher, | was incredibly frustrated. On one hand, the state was telling me to
spend all year preparing for these tests, yet they could not get them scored in time to matter.
Further, as we moved into the 2017-2018 school year, teachers began to wonder how we would
convince students to even try on the tests. After two years in which tests did not count for
students, what incentive did they have to do their best?

2017-2018 proved to be another difficult testing year. Switching to online testing went
poorly. According to The Tennessean, the system was "bogged down by computer glitches and a
'deliberate’ cyberattack™ (Waters, 2018, p. 15A). | will never forget the first day of testing in my
school that year. During testing, schools are typically close to silent. No announcements are
made over the intercom, and no bells ring for class changes. In my school, areas where testing
was taking place were typically roped off, and non-testing students were redirected via other
hallways to avoid disturbing testers. That day, | had students in regular class as the intercom
shocked us all with the three tones that preceded an announcement. The voice of our
administrator who oversaw testing flooded the room as she announced for everyone to stop
testing immediately. The students and | stared at each other wide-eyed. What on earth could have
happened? Testing would be canceled with data compromised for a third year in a row. In
response to the successive years of failed testing attempts, Representative Ron Lollar declared,
"We're tired of it. The state's tired of it. Our teachers are tired of it, and most of all our students
are suffering [...] The faith in the system is not there" (Waters, 2018, p. 15A).

Lollar's comment summed up how my colleagues and | felt about testing at this point.
Year after year, through changing standards and testing platforms, failures, and delays, we

continued teaching. Throughout these years, the Tennessee legislature usually agreed to hold
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schools and teachers "harmless” through various measures. These usually involved allowing
teachers to use a variety of combinations of current and previous years' scores in evaluations, but
saying that the scores were "harmless"” was never quite accurate. | still received data the next
year, and typically, as we went over that data, there was little acknowledgment that the previous
year's test had been a disaster or that students had assumed the test would not be scored in time
to count in their averages. The whole time | kept wondering how the state could continue to hold
me accountable when they continued to fail at their own role in the process. Other Tennesseans
and educators seemed to feel the same way. Jennifer Proseus, a Tennessee parent, stated, "This is
a very high-stakes test that impacts student report cards, teacher evaluations and employment,
and even determines soon-to-be letter grades for schools and districts. [...] Why do these faulty
tests - that parents and teachers are forbidden from seeing - hold so much power?" (Waters,
2018, p. 15A).

Despite these persistent issues, misgivings, and failures, Tennessee would continue to
press forward with testing, and it did achieve its first successful year of online testing in 2019.
While there were still occasional technical glitches and confusion, students took their tests, and
scores were returned in time to count towards student averages. Of course, | remember students
questioning whether this would actually happen. My sophomores that year had never had a
standardized test count towards their average. For me, the takeaway from the past many years
was that the country and state were invested in testing, regardless of failures. | often thought
about how quickly I would be fired if | failed to meet obligations year after year. However, for
those in leadership positions at the state level, this one year of success seemed to be all they

needed to recommit to a discourse of accountability in education.
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At the start of the 2019-2020 school year, there was a small sense of optimism
surrounding testing and data - that perhaps we had finally landed on a set of standards that would
not change any time soon and tests that would actually run decently and be scored timely. My
district began what seemed like an empowering idea, choosing teacher-leaders from each school
in each of the tested subjects to serve as curriculum leaders. We would meet periodically
throughout the school year as a whole and in subject and grade groups and return to our schools
to share from our dialogue. | was happy to be chosen as the English Il representative for my
school, believing that district administration was harnessing the teacher talent from each school
and providing us leadership experience. Plus, we were getting paid for our time, which is not
always a given in education.

Unfortunately, | was quickly disabused of my optimism. The focus for the year would be
entirely on deconstructing standards. The message that our district leadership had gained from
one year of successful testing results was that our schools were underperforming. Wary of
blaming teachers for poor instruction, they posited that perhaps teachers were providing good
instruction that was not necessarily focused on the standards, or not covering all the parts of the

standards that would be tested. The slide below represents the tone of meetings that year.

INSTRUCTION

= Growth- Students must grow academically in all classrooms. PERIOD.

= Lack of student performance usually occurs for two reasons
| Instruction not focused on the standards
2. Ineffective teacher

= A student cannot recover from having an ineffective teacher more than
two years in succession.

= Regarding instruction, everything begins and ends with the Standards

= Assessments do not drive instruction. Standards drive Assessment
and Assessment drives instruction
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The intention was clear. There were standards. The standards, or at least some of them, were
what was represented on the standardized assessment. Therefore, our instruction should be
geared towards those tested standards and how the assessments interpret those standards.

Aside from what felt like almost worship of the standards to me, another disappointing
aspect of the meeting was its focus on loci of control. We were specifically told that these areas
were outside of our control: the standards, which standards are tested, and how they are tested.
Therefore, we should not waste our energy on these concerns but rather on what we could do in

our classroom.

CIRCLE OF CONCERNVS. CIRCLE OF INFLUENCE
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My instructional focus-
tandards or Activi

While | think this was meant to be an empowering PowerPoint slide, it left me feeling angry. Just
because | did not control the standards or the test did not mean that I had to limit my instruction
to their boundaries or accept the world as it was simply because those in authority said so.
Further, this framing suggested to me that my peers' and my expertise was irrelevant. Our job
was simply to comply and find whatever small modicum of freedom we could.

Our task as curriculum leaders, therefore, was simply to break each tested standard down

into its components. This meant, for each standard, determining the main verbs, objects of those
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verbs, and rephrasing them as "learning targets.” This slide is an example of what we were taught
to do.

Standard: Subject Gra[le

Action Verbs Object of Verbs Additional Info.

Time Manipulation Effects

Standard (Previous Grade)

Learning Targets Tasks & Assessments for Learning Targets

mystery, tension, or surprise.

It felt insulting to suggest that we could not figure out what the standards meant while assuming
that the test makers could both figure out exactly what the standards meant and somehow clearly
and accurately assess them with a multiple-choice question. Further, this analysis of the
standards reinforced my discomfort with breaking English standards down into unconnected
skills that could be taught in isolation. I got the impression, however, that | would simply be
reminded that such concerns were beyond my control.

The roughly twenty standards that we focused on were officially deemed the "essential”
standards; however, what made them essential had nothing to do with their importance to
understanding literature, informational text, or writing or their use in students' lives. Rather, what
made them essential was that they were part of the EOC blueprint for tested standards. If we
wanted to show growth and achievement, our students needed to do well on questions that were
related to these standards. Sure, the others might be taught, but aside from links to the state
standards, they appeared nowhere in teacher resources provided by the district. Instead, the

district produced a pragmatic resource - a list of test question stems from previous assessments
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tied to standards. That way, we would be able to gear our instruction to how students were tested.
Again, if | were to ignore what was supposedly outside my circle of control, this resource would
help me prepare students for their assessments, allowing them to reach state-sponsored
definitions of success. For me, however, these lists of question-stems only emphasized how
distant our focus had become from meaningful and critical literacy. | was not the only one who
felt this way. While all of us curriculum leads completed the assignments required of us at
meetings, we often grumbled in hushed tones as we walked towards our cars at the end of the
night. One of the most unpopular suggestions to occur around this time was removing the
requirement for full-text novel reading at each grade level. In the past, certain grades had at least
one required novel or play. While requiring that we all read the exact same text had questionable
merits, high school students were graduating with teachers having attempted to get them to read
and engage deeply with at least four full-length texts. That year, we were told we could still read
novels with our students if we wished, but only excerpts were necessary if we found ourselves
pressed for time in covering all the essential standards. Answering questions about excerpted
passages was deemed more important than immersion in a complete literary text.

During one of the last meetings that we attended that school year, we discussed the new
textbook adoption. Our district's contract with the current textbook was ending, and we would be
switching to a new book in the 2020-2021 school year. I recall talks with other teachers about
how English teachers really did not want textbooks, how we tend to be resourceful in pulling in
texts and materials that are relevant and interesting to our students rather than relying on the
pacing and choices of a textbook made by people who did not know our students. | even floated
the idea about how nice it would be to just pay the copyright fees for bound course books, like

those used in some college courses, so we could just pay for what we wanted to use, rather than
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spending millions on heavy books that would be hardly opened. The counterargument was
always to question whether new teachers could survive without a textbook. Regardless, at that
last meeting, we were told how the new book would come with units, how there would be more
uniformity across the district, and how teachers would need to learn to do less and rely on our
pre-packaged resources more. On top of this investment in a new textbook, the district also
planned to spend lots of money on a new practice test company that promised to mimic the
results of Tennessee's EOCs. After this meeting, we shook our heads, wondering about all the
money being spent on resources that teachers were not asking for.

All this focus on the standards and testing preparations would be foiled by the pandemic.
March 13, 2020 was the last day in classes of the 2019-2020 school year in my district. State
tests were completely canceled that year since no one was in the buildings to administer or take
them. | do recall some optimism, despite the uncertainty surrounding the pandemic, that spring.
Perhaps leaders would see that the world moved on despite no tests. Teachers would still prepare
for the next year as they always had. They would gauge their students' abilities at the beginning
of the year, just like every year before, and adjust their instruction accordingly. Maybe leaders
would see that teachers can teach effectively without standardized testing as a primary guide or
motivator.

That summer, | was also asked to be part of creating new curriculum guides for high
school English classes aligned to the new textbooks. I saw this as an opportunity to try and inject
as much freedom and choice into teacher planning as possible. I met in a classroom with three
other English Il teachers from around the district. We were told to choose four units from the
textbook, one for each grading period. From those units, we should choose two to three "anchor

texts" from the book, which would be the required texts for that unit. Since we are a large
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district, the idea was that this would help with students transitioning from school to school
during the year. There would be some stability in knowing that the curriculum was similar at
each school. Regardless of the restrictions and requirements, | was hopeful that there was room
for a creative imprint. Since we were only required to choose a couple of anchor texts, there
seemed to be room for our own expertise as curriculum designers. Perhaps we could develop
units, recommending supplemental texts, activities, media, and more.

Unfortunately, the pandemic instead proved to be a culture war breeding ground. |
remember texting friends frantically over the summer as we each watched school board meetings
from our own homes. Concerns about returning to in-person learning and wearing masks
dominated meetings with tempers and emotions running high. In the end, we returned to school
in August of 2020 in a hybrid model. Students could choose to learn in person, socially distanced
and masked, or log-in to their classes via Zoom. As teachers, we worked hard to adjust our
instruction to simultaneously teaching in-person and online students. Further, the curriculum
guide had not gone quite to plan. While we had had some influence by choosing the units and
anchor texts, there was a small selection of both to choose from. We were further limited by a
suggestion to choose texts within the Lexile range expected for our grade's EOC. Even our
supplemental texts were eventually whittled down to resources provided by the textbook, which
mostly consisted of worksheets. In the end, much of our work felt secretarial rather than
inventive and intellectual. Entering the 2020-2021 school year was, in some ways, one of the
most disempowering times of my life. We had so little control over our work environment that
year, and our control over the curriculum was waning, too. Thankfully, I found ways to exercise
my agency that year. | actively chose to see hybrid learning as a challenge and ended up enjoying

the creativity needed to be successful in this new medium. Somewhat irrationally, two colleagues
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and | chose this year to switch to a Zerwin's (2020) gradeless approach. | do, however, think that
this focus on learning rather on grades was one of my biggest sources of joy during an otherwise
depressing year.

As early as September of 2020, concerns about testing, data, scores, and evaluations
began to emerge. The Tennessee Department of Education made dire projections for literacy and
math rates on standardized tests for the 2020-2021 school year, warning that the typical "summer
slide” would be exacerbated by the extra time out during the spring of 2020. Education
Commissioner Penny Schwinn announced expectations that third grade literacy proficiency rates
might be "as low as 12-14% statewide" (Mangrum, 2020, p. 14A). Superintendents pushed back,
however, questioning where this data came from and why they had not heard about it prior to a
public media briefing. While there was a dip in scores that year, they were not nearly as
detrimental as predicted with third grade proficiency in literacy falling from 36% in 2019 to 32%
in 2021 (TN Department of Education, 2023b). As teachers toiled away with the weight of a
pandemic on their shoulders, | recall the state's negative predictions being hurtful, especially
when our students outperformed these expectations. At my school, we had some of our highest
achievement and growth scores ever that year, especially for English 11. Nonetheless, | remember
wondering how much of those scores were due to my district having the technological resources
to pull off successful hybrid learning and my school having students with more privileged
backgrounds. As we prepared to enter a year of in-person learning, | suppose | was hopeful.
School surely could not be more difficult after a year of hybrid teaching, and perhaps we
Tennessee teachers had proven how far we would go for our students, how hard we would work.
We had survived what many called the hardest year of teaching ever, and we had even done well

even by state-defined measures on tests.
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Instead, during the 2021-2022 school year, the one that was supposed to be easier, | kept
hearing about how this year somehow felt harder. For one, the topic of "learning loss™ was
everywhere. The talk in schools at the beginning of that year was how to bring everyone back on
track, especially those kids we hardly saw the previous year. Among teachers, though, my
conversations were often about how the kids would likely need mental and emotional support.
We had all endured a difficult time, and it was obvious to many of us that kids were hurting for
all sorts of reasons that had nothing to do with test scores. We wondered what schools would do
to support students in this regard. In June of 2021, my union representative shared information
about how our district had spent the previous year's Elementary and Secondary School
Emergency Relief (ESSER) funds, and | was astonished to discover that, while over $4 million
had been spent on programs to address learning loss, $0 had been allotted to address the needs of
special education students or to mental health support. In my mind, the mental and emotional
needs of our students needed to be addressed before we could adequately support their academic
improvement. | seemed to have been right. At some of my curriculum leader meetings that year,
new leadership in the district discussed the emotional and behavioral disruptions occurring
throughout the district with incidents and suspensions increasing at almost every school. They
finally recognized the need for hiring more special education teachers, psychologists, and
behavioral specialists. They also seemed to have gotten the message that teachers were in need of
support and began offering district leaders to serve as substitutes, as schools struggled to fill
vacancies.

The district, however, could not insulate us from some of the more pernicious factors in
education at that time. At the start of that school year, critical race theory was the notorious new

concept riling up school board meetings around the country. This was true in Tennessee, as well.
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In November 2021, the state passed legislation aimed at restricting discussion of fourteen
potentially divisive concepts, including "an individual, by virtue of the individual's race or sex,
bears responsibility for actions committed in the past by other members of the same race or sex"
and "a meritocracy is inherently racist or sexist, or designed by a particular race or sex to oppress
members of another race or sex" (HB 0580, 2021). | recall history teachers wondering if they
could still teach about redlining and AP English teacher friends and I discussing whether we
should still teach from the justice unit in our textbooks. In January 2022, Governor Lee
announced that he was "formalizing a partnership with Hillsdale to expand their approach to
civics education and K-12 education,” which endorses an American exceptionalism viewpoint,
by making plans to open 50 of their classical schools across the state (Aldrich, 2022). The irony
was palpable. While teachers were defending themselves against accusations of indoctrinating
students with liberal ideas, a Republican Governor was inviting a conservative Christian group to
set up charters with an espoused ideology of American exceptionalism. Again, the accountability
for teachers was stark, but the state seemed to be able to do whatever it wanted without
repercussions, especially charters that would be immune to typical state policies, such as
"evaluations, tenure, and leave" (Aldrich, 2022).

There was a temporary reprieve when Hillsdale's president Larry Arnn described public
education as "the plague™ that "destroys generations of people™ and that public "teachers are
trained in the dumbest parts of the dumbest colleges in the country,” (Aldrich, 2022). While Lee
refused to publicly condemn Arnn's comments, there was some short-lived outrage. Three
districts had already denied applications by Hillsdale, but Hillsdale had appealed to the state
charter commission, which could overrule district decisions on charters. In response to the public

backlash, however, Hillsdale withdrew its appeals applications prior to the 2022 Tennessee
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Governor's race. Governor Bill Lee won reelection easily, and before the 2022-2023 school year
was over, Hillsdale was re-submitting applications for charter schools throughout the state.
During this same time, debates over school libraries also intensified, another issue
placing a spotlight on English classrooms. Several Tennessee school districts had had recent
debates over the books included in curricula. In McMinn County, Spiegelman's Maus (1986) had
been removed from its eighth-grade curriculum. In the wealthier Williamson County, groups like
Moms for Liberty were decrying several texts as part of its adoption of Wit & Wisdom, arguing
that the books were not "age appropriate and could cause kids distress, especially on topics like
racism and gender identity” (Max, 2022). In fact, a school board candidate called for the arrest of
a librarian because of her library's inclusion of Push (1996) (The Tennessee Holler, 2022). In
response to citizens' concerns about reading materials available to children, Tennessee enacted
the Age-Appropriate Materials Act, which required each school to publish a list of all books
available for student check-out in school libraries. The law seemed redundant but harmless since
school libraries already have online card catalogs. As the school year started, however, the
Tennessee Department of Education's attorney announced that a school library also includes
"materials maintained in a teacher's classroom," causing districts across the state to scramble to
meet compliance (Aldrich, 2023). In my curriculum meetings, tensions were high as our district
leaders promised to protect us and our time, but teachers were worried with some saying that
they would not stay if they could not keep their classroom libraries. Simply posting a catalog of
one’s classroom library online poses a risk to English teachers. One parent complaint, about any

book in any teacher’s classroom library, could affect teachers across an entire district.
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Conclusion

Being a Tennessee educator, particularly in literacy, has become increasingly difficult
and demoralizing. More and more measures have sought to restrict our classroom instruction to a
narrow set of tested skills, developed and chosen by people outside of our profession, and to
judge us accordingly. Regardless of how often we rise to the difficult circumstances placed on
us, whether these by a pandemic or simply new tests and standards, somehow we are always the
ones who need to be fixed, taught, guided, and redirected. The state's many failures with testing
and data have never caused commitment to the system of accountability to waiver. Instead, this
commitment has become only more entrenched with intense devotion to the standards, test
questions, and data with little attention paid to what could be lost as we continue to taper our
focus. A byproduct of accountability discourse is decreasing respect for the expertise of
educators. If educators must be told what to teach, if their impact on students can be quantified
with an equation, if business leaders know better than educators how to help students, then
perhaps teachers are not worthy of public trust. Perhaps they are simply workers who need to be
managed and controlled rather than creative intellectuals with hearts for inspiring students. This
discourse has been building across the country, but it has been especially virulent in Tennessee.
It was within this context that | interviewed my participants, wanting to understand how this

discourse affected them but also how they have and could stand up against it.
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Chapter 5: English Teachers Respond to Authoritative Discourses
Introduction

During the months of January-March 2023, | conducted interviews with seven high
school English teachers, who will be referred to by the pseudonyms of Aubrey, Debra, Kristina,
Lynnie, Liz, Samantha, and Karen to provide anonymity and protect their professional identities.
At the time of the interviews, these teachers taught various English courses in Tennessee. These
courses included English 1, 11, and IV at standard, honors, and advanced honors levels; AP
English Language and Composition, AP English Literature and Composition, and AP Research;
and electives, such as creative writing. Their range of experience ran from just three years in the
classroom to three decades. At the time, they were either working at large, comprehensive high
schools or at a smaller academic magnet school. Their student populations differed widely with
some working within relatively well-off schools and others expressing that their racially-diverse
and lower-income students were often misunderstood or misrepresented by outsiders.
Furthermore, the teachers reported varying degrees of happiness with their teaching situations.
Some were actively seeking new places of employment, largely due to dissatisfaction with their
school administration, whereas others expressed great appreciation for their current positions and
school leadership. Despite these differences, these seven teachers often expressed similar values
regarding their work and concerns about the future of their profession.

When coding these interviews, | conducted two types of affective coding. The first was
emotion coding, which Saldafia (2021) describes as labeling "emotions recalled and/or
experienced by the participant, or as inferred by the researcher about the participant” (p. 160). I
eventually chose 25 distinct codes, which can be viewed in Appendix F. When coding for

emotions, I chose three different colors to help me with differentiating among these emotions:
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blue for sad emotions, such as cautious, longing, misunderstood, or nervous; yellow for positive
emotions, such as appreciated, grateful, interested, or passionate; and orange for strong emotions
that did not fit easily within this binary, such as confused, frustrated, or resolute. These helped
me begin to see the kinds of emotions expressed by my participants when discussing their work.
From there, | wanted to see what kinds of values were bringing forth these emotions from my
participants and conducted values coding, eventually deciding on 24 codes. These can be viewed
in Appendix G. ATLAS.ti's co-occurrence analysis helped visually represent patterns among
individual emotions and values as | began to distinguish what mattered most to my participants
as well as how those values were and were not supported in current educational discourse.

From my analysis, I determined three themes that answer the question, “What do
Tennessee high school English teachers reveal about how authoritative discourses in literacy
education affect their work, and what counter-discourses can be identified to support strategies to
effectively resist negative effects?” For each theme, conflicts exist between authoritative
discourses and the teachers' values; however, each disappointment also reveals potential avenues
for improvement through the teachers' joys and desires. Teachers expressed tension with the
following three themes: professional expertise, respectful support, and humanized learning. |
define professional expertise as being seen, treated, and acting as an expert in the craft of English
studies and education. Respectful support refers to any support from educational leadership that
aids but does not override the educator in making professional decisions. Finally, humanized
learning serves as the desired result of both professional expertise and respectful support, in

which literacy classrooms honor the humanity of all participants.
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Theme I: Professional Expertise

First, it is important to note that the participants in this study typically did not depict their
work as simply a job. Whether their path to teaching was direct or winding, they described
teaching English as giving their lives purpose and meaning. When recalling advice from a
mentor who encouraged her to teach, Aubrey reflected, "1 still feel that way, like I have Kkids that
are waiting for me. So this gives me chills, because it's like they're waiting for me to guide them,
teach them, you know, and our purpose is just so big, and you know, our impact can be so big."
Similarly, Lynnie stated, "I feel like it's a mission field." These teachers' passion for their work
includes but also rises above a simple desire to do a job well. They believe their work matters,
and their thoughts and actions reflect this devotion.

In a memo dated November 22, 2023, while coding for emotions, | noted, "I feel like one
of the earliest conflicts that | am seeing is the gulf between the confidence, thoughtfulness, and
self-possession of the teachers versus how they are sometimes treated. They speak about their
work with understanding and deep knowledge, and their negative emotions seem to arise
whenever these factors seem to be ignored." Indeed, frustration was the most common emotion
across all interviews, and it was often associated with issues of professionalism going
unrecognized by leaders and the larger community. Teachers expressed great pride in their work,
holding themselves to high standards, continually seeking out professional growth, and
expressing appreciation for pedagogical conversations with other English teachers. However,
these values were not always supported by those in authority, which often caused feelings of
frustration, longing, and passionate resistance.

Professional Growth through Communities of Practice
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One way that teachers expressed their professionalism was through a devotion to
intellectual and pedagogical growth, largely through their interactions with other English
teachers. Every teacher was able to discuss times when she learned lessons from her peers and
how she grew from re-evaluating her practices. For instance, when | asked Aubrey about a time
when someone influenced how she approached her work, she described her interactions with an
English Language Teacher (ELL) teacher who critiqued her approach to teaching vocabulary:

And she was like, "they have to have something to read with it. You know, they have to,

like they can't just learn your words like this." You know, and it was such an eye-opener

to me. And, you know, learning what best practice is and, you know, that kind of thing.

And, you know, and seeing because I, you know, | remember doing the vocab list so

when | started, there's nothing wrong with it, and so it really was an eye-opener because |

had to see things from a different perspective.
In this excerpt, Aubrey is more than willing to admit that she had room for growth and valued
the expertise of the ELL teacher working with her. She does not stubbornly insist that she knows
best but rather expresses gratitude for helping her be a better teacher through changing her
outlook on how students learn.

Other teachers regularly expressed appreciation for their colleagues' expertise, both in the
beginning and later stages of their profession. Debra, despite decades in teaching, still fondly
recalls her teacher mentor from student teaching:

| had a great student teaching experience. My mentor [name redacted] actually became a

teacher of the year for Tennessee several years ago now. And he was just really

interesting and dynamic, and he really just was willing to kind of hand over that
classroom to me, and I don't think that | was a good student teacher. But just the fact that

he would, you know, trust me and make his students and his room so welcoming, and I'm

sure | tried some silly things, and you know, so it was just really a good learning

experience. He was such a good mentor and the county and the school that I student
taught in, had a great small community feel to it. So | felt like I got really a nurturing

experience and a personal experience, and | learned a lot, but it was, it was really just a
really sweet experience. (Debra)
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Debra recounted this memory when | asked her about early experiences that inspired her. For
her, other teachers in the profession were the ones whose knowledge mattered most as she
formed her own identity as a teacher. Years later, she now strives to be a similar source of
knowledge to young teachers when encouraging them, but she is still open to learning: "I
actually do have a couple of younger teachers who I am mentoring, and I'm happy to say without
ego that I learn from them as much as they learn from me. So, but, it's fun to be the, hopefully,
the old grande dame" (Debra). Debra expressed great respect for this community of English
teachers, old and new, for the knowledge and expertise shared among them, as well as her own
role in continuing this intellectual and professional community.

One commonality that teachers voiced in valuing colleagues was the ability to be
sympathetic while also capable of providing reality checks and advice when needed. For
instance, Karen describes her current English department as

the group of people that are my people. My little home at [school's name] are full of like-

minded people who let me vent but also don't let me go crazy. You know what I'm

saying? Like, they're a good balance between able to be cranky and cuss and yell about

something but, also, let me not, let me get too toxic in that way and also not full of like

toxic positivity. They're just very realistic and pragmatic.
Karen respects her colleagues' ability to empathize but also to provide useful feedback, a
sentiment also echoed by Samantha. When describing the beneficial relationship she had with a
more experienced teacher, she described the "good advice" provided on how to deal with
problem behaviors from students and useful activities, noting "she's definitely influenced me as a
teacher" (Samantha). While Samantha appreciates that she can seek out this other teacher by
simply entering her room declaring, "listen to this," at any moment, she also notes, "if I'm in the

wrong, she'll tell me like, 'hey, no. Okay. Let's look at it this way.' But like, she either way is not

going to be talking down to me." This last line perhaps reveals what teachers value most about
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their peers as experts. There is mutual respect for each other's knowledge and understanding of
the work, regardless of years of experience or background.

Lave and Wenger (1991) first applied the idea of communities of practice to all social
situations in which a person moves from outsider to insider status. For them, knowledge only has
power in the social situations where that knowledge is relevant. English teachers exist in a
community of practice, as people who share knowledge within "broader systems of relations in
which they have meaning" (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 53). These participants' experiences with
other English teachers have helped to develop their own understanding of what their work means
and how it should be conducted, and they reserve their greatest praise and admiration for those
who are part of this inner group. There is immediate understanding and a willingness to listen to
what accepted peers have to say, even if it causes an adjustment to one's own approach. Further,
these participants are confident that their own ideas will be listened to, built upon, and improved
through discussions with their peers. My participants lit up when describing lesson ideas that
have blossomed from professional communities of practice.

One example of how these conversations grow and morph amongst a community came
from Liz, who was describing what she would like to do with teaching research with her
freshmen. First, an idea sprouted from a teacher she described as "one of my good friends™ from
her last school who teaches AP Seminar, a course typically taught to high school juniors. This
teacher was working on a unit, and Liz stated that "it was just falling flat. And so she was like,
'‘Okay, guys, like what do y'all actually want to talk about? Because we can do these skills with
anything," and they decided as a class that they wanted to talk about serial killers." Inspired by
this teacher's work with her upperclassmen, Liz repurposed the concept of teaching skills

through any concept of interest and was currently working through an idea for her freshmen. Liz
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recalled how she explored her thinking with a different teacher at her new school: "But how cool
would it be if I gave my kids license to research like, all the weird things they think about? Like,
so | was talking with [another English teacher], and she was like, "You should call it The
Stranger Things paper.' And | was like, ‘Oh my gosh.™ In this dialogue, Liz's excitement and
passion are palpable as she builds off one teacher's idea and revises her thinking through
discussion with yet another colleague. Therefore, part of what these teachers love about their
work is the community and how intellectual interactions with other teachers provide continued
growth.

Ongoing relationships within this community produce confidence tempered by an
openness to change. Debra expressed a great deal of respect for the knowledge gained from her
many years of experience, describing "year 10 through 20" as "the best decade™ and "almost
Biblical." She noted,

After about that seventh year moving into that, that first 10 years just feeling really

empowered, confident, | finally understood. You know, for the longest time as a teacher,

you're doing what you're doing, just kind of look and guess [...] | was seasoned, and I did

have clarity about what was important and what we needed to do and what we shouldn't,

we didn't need to do, and how we would do those things. (Debra)
In this instance, Debra is thankful for her own hard-earned expertise, garnered through years of
trial and error. She projects the inspiring confidence of a master of her craft. Similarly, Lynnie is
proud of her background and expertise and used it as support for why her administration should
listen to her about helping a new teacher: "It's just sort of like, I, I have in our department. I'm
the most experienced English teacher that we have now. You know, more so than [the
department chair]. And, and, and broader range than [the department chair] for sure.” In this

instance, Lynnie was not intending to brag or suggesting that she was better than her peers, but

rather she was asserting that her professional opinion should matter to decision-makers at her
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school due to her wide range of experiences in "seven different kinds of classrooms,™ including
college and 6th through 12th grade. She believed that her varied engagement within the
community of English teachers equipped her with useful knowledge to offer to her leaders on
how best to help a struggling new teacher.

Confidence does not equal arrogance, however, as all teachers discussed a preference for
continued growth. Kristina expressed an awareness of how getting too comfortable can be
detrimental as an educator: "I feel like there's this kind of very fine line between knowing your
craft and getting good at it and getting stagnant at it." Karen also recognized that learning was
never complete as an educator, noting "there's always going to be something new." When
discussing the ways in which one of her former mentors became "stuck in her ways," Lynnie
discussed how her feelings about this teacher changed over the years: "You know, and, and that's
[what] I don't want to be. So, so it's kind of funny. | wanted to be her. But I also don't want to be
her the way she was at the end of her career.”

These high school English teachers value the professional expertise gained specifically
through teaching English and working with English teacher colleagues. While years of
experience are important, any insider to this community of practice is seen as holding
meaningful perspectives and is worth listening to. These are the individuals that English teachers
turn to first and foremost for advice, lesson planning, and critique. They also recognize their own
worth as experts, who also have meaningful lessons to relay to their peers. This value of
expertise, however, also hinges on a commitment to continual learning and growth within this
community. Teachers judge their worth as educators through their continued interactions within
a community that holds them to high standards.

De-Professionalization through Authoritative Discourse
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The vision of English teachers' community of practice presented by these participants is
changing and multi-faceted, formed and regularly altered by the varied experiences of the
members within that community. In this model, English teachers themselves are the source of
knowledge and authority in literacy education. This conceptualization of professional expertise
stands in contrast to the authoritative discourse surrounding education in the United States. Any
authoritative discourse, according to Bakhtin (1981), is located in "a distanced" and
"hierarchically higher” position rather than the peer-relations of a community of practice (p.
342). Further, autonomous literacy practices are meant to be unchanging and fixed rather than
the dialogic and organic conversations that move the pedagogy of English teachers (Street,
1984). Whenever authoritative educational discourse seeped into teachers' memories of
interactions with authority figures, frustration pervaded our conversations. Specifically, teachers'
emotions were high when confronted with situations in which trust or respect for their expertise
were questioned or their voices as professionals were not validated.

One common complaint throughout our interviews was that the people making decisions
about what happens in teachers' classrooms were often not experts themselves. Lynnie laments,
"And | think we have people making decisions who haven't been in the classroom in a long time.
Forever. And so, don't have a good pulse. And so, in order for the English classroom to get
better, you have to have somebody who's going to be an advocate at the state level." The closer
one has been to classroom experiences teaching English, the more trust Lynnie places in them to
understand the issues affecting those classrooms. Samantha expresses a similar frustration with a
lack of expertise and commitment in leadership positions in the South. For Samantha,
unqualified leaders often equate to mistreatment of teachers:

My mom always says good ol' boys. Like those are the people that are in charge,
the good ol' boys. Like the people who have been around forever, and then those people
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get in charge to be like superintendent. And then people that knew him, now he knows
our principals, and they're all besties. And so that's what happens. I think, like they get
them, they get that person above them in their pocket. And then they can do whatever
they want at their level to people below them.
One common frustration that these teachers share, then, is people in authority who either do not
know or do not care about the everyday concerns of regular teachers, which leads to an array of
problems but also some creative solutions from teachers.

One of the main problems mentioned by teachers was the control or questioning of their
day-to-day decisions, specifically with textual choices. Aubrey discussed multiple times when
parents questioned or complained about a reading or viewing option. For instance, in one unit on
forgiveness that featured a speech about South African apartheid, teachers at Aubrey's school had
created a read/watch/create choice board that included a video of Trevor Noah interviewing his
South African grandmother. Aubrey explained that a parent complained that "they don't support
Trevor Noah, and that she shouldn't have been made to watch the video" even though "it was a
choice board. There were two other watch options on there."” In this case, Aubrey was able to
resolve the conflict with the parent, but she still felt frustrated by the insinuation that she was not
being professional in her choices for student texts: "So, it just bothered me, you know, because it
just made me feel like my intent. It made me feel like she thought that my intent was to persuade
her daughter towards a certain agenda. And wasn't, that wasn't it at all." Aubrey also sounded
exhausted from deciding on summer reading texts for her honors students. One year, she
assigned The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), which she thought might be a safe choice due to its
history as a "classic" and was shocked when a parent complained that Oscar Wilde had been gay:
"Like, | just never even thought that that would be, that that would be the issue” (Aubrey). For

Aubrey, a confrontation-averse individual, her solution in these situations was simple: apologize

and offer options. She stated, "I get really upset. Then I always say, 'Oh, I'm sorry." And that



107

honestly, it tends to, has really been, the best thing is just to apologize” (Aubrey). Nonetheless,
there is clearly a conflict here between Aubrey's professional identity as an individual who is
careful in her text selections that value student choice and interest and feeling the need to
apologize for making these necessary professional decisions.

When | asked Aubrey about what would make her work better, one of her top wishes was
professional autonomy. She commented, "1 would love to have the just limits removed on what
we can teach. And what we can talk about in the classroom™ (Aubrey). Unfortunately, Aubrey
had reservations about the direction classroom control was going. Speaking specifically of the
requirement to catalog classroom books, described in Marshall (2022), Aubrey said,

When we may have to get rid of our classroom libraries, you know, all of that. I just, |

just want us to keep our stuff. We have to have our stuff in our room, and you know, we

have to be able to be our own unique, bring our own unique experiences of who we are in

the classroom [...] | feel like if we go to this, like, textbook-only, kind of scripted

curriculum, it just, I just would not have any place in that, you know, at all.
Aubrey imagines a potential future in which the value of her own professional identity would
conflict so greatly with others' need to control her classroom that she would have to leave the
profession altogether. Aubrey sees what teachers value about their work - their intellectual and
creative community of practice - as under threat, and she is not alone. Debra, who was one of the
most optimistic teachers | spoke to, recognizes that teachers are deeply discouraged by attacks on
their professionalism:

It's really scary when you're being questioned by multiple authorities about what, what

"defend your articles in your classroom and, and where you get them.” And so even

though | have seen these teachers be supported, | also see the stress that it puts them

under, and you know, there are teachers who are questioning whether they will remain in
the classroom as a result of outsiders without a lot of experience about the standards, the

skill, or their, or their content really working to make that teacher's job more difficult.
But it is a form of intimidation.

For Debra, this issue is exacerbated since teachers "never know where the attack or the criticism

will land." Instead of insiders, other English teachers, working together to make professional
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decisions for the good of their students, Debra sees the criticism coming from outsiders who lack
the proper knowledge to make informed and meaningful decisions. Both teachers here worry
about the health of the profession due to how easily their professionalism can be called into
question and potentially overridden.

When those who lack the expertise of English teachers try to set boundaries for what
topics are appropriate, even teachers who are trying to stay within the boundaries provided to
them can be harmed. Lynnie, an AP English teacher, recalls how she was observed teaching a
poem from her state and district-approved textbook: "You know, .. getting called on the carpet
for teaching a poem out of my lit book that the county gave me as being critical race theory, and
we have too many voices dictating what education should be, look like, but they don't have
education degrees.” The fear that Lynnie's principal felt about potentially overstepping critical
race theory (CRT) laws led to her being reprimanded and feeling disrespected, again, due to
voices in power, whom Lynnie feels have little understanding of English literature or pedagogy
(HB 0580, 2022). Kristina, who admitted that she might have "College Board glasses" on since
she has more freedom as an AP English teacher, even felt uncomfortable talking about CRT as a
potential issue: "I think CRT is probably a big issue [...] I don't think it's ever really been even a
thing that's even had to be addressed other than the fact that it's law now, and we have to like,
talk about it, you know [...] I don't know. | feel like it's a touchy subject.” Kristina's confusion
here emanates from a law being written to address a problem she does not recognize within her
professional experiences. However, she is still guarded about even discussing the topic, noting "I
don't go out of my way to find material that could be controversial [...] I just don't want to open

myself up to that" (Kristina). These women generally see themselves as rule followers, yet they
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still fear potential repercussions based on trying to guess the mindset of non-experts who might
judge and condemn their curricular decisions.

Even decisions about what skills to teach and how, regardless of textual choice, can
sometimes be stripped from teachers through standardization. Liz's interview particularly drew
attention to these problems, as she recalled the many times that her professional expertise ran
into barriers as she approached her work. When she had taught middle school ELA and was
made a PLC lead, Liz had decided that she was going to initiate silent sustained reading time
focused on choice books and library visits, as well as literature circles, but she remembered that
her administration had said, "we don't want you to do this." Liz, however, justified her decision
to me, stating, "That [regular reading] was something that like research says is important, but
like isn't tested, even though we know it helps testing. And then like, it's also just like good."
When her administration asked her, "Why are you reading?" her response was simply, "Like, we
want kids to read. That's why we became English teachers™ (Liz). Liz's story represents a clear
problem with an autonomous view of literacy that is focused on standardized testing. While Liz
views the goal of her work to be creating capable and joyful readers, this is not a skill directly
assessed on a test, making leadership question why she would spend her time on it. Even Liz
citing research was not a sufficient argument. In the end, Liz resorted to a line I have heard often
among English teachers: "And | was like, 'I'm going to do it anyway.' Like, what are they gonna
do? Fire me?" Liz described the language coming from authority figures being a constant refrain
of "Why aren't you teaching to the test?" and "How is this going to help them on the test?" She
recalled that her first-year teaching someone from the district office asked her, "Why are you

teaching mood? That's not a tested standard.” Liz's stories perfectly illustrate how standards can
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be used to leach autonomy from professional English teachers and to narrow and flatten their
curricula.

Nonetheless, Liz admitted that her fire in those early years was due to her being "really
angry at the situation they put me in" and that she is normally "not a confrontational person.”
Instead, Liz's drive to be seen as competent often competes with her desire to do what she
believes is best for her students. On one hand, Liz artfully described the "great myth™ on which
she believes testing has been founded: "Oh, all of these texts are comparable. They're equally
complex. And so | can plug them into a test with these types of test questions, and 100% of the
time, it's going to be equitable to previous tests, and students can pop out answers, and that's a
good measure of how they're doing well. Actually, no. So I get really frustrated with it."
However, Liz also admitted her need for validation through test scores: "Put me in this rat race,
and I'm gonna, I'm gonna play to win." In fact, Liz described a common concern of not wanting
"to do badly" on a test, recognizing that pushing back against a system is "so hard" and "stressful
all the time." Liz is aware that leadership judges teachers based on their test scores, regardless of
how ineffective the teachers believe these measures to be. As Liz lamented, "I want to be told
that I'm doing a good job. Only affirmation | get, right?" Regardless of how they are viewed
among their peers or by their students, teachers understand who gets to make the final decisions
about their employment and the measures used to make those decisions. The language used to
describe test scores by Liz has nothing to do with her sense of purpose, but rather, she used the
language of playing a game or being in a race, something with arbitrary rules that just needed to
be followed to win, but with no real meaning beyond themselves. In all these instances of
instructional control, Giroux's (1988) warning about how management pedagogies are "at odds

with the premise that teachers should be actively involved in producing curricula materials"
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seems apt (p. 125). Teachers are either professionals who can be trusted to "do the thinking," or
they "are reduced to doing the implementing” (Giroux, 1988, p. 124).
How Teachers Fight Back

Despite feelings of fear and sadness expressed by teachers in the face of de-
professionalization attempts by authority figures, many of the teachers interviewed have
developed strategies for managing this disconnect between their values and authoritative
discourses. For several teachers, moving beyond tested classes was a way to protect themselves,
such as Kristina with her "College Board glasses." Similarly, Lynnie described her relief when
she stopped teaching sophomore English, a state-tested subject, and moved to AP: "That's
alleviated the stress. | mean, like when, you know, | was teaching sophomores, it was stressful."
Karen, who had also moved to primarily teaching AP courses, described her current position as
"cushy." Even Liz, who mostly teaches freshmen, was able to find relief by moving to an
academic magnet school, knowing that she does not "have to worry about achievement™ scores
and therefore being able to say, "Hey, this might not be on the test, but this is going to help you"
without repercussions. Therefore, one of the reasons capable and caring teachers may be moving
to advanced courses is because of the intellectual freedom and levels of professionalism afforded
to them there. Of course, this is only an individual solution since only a small percentage of
teachers will be able to teach college-level or gifted classes, nor does teaching these classes
completely remove teachers from stifling measures by authority figures.

Other solutions involve creative or malicious compliance, selective defiance, and
professional advocacy (Hoffman et al., 2001). One tactic used by Liz felt incredibly familiar to
me, which is being upfront with students when compromising one's instructional values for

requirements. In preparing her students for the potential of having to write a timed narrative on
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their end-of-course exam, Liz told them, "Realistically, though, like it's totally, like, it's crap that
you have to write a timed narrative [...] We're going to do a timed narrative, but you get to go
back and fix it. So like yeah, just try it. Like pay attention to, the clock is essentially our exercise
here." Liz was able to use her professional opinion to judge the merits of a test meant to judge
her and her students as "crap.” She still prepared her students, but she was able to delineate
between the task of the test - writing under a time constraint - and the skills she wanted to teach
them - that they would go back later and revise. This compromise allowed Liz to meet the
expectations placed upon her but shift her and her students' attention to the skills she valued as a
professional.

Karen's department managed to blur the lines between compliance and hostility. She
described an email from the district office asking them to get anything "outside of the
curriculum™ approved first (Karen). At first, Karen's response was anger: "That was the struggle
for me: not having autonomy over my choices of classroom, not or classroom materials. Not
being trusted as a professional to make the decisions that are appropriate for the level of student
that I teach. It really pissed me off." Brilliantly, Karen's team decided to "send him everything.
Because we, at that time, taught a lot of things like by choice, giving the student choice. So you
know, teach the things on the curriculum guide, and then here are 17 articles. You choose which
one speaks to you [...] And so we sent them all the things." This approach of overwhelming the
censor was successful. Karen said the response to their lengthy list was "um, only send me things
that you think are really controversial,” so Karen stated, "we just never sent anything again."
What overwhelmed the district office was simply the hard work that this department had already

put into their curriculum. They had already put more thought into their decisions than anyone
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else was willing to take on, and they were able to avoid offensive oversight simply by asking
someone else to take the time they had with textual selection.

In contrast, Samantha found oversight to be one of the more obnoxious and exhausting
aspects of her work, so compliance was sometimes more trouble than it was worth. For instance,
teachers at her school are supposed to get all videos, including short pieces from YouTube,
approved by their principal before showing them to students, another requirement that can be
time-consuming but also calls into question the competency of teachers to choose appropriate
classroom materials. For Samantha, waiting on administrative approval would likely just hurt her
students: "Like I realized, 'oh, my odd-day kids did, cannot understand this concept, but I found
this great video for my even day kids." I'm going to show it to my even-day kids without waiting
for them to email back.” Not only was Samantha willing to take this risk, but she stated, "I'm
going to do it. And if you walk in, and you say something to me, I'll be 'Oh, I'm sorry. | thought |
emailed you.' | will lie through my teeth because | don't have time." While Samantha was clear
that she was not "actively going out of [her[ way to do things wrong or, like, do things against
the rules,” the rules in this scenario simply got in the way of her limited time to do her job to the
best of her ability. In weighing her options, Samantha trusted her own professional judgment and
seemed to find the potential lie to be an easier path.

Finally, not every problem of de-professionalization can be handled by individual
classroom efforts. In this case, Debra's enthusiasm for English teachers being their own
advocates was inspiring. She showed me a card that a colleague had given her:

| brought a little card that a colleague gave to me, and it's just a silly little card, and it's

got a quote on it, and the quote is from Alice Walker with this sassy little face. And the

quote reads, “The most common way people give up their power is by thinking they don't

have any. - Alice Walker —”and my friend wrote my name [redacted] underneath Alice
Walker.
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Debra and her colleague clearly believe in their own professional power as a way of combating
de-professionalization. When Debra continued to discuss the card, she mentioned specifically
that she would encourage "younger or newer teachers" to engage with "a national educational
caucus" and "to support their local organizations” along with grassroots efforts to have their
voices heard, such as contacting school board members. Because Debra believes so strongly in
the professionalism and expertise of English teachers, she argued, "We have to be part of the
conversation about protecting good literature in our classroom and not giving away our power to
be frightened for what we want our students to be able to read or discuss or engage with." For
Debra, the worst mistake teachers can make is to cede their power without a fight. Rather, being
part of a professional community and advocating on its behalf is simply part of the job.
Defending Professionalism

In earlier chapters, | described accountability measures in the country and state, including
anti-CRT laws, library cataloging requirements, and standardized testing. | wondered how these
public education discourses lined up with teachers' values. These teachers' accounts reveal that
these public discourses absolutely affect their day-to-day work, contradicting their beliefs and
commitment to their own professional identities. For these teachers, their expertise springs from
a career-long devotion to continued growth within a community of practice. English teachers, the
insiders of this community, are therefore the most qualified to enact instructional decisions.
Through laws, standards, and testing regimes, groups and individuals, whom these teachers view
as non-experts, have usurped professional authority over selecting texts, determining priority
skills, and gauging student growth. While teachers find this disconnect frustrating and
disheartening, they also provide potential responses to these perceived insults. These include

making personal choices where professional compromise is less likely, such as switching schools
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or teaching AP courses; having frank discussions with students about the inauthentic tasks of
testing; calculating quiet disregard for rules; and engaging in political advocacy.
Theme I1: Respectful Support

One thing was clear - the teachers were tired. Aubrey sighed, "I'm just tired. You know,
I'm just tired of all the things that are going on and, you know, the teacher shortages and just the
demands, just you know, and just even the urge to like bring my computer home on the
weekends." Lynnie admitted that the stresses from her workplace were getting to her so much
that she was concerned about her health: "I've started drinking a lot more wine than | should be
[...] And how do I not let that impact me emotionally? And mentally, I directly pinpoint my huge
depressive episode to [my principal]." Debra felt that non-educators do not seem to understand
"how physically exhausting this job is." What teachers want, then, are support measures that
remove strenuous barriers and lighten their workload without taking away a teacher's right to
control and creativity. Unfortunately, authoritative discourses often present a different vision for
supporting teachers that these participants found made their work even more exhausting. The
extent to which local leadership, at the county and school levels, bought into and enacted policies
based on authoritative discourses over the professional expertise of their teachers, often matched
the extent the participants felt burdened at their workplaces as opposed to supported.

Respect for the professional identities of English teachers serves as the cornerstone for
teachers' other values that are sometimes undermined or questioned through authoritative
discourses. If teachers' professionalism and expertise are valued, then leaders will listen to
teachers when they voice their needs. If, however, teachers are seen as in need of guidance or,
worse, being controlled, they may not be trusted to determine what kinds of support would be

most valuable to their work. My participants clearly delineated between leadership actions that
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provided them with meaningful support and those that only caused frustration. The common
denominator was always respect for educator voices. Educators were accepting of and often
appreciated any local leadership decisions made that considered teacher input, even when the
teachers did not fully agree with the outcome. However, actions meant to help teachers in
meeting expectations imposed upon them by authority figures, typically derived from
authoritative discourses at the state or national level, were most often viewed as meaningless and
exasperating.
Time and Workload Supports

One common concern for teachers were the limitations of energy and time. Speaking
from years of experience, Debra stated, “We used to have a cap of students that we could teach
per class, and I've seen that go away. We teach more classes. Now we teach more minutes. We
teach more students. We have more pressures for testing." For Debra, the trend in education
through the years has just been that more has been expected from teachers. When | started in my
district in 2008, we had six class periods a day. Within my first four-years there, we moved to
seven periods, but teachers were not afforded more planning time, just more students and more
prep work. My district is currently working towards an eight-period school day, though there are
some positive developments, with most schools either opting to move to a semester four-by-four
schedule (four classes per semester with eight total) and most requiring that two of these be
planning time. In fact, Aubrey was looking forward to a similar development at her school: "l am
just excited to have planning every day, because we have right now, on Mondays and
Wednesdays, | get just a 25-minute lunch. And that's it. And then I have kids in my room. So
those days are very long, and it's really hard. And so I'm really looking forward to having

planning every day [...] I just always feel like I need more time to do things." As the workload of
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and expectations placed on teachers have increased, little has been done to support the
intellectual processes of teachers - the daily work of creating, planning, and reflecting that is at
the core of their work. If the dominant discourse is that teaching is indeed intellectual work, then
we would likely see this need accommodated in teachers' daily schedules. As it is, however, if
teachers are seen as merely managing curricula provided to them, then more time for deep
intellectual work may be deemed unnecessary (Giroux, 1988).

All teachers, of course, could benefit from more planning time and fewer students, but
this may be especially true of English teachers. The 2014 Position Statement "Why Class Size
Matters Today" by the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) states, "secondary
teachers of English should teach a maximum of 100 students per day," a policy held and
regularly reaffirmed since 1960. While NCTE acknowledges that smaller class sizes and student
loads are helpful for all classes at all ages, they recognize the particular burden placed on English
teachers: "Class size also helps shape the quality of writing instruction at all levels, including
college, because smaller classes are essential for students to get sufficient feedback on multiple
drafts”" (NCTE, 2014). The work that English teachers do is time-intensive and laborious, at least
if done well. They must read student writing and provide thoughtful feedback. Many teachers |
know individually conference with students about their writing, but all of this is strenuous mental
work that takes time. When English teachers are limited on time, they have hard choices to
make. Do they spend their "free" time working for free, or do they allow their work and efforts
with their students to suffer? Aubrey struggled with this tension, stating, "I would spend my
Sundays just planning and like working, and you know, I've started to just kind of, like, refuse to
do that and take care of it when | can at school. It just stinks because | feel like | was better when

| was using my Sundays."
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The workload of my participants reflected this concern. Kristina, mentioning the unequal
workload at her school, noted that she currently had 110 students in AP English Language and
Composition and that "early enrollment looks like 140 AP students for next year.” Similarly,
Lynnie, who teaches AP English Literature and Composition and AP Research, stated that she
was responsible for 142 students at the time. Debra agreed that the expectation of teaching well
to so many students was unrealistic and hurt teachers' ability to effectively help students:

I would love to see our class sizes get smaller. | think that the pace that we teach is brutal.

| think standing at a podium six times a day in front of more than 150 kids a day, | think

it's brutal, and | wish that we had a little bit more time for the important work. We need
time to think, to create, to plan, to actually engage with students' graded work, and more
time with conferencing with them about the skill or the standard or their progress or their
grade. And do I, just, if I could design it, I would, I would give us more breathing room,
so that we could spend more time on, on that engagement with the student about what
they're trying, the skills, and and the content and what they're trying to, what we're trying
to grow them.
While teachers' mental and physical health was a concern, Debra's reflection here encapsulates
the frustration teachers feel when their work is hindered by their own exhaustion. Strangely, their
job prohibits them from doing their job well. This limitation is imposed by most work hours
being spent teaching in front of students with little time set aside for reflecting, planning,
collaborating, or reading student work.

In fact, three participants felt so thinly stretched that they voiced interest in a four-day
work week just to get everything accomplished to their own standards. Aubrey described her
wish: "I am so jealous. | don't know if any districts in the country have, like, a four-day work
week, but it would be so nice to have, like, a planning day and then, you know, then you work
the week." Debra echoed this sentiment: "It would be wonderful if we taught Monday through

Thursday, and then Fridays, were just a, you know, a conferencing day, a working day, a meeting

day, a grading day, a planning day." Samantha also expressed interest in a four-day week, though
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she also felt that such a schedule would be beneficial to students: "I think [a four-day workweek]
is amazing. And they saw great results from their test scores on it because they weren't beating
the kids over the head five days a week, and the kids actually enjoyed going because they weren't
exhausted." For these teachers, the time allotted to them during the regular school week is not
enough to get their work done, and Samantha's words reflect how this exhaustion is passed on to
their students. Just because an authoritative discourse of management pedagogies exists, in
which teachers are expected to manage the curriculum but not be its intellectual creators, does
not mean that teachers have accepted that discourse (Giroux, 1988). Instead, the assumption that
teachers are doing most of their work while in front of students is reflected in a daily schedule
that allocates around ten percent of the day to planning time (or about forty minutes in a seven-
hour day). Teachers, who view their roles as intellectual and creative leaders, are then forced to
expend their time and energy outside of school hours.

If this lack of time were not enough, teachers are also expected to spend the little time
they do have on tasks, dictated by authoritative discourses, that they find have little meaning to
them, particularly in data analysis of standards in preparation for testing. When | interviewed
her, Samantha was teaching at a high school with one of the highest populations of minority and
low-income students in her district, and her stories of burdensome tasks focused on monitoring
what teachers and students were doing were especially stark. | have worked at schools that have
required a weekly outline of what I planned to do each day along with occasional detailed lesson
plans. However, in Samantha's case, the paper load of her job far outweighed anything I had
experienced. When | asked her about what impeded her from doing her job, she said, "l guess
like the paperwork side of everything that, like, those, those needless reviews we have to do, like

planning forms [...] But like we have to, like, map out like what we're doing each day. What
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standard we're gonna cover each day [...] all year long.” Below is an example of the weekly plans

Samantha was required to submit to her administration.

@ p|.C PLANNING PROTOCOL

Subject: English 1

Week/Dates: Jan 9-13

Techer QD

4 il

Wednosday (Odd) / Thursday (Even) |

Standard:
9-10.RL.KID.2 Determine a theme or central idea
of a text and analyze its development; provide an
objective or critical summary.

| Success Criteria:
Students will be able to analyze “Annabel
Lec”
Literacy Implementation:
Reading — Annabel Lee
Writing — Annotations
Speaking & Listening — Reading the poem
aloud and collaborating

Assessment Ticket:

NearPod

Standard:

9-10.RL.KID.2 Determine a theme or central Idea of
a text and analyze its development; provide an
objective or critical summary.

Success Criteria:

Students will be able to analyze “Pyramus and
Thisbe™

Literacy Implementation:

Reading — Pyramus and Thisbe

Writing — Annotations and text guestion

Speaking & Listening — Class discussion over
destiny vs fate

Assessment Ticket:
Destiny vs Fate Chart

l Standard:

9-10.RLKID.2 Determine a theme or central idea of
a text and analyze its development; provide an
objective or critical summary,
Success Criteria:
Students will be able to complete a CFA over
the two texts
Literacy Implementation:
Reading — Annabel Lee and Py
Thisbe

Writing — Written Response
Speaking & Listening — N/A

and

Assessment Ticket:
CFA

|

¢

% A'The;nc. ccnvtral idca,_summary
24

Assessment Planning:

resources. :
Which theme is supported by the si

o

Provide a minimun: of two rigorous TNRead, questions to assess each standard, These can be links or copies from other RCS

tuation presented by Rounds in paragraph 20?
Which sentence states 3 central idea of the passage?

It was hard for me to believe the amount of information that teachers at Samantha's school were

required to include and share with their administration on a weekly basis. | doubted that the

administration had time to look at it either. In fact, Samantha admitted to me, "We have to do

these to the point where I'm just duplicating them and putting different things." This type of

compliance may be familiar to many teachers, something one of my former department chairs

called "jumping through hoops." There are simply tasks that must be done that no one finds

useful or meaningful, so we do them with as little work or effort as possible. While every job

likely has some kind of meaningless paperwork, perhaps the workload of teachers could be

reduced if they were trusted to plan without constant monitoring.
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Of course, half-hearted compliance is one of the milder reactions to laborious oversight.
Samantha described a peer who left her school because she had had enough:

| think that's like the teacher who was my lead last year because | wasn't really last year.

She, that's why she left our school because we were forced to do this. And like, she

wasn't doing it. She refused to do it. She wasn't doing it. And so you know, obviously she

got chewed out a lot. [...] Now I realize why she wasn't doing it. Now I realize that this is

why she threw a fit every day because it is taking away time for our students. Like our

planning time is expected for us to be 30 minutes talking about data and planning.
In this case, a teacher refused to comply and ended up leaving that school. Her reasons, from
Samantha's perspective, had nothing to do with laziness but rather a disagreement over the value
of how her time was spent. The data analysis and planning paperwork connected little to the
everyday work of her classroom. Similarly, Samantha stated, "And so our meetings last like 10
minutes now because I'm not gonna, I'm not gonna, I'm not gonna spend.” Like the peer who left
before her, Samantha is learning to "jump through hoops" and get back to what she perceives as
the real work. As she said, "There was like a wave of young teachers coming in and saying,
'screw this. I'm gonna go teach my class™ (Samantha).

When thinking about time and workload support, then, it is important to first remember
the professionalism of high school English teachers. They care deeply about their work. They
value the expertise of their peers. They are willing to engage with those peers and experiment
with new approaches that may better serve their students. They want to do the hard work of
teaching: planning, researching, creating, providing feedback. However, when teachers' voices
are not considered the source of expertise, when an authoritative discourse values uniformity and
control, then time to do the meaningful work is cut, and the precious little time allocated is filled
with burdensome and seemingly pointless tasks. Teachers are left with hard decisions to make.

Do they begrudgingly comply, providing the smallest effort; do they regularly work beyond their

contracted hours to accommodate the tasks they value; or do they seek employment elsewhere?
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Alternatively, Debra described setting "boundaries and being able to occasionally kind of unplug
and distance yourself," and Lynnie mentioned her belief in working "smarter, not harder.”
However, based on these teachers' admission of exhaustion throughout these interviews, |
wonder how far these self-imposed boundaries and strategies can take them within a system that
continues to ask more and provide less.
Decision Support

According to participants, there were ways that school and district leaders were able to
provide respectful support to English teachers, and this most often had to do with affirming them
as experts and decision-makers. Again, teachers appreciated the times when leadership listened
to them as professionals and were most hurt when their voices went ignored. These included an
array of issues, including protecting their reputation, fighting for their rights, removing
pressures/expectations, and providing curricular suggestions rather than mandates. In 2023, my
participants were terribly aware of the political and divisive nature of educational topics in the
public. Debra recalled feeling that during the pandemic, "teachers were loved and revered at the
beginning, and then it turned really ugly and nasty." A common concern among teachers, then,
was having a secure reputation. They wanted leadership and parents to know that they were
doing their best for their students and had no intention of harming them. There was a real fear
that anything could be misinterpreted or maliciously twisted and harm their reputation.
Therefore, teachers appreciated ways in which leadership could mitigate this risk.

For instance, while curriculum guides that told teachers what to teach and when were
often described as stifling, Liz recognized their possible potential. For her, they would be helpful
"if they were simply suggestions. | think that would be fabulous and, like, a good starting point."

Liz recalled her own experiences as a new teacher and the overwhelm of too many decisions.
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Therefore, a curriculum guide could be helpful at helping to narrow those choices a little.
Further, pulling texts from curriculum guides provided a reputational safeguard. When
describing a unit that she enjoys about civil rights, she noted, "I can teach those texts, and like
the district has got my back. Like they have a problem, they can go talk to our curriculum
specialist at Central Office. | don't have to deal with it. [...] As someone who doesn't do well with
conflict and like, navigating those, like, uncertain waters, like 1 do, like when | do something that

maybe could get pushback, it's like, 'oh, no. This wasn't my decision.™ For Liz, curricular
decisions do not necessarily have to be an all-or-nothing battle between teachers and their school
system. Rather, the district can provide suggested guidelines and use these to protect teachers
and ease their mental and emotional load from dealing with text complaints. Still, Liz pointed out
that this kind of freedom needs to be equally allocated, as she had noticed, "I don't think they're
enforced equally among the county. But in some schools, it's very much like, 'no, why aren't you
teaching the curriculum guide?' And that can be restrictive." For Liz, then, the optimum support
relies first on trusting the teacher to make sound decisions while also providing potential
suggestions and offering to help handle complaints.

Karen provided an example of a principal who supported her as a professional when she
found herself in the direct line of a parent's ire. Karen had "a tiny little pride flag" in her room
behind her desk to "let students who are going through issues, transitioning, or questioning, or
anything, that they have a safe space in my room." Unfortunately, a parent called the school to
complain, without saying anything to Karen first, and demanded that Karen remove the flag from
her room. Karen told her principal, "I don't feel comfortable with that. | do have free speech and

autonomy as a person, and I'm not teaching anything about any agenda in my classroom." Karen

said that her principal listened to her and "fought for her," speaking on her behalf to the



124

superintendent and the county lawyer. In the end, Karen did take her flag down that year because
her principal told her that fighting it would likely lead to a lawsuit that could affect policy for her
entire district, and Karen did not feel that she was "ready for that fight" or that "our county was
ready for that fight." Despite not getting exactly what she wanted at the time, Karen described
this instance as one of the times she felt most understood and supported as an educator because
her principal had told her, "I am here for you. | will fight for you." Further, because this small
incident was resolved, and that the complaining parent has moved on, Karen said that she now
has "a new little flag up,” and "nobody has said anything." Karen was aware that her situation
was not typical, noting "I felt really seen and protected by her because none of my other
principals would have done that. It would have been a 'you need to take this down." I would have
ended up going to the union lawyer for help because I felt attacked, but she handled it in a way
that was respectful of me as a human and respectful of my students as well." In this case, Karen's
decisions were given full support by her principal, and even though she ended up not choosing to
fight, this support was meaningful.

Liz found it helpful when principals provided a defensive barrier between teachers and
authoritative discourses, particularly in relation to test scores. While she still recognizes that her
students' test scores matter, her administration's attitude towards the scores was helpful in
lowering her feelings of anxiety about them. She told me, “Moving to a magnet school, I'm very
fortunate because | don't really have to worry about achievement. And like, I've been told
multiple times by like, several admin, "Yeah, our kids have a really hard time with growth," and
so | feel like there's less of a pressure for my kids to hit a level five in growth.” Since Liz's
students are already in the top percentiles, just keeping them there would fall under Level 3 in

Tennessee's 5-point rating system. Therefore, hitting a higher growth target is a difficult task,
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and her administration’s willingness to admit this truth helps by allowing her to focus on what
she values in the classroom, rather than worrying about hitting unrealistic benchmarks.
Investing in Teachers

Another way that administrators can show respectful support to teachers is by investing
in them as the experts they are. This investment can come in many forms: money, time, and
appreciation. For Lynnie and Karen, a willingness to invest in teachers as learners was
meaningful. Karen's principal sent a team of teachers to San Antonio for a teacher conference.
Karen described this as an experience that fed her as an intellectual and professional, describing
it as "like Bonnaroo for educators"” where "there's no way that you're gonna be able to go see all
the ones that you want to [...] It was wild. It was really cool.” By spending money to invest in
Karen and her colleagues to attend an out-of-state conference, Karen's principal was
communicating that she sees her teachers as intellectual assets worth investing in. Further, Karen
was invited to present on what she and her colleagues had learned back at her school. This, too,
communicated that Karen was viewed as a professional with knowledge and expertise worth
sharing.

While this is perhaps a seemingly small gesture, it stands in contrast to a discourse that
defines teaching as a job that "anyone can do" and emphasizes the constant learning needed in
the profession that English teachers so value (Arnn gtd. in Strauss, 2022). In fact, Kristina
mentioned her frustration that teaching had been lately treated as a job that anyone could do in
the wake of teacher shortages: "I feel like we're going down that road right now with just anyone
that has a degree, 'Come on and be a teacher.’ | feel like that's not going to end well for our
students." After the pandemic, Tennessee began offering three-year licenses to college graduates

who wanted to teach, so long as they signed up for a teacher education program (TN Department
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of Education, 2023c). While Kristina understood the need to fill vacancies, she worried about
lowering expectations of requirements to be in the classroom. While she did not say so
specifically, such a mindset reduces the professionalism of teaching as a whole, suggesting that
the coursework and degrees of educators are not actually necessary.

When teachers are viewed as professionals worth investing in, their opinions on what
kinds of professional development might be meaningful to their work is likely to be trusted.
However, when teachers can simply be replaced by outsiders with no experience or training, then
spending money on their intellectual development appears less logical. Lynnie was frustrated and
hurt by her principal's refusal to help fund her professional development. She said,

It's very demoralizing to be there when I'm having the interactions where | need

something from the administrators, and they're reticent to help. For instance, | found a

professional development opportunity with Harvard University about questioning, and

since | teach AP research and the senior thesis, what their kind of PD to help develop

those research questions, that would also be beneficial for them going into other classes,

and was denied the money to do that. (Lynnie)
| asked Lynnie how much this conference cost, and | learned that she was not even asking to go
to Harvard. It was an online course that would cost $245. Unfortunately, Lynnie's experience
with her administration was the opposite of Karen's. She was seeking out professional
development opportunities to help her with the work she had been assigned. She wanted her
administration to invest a little bit into her, so she could do her job better, and she was denied.
This denial was a direct repudiation of how Lynnie sees herself - an intellectual, a professional.
Instead, her administration communicated to her that investing in her was not necessary.

One form of support that greatly affected participants' attitudes regarding their
workplaces was appreciation as a form of support. Administrators who could authentically

communicate that their teachers were valued as successful team members and educators were

more likely to earn teachers' praise. While this may seem intuitive, a discourse that
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deprofessionalizes and dehumanizes teachers as simply enactors of a curriculum, judged by test
scores, can easily lead to not seeing the individual value and strengths of those teachers.
Recognizing a teacher's personal contributions, then, is a form of counter-discourse that good
educational leaders enact in their schools. Aubrey, Liz, and Kristina were all thankful for
administrators who had expressed belief in them as educators. For Aubrey, her administrator's
compliments revealed their shared values as educators. Instead of telling Aubrey that she had
done a good job teaching the standards or staying within the unit, Aubrey's administrator instead
told her, "I learn something every time | come into your room," which Aubrey described as "one
of the greatest compliments I've ever gotten."” Instead of encouraging conformity, Aubrey's
administrator communicated her appreciation for Aubrey's unique approach to teaching, that her
classroom was a vibrant space of new and original ideas. Interestingly, this administrator
happened to be a former English teacher, perhaps someone who was more aware of the
community's values.

Liz and Kristina felt emboldened by former administrators, who let them know that they
would be welcome to return at any point. Kristina had left her current school for a year to pursue
a position as an instructional coach, which ended up not being a position that quite followed the
job description. However, her former administrator told her when she left, "Hey, if it doesn't
work out anymore, | can hire you back in a minute." Similarly, Liz was at a baby shower that her
former principal was also attending. He joked with her, "Are you here to get your job back?
Because I'll give it to you." These small personal interactions created a sense of security for these
teachers, knowing that their administrators saw them as excellent educators. This kind of support
frees teachers to be bolder with their decisions, knowing that administrators see them

individually and recognize their strengths. For Kristina, her former principal's support meant that



128

she did return to his school, ready and willing to take on a position as department chair. In Liz's
case, she sees herself as having options if her current position does not work out: "I can't do a
new curriculum and start off from scratch like. And I have the option not to.” Teachers like Liz,
who have received meaningful praise from their administrators, are more likely to feel
empowered when making career decisions.

Conversely, Lynnie and Samantha were able to discuss the negative effects of an
administration that failed to show them any appreciation. Lynnie complained, "I do think there is
a sense of expectation of you've got to do all of this stuff. And yet there's no compensation for
doing the stuff." For Lynnie, who teaches AP classes, coaches, and helps run three clubs,
monetary compensation would obviously be nice. However, she also noted that she received "no
‘thank you’s, no appreciations™ (Lynnie). Similarly, she recalled how her pass rate for AP
Research was 100%, and her pass rate for AP Literature was 97%, but "none of that was
recognized." Lynnie feels that she is succeeding by every metric the school might judge her by.
She is committed to the extracurricular world of the school and helps achieve high academic
marks. If not monetary compensation, Lynnie just wants to be seen for the hard worker and
devoted educator she is. Instead, she had more than one story where she was "chewed out" by her
administrators (Lynnie). Lynnie sees this attitude as one that does not treat her "like a
professional.” The deprofessionalization of teachers has led to an environment where she
describes herself as "getting bullied™ by her principal and having no clear recourse (Lynnie).
Lynnie, who has an administrative license herself, told me that she was jealous of my current
teaching situation because of my principal: "I think you are empowered and that, if you had a
concern, your voice would be heard. And so, | think if we did a better job of training principals

to be people managers rather than data managers.” Lynnie's observation cuts right to the heart of
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how authoritative discourses warp the treatment of and respect for teachers. For her, principals
are being trained to see data in the form of numbers, but they are less able to see their teachers as
human beings.

When | spoke to Samantha, she had already accepted a job at a different school, largely
because of frustration with her principal. Instead of appreciating Samantha's strengths as a young
educator, Samantha said, "[My principal] told me that the only reason that I'm the PLC lead this
year is because there was no one else to give it to. I'm too inexperienced, but there's no one else
to give it to." Samantha's principal had an opportunity to uplift Samantha in this leadership
position, but instead decided to waste it by insulting her. Samantha wanted to move to teaching
junior English, a grade not tested by the state, but the same principal told her that her test scores
were too good. For many principals, leaving successful teachers in freshman and sophomore
English, regardless of their inclination or strengths, is a way to ensure better test scores. While
disparaging Samantha's lack of experience, Samantha's principal also refused to move Samantha
to another grade of her choice because of her successful test scores. Samantha, feeling like she
was being punished for her success, asked, "So if | made all my kids fail the [state test], would
you put me in English I11?" Instead of finding a way to accommodate Samantha's interests or
improve her current position, Samantha's principal told her, "If you find the school to offer you
English 111, you let me know before you accept it." Instead of making any move to encourage
Samantha where she was, Samantha left her meeting with her principal determined to find a new
position, and she did. In direct opposition to Liz and Kristina's principal, once Samantha let her
principal know of her decision, this principal simply stated, “thanks for letting me know" and
stopped communicating with her for the rest of the school year. This principal's laser focus on

test scores over people ruined an opportunity to keep a successful teacher at her school.
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Supporting Teachers as Experts

What these support strategies have in common is a destabilization of the typical hierarchy
of an authoritative discourse. Instead of top-down voices driving all educational decisions,
authentic support means valuing the voices of the teachers themselves enough to bring them into
the conversation. While local education leaders may not always be able to provide smaller
classes and more planning time, cutting paperwork that requires teachers to prove how well they
are following standards and making data decisions is one simple way to lower their workload.
Successful educational leaders recognize that their teachers are the experts of both their content
area and their students and are willing, within reason, to support teachers' decisions, especially
when teachers' reputations and autonomy are threatened by outside forces, such as testing data
and censorship. Further, recognizing teachers as professionals and experts often means material
forms of support, such as paying for meaningful professional development opportunities. Even
when funds are tight, simple acknowledgment of the teacher as an individual with strengths that
benefit the school can help with feelings of demoralization. When teachers are constantly faced
with a barrage of insults, questioning their competence and intentions, or reduced to the scores
on their students' tests, an administrator acknowledging their worth to the community as a whole
can reinforce that teachers' humanity and help shield them from the negative effects of
authoritative discourses.
Theme I11: Humanized Learning

When teachers are treated as professionals and supported in this work, then they are
better able to do the work that truly matters to them. All my participants were deeply invested in
the human aspects of their work. It is perhaps hard to draw a line between the academic and the

personal in English classes. These teachers saw their work as essentially human as they viewed
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literature, in particular, as a path to exploring, understanding, and sharing in human experience.
They described writing, too, as an act of personal expression and engaging with the wider world.
Importantly, teachers' understanding of their discipline was rooted in real-world use, whether
that be in students' future learning, careers, political lives, or relationships. Relatedly, students
were both seen as students but also as humans, complex and worthy of dignity. These views were
the essential beliefs driving teachers, despite pressures from standards and testing and attacks on
the profession.
Students as Full Human Beings

At the district, state, and national levels, it is likely easy to forget that the numbers of data
are correlated with real, complex human beings. Thankfully, teachers, who work with these
students every day, are far more likely to see the students before the test scores. As Newkirk
(2014) has pointed out, "We just cannot find our students in the numbers" (p. 110). Indeed,
participants could speak knowledgeably about their students as full human beings: their
difficulties, desires, home lives, interests, cultures, quirks, senses of humor, and more. However,
viewing students as an amalgam of numeric data was clearly a source of frustration and one of
the highest tensions between teachers' values and those of an authoritative discourse on
education, particularly one tied with an autonomous view of literacy.

For instance, when | asked Liz about her artifact that reminded her of what she valued as
an English teacher, she shared an essay written by her former middle school student for a
colleague's AP English class. Liz had taught this student during her difficult year when she
insisted on teaching literature circles, despite the disapproval of her administration. In Liz's
words, the student wrote in her AP paper something like, "The reason I like English is because of

my seventh grade English teacher, and she made me read this book. And she was like, 'l don't
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care if you read it for school. Like, I think you'll actually like it.”" Liz admitted that she did not
remember this conversation, but knowing that she had made an impact on this student by just
encouraging her to read for the sake of reading had been so meaningful to her: "It was just such a
reminder of like, even when I'm having a bad day, like, things | do matter."” Liz's interactions
with this student extended beyond just helping her succeed in English, however. She recalls that
they both moved into the local high school at the same time, the student as a freshman and Liz as
a high school teacher:

She ended up coming to the high school | was working at and for freshman

orientation, like she saw me and like ran up and gave me a huge hug, and like, she ended

up not being in my class. She was in my friend's class, and like, she was really bummed

about it. And | was like, "No," like, "it'll be okay." Like, "this way we can be more like
friends, and | want her to be your teacher." She come and say "hey" to me every day in
the hallway and everything, and | don't know. So it was really exciting to, like, see like
that shy kid, like, no she's in AP Lang, like, even though she didn't think that she was
good at English, and she wrote a whole paper about me, and it made me cry.
In this excerpt, the lines between academic concern and human affection are indistinct. Yes, Liz
is happy that her student is now successful in an advanced class, but she is also happy to be a
positive part of this student's daily life. Further, while Liz is proud of her student's academic
achievement, there are no discussions of test scores or annual yearly growth measures. Rather,
success is measured here by the student's fond memories of her middle school English class and
how they have continued to blossom into continued intellectual interests.

Each teacher was full of similar stories of their care and concern for their students, as
well as how students often returned this care. The relationships were real and mutually
beneficial. Aubrey learned early in her career that she needed to let go of the idea of controlling
her students and work on treating them with respect, noting that in her first years, "I would be

that teacher that would yell and get mad and then apologize like five minutes later.” She,

therefore, decided, "I'm never yelling at students again. Ever. I'm never doing it again [...] |



133

started deciding to enjoy my day by, by treating them with respect. It just, just became so much
better. | was able to form stronger relationships with them. I gained their trust. And I think they
were able to work better in my room because it wasn't a stressful environment” (Aubrey). This
teaching approach seems to have paid off. Aubrey had surgery the year that | interviewed her
that kept her out of school for several weeks. Some of Aubrey's students put together a gift
basket with coffee, gift cards, a blanket, socks, and more. Aubrey, shocked at their kindness,
asked "Oh, is this a project?" to which the students replied, "Oh, we just wanted to do it for you."
This kindness is likely a reflection of the kindness and respect that Aubrey has afforded to her
students on a regular basis as their teacher. Because Aubrey saw her students as full human
beings, they saw her in the same light, and they chose to provide support and comfort to her in a
difficult time.

For Lynnie, who views her teaching as a "ministry" or a calling, her students are almost
her own children. She described one student, who had "such a horrible, shitty life at home" and
questioned, "What would have happened to him if he didn't have like a [teacher's name] or
someone that he could come in and just say, 'girl?" And I told him when he graduated, he was
going to be my gay best friend, but it wasn't going to happen until he graduated.” In this case,
Lynnie and other teachers at her school are performing much more than academic work by
supporting a teen with a troubled home life through their adult attention and care. She is
conducting what Campano (2007) refers to as the role of the second classroom, which involves
relationships and emotional labor. As an example of the rapport that Lynnie has with her
students, she recalled, "I made the mistake of leaving my phone on my desk when I left the room
the other day, and | have lots of selfies of [two students' names] [...] But I also think it's

indicative about the relationship that we have, you know. If | had been any other teacher, would
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they have done that? And the answer would have been 'no." In this case, Lynnie was not upset
about the selfies, though they may have been viewed as inappropriate by outsiders. To her, they
were a sign that these students felt safe enough to be playful with her.

Just like Aubrey, Lynnie's students reciprocate the kindness that has been showered on
them. Lynnie works in what she perceives to be an especially stressful environment with a
principal prone to mood swings and lashing out at teachers. However, her students are a constant
source of comfort in this situation. After an uncomfortable interaction with her principal, she
described, "I came back in, and somebody in another class said, ‘we don't know what we would
do without you.' [...] That's why I still do what I do is because these kiddos need an advocate.
And then, when I'm having bad days, they remind me of why I'm being an advocate." What
Lynnie is describing is a real, multi-faceted human relationship. Of course, she is an adult in
charge of these students' instruction, but she also sees herself as a human being who is being fed
emotionally from her relationships with her students. She describes herself as an advocate,
someone willing to think about the many needs of the children in her classroom and use her
position to speak on their behalf.

Again, these stories were in every single interview. Kristina writes postcards home to her
students, encouraging them, and has heard twice from the mother of a former student after his
graduation about how much that postcard meant to him. Samantha described the layered
relationship she had with her students. On one hand, they would tease her. The day I interviewed
her, she was wearing a pop-culture T-shirt, and she told me, "I couldn't wear this shirt yesterday
to work because they were gonna make fun of me for it. They're gonna laugh at me for this shirt.
| can't wear this." On the other hand, after she told them that she had accepted a job at another

school, a student that she had the previous year came to see her: "Immediately she started
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bawling. And she’s like, 'who am | gonna talk to? | don’t" have anyone to talk to besides you
here."" The ability to tease and joke with someone but also cry over losing them in daily life are
signs of close relationships. Karen told me about her first group of students, who had already had
three interim teachers before Karen started in January. For Karen, the most important task for her
that year was simply "to show up every day and stay" to build rapport. The students, having been
neglected again and again by others, needed an adult to just stay and get to know them. By the
end of the year, she remembers,

a bunch of the boys went outside, and they just like collected sticks and brought me these

like, like branches that were. Like they tore them off life trees. Like they were these little

branches with leaves on them, and they like started putting them on my desk. And that

was like their little offering, which was very strange, but I still have one. | use it as a

pointer. (Karen)
What is most absurd in this story is also what is most beautiful. The boys, unsure of how to show
their appreciation to Karen for staying with them, chose a bizarre "offering" to her. This gesture
was so meaningful that it still has a role in Karen's classroom. These types of moments are
hardly planned or academic. Instead, they brim with the raw reality of human relationships. For
all these teachers, these unpredictable, unusual, and heartfelt moments are what keep them in the
classroom. While Campano (2007) may refer to this as second classroom work, my participants
clearly saw this work as first in their hearts and minds.

In contrast to this humanizing approach to teaching, my participants were repeatedly
troubled by the limited narrative provided by the authoritative discourse of data-driven
instruction. In fact, more than one participant described a data-tracking excel sheet as a symbol

of an unwelcome intrusion on their work. In this district, a color-coded chart marks individual

students' progress towards tested standards over the course of the semester, comparing that
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progress to how the state predicts the students will do on their standardized test. A sample of this

chart, with the students' names removed, from Samantha's classes is below.

................ MU322,AU352,AY352,BC352)) e S R ,‘Ovl Ei
— i X N |
H 1 I
g —T— M N -
& ST T Tl T S — o B M=
Year-to-Date TVAAS vs. ; — 64% y Q R S [
Average A | Yearto-Date | qicrar | X1CFAL | aicra1 Q1CRA1 5
Projection | COMParison | Raw Score | QUick Sca | Proj. Percenti - | Compariso - | A1 CFA?| Q1CFAZ | a1ciA2 | a1ciA? | arcraa| arcras | qucias [
Ny ABLOF | M 40,8 | Above, Below, | W Seore| Quick Score| proj Percentie | Comparison| Raw Scare]| QuickSear] pro 3 i |0
:;" 40% 74% 2% 50% :
% 70% 75% 85%
T 77% 80% 91%
7 50% 79% 39% 100% 81% 92%
= 7:;’: 70% 77% 0%
; 0% 91% 50% 79 39% :
78% 60% 84% 58% % — a S
90% 81% ok
44% 50% 79% 39% 80% 91% 0%
__ 65% 50% 79% 39% 80% 91% 81% 92%
8% - 40% 74% 2% 100% 75% 85%
| | ‘J | |
54% 60% 84% 58% 80% 91% 0%
59% 50% 79% 39% 50% 79%  |EEEESOCE 75% 85%
 20% 40% 74% 22% 50% 79% _39% 0%
84% 70% 77% 80% ! 91% 5% 85%
=17 20% 40% _|uzas0nn IR, 75% 85%
70% 30% 10% 50% 79% | 81% | 2%
_55% 46% 77% 32% 80% 91% 75% 8%
61% 40% | 74% 22% 70% 7% 81!0’ - CE
_ 33% 50% 79% 39% 60% 84% m ;z
26% 50% 79% 39% 20% e
T 2a% 20%

Looking at this document, it is no surprise that Liz referred to it as "the scary color changing
chart.” While the colors are perhaps helpful in visualizing the numbers, they are also
stigmatizing. By viewing a student simply as a row on this chart, rather than the full individual
known by his or her teacher, what good can be said for a child who continually is marked as red?
Liz described testing mastery data as the "worst part of teaching a tested subject.” For
her, this chart represents a divide between what she believes to be the value and purpose of her
work and what the district and school leaders believe. She described the chart as a representation
of "the antithesis of, like, what we talked about, like a good teacher should be doing."” For Liz,
both she and her students become dehumanized in the process: "it boils kids down to a number,
and then it boils down my work performance to a number." Instead, Liz recognizes that there are
immeasurable aspects of her work, "untestable standards and untestable skills,” yet she feels

pressure to conform because she knows that this is how both she and her students are judged.
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Even when district leaders have assured Liz and other teachers that the data on these kind of
charts is not used to compare them, her response was simply, "That's a load of hooey. Like, of
course you do."

Samantha also described a data tracker as what makes her job difficult. For her, the
trackers were also frustrating for the lack of useful information they provided. For one, so many
different numbers are used in data analysis, that Samantha finds the data provided mostly
useless, noting "the projected percentile versus where they are doesn't make any sense because
the percentile is not the predicted score they're going to get, and so like when. Yeah, | have this
curved score, but that's not even a comparison.” If this is confusing, Samantha agrees. Basically,
students receive several scores: percentile ranks, mastery scores, growth scores. Therefore,
interpreting the success of a student's progress, colors aside, can still be incredibly confusing
and, therefore, meaningless to everyday instruction. As Samantha asserted, “That extra stuff
doesn't help anybody. | have never seen the gain, and I've never been accurately explained the
gain of doing it other than 'oh, it helps you plan better.' ‘No, it doesn't. Who told you that?”"
Further, Samantha feels like this data analysis actually detracts from her ability to lead an
engaging and meaningful class: "I find it hard to make time for me to sit down and read through
that and sift through that data when I'm trying to get things together that are going to make them
even remotely pay attention to me in class and even trying in class, let alone what they're making
on all those tests because they don't even care about the test." Perhaps most importantly,
Samantha points out how little students care about their scores on these assessments. While test
data is supposed to guide our decisions as educators, no one has convinced students that this data
matters. Samantha even takes the time to go over her students' data with them before the state

test, but she says, "That data tracker means nothing to them, because they don't care."



138

Even worse, Samantha's situation reveals a common problem with an autonomous view
of literacy, which is that poor and minority students are often perceived as far less successful
through this kind of data. When leadership looks at her chart, they see failure. According to
Samantha, "It is depressing. Because like, 'What do you mean my kids are failing? They're not.™
Further, her students are also more likely to be constantly assessed and have their curriculum
monitored and narrowed. She was the only teacher to mention to me how she had to turn in a
detailed weekly plan that included all of the following: "We have to tell, like, 'how are you
reading, writing, speaking, and listening?' We have to have an assessment ticket. What have to
have a central vocabulary with, like, potential [common formative assessment] questions."
Samantha, working at the poorest and one of the most minority-majority populations in her
district, had to deal with the closest supervision and strictest adherence to standards and testing
parameters. When teachers are forced to be laser-focused on the end-results of testing, it can be
more difficult to cater to the individual needs and interests of students, to make the classroom an
engaging place. In fact, Samantha constantly described her struggles to get her students to care
about her class, despite also telling me of their curiosity and intellect. She remembered telling a
student that he was failing and offering to let him retake a test, and he was not interested: "But

they don't care. Again. 'I'm not going to retake that."" Clearly, this number-focused learning was
not helping to motivate her students.

In contrast to Samantha's contemporary situation, Karen fondly remembered a time
before testing was as big of a pressure and how that lack of test-centric learning allowed her to
be more student-focused. She recalled, "I didn't feel like my job was on the line or the kids

weren't going to get in college or like there wasn't all the pressure from the central office and

specialized workers at central office just to dissect our data." During that time, Karen's work felt
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more like play: "Like, they had work to do, and I graded it, and | gave them feedback. But the
majority of our time together, it was just like, 'how can we make this stuff interesting and fun
and enjoy our time that we spend together?™ In fact, Karen used the word "experiment” to refer
to her approach to teaching in her early years. For her, these were exciting times, as she used her
knowledge but also her relationships with her students to guide her curricular and pedagogical
choices.

Despite the test-driven culture that exists today, teachers persist in their unwavering
devotion to their students as more than just scores. In fact, the data-driven culture, while
consistently reinforced through all layers of the educational system, seems like more of an
annoyance than a priority. It is something that must be dealt with in order to stay doing what
these teachers love, being involved in the complex lives of their students. In this work, real
relationships are forged that benefit both teachers and students. While it might seem that this is
true of most teachers, regardless of subject matter, more than one participant expressed that
English teachers seemed especially prone to fill this role. Aubrey remembered that it was her
senior English teacher who set the precedent of being "warm and inviting" and caring about her
as a person. Similarly, Liz expressed that, from her observations, English teachers are always
"like the school mom. And like the one that, like, focuses on relationships, and like they're the
approachable one." Perhaps this is more than just a coincidence, as the subject matter of English
class, when not focused on standards and test scores, centers human emotions and experiences.
The Ideological English Classroom

From a pedagogical perspective, when students are seen as full human beings, their
perspectives, voices, and experiences earn more weight in the classroom. From this point of

view, the banking method of education described by Freire’s (1970/2008) makes little sense,
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despite this being the model of autonomous literacy. Instead of teachers depositing pre-
determined knowledge into students' brains before the big test, the classroom can become more
democratic, valuing and honoring the varied knowledges of all its participants, whether teacher
or student. One way in which this comes across in pedagogy is the extent to which the teacher
holds a tight rein on leading students to correct answers versus inviting discussion of multiple
possibilities.

For Aubrey, inviting her students to manage their own learning was important. While she
admitted that it made her nervous to let go of control, when she conducted her hexagonal
thinking assignment, she was so impressed by her students' ability to have meaningful, evidence-
based conversations about the texts that they had read: "And just the conversations that came out
of it were so wonderful. Like, it was awesome. [...] And I just kind of observed” (Aubrey). No
tested standards require Aubrey's students to have impactful discussions about literature, and
while they are expected to cite textual evidence on state exams, those answers have already been
written by someone else. In this assignment, Aubrey was technically meeting the standards, but
she was not assessing her students in the same manner as those tests, which is typically
considered poor pedagogy from an autonomous literacy perspective. However, Aubrey
determined the lesson was a success because the students "were able to have conversations with
people that they don't normally sit with about what they read" and "gained some really strong
communication skills and conversational skills." For Aubrey, choosing the correct piece of
evidence to support a conclusion, a tested standard, was not what made the lesson a success.
Instead, it was the way in which students interacted with each other, the texts working to connect
them to each other, that mattered most. They engaged with literature and the people around them.

In this lesson, Aubrey took a position outside the conversation, not prioritizing herself or her
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opinion, and honored the intellect of her students by allowing them to determine the course of
their discussions.

Similarly, Debra repeatedly spoke about the importance of managing her own ego in the
classroom by using the podium as a symbol. Debra is aware that her position as the teacher in the
classroom comes with unstated power, and she believes that this power requires care:

| really care that that classroom is an open place for their learning to occur and their

experiences to be important. And so | just think that you have to be very careful [...] |

mean, we are the most powerful person in that room, and we got to use it as a place to be
respectful, honest, and nurturing. It needs to be a place where diverse, their diversity has
room to breathe in that room.
If Debra accepted an autonomous view of literacy, she would be the owner and distributor
of any knowledge that mattered in the classroom. The students' role would be simply to learn as
much as they could from her. Debra seems aware of this discourse and its ability to seep into her
practice, so she works diligently to remind herself that hers is only one perspective. Her
insistence on students' diverse views having room to breathe resembles Jewitt's (2008) belief in
porous classroom walls, in which students feel that their lives outside the classroom are welcome
and have value within it.

A dialogic classroom approach necessarily affects how literature and writing are taught.
When finding a single answer is not always prioritized, when students' voices matter, the
classroom becomes alive with new possibilities. One of the joys mentioned from multiple
teachers were the amazing ideas to come from their students. While the teachers nurtured
situations where these ideas had the opportunity to be spoken, such as Aubrey's hexagonal
thinking activity, the students often were empowered to follow their own thinking. While

studying literature in these classes involved finding themes and providing textual evidence —

both tested skills — for these teachers, literature was, as Rosenblatt (1938/1995) would agree, a
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form of exploring the complexities of what it means to be human. In fact, when | asked Debra
about what she had hoped to accomplish when she chose to English, she stated,

| do believe that reading good literature is a window into humanity. And I do think it's

really important that kids, people, humans see themselves in stories. | think we learn so

much more about ourselves when we are just open to different cultures and worlds and
experiences and, and | think writing and language and stories is transformative in the
biggest sense of the world globally, socially. And I think it's a beautiful way for kids and
people, you know, just to feel more connected in that human experience.
Debra's words here resonate with a critical understanding of literacy, that literacy has power in
the world, to both understand the world around us and affect it (Freire, 1970/2008; Gee, 2015;
Morrell, 2017; Street, 1984; Tuck, 2009). For many of the teachers | spoke to, the act of empathy
required to truly engage with literature was of utmost importance. For instance, when |
mentioned to Debra that | was currently teaching Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men (1937), she
suggested, "It's sometimes easier to care about characters in a story than the gritty people that we
meet in real life, but | think it's good practice. If we can love these strange, wonderful characters
in a book, then I think we can translate that into real life, too." For Debra, literature is a stage for
students to act out the possibilities of life, to live out various feelings, to empathize with other
personalities and perspectives, as they find their own places in the world.

Liz echoed this sentiment, stating, ""Studying literature is studying humanity [...] | get to
think about other people's problems and, like, learn something true about humanity, even though
I'm reading fiction.” When | interviewed these teachers, | was not yet acquainted with the work
of Rosenblatt (1938/1995) and its emphasis on the emotional and psychological impact of
reading fiction. My guess is that most of the teachers I interviewed also had never heard of
Rosenblatt's (1938/1995) ideas, yet somehow, they still persisted in these teachers' motivations

and values: "Whatever the form - poem, novel, drama, biography, essay - literature makes

comprehensible the myriad ways in which human beings meet the infinite possibilities that life
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offers™ (p. 6). For my participants, this work is incredibly important. In fact, Karen suggested
that perhaps English was one of the most important subjects to study, especially today. She said,
"I'm scared of the world, and the people, and the lack of empathy that I do see out there of people
trying to kind of railroad their own experience onto everyone else instead of being open to letting
other people live their lives." For Karen, studying literature became a potential cure for this lack
of empathy and could have real-world effects.

As an example of how autonomous and ideological literacies affect students differently,
Karen shared a story of scoring an AP argument essay with some peers from other schools. The
prompt was about grit. Karen said that they were pulling essays at random, and one that they
looked at "was using Hitler as an example of having grit in a positive way." Karen continued,
"And these are our top tier students, who are really driven, and and that was, that was their
example. And, and he could have done that in a really cool way. It could have been like 'he did
have grit, and you know, he used it inappropriately, and so sometimes grit isn't always good [...]’
but he didn't do that." In this example, the student was meeting the requirements of a rubric. He
had provided an example and discussed it. Chances are that the student, writing under time
constraints, was unable to think of another example and simply put forth an argument that he
knew would meet the requirements of the rubric. While Karen did not share what score this essay
was given, it could have easily scored well, despite its moral judgments being more than
questionable. According to Karen, though, being technically proficient cannot be enough.
Teachers should not be satisfied with helping students fill in the right bubble in response to a
multiple-choice question or earn adequate scores on a rubric. Rather, studying literature is a road
to empathy for other members of humankind and an essential part of the work of teaching

English.
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When students are invited into this vital work, teachers describe classrooms that come
alive with discussion that they find much more meaningful than their proficiency scores on
standards. For instance, when teaching Romeo and Juliet (Shakespeare, n.d.), Liz asked her
students to consider, "Are we controlled by destiny, or are we agents of free will?"" While the
students explored this question through the play, they were also able to consider the implications
to their own lives, with Liz noting that they "had such fascinating things to say.” To be able to
make these kinds of connections to their own lives, though, students need access to a wide range
of literature, literature that is often described via Bishop's (1990) metaphor as "mirrors, windows,
and sliding glass doors." While Debra expressed that she wished her students "see themselves in
stories," Samantha provided a potent example as a counterargument to the current censorship
happening in Tennessee schools regarding topics of discussion and access to knowledge.

In our discussion, Samantha mentioned that her school was "like 90% black kids," who
were hungry to learn more about their history, yet they were being stymied by policies that
discouraged what some believed to be controversial topics. Samantha feels that it is important to
"have the discussions anyway." For example, she reflected on how excerpts from Martin Luther
King, Jr.'s speeches were in the textbook, but her students asked, "What about Malcolm X?" and
noticed "that's not in our curriculum anywhere." Instead of sticking to the predetermined
curriculum, Samantha brought up a picture of Martin Luther King, Jr. and Malcolm X standing
together and said, "they literally knew each other." Her students, who she had previously
described as needing to be negotiated into working or not caring at all about their grades or test
scores, were suddenly alive with questions: "Why? Why isn't, why is MLK the famous one we
learn in schools? Why is Malcolm X left out to be not talked about?" Samantha was floored by

their "amazing conversation" and by how "intrigued" and "interested™ her students suddenly
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were, saying she told them, "You've never talked to me like this before.” In this instance,
Samantha allowed her students' interests to drive the classroom discussion, and her students were
suddenly engaged. The questions that Samantha's students were asking affected their own reality,
as they questioned their own textbooks as texts created by human beings who made ideologically
based decisions. Why was certain information being passed on to them while others were being
omitted? In this way, they adopted the role of Freebody and Luke's (1990) critical text analyzers,
a role in deep contrast with an autonomous view of literacy that discourages any criticism of the
text (Carillo, 2019). For teachers to recognize the humanity of their students, there can be no
"one-size-fits-all" approach to literacy. The lives, worlds, questions, and interests of students
must have a role in curricular choices.

Teachers were also aware of Freebody and Luke's (1990) assertion that students must
also be taught to be text users, meaning that students must be able to use their skills as readers
and writers in meaningful social contexts. Despite the discussion of mastery of standards and test
scores, when | asked teachers about what they thought their job was, they typically mentioned
the real-life power of reading and writing for their students. For instance, Liz stated, "I'm here for
the kids and to teach them how to be good communicators and be good analyzers of the world
around them." Because of this, Liz tends to push her students beyond formulaic writing
strategies, recognizing that these were less effective in real-world writing situations. When a
student asked her, "where in my thesis do I put my three reasons?" she responded, "Don't worry
about your three reasons," which caused her students to "freak out" (Liz). For many students,
having freedom to approach writing in an unconventional way was scary, as it is so divorced

from their usual academic experiences. However, Liz wanted them to see that writing was an
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adaptable skill for many purposes in real life, and no formula would ever be enough to adapt to
every potential writing situation.

Lynnie also expressed a desire to focus on skills that may benefit students in their real life
and saw standards as a potential barrier: "But I think, in all sincerity, that we need to have less
standards that we're responsible for. And then really hyper focus on the ones that are really going
to be beneficial once they graduate and go to post-secondary or they go into their careers.” While
Lynnie was still focused on standards, she desired to prioritize literacy as it looks in real social
situations, not as it appears on standardized testing, where it is divorced from these scenarios.
Further, Kristina also recognized that an obsession with right answers got in the way of her goal
for students to “critically think" and be "able to justify" as "some of the answers are, in fact, just
as good." For Kristina, she was more interested in her students' reasoning behind their answers
rather than making sure that they chose the right one. In real life, of course, there are many
situations with no clear answer, but being able to weigh many considerations and formulate a
plausible answer is still necessary. What seems to be guiding these teachers, then, is less a series
of standards and test questions but rather their own understanding of literacy's role in their
students' lives and a desire to help prepare them for meaningful engagement with the world
around them.

Making School More Human

My participants suggested that when teachers are allowed to exercise their professional
expertise and are supported in doing so, they create practices that protect and sustain the
humanity of their students. For teachers, students are not numbers on a spreadsheet. They are
young people, who, as Rosenblatt (1938/1995) asserts, are "already part of the larger world,

meeting the impact of its domestic and international tensions, adjusting to adults who bear the
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marks of its successes and failures, discovering the possibilities it holds™ (p. 3). In many ways,
when the full humanity of students is recognized, classroom hierarchies begin to crumble, as the
space simply becomes a place where living human beings attempt to understand their
relationship to the world through a shared study of stories. For the teachers, their role as the adult
in the room is often one of protection and advocacy, attempting to shelter students from the
dehumanizing and deadening effects of authoritative discourses that reduce them to numbers,
literature to measurable skills, and writing to rubrics. What Aubrey insisted at the end of our
discussion may indeed be the calling of the English teacher: "We have to make school more

human for kids."
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Chapter 6: A Collaborative Counter-Discourse

Introduction

In the summer of 2023, | took part in a two-week fellowship with the National
Endowment for the Humanities, "Making the Good Reader and Citizen: The History of
Literature Instruction in American Schools.” Initially, I had hoped that this institute would
provide context for understanding my own and my participants' values regarding English
Language Arts instruction and why so many conflicts existed with these values and authoritative
discourses. While | was not disappointed in this respect, the institute also provided me with a
potential avenue for moving my research forward. At the end of our two weeks together, our
leaders, Dr. Jonna Perillo of the University of Texas at EI Paso and Dr. Andrew Newman of
Stony Brook University, asked the participants to create a manifesto regarding the topics covered
during the institute, such as Reading and Citizenship, Text Selection, and Assessment. We were
asked to work together to develop belief statements, declarations of those beliefs in practice, and
practical examples. The purpose stated at the time was that we would be able to take the beliefs
that we had formed over the course of the institute back into our diverse educational situations
and have a set of realistic strategies for enacting our principles. Not only was this work
refreshing and uplifting, but it helped answer a question that | had about my research, namely,
"How could | make my research useful to my participants, and what could we do with it?"

| realized that writing a manifesto could be just as powerful and uplifting for my
participants as it had been for me. In fact, we had an advantage not shared by participants in the
institute, who came from various teaching situations all over the country. My participants all
work in Tennessee and have, therefore, been subjected to the same issues and policy enactments.

We share a common work language and set of experiences as employees teaching the same
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subject and grade band. These commonalities could be incredibly beneficial in what Hanna and
Ashby (2022) refer to as the goals of manifesto writing, which allow writers to "speak
collectively, build consensus,” "advocate for and accelerate change, speak for and from the
margins, disrupt the status quo™ and "unsettle stuck discourses™ (p. 25-26). This was, essentially,
what | hoped for my participants - that they could be emboldened in their values, find strength in
solidarity, and begin to find ways to enact their more humanized vision of education. While
authoritative discourses do exist and have power in our lives, teachers are still the ones enacting
educational practices in the classrooms by making the day-to-day decisions. Having a shared set
of values and strategies allows us to push back more effectively against harmful policies.

Of course, there were also differences that would make this collaborative activity more
difficult. During the "Good Reader" institute, the other participants and | had read several of the
same books and articles, attended the same lectures from professionals, and spent two weeks
crafting our own projects together. Our discussions with each other made our manifesto-writing
come easily, as we used the space to record the conclusions that we had been reaching over our
time together. While | have spent the past year becoming acquainted with the words and ideas of
my participants, they had spent a year away from our conversations, likely speaking of them to
few others, if anyone at all. Further, while some of my participants do know each other, they are
not all familiar with each other and few have likely spent time discussing these topics with each
other. Because of this, | needed to do more work on the front-end to engage my participants in
discussion by introducing them to the themes of my research and potential areas of discussion.
By summing up what | have learned from my participants about what they value as educators, |

hoped to fulfill my role of a collaboration facilitator (CohenMiller & Boivin, 2022). My role was
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simply to bring what they have already told me to the group and provide them with a framework
for engaging with this information productively.

I, therefore, created a collaborative whiteboard document on Zoom to help facilitate
discussion with my participants (Appendix H). In it, | created three rows for each of my themes:
professional expertise, respectful support, and humanized learning. Under each theme, I included
my definition of that theme, some potential topics that arose in interviews related to that theme,
as well as potential sources of conflict in educational discourse. At the start of each meeting, |
explained how these themes were developed from my interviews with each of the participants,
provided instructions on how to fill out the manifesto, and invited participants to engage with the
topics based on what resonated most with them. Due to participants' schedules, | held two Zoom
meetings with participants. The first was with Aubrey and Samantha, who had never met prior to
our meeting. The second was with Lynnie and Liz, who have worked together before.
Unfortunately, I did not hear back from Debra, and Karen and Tina both had last minute family
obligations that prevented them from joining our discussions.

In my first meeting with Aubrey and Samantha, there was a bit of uncertainty at first
about how to fill out the manifesto "correctly,” such as Aubrey questioning, "Are we just coming
up with, like, one belief statement per row?" However, once | assured them that any approach
they took was fine, Aubrey mentioned that she did "remember talking about some of these
things" in our previous conversation and that she felt drawn to the green square about humanized
learning. Samantha responded that she felt drawn to the yellow square about respectful support,
specifically the conflict of "constant monitoring,” questioning, "Like, | feel like I believe that we
know what we're doing. Otherwise we wouldn't be in this position, right?" My conversation with

Liz and Lynnie was immediately more boisterous, perhaps because of the existing rapport among
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all three of us. Further, Liz and Lynnie had the benefit of seeing the work that had been
previously created by Samantha and Aubrey and could use their work as a starting point,
expanding upon and clarifying their ideas. By the end of both discussions, participants were able
to engage thoroughly with each theme, providing multiple belief statements that could be
supported with realistic actions, which we recorded on a document that I later shared with all
participants (Appendix I).
Speaking Back
Theme 1: Professional Expertise

Aubrey and Samantha felt drawn to issues of teacher expertise being contradicted by both
curriculum guides that require that they teach particular texts, as well as attempts to stifle teacher
autonomy in supplementary texts. Therefore, they created the statement, "We believe that we
know best what kinds of texts and writing assignments will best meet our students' needs." The
idea that English teachers are more familiar with their students' needs than others beyond their
classrooms and best equipped to determine appropriate text choices was reiterated throughout
many parts of the discussion. Participants felt that their expertise included both literacy content
and knowledge of their student population. Therefore, the teachers recommended some
resistance to required texts, suggesting that they should trust their own professional judgment
about which texts will be most valuable for their own students and make adjustments accordingly
by adding to or deleting from the curriculum. While the teachers did not necessarily advocate
ignoring the provided curricula, recognizing that they and their students did enjoy and see merit
in some pieces, they expressed a value in using their own judgment to determine when to follow

expectations and when to tweak them.
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Similarly, Aubrey and Samantha felt that they should be the ones deciding how to use
both class and planning time. Liz, however, pushed back on the idea that we can simply ignore
authoritative priorities, asserting "The suggestion of, like, don't turn in things that are required,
like, I can't do that. You tell me something is required, I'm going to do it. | mean, like bare
minimum do it, but I will do anything you tell me is required.” Therefore, she and Lynnie
suggested that teachers needed to prioritize, at least in their own minds and schedules, the work
that they find meaningful, both in preparation for teaching and in the classroom. If something is
required, such as filling out a data sheet or having students complete a required practice test,
Lynnie and Liz felt that the best strategy was to complete these tasks quickly and not devote too
much mental labor to them. Adjusting the curriculum and completing required but less
meaningful tasks quickly are both examples of creative compliance, a manner of doing what is
expected but in a way that compromises one's values as little as possible (Hoffman et al., 2001).

Finally, one of the most exciting beliefs to emerge from this discussion was about
teachers as researchers. Lynnie, who has her doctorate in education, insisted, "It just astounds me
in education that we know what works, and we don't do it." For her, there is already plenty of
research that shows what kinds of practices and approaches work well to teach, in general, and in
literacy, specifically, yet somehow educational systems tend to be slow in adopting effective
practices. For Lynnie and Liz, therefore, the solution was to be humble enough to recognize that
there is more to learn and to continue to read research and discuss it with peers. However, they
pushed this idea one step further by suggesting that, once we know that something works, we
should be willing to take a risk and try it in our own classrooms. From there, teachers can engage
in discussions with their peers about practices that they have first-hand experience with,

including potentially leading professional developments. These practices truly honor the
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professionalism of teachers, by asking them to engage in research through their own classrooms

and then share that research with their peers. Further, this approach exemplifies the benefits of an

active and vibrant community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

We believe...

Therefore, we must...

Examples in Practice

*that we know best what
kinds of texts and writing
assignments will best meet
our students' needs.

*not teach texts just because
we are supposed to.

*trust our professional
judgment.

*Bring in supplementary texts
that best meet students' needs
and interests.

*Drop texts that aren't
engaging, even if they are
"required.”

*Provide writing
opportunities beyond just
what is given to us to prepare
for state testing.

*that we know what is the
best use of our time.

*prioritize work that is
meaningful for our students'
learning.

*Complete required tasks as
quickly and efficiently as
possible to return back to
work that matters.

*research exposes best
practices for teaching.

*get teachers on board with
best practices.

*be humble enough to change
and learn; be a forever-
student.

*be willing to have hard
conversations with other
professionals.

*be receptive to constructive
feedback.

*take risks.

*Read professional research
and engage and reflect on it
with peers.

*Pick one research-supported
approach or strategy, become
an expert at it, and then be a
passionate advocate.

*Try new strategies, even if
they could fail.

*Lead professional
developments.

Respectful Support

This category was a bit harder because, of course, teachers cannot control the support that
they are given. For instance, when working with Aubrey and Samantha at first, they included that

we must "be supported by educational leaders in our decision-making" for the belief of "teachers
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with a successful history deserve trust in content and planning.” However, Liz and Lynnie
immediately recognized this as something out of their control, so instead they focused on their
own attitudes and how teachers should "act confidently" from the knowledge that they deserve
trust and support, even if it is not always provided. While some of the examples in practice were
similar to professional expertise, such as altering the curriculum to meet students' needs and
interests, the teachers recognized that they could provide support for each other. Again, the
community of practice of other English teachers was essential. Participants felt that having an
ongoing and open dialogue about pedagogical choices would help create a culture of respect,
even if not always provided by leaders in their buildings or district.

Originally, Aubrey and Samantha had stated that "teacher planning time is sacred," but
Liz and Lynnie felt uncomfortable with this language, as well as the suggestion that they "stop
turning things in that waste our time." While Samantha was comfortable with the idea of some
selective defiance, not everyone agreed that this was an option they would choose (Hoffman et
al., 2001). Nonetheless, Liz and Lynnie did discuss the importance of determining one's own
professional boundaries for protecting planning time. For instance, they noticed that they had
little say on when an IEP (individualized education plan) meeting might happen, and since they
are legally required to attend these meetings, they did not feel like they could simply tell an
administrator that they would not give up their planning. However, they felt that there was room
for them to set personal boundaries, such as refusing to give up planning time more than a certain
number of days a week or negotiating a trade-off with a peer, who might be willing to cover their
class at a later time. Further, all four teachers recognized that they had a right to use their
professional voices to advocate for the importance of planning time and to make sure that their

administrators realized how much they used this time.
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Similar to planning time, Liz and Lynnie expressed frustration over how English class is
often the class that time is taken out of for school-wide tasks, such as filling out a survey,
bubbling for the ACT, or taking career assessments. The reason for this is that English is one of
the few classes that everyone must take each school year. Therefore, administrators can easily
say, "have students complete this task during English class on Wednesday" and know that every
student will be able to complete the task. Unfortunately, this often means that extra time is taken
out of English class, and according to Liz, this is not always taken into account when test scores
come in: "And then you're gonna get up and compare the math team scores to the English team
scores, but you don't ever touch math instructional time. Like no, thank you." Another frustration
was finding out about these kinds of tasks at the last minute and having to rearrange their
schedules. For instance, Lynnie mentioned that she was called out of time set aside for
remediation that she uses to conference with her students to administer the state civics test: "I've
got to reschedule on my end now eight conferences.” However, Liz and Lynnie felt that speaking
up when their class time was not being valued could still be incredibly helpful. For instance, Liz
mentioned a time when she was asked to give up her English class time to provide a career
assessment for her freshmen, and she told her administrator, "1 would really prefer not," and the
administrator adjusted the schedule to do it during remediation time instead. Therefore, in terms
of respectful support, these teachers felt that the best way to receive it was to make sure that they
ask for it and make their needs known. While they recognized that they will likely not get

everything they want, they also realized that silence in these matters would certainly not help.
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We believe...

Therefore, we must...

Examples in Practice

*that teachers with a
successful history deserve
trust in content and planning.

*act confidently, knowing
that all teachers deserve to be
supported by educational
leaders in our decision-
making.

*support our peers in
reflective decision-making.
*create a culture of respect
with peers.

*Be willing to alter the
curriculum as necessary to
meet students' needs and
interests.

*Develop supportive
professional relationships
with other teachers.
*Communicate openly and
honestly with peers, providing
respectful pedagogical
support.

*that teacher planning time is
essential.

*advocate for protecting
planning time from
unnecessary interruptions.
*set personal boundaries.

*be thoughtful about how our
available time is used, by
prioritizing meaningful work
when possible.

*Stop turning things in that
waste our time that aren't
actually used by
administration.

*Set personal conditions for
giving up planning time.
*Advocate for protection of
planning time and planning
every day.

*that the work we do every
day in class is important.

*advocate for protecting our
class time and request clear
communication about
scheduling from
administrators.

*ask questions about school
priorities that will affect our
class time.

*Speak up when we perceive
our class time is not being
valued by school scheduling
and events.

*Ask clarifying questions
about testing, pep rally, field
trip, etc. schedules.

Theme 3: Humanized Learning

Not surprisingly, teachers had the most to say about ensuring that their and their students'

humanity is honored within their English classes. Both Aubrey and Samantha insisted on their

job being related to teaching the whole student when they asserted that "a teacher's role is to help

prepare students for the next stage in life." When | asked if that belief should be narrowed to
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something having to do with literacy, they resisted and wanted to keep the current language
because they felt themselves to be involved with much more than English, such as Campano's
(2007) concerns of the second classroom, the emotional and moral development of students.
Interestingly, though, when considering how to prepare their students for the next stage in life,
these teachers thought of their curriculum, revealing a belief that English studies are
socioculturally situated and useful in most aspects of everyday life. For instance, they shared a
reader-response approach to literature, suggesting that the texts that they teach should carry
themes that students find relevant and meaningful, specifically mentioning a unit on forgiveness.
Further, they wanted student writing to have purpose, a concept that came up as a necessary
practice to support multiple beliefs. Unfortunately, much of student writing is geared towards
standardized testing with narrative, informational text, and argument being seen as three distinct
genres taught every year using the same state rubrics. Therefore, Aubrey and Samantha also
stated the more specific belief that "students deserve writing skills that will benefit them in and
outside of school." While they may be expected to "teach to the test,” all four teachers mentioned
providing writing opportunities in which students conducted their own lines of inquiry or wrote
for real-life audiences and situations as a potential solution for a narrowed writing curriculum.
They also felt that, in general, providing students with choice in their writing topics, versus
always providing prompts, was a way to help them see the value in writing.

Strategies that enact the belief that "teacher and student excitement about texts and
writing are essential to learning™ overlap with other beliefs, such as allowing student choice and
altering the curriculum to meet students' needs and interests. However, this belief stood out in its
humanizing and affective language, showing recognition of literacy as an emotional and

interactional relationship. Ahmed (2016) states, "we develop personal relationships with texts"
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that can "help or hinder" learning (p. 385-386). Aubrey and Samantha agreed by stressing how
this emotional aspect of learning was important for both teacher and students, as Samantha
stated, "If we don't enjoy teaching whatever it is, then, like, it's gonna reflect in what we're doing
[...] because they're gonna know I don't like it, and they're gonna shut off before | even shut off."
Aubrey continued that we need to enjoy what we are teaching so that "we're gonna have energy
when we teach it." This belief connects back to how all the participants described their own
earlier literacy experiences that excited them and their desire to pass these feelings on to their
students. | have personally heard other experienced teachers criticize student or first-year
teachers for their excitement about teaching a story or novel that they "love," telling them that
their love of the text does not matter in making curricular choices. These teachers seem to have
imbibed the authoritative discourse about revering standards above all other considerations, as
their reasoning has always been that texts should be chosen for teaching the standards, not
because we enjoy them. | have always felt puzzled by this either-or approach and have wondered
why both enjoyment and skills cannot be a consideration when choosing texts. In this belief,
Aubrey and Samantha allow the emotional pull of a text or assignment to be a major
consideration in determining what to teach.

In a clear repudiation of autonomous literacy, in which authority figures have
predetermined what is correct and in which students simply receive the knowledge passed on
from the teacher, Liz and Lynnie felt strongly that "students learn best when they are empowered
to take ownership of their own learning." When | asked them about how this was done, they
described efforts to relinquish control in the classroom, an approach that upends traditional
classroom hierarchy. Lynnie mentioned that she has "resisted this idea of teachers being the sage

on the stage" and has adopted the belief that "we should be more of a support role.” Lynnie's
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word choice of resistance reveals that empowering students is not the accepted norm but rather
something that teachers must be intentional about doing. Liz agreed, noting that giving up
control can be "so hard, just sitting there at your desk watching them, and you're like, ‘oh my
gosh, I could do this so much better." Nonetheless, Liz and Lynnie both felt that ceding control
over students' work was beneficial with Liz providing an example of her students conducting
their own research projects in which "they're excited about finding out the answer." Most of the
strategies provided involved allowing students choice and the ability to make decisions in the
classroom, whether those be decisions about what they read, research, or write or how they
complete these tasks. What mattered was student investment in their own learning and growth,
rather than the teacher pushing students towards mimicking a preset pattern or answer.

Finally, all four teachers continued to push back on the value of numerical data as a
determiner of success. Aubrey and Samantha focused on their students as full human beings,
encouraging teachers to gather other types of "data" and working to learn about their students as
more than just their test scores. They advocated for placing value on low-stakes writing and
discussions, in which students' thinking and feelings may be more apparent, as well as getting to
know students through informal conversations. Further, they felt that they could push back
against this limited view of students with administrators in their building. For instance, if a
student were to be identified as falling below projected scores, teachers could use their
knowledge of that student to advocate for helping them mentally, emotionally, or physically,
depending on the that student’s situation. Since English teachers are often the ones who know
about what might be going on in students' lives, through outlets such as writing and class
discussions, they are in an important position to remind leaders of students' needs that may both

affect and be more important than academic performance.
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Liz and Lynnie, however, insisted that teachers were also dehumanized through an
overfocus on scores and testing data. Liz admitted, "I don't see, like, a way of getting away from
high stakes testing until there's a national shift,” so their discussion instead focused on their own
mindsets and responses to the stressors of testing. According to Liz, determining how to respond
to testing pressures was an issue of balance "between, like, what you have to do for standardized
testing and knowing what is important and, like, giving yourself permission to find that balance.”
For Liz, this often means being explicit with her students, telling them what is expected of them
in the context of state testing but then discussing how those skills can be transferred or look
different beyond the testing framework. Importantly, Liz and Lynnie both felt that they needed to
resist dehumanizing themselves through their own test scores. Rather than accepting these scores
as an accurate representation of their worth as teachers, whether the scores make them look good
or bad, they instead reported that they needed to hold themselves to their own standards and not
allow numbers others generated to affect their sense of self. In fact, they discussed that believing
that they had control over "what's on the test" and "what [students] do on the test" is arrogant and
unrealistic, reminding themselves to keep perspective on what they do and do not have control
over (Liz). Further, they recognized that teachers have a great deal of influence on how seriously
these scores are taken through their own conversations amongst peers. Liz described how her
department chair refuses to judge himself by test scores, "which is so healthy for me because,
like, that metric has been, like, my whole teaching career." By simply interacting with a
respected teacher who dismisses the system, other teachers feel more confident about
questioning the value of those scores. Therefore, Liz and Lynnie realized that they had an
obligation not to project an overreliance on test scores in discussions with peers, as doing so

could entrench what they perceived to be a harmful discourse. Instead, it was important to
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continue to verbally remind themselves and others about how narrowly test scores can actually

be used to determine student growth and teacher effectiveness.

We believe...

Therefore, we must...

Examples in Practice

*that a teacher's role is to help
prepare students for the next
stage in life.

*prioritize what will be
beneficial to students in their
futures.

*make sure that our
instruction is applicable to
students' lives beyond our
classrooms.

*Teach texts with meaningful
themes that connect to
students' real lives.

*Allow students to write
about topics that matter to
them rather than the prompts
given to us by test preparation
tools or the district curriculum
guide.

*Provide student choice in
writing topics.

*that students deserve writing
skills that will benefit them in
and outside school.

*provide them with authentic
writing opportunities.

*Provide writing opportunities
beyond just what is given to
us to prepare for state testing,
such as inquiry-based projects
or writing for real-life
audiences.

*that teacher and student
excitement about texts and
writing are essential to
learning.

*not teach texts just because
we are supposed to.

*trust our professional
judgment.

*allow student and teacher
emotions to be part of
decision-making.

*Choose texts that we are
passionate about but also cater
to our students' interests.
*Allow student choice in
writing topics and reading.
*Drop certain texts that aren't
engaging, even if they are
"required."

*Provide writing
opportunities, beyond just
what is given to us to prepare
for state testing, that engage
students' personal interests,
passions, and curiosities.

*that students learn best when
they are empowered to take
ownership of their own
learning.

*be willing to relinquish
control.

*Allow students to choose
thematic questions for units,
approaches to writing or
researching, and their own
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texts.

*Allow students to determine
their own answers.

*Provide student-led
discussion opportunities.

*that numerical data provides
a limited picture of teacher
and student success.

*get to know our students as
growing individuals, not as
numbers on a paper.

*find a balance between
preparing for tests and what
we believe our students need.
*hold ourselves to our own
standards of success, rather
than numbers we cannot
control.

*remind ourselves of our why
and use that to guide our
decision-making.

*be humble and keep
perspective on the value of the
testing data numbers.

*Gather information about
who our students are and what
they can do from discussions,
writing, and other low-stakes
assessments.

*Value journaling and
conversations as much as
numerical data.

*Advocate for our students'
human needs, besides just
meeting standards, when in
discussion with
administration.

*Give ourselves permission to
do what we think is best for
our kids and to pay minimal
attention to judging ourselves
by test scores.

*Be intentional and student-
driven in our instructional
choices, making sure we can
explain our reasoning for our
approaches.

*Do what we can with fidelity
and let the scores go.

*Model an attitude focused on
students, not scores, among
teaching peers.

Implications and Further Considerations

Bakhtin (1981) makes clear that discourses have power in the world to shape our

understandings and, therefore, our actions. Despite their hierarchical power, authoritative

discourses cannot force individuals to believe them, especially when their personal knowledge

and experiences stand in contradiction to that discourse. Moussa and Scapp (1996) provide
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Foucault's concept of a "counter-discourse” as a meaningful form of resistance by allowing "the
formerly voiceless to articulate their desires - to counter the domination of prevailing
authoritative discourses™ (p. 88). They contend that, without theorizing about our desires and
creating a counter-discourse, it is impossible to effectively achieve counter-action. In this way,
people "move from the silent objectification™ that an authoritative discourse imposes on them "to
being a genuinely speaking subject, a person who dares to counter the various discourses of
power" (Moussa & Scapp, 1996, p. 104). During our interviews, my participants discussed their
joys and frustrations in their work, revealing their desires. They expressed their need to be taken
seriously as capable professionals and intellectuals and be supported by leadership in this role.
Most of all, though, they wanted to push back against policies, formed from authoritative
accountability and autonomous literacy discourses, that denied the full humanity of themselves
and their students. While my participants seemed to enjoy our conversations, these did little to
reinforce teachers' beliefs and likely left them feeling alone again as they returned to their
classrooms. Therefore, | needed to allow my participants to engage with each other to create our
manifesto. By building something together, we could set these ideas down, theorize potential
solutions, and hopefully be encouraged in our individual and collective agency.

My hope is that my participants will carry our manifesto back to their own buildings, that
they will individually feel compelled to use the strategies we brainstormed to help enact their
desires, and that they perhaps will even share these ideas with other teachers in their buildings.
Looking back, I wish that | had been able to engage with larger discussion groups, so the ideas
would more easily spread to multiple locations. | do not, however, see our written manifesto as
necessarily a final product. It was, indeed, important to document these teachers' concerns,

desires, and methods of action. Further, educational leaders may be able to look at the theme of
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respectful support and see strategies for themselves to better raise morale by assisting teachers in
resisting the harms of authoritative discourses, such as supporting teachers as decision-makers
and investing in them, emotionally and monetarily. However, this project lays out a potential
strategy for countering authoritative discourses of accountability and autonomous literacy
wherever they may be found. Conversations amongst English teacher professionals need to be
ongoing and embedded in local sites of practice, such as a district or school level. For instance,
the English teachers within a single department at a school could set aside time to discuss their
values and frustrations at the end of a school year, and they could then create a manifesto to help
guide their planning and instruction for the next year. As with my interview with Lynnie and Liz,
these types of conversations flow easier when the individuals in them already have a working
rapport and a common set of experiences from which to draw.

School accountability and autonomous literacy discourses have had innumerable negative
effects on teachers and students. As documented in chapter four, these discourses have had an
especially turbulent history in the state of Tennessee, and my participants testified to the
frustrations and difficulties these discourses have had on their careers. Despite the power and
prevalence of these discourses, however, teachers have not fully caved to their pressures. These
teachers maintain their faith in their own professional judgment, they insist that they deserve
adequate planning time to complete intellectual work, and they recognize and honor the
humanity of their students through their literature and writing instruction. Through voicing their
concerns with peers, educators can consider and enact potential paths of resistance that sustain

them in continuing in their work of supporting students as full human beings.
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Appendix A: Manifesto Collaboration Framework
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Topics (generated
from interview
themes)

We believe....

Therefore, we must...

Examples in practice
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Appendix B: Recruitment Letters

Hello,

My name is Sarah Esberger, and I’m reaching out to you to ask if you would be interested in
participating in a research study titled “The Preferred Educational Discourses of High School
English Teachers.”

As an English teacher myself, I am interested in learning more about the values and beliefs
among this group of individuals as related to our work.

This study will involve at least one audio-recorded interview and potential audio-recorded
follow-up interviews.

This study will take place between December 2022 and April 2023.

If you are interested in participating in this study, please contact me at 615-268-7011 or
skesberg@iu.edu with a private/personal email address or phone number.

At this time, I will send you an informed consent form to fill out. If you no longer wish to
participate upon receipt of the form, you may terminate your involvement in the study by
emailing or contacting me at the number above. Otherwise, you may fill out and send me the
form. I will make sure to provide you with a copy.

| look forward to hearing from you,
Sarah Esberger
Indiana University at Bloomington

Doctoral Student
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Hello,

Thank you, again, for your participation in the study “The Preferred Educational Discourses of
High School English Teachers.” I thoroughly enjoyed our interview last year. A second step in
this research is a collaborative discussion with other participants that will take place in February
2024 based on the results of those interviews. This discussion will take place on Zoom. You are
welcome to use your real name or a pseudonym. If you are interested in continuing in this study,
please respond, and | will send you a potential scheduling link, followed by a Zoom link for the
chosen date and time. | will also send you an updated informed consent form. If you have any
questions, please let me know via responding to this email or by texting me at 615-268-7011.

| look forward to hearing from you again.

Sarah Esberger
Indiana University at Bloomington
Doctoral Student
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Timeframe

Task

Artifacts/Data

January 2023

Recruit participants

Gather informed consent
documents

January 2023 - March 2023

Conduct interviews

Interview transcripts
Participant artifacts

Reflexive journaling

March 2023 - November
2023

Transcribe interviews

Interview transcripts

Reflexive journaling

November 2023 - January
2024

Coding of interviews

Thematic analysis

Coding chart
Interview transcripts

Reflexive journaling and
coding memos

Themes and analysis with
quoted excerpts

January 2024 - February
2024

Invitation for collaborative
activity

Collaborative writing activity

Manifesto

Collaboration transcript
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Appendix D: Interview Protocol

Topic Domain 1: Formative Discourses

Lead off questions:

1.
2.

3.

Think about your decision to become an English teacher. Tell me about that decision.
When you were studying to become an English teacher, can you recall any experiences
either in class or student teaching that you found especially inspiring? Tell me about that.
Before you got your first job as an English teacher, what did you imagine it would be
like?

[Covert categories:]

° Formative discourses

° Internally persuasive discourses

° Teacher imagination and values

° Transformative intellectuals

° Professional identities and emotions

Possible follow-up questions

1.

2.
3.
4.

Were there any individuals or memories that stand out as encouraging you to become an
English teacher?

What part of English studies felt meaningful and important to you?

What do you think you were hoping to accomplish as an English teacher?

What did you imagine it would look like to be successful in your own classroom?

Topic Domain 2: Methodological Release for Internally Persuasive Discourses

Lead off questions:

1.

w

Please get out the object or text that you brought that you felt represented what your work
means to you. Can you tell me about this object and what it means to you?

Can you think of a time that you thought, “Yes, this is why I became an English teacher,”
and tell me about what prompted that thought.

Can you tell me about a time that you felt really understood as an English teacher?

Can you tell me about something that you have learned through your career as an English
teacher that has made you a better teacher?

[Covert categories:]

° Internally persuasive discourses
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° Authoritative discourses

° Teacher values

° Transformative intellectuals

° Developing professional identities and emotions
° Second classroom

Possible follow-up questions

Who are some of the important people who have influenced how you teach?

How did those individuals influence you?

What about these objects/experiences makes them stand out to you?

How did you learn the information that made you a better teacher?

Is your definition of a good English teacher now different than what it was before you
started your career?

uhwnN e

Topic Domain 3: Methodological Release for Authoritative Discourses

Lead off questions:

1. Please get out the object that you brought that you felt represented a problem that affects
your classroom. Can you tell me about this object and what it means to you?

2. Can you think of a time that you felt like your values as an English teacher conflicted
with expectations placed on your? Tell me about that.

3. In what ways, if it all, does your work today differ from what you expected before you
began your career?

4. Can you think of a day or time that was especially difficult for you because you felt
someone or something else was influencing what was happening in your classroom? Tell
me what happened.

5. How would you respond to a young person who told you that they wanted to become an
English teacher today?

[Covert categories:]

° Authoritative discourses

° Conflicts/disappointments

° Political discourses

° Autonomous literacy discourses
° First and second classrooms

Possible follow-up questions
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1. What misunderstandings do you think others have of your work?

2. Can you think of any other examples of times that you felt pressure to act in a way that
conflicted with your values as an English teacher?

3. Where do these pressures come from?

4. What kind of powers have influence over what happens in your classroom, and where do
you think that power comes from?

5. Can you think of a time that you thought about leaving teaching and what kinds of
emotions led you to consider that option?

6. How would you describe the difficulties of being an English teacher today?

Topic Domain 4: Conflict Resolutions
Lead off questions:

1. What, if anything, sustains your motivation to continue teaching English?

2. What support systems or strategies, if any, do you have in place to help you continue
teaching English?

3. If you could envision a better future for you and other English teachers, what would it
look like?

[Covert categories:]

° Resilience literacies

° Communities of practice

° Coalition literacies

° Transformative intellectuals

Possible follow-up questions

1. How do you find satisfaction in your work?

How do you judge if you have been successful or not as a teacher?

3. Who/what is part of your support system, and what traits or qualities draw you to these
people or communities?

4. What changes would you like to see in how English is taught?

Where do you think these changes should come from?

N

v

Final: Is there anything else you would like to share with me?
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Appendix E: Informed Consent Document

INDIANA UNIVERSITY INFORMED CONSENT STATEMENT FOR RESEARCH
The Preferred Educational Discourses of High School English Teachers
15929

Dr. Mary Beth Hines and Sarah Esberger

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Scientists do research to answer
important questions that might help change or improve the way we do things in the future. This
consent form will give you information about the study to help you decide whether you want to
participate. Please read this form, and ask any questions you have, before agreeing to be in the
study.

All research is voluntary. You can choose not to take part in this study. If you decide to
participate, you can change your mind later and leave the study at any time. You will not be
penalized or lose any benefits if you decide not to participate or choose to leave the study later.

The purpose of this study is to learn more about the values and beliefs of high school English
teachers as related to their pedagogy.

We are asking you if you want to be in this study because you are listed as a high school English
teacher on your school’s website. The study is being conducted by Dr. Mary Beth Hines and
doctoral student Sarah Esberger in Indiana University’s School of Education.

If you agree to be in the study, you will do the following things.

You will participate in at least one audio recorded interviews that should last approximately 30
minutes to 1 hour. During this time, you will be asked about your beliefs and values as related to
your position as an English teacher.

Interviews will not be conducted on school property, and participants can choose a public place
for interviews to take place.

You may be asked to participate in a follow-up collaborative discussion with other participants
on Zoom that should not last longer than an hour.

Interviews will be conducted between January and March 2023. The follow-up collaborative
discussion will take place in February 2024.

Before agreeing to participate, please consider the risks and potential benefits of taking
part in this study.
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You may be uncomfortable answering interview questions. You may skip any questions that
make you feel uncomfortable or that you do not want to answer. You may choose to stop
participating in the study at any point.

There is a risk that someone outside the study team could get access to your research
information from this study. More information about how we will protect your information to
reduce this risk is below.

We don’t think you will have any personal benefits from taking part in this study, but we hope
to learn things that will help researchers in the future. Further, we hope that the opportunity to
talk about your work and to be listened to will be a valuable experience for you.

You will not be paid for participating in this study. There is no cost to participate in the
study.

We will protect your information and make every effort to keep your personal information
confidential, but we cannot guarantee absolute confidentiality. No information which could
identify you will be shared in publications about this study. Audio and video recordings will only
be available to the researchers in this study and will be stored on a password protected and
encoded drive. Once researchers have made complete transcriptions of all recordings, they will
then be destroyed.

Your personal information may be shared outside the research study if required by law. We also
may need to share your research records with other groups for quality assurance or data analysis.
These groups include the Indiana University Institutional Review Board or its designees, and
state or federal agencies who may need to access the research records (as allowed by law).
Additionally, your research information may be shared with our collaborators on this research
study at Indiana University at Bloomington.

Information collected in this study may be used for other research studies or shared with other
researchers for future research. If this happens, information that could identify you, such as
your name and other identifiers, will be removed before any information or specimens are
shared. Since identifying information will be removed, we will not ask for your additional
consent.

If you have questions about the study or encounter a problem with the research, contact the
researcher, Dr. Mary Beth Hines at 812-856-8290 or mhines@indiana.edu, or doctoral student
Sarah Esberger at 615-268-7011 or skesberg@iu.edu.

For questions about your rights as a research participant, to discuss problems, complaints, or
concerns about a research study, or to obtain information or to offer input, please contact the U
Human Research Protection Program office at 800-696-2949 or at irb@iu.edu.

If you decide to participate in this study, you can change your mind and decide to leave the
study at any time in the future. If you decide to withdraw, please contact Sarah Esberger at 615-
268-7011 or skesberg@iu.edu.
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Appendix F: Emotions Code Book

Code and # of Sample Quotes

Definition Quotes

Amused: 56 And that just really became a season of intense creativity. | put a
Expressing lot of focus and work and time. And it was invigorating. | really
enjoyment, enjoyed it. So for me that was the sweet spot that year 10 to 20
having fun was super exciting, and it was a prolific time of just really

creating and digging in to that to that content and the kids and and
even though I didn't need them to like me anymore, the weirdest
thing is is that they actually like and respect you and even
sometimes love you more when you are an empowered leader in
that room. And, you know, and they can respect that I think it
actually feels safer for them. When you choose why we do what
we're going to do.

5:51 1126 in Debra Interview

I love teaching. | feel like God called me to do this, and | wasn't
looking for it. And | have been blessed ever since. You know, |
get to meet awesome people that | have great relationships with
even if they're not the same school anymore.

8:106 1 895 in Lynnie Interview

Appreciated: 36 And it was cool, at today's meeting to be kind of on the other side
Expressing that of that, like now, I've been teaching AP for four years, and | can
others recognize offer these new teachers my insight and help them and calm them
one's value or down and let them know that they are worthy and that they are
worth smarter than most of their students. And it was it was was cool.

16:78 1 326 in Karen interview text

Student teaching, one of my kids made me this like Canvas poster
of everything that | had, like every story | had mentioned during
my student teaching time. She had like a little cartoon of on this
poster with my name on it. And um, how are you gonna do this?
How could you? And that student teaching wise, but and then
when | finished student teaching, it was before we knew we were
not going to come back. And they were like, "You have to stay.
You have to be here forever.” And like that was like a whole big
thing that we did.

14:4 1 66 in Samantha Interview

Belonging: 70 I love teaching. | feel like God called me to do this, and | wasn't
Expressing looking for it. And | have been blessed ever since. You know, |
feeling of get to meet awesome people that | have great relationships with

connection to a even if they're not the same school anymore.
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community 8:106 1 895 in Lynnie Interview
Like, this is where | belong. And this is what it should do
2:179 1 66 in Aubrey Interview
Caring: 93 And so, you know, and I still feel that way, like | have kids that
Expressing are waiting for me. So this gives me chills, because it's like,
concern and they're waiting for me to guide them. Teach them, you know, and
effort regarding our purpose is just so big and you know, our impact can be so big
others' needs 2:184 1 102 in Aubrey Interview
But I tried to pick students that were maybe that middle the road
students that kind of aren't seen all the time to start, because
again, you know, if you've been teaching long enough, you can
kind of tell like, Wait, who is that top and who's the bottom?
We're just kind of the kids in the middle, just kind of plugging
along, and we tend to think about the kid at the top and the kids at
the bottom and the middle Kkids just hop along. And so | sent
home postcards
7:13 1 70 in Kristina Interview
Cautious: 17 I swear | don't have an agenda in my classroom. We just write a
Expression of lot, okay.
worry or 16:67 1 318 in Karen interview text
hesitation in
response to And then like, like that with CRT laws, which is like another
perceived thing that pushes in to that. I'm like, I can teach those texts, and
negative like the district has got my back. Like if they have a problem,
consequences they can go talk to our curriculum specialist at Central Office.
Like I don't have to deal with it.
12:88 1 290 in Liz interview text
Confident: 58 And that's a beautiful moment. And you know, but it's an organic

Expression of
comfort, ease, or
confidence in
self and work

one because it's easy to say | don't care about being validated or
liked. But it's another thing to like, like, sit in your maturity and
your competence and your skill and your professionalism and
really, truly work from that place. But that's a process, and | think
it's really important. We all have to we have a lot of learning to
do. Being a leader in a classroom is is no easy task. | mean,
there's so much we have to know: our content and our skill set for
delivering content and understanding kids and it takes a minute to
get a handle on all of it.

5:52 § 134 in Debra Interview

I was never (I hate to say it like this), but I was never in the
wrong. | was | had always documented and done all the stuff that
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I was supposed to do. It was never assumed that there was mal
intent towards the children. And so yeah, I'd gotta say for the first
couple of years, | did feel supported by the two assistant
principals at the time

8:8 1 55 in Lynnie Interview

Confused:
Expressing being
perplexed, not
understanding

12

And I had an ESL teacher with me because in Bedford County,
there's a large Hispanic population. And when 1 like, the first or
second vocab list I assigned, she's like ,"you cannot do vocab like
this. You cannot do this." And | was like, "why? What's wrong
with it?"

2:195 1 170 in Aubrey Interview

So again, I don't exactly know what, what the walk around then is
for, you know, because to me, even if they're eighth grade
teachers, like of course you want to if you're an eighth grade
teacher, you're coming to the walk around the high school of
course, you want to see ninth. Shouldn't you want to see like a
vertical, like, all the way up. I don't

7:44 1 130 in Kristina Interview

Enlightened:
Expression of
coming to a new
understanding,
an "aha" moment

43

And she was like, "they have to have something to read with it.
You know, they have to, like they can't just learn your words like
this." You know, and it was such an eye opener to me. And, you
know, learning what best practice is and you know, that kind of
thing. And, you know, and seeing because I, you know, |
remember doing the vocab list so when | started, there's nothing
wrong with it and so it really was an eye opener because | had to
see things from a different perspective.

2:196 1 170 in Aubrey Interview

Some of the questions that they ask, I didn't think of that
question. And I just now | now I think of those questions more. |
catch myself thinking, "okay, I think it's simple in my head. What
questions would like the lowest kid have?" And I've, I've
improved my teaching that way, like thinking, what questions are
they going to ask me ahead of time? If that makes sense?

Sarah Esberger 11:54

Yeah.

Samantha 11:55

I wasn't always great. | could think of questions. | would have
planned questions for them. | just didn't think of like, where are
the places where they're not gonna get it?

14:19 4/ 214 — 218 in Samantha Interview

Exhausted:

57

That was the response back and but but I don't, I don't think |
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Expression of
weariness - may
include any
combination of
physical,
emotional, and
mental

would have sent that text message out if | hadn't had someone
who that experience of not being heard or an authority figure
saying, "Hey, we're not connecting. Is it something that I've done,
you know, did you misconstrue or whatever," because teaching is,
it's hard. It's overwhelming. It causes burnout. And we're in a
crisis, and they have just run off somebody who's never going to
teach again.

8:78 1 559 in Lynnie Interview

| think that the pace that we teach is brutal. I think standing at a
podium six times a day in front of more than 150 kids a day. |
think it's brutal

5:81 1 222 in Debra Interview

Frustrated:
Expression of
anger or
annoyance at a
person/situation,
Indignant

143

So it just, it just, | always when | get emails like that I've only
gotten a few of them. So, it just bothered me, you know, because
it just made me feel like my intent. It made me feel like she
thought that my intent was to persuade her daughter towards a
certain agenda. And wasn't what wasn't it at all. So anyway, so
that kind of was a bad day

2:223 1 314 in Aubrey Interview

We're not being compensated, and just support in general for
what we're doing. Like take away all the crap that we have to do.
Because none of that matters. None of that. Like none of that's
real. That's all made by somebody who decided they wanted to do
it. I think just take take that that's there's no it's not helping
anybody at all. The only person it's helping is that first year
teacher doesn't know what they're doing every day. It helps them,
and they don't even know how to look at it. They can't read it.
They don't understand it.

14:89 1 1014 in Samantha Interview

Grateful:
Expression of
appreciation,
whether for a
situation or
people/person

79

Our AP PLC that we had, that is super helpful for me. It was
super helpful as a new AP teacher. It was very affirming. And the
same thing is like being in San Antonio with those other teachers
being in a group of people who teach the same subjects but in a
different school in different settings, and coming together and
sharing ideas and, and vibing off of off of that was really helpful
for me, and it's still really helpful for me. And it was cool, at
today's meeting to be kind of on the other side of that, like now,
I've been teaching AP for four years, and | can offer these new
teachers my insight and help them and calm them down and let
them know that they are worthy and that they are smarter than
most of their students. And it was it was was cool.

16:77 1 326 in Karen interview text
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Other than the English Il teacher at my school, who I've actually
become really close with, like friends with, and she just gave me
a lot of good advice of how to deal with my problem students,
and she also gave me a good activity to do with my students, my
students when | ran out of ideas. She's been a great help in terms
of she's been doing this for like 10 years.

14:23 1 314 in Samantha Interview

Inspired:
Eliciting a
feeling of
excitement,
motivation, or
desire to emulate

36

It was fabulous. I got to have like all these really great
discussions. Like, | remember teaching 12th grade AP Lit, and
like we did like "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,"” which,
because like they had taken AP Lang, they didn't get American lit
the year before. So like, I got to also like teach Gatsby in like,
like this, like seminal works that like are so foundational for like
FRQ three, and we did like Pride and Prejudice. | remember like
drawing like, the English like hierarchy, society is like a cake on
the board and like talking about like, "this is really social
commentary, guys. It's not just like Lizzie's in love with like Mr.
Darcy. It's social commentary.” And so that was really fun. And
like I had kids who like, really were engaged with it and really
wanted to do it, and then it was fun to get to like work with
material at that level

12:10 1 58 in Liz interview text

I had a great student teaching experience. My mentor, Tracy
Holyman, actually became a teacher of the year for Tennessee
year several years ago now. And he was just really interesting and
dynamic, and he really just was willing to kind of hand over that
classroom to me, and | don't think that | was a good student
teacher. But just the fact that he would, you know, trust me and
make his students and his room so welcoming, and I'm sure |
tried some silly things and you know, so it was just really a good
learning experience. He was such a good mentor and the county
and the school that | student taught in, had a great small
community feel to it. So I felt like I got really a nurturing
experience and a personal experience, and I learned a lot, but it
was it was really just a really sweet experience.

5:38 {| 74 in Debra Interview

Interested:
Expression of
engagement,
interest, or
curiosity

36

I was a writer. | love to write.
8:22 1 133 in Lynnie Interview

And so | kind of dabbled in a couple of different things. But then
| started tutoring after work. And | was working with a middle
school girl, and like, I mean, her family hired me. It wasn't like
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through service or anything.

Sarah Esberger 04:10

Yeah.

Liz 04:11

And really, it was just like, I'm pretty sure she was at a private
school. I think she had, if she had been in public school, she
would have had an IEP or 504. Like, but she was very intelligent,
and she was hardworking, but she had to work so much harder to
get things done. And so | was there to like kind of help her and
like reteach material, and we worked a lot on like organization
and like motivation and stuff, but it was so fulfilling that | was
like, I think this is what | want to do like, and so | ended up
applying. | was kind of at like this crossroads where | was like, |
don't know if I want to teach K through 12 or if | want to pursue
English to teach in higher education. And so | applied to several
grad programs, some of them were for teaching English and then
some of them were just an English to go through into a PhD.
12:7 9 38 —42 in Liz interview text

Longing: 51 No, and | asked for a stipend. It was shot down.

Expressing a 8:52 {367 in Lynnie Interview

desire or wish

for something I do think that teachers need more money. I do think that they
that has not need more time.

happened or is 16:74 1 322 in Karen interview text

gone

Misunderstood: | 36 Or like in like I like when they say "oh, just do that." | don't think

Disappointment
expressed in
others' inability
to understand
one's ability,
values, or
intentions

it's like ill intent like, you know, talking down about the
profession. | don't think they realize all the crap we deal with all
day long. Like it's not like "here's a coloring sheet,” not to like
talk about elementary school teachers because | think their job is
very hard. And | could not do an elementary school teacher job.
But I feel like that's the viewpoint a lot of people have of what
education is, is that it's just "Oh, give them a worksheet. And
they'll, they'll learn it." It's not. Oh, you have to make this
PowerPoint, and you have to make this activity that like teachers,
you have to teach it. You have to get them to practice. You have
to like see, what do they do they learn about this new practice.
They didn't like, it's all this other extra stuff. And I feel like no
one gets that. Yeah. Like I made a spreadsheet of my kids of
their county benchmark scores, their curve, and then | had a sit
down with each one of them and took notes about every single
thing they told me they didn't know for every single one of my
kids. And I showed it to my boyfriend today at work. He said,
"you did all that today?" | was like "Yeah."
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14:77 1 902 in Samantha Interview

And | think I get frustrated because that's not everybody's idea of
what my job is like. My job is to teach to the test and get good
test scores. And like, no, that's that's not what |

Sarah Esberger 28:23

That's not what you're coming back for.

Liz 28:24

That's not That's not why I'm here

12:46 9 154 — 158 in Liz interview text

Nervous: 34 And in seeing those scores, you know, and, you know, knowing
Expression of that you were, your 1-5 is entirely based off of children, you
uncertainty, know, and how they choose to or to not perform on the test that's
anxiety, or worry disconcerting.
8:95 { 775 in Lynnie Interview
It's really scary when you're being questioned by multiple
authorities about what what defend your articles in your
classroom and and where you get them. And so even though |
have seen these teachers be supported, I also see the stress that it
puts them under, and you know, there are teachers who are
questioning whether they will remain in the classroom as a result
of outsiders without a lot of experience about the standards, the
skill or their or the content really working to make that teacher's
job more difficult, but it is a form of intimidation. And and |
really see talented educators be kind of put through the political
wringer on this
5:67 1 174 in Debra Interview
Passionate: 107 Yeah, | guess that's what keeps me going is just the fact that, you
Expression of know, I'm responsible in some capacity for this set of people
deep interest, becoming contributing members of society.
engagement, or 2:232 1 402 in Aubrey Interview
value/belief
I love teaching. | feel like God called me to do this, and | wasn't
looking for it. And | have been blessed ever since. You know, |
get to meet awesome people that | have great relationships with
even if they're not the same school anymore.
8:106 1 895 in Lynnie Interview
Practical: 38 I just | decided to take it down so that everybody else in the
Expressing ideas school, in the county could keep their things up, because | don't
logically, think I was ready for that fight. And | also don't think our county
realistically, was ready for that fight. And think that we needed that last year

weighing pros

as well
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and cons

16:44 1 230 in Karen interview text

And and the expectation of what we're supposed to get
accomplished in a school year is unrealistic. And so so things
give and are sacrificed

8:90 1 769 in Lynnie Interview

Proud:
Expression of a
feeling of
importance,
worth, and
dignity or
satisfaction in
work

67

And they're ninth graders. And they're like, they picked. They're
enjoying. | even had many who, like, I sat there and watched
them finish yesterday, or at night or Thursday, | saw them
finishing A Tale of Two Cities. | like they were really excited
about it.

12:52 § 178 in Liz interview text

And that's what | do now. | bargain a lot. I'm a master bargainer. |
feel I can go buy a car right now, and | could get it for free.

Sarah Esberger 05:08

Yeah.

Samantha 05:09

| feel I could do it.

14:8 4 78 — 82 in Samantha Interview

Regretful:
Expressing a
feeling of having
made a mistake,
guilt, or shame

15

I just because it just felt so | felt so bad afterwards. Like | would
be that teacher that would yell and get mad and then apologize
like five minutes later.

2:206 1 226 in Aubrey Interview

Um, but then | had a really terrible, really terrible student
teaching experience. And {Name Redacted] High School, and
again, | was really young. | was probably just turned 21 when |
was doing my student teaching, and | had been living in
Nashville, basically, throughout my college career, and | was like,
"Well, this is my chance to not have to drive 40 minutes to go to
work." And also, | had a bit of a white savior complex, and | was
like, "I can go in here, and | know what their lives are like
because I lived in Nashville." I didn't know what | was doing.
They did not. We didn't get along. They didn't like me. | didn't
not like them. I just didn't know what | was doing. And made all
these really strict rules, like you can only write in blue or black
pen, and you have to call me Miss [Name Redacted], and | would
walk around all like pompous with my coffee cup, like | was a
college professor and had no idea what | was doing.

16:6 1 66 in Karen interview text

Resolute:
Expressing

63

But I do believe that if | were to hear a young person, say, "'l want
to be a teacher,” I have kind of made a pledge to myself, that |
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determination would never squash that or throw water on that because | think
about a decision our job is important. And as a person who had that passion, |
think we need to honor that and make room for these young,
passionate people to come in and in to help us.

5:76 1 194 in Debra Interview

And | think that was an eye opening experience for me that that is
a management style that I didn't want to emulate, as | want to
always be a manager who is receptive to ideas. I'm gonna make
the final decision. And | may still say no, but let me hear your
rationale for why you're wanting to do, and | wasn't even being
heard.

8:74 541 in Lynnie Interview

Sad: Expression |52 I know that. For a while they were saying like with new teachers,
of sadness, loss, if they make it through like, year seven or something like that,
hopelessness then they'll probably go most a long haul the long haul. But, |

mean, sometimes we can't even get some to stay two years. You
know? So | don't know what the answer is. But what we're doing
isn't really good for anybody, especially kids.

7:68 1 222 in Kristina Interview

| feel like it does scare me a bit. Because | just feel like we have
to make school like more human for kids, you know. Like, school
already is hard for them. But, you know, | just think removing
books and choice and ideas from the classroom just makes it so
cold.

2:239 1 422 in Aubrey Interview

Stressed: 67 I think like the struggle I'm having with writing instruction, is that
Expressing like, and with instruction in general, is that like, | am a tested
conflicting or subject, and | have that EOC. And I've, when | was in middle
overwhelming school, which is slightly different than the EOC, but | was on
emotions TNReady assessment committee, and like, | did range finding.

And so like, I've been trained on the rubric, which looks identical,
and | know they want a very formulaic essay and like, but I also
know that my current students need to be able to do more than the
formulaic essay

12:55 194 in Liz interview text

I don't want to leave. But | also think that if I stay, I will quit
teaching entirely.
14:60 1 738 in Samantha Interview

Understood: 19 | feel like our last AP that just left was very encouraging and
Expressing supportive and you know, every time she would come and
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connection to
someone else
through a shared
value, feeling, or
philosophy,
sometimes
supported

observe in my room, she actually told me one thing, it was like
one of the greatest compliments I've ever gotten. She says, "I
learned something every time | come into your room," and it was
just so wonderful to hear that because I still get nervous when
they come in my room, regardless of how you know much I
taught or how much | knew whatever, but she, she and | just
shared the same | guess philosophy on how to teach English, and
she was always just very supportive and...

2:199 1 190 in Aubrey Interview

I brought a little card that a colleague gave to me, and it's just a
silly little card, and it's got a quote on it, and the quote is from
Alice Walker with this sassy little face. And the quote, reads,
"The most common way people give up their power is by
thinking they don't have any" - Alice Walker - and my friend
wrote my name, D***** under me, Alice Walker

5:64 1 162 in Debra Interview

Uninterested:
Lack of
interest/engagem
ent, possible
boredom

14

I really have no idea. The only job I know I can do with industry
right now is a technical writer. | don't think | have any desire to
do that. Yeah, like I have no desire to do that. It pays so much
more than

14:85 1 974 in Samantha Interview

Like yes, math is very useful. It is very useful, and it will, it does
a lot of great things for you, but that was never, that was never for
me.

16:23 1 134 in Karen interview text
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Appendix G: Values Code Book

Code and
Definition

# of
Quotes

Sample Quotes

Authentic
Support:
Professional
support that
educator finds
helpful - can be
encouragement,
appreciation,
time, or
compensation

133

| feel like our last AP that just left was very encouraging and
supportive and you know, every time she would come and
observe in my room, she actually told me one thing, it was like
one of the greatest compliments I've ever gotten. She says, "I
learned something every time | come into your room," and it was
just so wonderful to hear that because I still get nervous when
they come in my room, regardless of how you know much I
taught or how much | knew whatever, but she, she and | just
shared the same | guess philosophy on how to teach English, and
she was always just very supportive and...

2:199 1 190 in Aubrey Interview

Um, so my support system is really good at school. I have a good
relationship with all my bosses. They respect me as a human.
They listen to me. They they know that I'm gonna get my job
done. So if I have to take time off to go do something, whatever |
need to get done, they trust me. So for example, really quick
there. | was in West Virginia the day grades are due. | was
helping my father in law, who was in the hospital get transitioned
from the hospital back into his home, and | emailed one of my
principals whao's in charge of the grades, and | was like, "Hey, |
still have two letter two classes of essays to grade. | am doing this
with my father in law. What do you want me to do? Do you want
me to email their parents and let them know what's going on?"
And she just said, like, "no, your family is more important. When
you get back, email the parents and let them know what's going
on. Don't worry about it." And I don't think that there are a lot of
principals who would have been that cool about it, but | don't
know anywhere else. But they're very supportive of me.

16:68 1 322 in Karen interview text

Clear
Expectations:
Knowing what is
expected in one's
professional role
or duties

20

However, just thinking about standards now. And how | even
evolved as a teacher, like having some guide is nice and
something to go by. So you at least are making sure that your kids
are getting what they would need for that next level. | yeah, | feel
like that's really important in my own.

7:75 1 90 in Kristina Interview

They're reactive. And we've talked about that in the past. They
are not proactive; they're reactive. They are very vague whenever
their expectation's given, you're not clear on what the delineation
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is of you need to do x y, z.
8:56 1 397 in Lynnie Interview

Dialogic 24 It's a process, in the beginning of respecting that podium is just

Learning: The knowing that there needs to be a lot of voices and experiences in

classroom as a that room and not to make that podium my step stool for my ego

space of to take over.

exchanging ideas 5:57 § 146 in Debra Interview

- where both

students and It was successful because | made them or | had them I had them..

teacher can so they had a common set of texts. And each group had a

provide and gain different set of texts that they had read. And so they were seated

knowledge from based on what they read and not who they knew or who they were

each other comfortable with sitting. And so they were able to have
conversations with people that they don't normally sit with, about
what they read. And from what I can tell based on the results of
the maps and just hearing. | mean, the conversations were just so
good, you know, and they were they were going back to the text
and looking for evidence, and they you know, they were doing
the things that | wanted them to do with it. And so it was just
such a strong activity, and so it was like success. It was a success
because | feel like they gained some really strong communication
skills and conversational skills
2:205 1 214 in Aubrey Interview

Empowered 52 I think that it shares that it's that student centered classroom, so

Student you know where the work is, | guess maybe where the students

Learning: carry the load versus the teacher. And it's very, I think that it's

Students in very hard as a teacher to master that because it can be a lot of

charge of their letting go of control. But, you know, she always encouraged me

own learning in that and always complimented me there. And so that's kind of

through the angle I always try to go with, you know, what are the student,

exploration and
decision-making

what are they doing, and what am | doing?
2:200 1 202 in Aubrey Interview

But I let them like pick what books they wanted to read from that
list, and I like I fully encourage them. I was like, "I would go on
and read a summary."” And | was like, and "I would read the free
excerpt and everything before I pick which one I'm gonna read,"”
because some of them are like Shakespeare and like ones like
Ethan Frome. One's The Scarlet Letter and like Oryx and Crake,
and so like it's like all these different types of things. And the
number of kids who've, like, come up to me this year and told me
like because we're like, right in the middle of it, their reading
check was yesterday and | had several kids be like, "I really
enjoyed my book." Like some of them even read Ethan Frome
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and really liked it. And you were like, "Okay, guys.” Like "go for
it. Good for you." And I had some kids be like, "she makes you,
she told me that The Scarlet Letter was her favorite book from
high school, so that's why | picked it and | can see why." And |
was like, "I'm so glad you made it past the beginning.” Yeah, I'm
gonna have like one girl reading King Lear. And she was like, "I
can't believe he did this!" like and like they're just so invested.
And it's like, they're all like it's King Lear, Oryx and Crake,
Othello, Ethan Frome, A Raisin in the Sun, which I didn't realize
they had read in seventh grade. So | told them they had cut that
out. Scarlet Letter, A Streetcar Named Desire and A Tale of Two
Cities. Those were their options. Like none of those are easy.
12:51 1174 in Liz interview text

Enjoyable 189 I really do. Like they're my people like 15 and 16 you know, a
Workplace: little sarcastic. But really, really good. Good Kids. I enjoy them.
Being 5:29 § 22 in Debra Interview
comfortable and
happy at work; Oh, um, and I said that I would just be like experiment,
enjoying day-to- experimenting with the curriculum, but be as fair to them as
day work and possible. And that's what we did. Like | remember reading Julius
environment Caesar together, and we read Antigone, and they were honors,
honors sophomores. And so like, they got behind reading it out
loud, and we just kind of like, played, you know what I'm saying?
Like, they had work to do, and | graded it, and | gave them
feedback. But for the majority of our time together, it was just
like, how can we make this stuff interesting and fun and enjoy our
time that we spend together?
16:83 1 90 in Karen interview text
Fairness: Equally | 25 I mean, we all have the complaints of it's the same 1% in the
distributed school doing 90% of the things. That would probably be my
workload and biggest complaint right now. That it's the 1% of the teachers
fair expectations doing 90% of the things is the same people that have to do
from leaders leadership, that have to do prom, that have to do student council,
that have to do sponsors, that have to do department chairs
7:37 1 98 in Kristina Interview
I mean, like, some of these teachers who show up at 7:45 and
leave at 3:15, I'm so pissed at them, you know
8:126 § 763 in Lynnie Interview
Health of 42 Because | have seen our profession change in some ways for the
Profession: worst. And to be, you know, not politically and socially supported
Sustaining as | wish that we were. We have during the time of COVID

teaching as a

Certainly, you know, teachers were loved and revered at the
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viable profession

beginning, and then then it turned really ugly and nasty. It's really
a bad situation
5:72 1 194 in Debra Interview

So I don't I don't know why there's this subgroup of people who
are trying to ruin education. | don't know what got in their
Cheerios. They're really ruining a lot of things. A small group of
people like always is ruining a lot of good things.

16:64 1 298 in Karen interview text

Intellectual 76 I find myself now being at the other end, but I'm no longer the

Community: youngest in the newest, and | know that I too have some old

Engaging with fashioned tendencies. And so it's just it was so it's interesting to

others with see yourself in that circle of teachers so no longer fresh and new,

similar and | don't embrace every single new idea, or a bad that walks

interests/passion into the room. But but but it's sweet. | actually do have a couple

s, especially of younger teachers who | am mentoring, and I'm happy to say

reading, writing, without ego that I learn from them as much as they learn from

and teaching - me. So, but it's fun to be the hopefully the old grand dame.

can apply to 5:63 { 154 in Debra Interview

teachers,

professional You know if | hadn't had Angela there as at least "this is what

peers, students, you're going to teach. This is how you can teach it." And even

and/or others like the writing, and the writing, everything was just different. |
don't know if I don't know if | would still be teaching honestly,
because I think if I'd been left on my own. I don't know if | would
have dug into their curriculum and on my own like I did with her.
7:30 1 86 in Kristina Interview

Intellectual 81 I would love to have the just limits removed on what we can

Freedom: Access
to varying texts
with diverse
perspectives and
ability to discuss
related ideas

teach. And what we can talk about in the classroom. That would
be the first thing | would like to see different. | think that the
idea... cause they were | think it was Keeton last year, said You
know, when we may have to get rid of our classroom libraries,
you know, all of that. I just, I just want us to keep our stuff. We
have to have our stuff in our room and you know, we have to be
able to be our own unique, bring our own unique experiences of
who we are in the classroom. And | just | want that for us, you
know, for the future.

2:236 1 414 in Aubrey Interview

Samantha 30:15

Yeah, | do. We have the discussions anyway, we have the talks
anyway. | mean, I don't go into depth. | don't give my personal
opinions about anything. But I let them know. Like, we this was
when we did A Letter from Birmingham Jail. And we did the
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clergyman letter that he was responding to. Okay. "Why was he
in jail? Why did they write their letter? Why is he responding to
them in a letter like, why is he, why is this happening?" And we
have that discussion, in conjunction with like, analyzing the
writing, but I think having that discussion is just as important, in
my opinion, one because if you don't know his, the, you know,
history, it's going to repeat itself like the thing that we've heard
since before ever and don't seem to actually get yet. Because it is
repeating because

14:41 94/ 520 — 522 in Samantha Interview

Intellectual 57 I've always been an avid reader. As a child, | remember in my
Stimulation: elementary school breaking through the entire biography and
Pleasure from autobiography section. I loved school. One of my earliest
engaging with memories was being so excited about first grade. And | remember
intellectual tasks Miss Fleming teaching us vowels and consonant blends and every
and challenges day just enjoying the puzzle of putting language and words

together. So | certainly had an interest in it. | was good at it. |
read voraciously at my public library growing up, so I've always
loved reading and books.

5:32 142 in Debra Interview

It did, and I think one of the things that filled me up is my
principal picks teachers from different specialties. So it was me
from English. We had a science teacher, math teacher, history
teacher, and then our education coach, right? And so we would all
go out and go to our own kind of the things that we were
interested in and that aligned with our curriculum, and then we
would go out to dinner every night and get to sit down and talk
with people from different specialties about what they learned
and how we could apply it to our different style of teaching and
our different style of classroom. And that is not something that
you get to do authentically in the school. And you barely get time
to sit down and really reflect over your teaching during the school
year, and in the summer, you're too exhausted. So it was like |
think we built really lifelong good relationships among that group
of teachers that | never would have spoken to otherwise. And get
to know what their curriculum looks like so that I can then help
my students when they go through their classes or that subject
area. It was it was neat.

16:38 1 214 in Karen interview text

Life Purpose: 60 Like, this is where I belong. And this is what it should do
Contributing to 2:179 1 66 in Aubrey Interview
something

worthwhile and Yeah, so | have very strong memories of the nurturing that Miss
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bigger than one's
self; a mission

Richardson was, and | will say, when 1 first started teaching, |
thought to myself, "what, what do | want to do? Well, | want to
be like Mr. Richardson. | want to be a master teacher. | want to be
the kind of person that anybody can come and talk to, regardless
of, you know, discipline.” And I feel like I achieved it's been a
work in progress. | think it's still a work in progress, but | saw
what she modeled, and | wanted to emulate that. She really made
an indelible mark.

8:24 1 139 in Lynnie Interview

Life Skills:
Students being
able to transfer
skills beyond the
classroom

35

you know, and probably that sixth year too, I started adjuncting
for the first time, and so | adjuncted at the community college in
Chattanooga. And I think that more than anything really helped
me refine my craft because | was in a public environment, and |
was teaching adults. So I had to have justifications for when we're
looking at this, this is why we're doing XYZ or even in my
writing instruction, just walking them through and having those
real life applications because it really... you take what you know
booksmart that making the application to people who are in real
world, they're going back to get their, you know, associate's
degrees. That was good for me. You know, and | took a lot away
from that experience too. And so | adjuncted probably off and on
for about 12 years.

8:112 1 121 in Lynnie Interview

I think like the struggle I'm having with writing instruction, is that
like, and with instruction in general, is that like, | am a tested
subject, and I have that EOC. And I've, when | was in middle
school, which is slightly different than the EOC, but | was on
TNReady assessment committee, and like, I did range finding.
And so like, I've been trained on the rubric, which looks identical,
and I know they want a very formulaic essay and like, but | also
know that my current students need to be able to do more than the
formulaic essay

12:55 1194 in Liz interview text

Literature as
Exploration:
Literature/readin
g as an avenue to
better understand
others and self,
to gain empathy,
and to grow as a
person

45

I do believe that reading good literature is a window into
humanity. And I do think it's really important that kids, people,
humans see themselves in stories. | think we learned so much
more about ourselves when we are just open to different cultures
and worlds and experiences and, and | think writing and language
and stories is transformative in the biggest sense of the world
globally, socially. And I just think it's a beautiful way for kids
and people, you know, just to feel more connected in that human
experience.

5:41 1 86 in Debra Interview
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I thought that it was a good place to learn, like social emotional
skills before SEL was a buzzword in our teaching community.
Like you could read a book and get a perspective of somebody's
life that you don't have, and it's completely different from yours.
And if you internalize that, then you can learn so many life
lessons into and take that further in your life than, 1 don't know,
math. Like yes, math is very useful. It is very useful, and it will, it
does a lot of great things for you, but that was never, that was
never for me. | wanted to do stories.

16:84 1 134 in Karen interview text

Parental 4 | tried very, very hard to be very communicative the parents and |
Engagement: pride myself now on maybe not having parent complaints. So
Communicating even like now, | mean, these are junior AP students, and | still
and engaging send weekly emails home to parents to say like, "Hey, this is what
with students' we're doing in class. This is, you know, what's coming up. There's
parents as allies some important dates.” I've gotten several parents that are like
"thank you for" you know, even if it's like school things coming
up, not necessarily my class, you know, "for keeping us in the
loop."”
7:45 1 154 in Kristina Interview
I think parents need to be involved in the education of their
children. They do. They need to know what's going on in the
classroom. They need to be invested but on the other hand, it
shouldn't be legislated.
8:79 1 571 in Lynnie Interview
Personal Well- 80 But you know, the job can certainly encroach on, on your
being: Taking personal life, and it can be consuming, and it can take up a lot of
care of one's self time and energy. So just trying to create some of those, the
emotionally, boundaries and being able to occasionally kind of unplug and
mentally, and distance yourself from it.
physically 5:71 1 190 in Debra Interview
And and so, the older that I've gotten and the tireder that I've
gotten, I've given myself permission that | can walk away, and it's
okay. And I think especially in the environment that | am at
[name redacted], that has probably been the biggest thing that I've
been able to at least put a little nugget in their thinking is, it's
okay, if you walk away. It's okay if this is not perfect. It's okay if
you have to make a choice between a and b.
8:41 1 319 in Lynnie Interview
Professional 60 And she was like, "they have to have something to read with it.
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Growth:
Improvement
and growth in
professional
understanding
and skills

You know, they have to, like they can't just learn your words like
this." You know, and it was such an eye opener to me. And, you
know, learning what best practice is and you know, that kind of
thing. And, you know, and seeing because I, you know, |
remember doing the vocab list so when | started, there's nothing
wrong with it and so it really was an eye opener because | had to
see things from a different perspective.

2:196 1 170 in Aubrey Interview

I mean, | have over the years, you know, you learn more about
yourself, right? So | know that I'm very, very structured, and
things need to kind of like, go this way. And so when things
didn't, I would get real frustrated. If kids didn't understand. For
me when | first started, there wasn't another way for me to
explain it. It was just this way. This is all I know, because |
wasn't great in my curriculum. I didn't understand that being a
teacher meant that | had to like, dig in and learn with behavior. |
would never just let things go with kids. And in middle school,
you cannot or you should not call them out in front of their
friends. And that was something I really learned partway and, you
know, how had a few parent complaints and had to really take a
good hard look at where | was and why | couldn't learn to pick
my battles. There was a lot of soul searching that went on. Yeah.
And, you know, along the way, and I think in a lot of ways, | was
very fortunate of making that move to Germany, and then making
that move to Florida because it allowed me especially making the
move to Germany because, you know, in Oklahoma, | was still
figuring myself out and learning how to be the this teacher. Not
so good teacher, but it was almost like this fresh start when |
moved to Germany on how | wanted to, to dig in and be and act
and you know, I kind of figured out like, how to pick those battles
and how to walk away and how to, you know, let some of that
stuff just go with the flow. So it was | know not every teacher
gets an opportunity to like redo, you know, but I definitely took
advantage of that and made like, I feel like | make myself better.
7:73 1 78 in Kristina Interview

Professional
Pride: Work
performed to the
educator's own
standards of
excellence; being
satisfied and
proud of work

84

I did. And I just thought, you know, in my AP research, | had
100% pass rate last year. Not recognized. | had 90 96% 97% pass
rate in AP Lit. You know, and I'm not the only one | mean,
APush had 95%, bio had 100%, and she had 90 something kids
take the test. You know, and and none of that was recognized. |
wasn't recognized for my fifth year.

8:53 1 373 in Lynnie Interview
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And they're ninth graders. And they're like, they picked. They're
enjoying. | even had many who, like, | sat there and watched
them finish yesterday, or at night or Thursday, | saw them
finishing A Tale of Two Cities. | like they were really excited
about it.

12:52 § 178 in Liz interview text

Professional 98 I just would like to have some of the just more choice back, you
Trust/Respect: know, and not be restricted by law, what we were able to teach
Being trusted 2:244 1 422 in Aubrey Interview
and respected by
others and by The world is now a really big force in that room. And teachers
one's self to use now are kind of intimidated and uncomfortable and insecure and
one's worried about their safety.
professional 5:77 1 202 in Debra Interview
expertise
Professional 73 And | think that goes back to not having a voice though. I think,
Voice: Teachers you know, you don't have voice as a classroom teacher, well,
advocating for because as a whole we don't have a voice because we are
themselves, their dismissed and what we asked, so all those surveys that [name
profession, redacted] sent out, what came of those? What changes were
and/or their made? Well, nothing, you know, the state surveys that come out,
students well, what data are they using to improve the work life of of the
educator, whether they're in the English classroom or not?
8:98 799 in Lynnie Interview
I'm just hoping that we will all participate in the in the political
and the social aspects of our job.
5:68 1 174 in Debra Interview
Recognition: 36 Because | want to be told that I'm doing a good job. Only
Others affirmation | get, right? Like, and so like, from | mean like, that's
acknowledging so messed up. Messed up, and | recognize that
teacher's efforts 12:109 § 346 in Liz interview text
made to be
successful [Name redacted] was amazing. Because he told me he's like,
"Hey, if it doesn't work out anymore, | can hire you back in a
minute." And so when | called him back, he said, "Absolutely."
7:77 1110 in Kristina Interview
Role in Students' | 137 And so, you know, and I still feel that way, like I have kids that

Lives: Playing in
arole in the
intellectual,

are waiting for me. So this gives me chills, because it's like,
they're waiting for me to guide them. Teach them, you know, and
our purpose is just so big and you know, our impact can be so big
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ethical, or
emotional
development of
students; Forging
meaningful
relationships
with students

2:184 1 102 in Aubrey Interview

hopefully that's going to continue you know, that they are good,
kind people helping people you know, and that's how a legacy is
built. You know, I'm not you know, who cares if they know the
commas? Know, what, what are the life lessons that they learned
out of the classroom, and maybe they pull away some of the
literature as they go along with it. You know, so | feel like it's a
mission field.

8:36 1 283 in Lynnie Interview

Secure 72 I was never (I hate to say it like this), but | was never in the
Reputation: wrong. | was | had always documented and done all the stuff that
Having a I was supposed to do. It was never assumed that there was mal
spotless intent towards the children. And so yeah, I'd gotta say for the first
professional couple of years, | did feel supported by the two assistant
reputation; principals at the time
Looking good by 8:8 1 55 in Lynnie Interview
official measures
That's what I think I should be doing. And I hope I'm doing it.
But I kind of get caught up in the rat race of test scores.
12:48 § 162 in Liz interview text
Students as 124 I still write postcards, and my Kids are juniors, and they're in AP,
Humans: and there's really no, sometimes too cool for school. They'll still
Recognition and come up to me. And so it's just something that | have felt like,
respect for you know, and | probably I know I didn't do it. Probably my first
human needs of five, six years of teaching because, you know, | was just fighting
students; and trying to figure that out and still five or six years in you
Choices or know, like, definitely just not the teacher that I am. Now when |
beliefs that first started out, | was a screamer. You know, | would not pick
prioritize non- my battles with students, | would not know. There has been a
academic student really significant learning curve for me personally. And this was
needs one way that you know, | feel like I kind of made a change within
myself too.
7:72 1 74 in Kristina Interview
I just I just going back to [name redacted], | mean, he has such a
horrible, shitty life at home. What would have happened to him if
he didn't have like a Miss Sweet or someone that he could come
in and just say, "girl," and I told him when he graduated, he was
going to be my gay best friend, but it wasn't going to happen until
after he graduated.
8:37 1 289 in Lynnie Interview
Writing as 24 And after | graduated, I gave her my writing, and she actually met
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Voice: Writing
as a form of
individual
expression and
communication
with others

me at the food court at the mall, and we talked about my writing,
and she encouraged me to continue and think about ways to refine
and just empowered me to not give up that passion because I do
find writing as an outlet. | always have.

8:23 133 in Lynnie Interview

That was the little girl's whole thing about like, "where did my
three reasons go?" And I'm like, "Don't worry about your reasons.
Worry about your answer.” Yeah, like because I'm gonna show
it's more about communicating than "let me hit your checklist.
12:61 1 198 in Liz interview text




Appendix H: Blank Manifesto

209

English Teacher Values that May Conflict with Educational Practices in TN

We believe...

Therefore, we must...

Examples in Practice

Theme 1: Professional Expertise
"Being seen, treated, and acting as an expert in the craft of English studies and education”

Possible topics:

*Other English teachers as best source for professional knowledge/growth
*Confidence in one's own knowledge and abilities

*Ability to make professional decisions, such as text choice or discussion topics
*Respect and trust from leaders and community members, based on one's expertise
*Willingness to learn and grow

Potential Sources of Conflict:
*Non-educator leadership and their priorities/decisions
*Questioning or outside control of textual choices or teaching important skills

Theme 2: Respectful Support

"Any support from educational leadership that aids but does not override the educator in making
professional decisions”

Possible topics:

*Time and workload support

*Decision support: curriculum, pedagogical choices, parent complaints
*Having a voice in school/district policies/decisions

*Investing in teachers: professional development, appreciation, compensation

Potential Sources of Conflict:

*Testing/data stress, extra paperwork
*Limited compensation, planning time
*Condescension, constant monitoring

Theme 3: Humanized Learning

"The desired result of both professional expertise and respectful support, in which literacy classrooms
honor the humanity of all participants”

Possible topics:

*Students as full human beings or caring about the whole person; impacting student lives through
relationships

*Student-centered learning

*Multiple voices and perspectives represented and respected in the classroom, including and especially
student voices

*The power of literature to learn about the greater world, self, others, and empathy

*Critical thinking and questioning

*Writing with a purpose

*Communication skills

Potential Sources of Conflict:

*Focus on mastery of standards, testing data

*Tests' ability to measure what matters in ELA

*Tests' focus on single correct answers or formulaic writing
*Curricula not addressing students' needs/interests
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We believe...

Therefore, we must...

Examples in Practice

Professional Expertise

*that we know best
what kinds of texts and
writing assignments will
best meet our students'
needs.

*not teach texts just because
we are supposed to.

*trust our professional
judgment.

*Bring in supplementary texts that
best meet students' needs and
interests.

*Drop texts that aren't engaging,
even if they are "required."
*Provide writing opportunities
beyond just what is given to us to
prepare for state testing.

*that we know what is
the best use of our time.

*prioritize work that is
meaningful for our students'
learning.

*Complete required tasks as quickly
and efficiently as possible to return
back to work that matters.

*research exposes best
practices for teaching.

*get teachers on board with
best practices.

*be humble enough to
change and learn; be a
forever-student.

*be willing to have hard
conversations with other
professionals.

*be receptive to constructive
feedback.

*take risks.

*Read professional research and
engage and reflect on it with peers.
*Pick one research-supported
approach or strategy, become an
expert at it, and then be a passionate
advocate.

*Try new strategies, even if they
could fail.

*Lead professional developments.

Respectful Support

*that teachers with a
successful history
deserve trust in content
and planning.

*act confidently, knowing
that all teachers deserve to
be supported by educational
leaders in our decision-
making.

*support our peers in
reflective decision-making.
*create a culture of respect
with peers.

*Be willing to alter the curriculum
as necessary to meet students' needs
and interests.

*Develop supportive professional
relationships with other teachers.
*Communicate openly and honestly
with peers, providing respectful
pedagogical support.




*that teacher planning
time is essential.

*advocate for protecting
planning time from
unnecessary interruptions.
*set personal boundaries.
*be thoughtful about how
our available time is used, by
prioritizing meaningful work
when possible.
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*Stop turning things in that waste
our time that aren't actually used by
administration.

*Set personal conditions for giving
up planning time.

*Advocate for protection of
planning time and planning every
day.

*that the work we do
every day in class is
important.

*advocate for protecting our
class time and request clear
communication about
scheduling from
administrators.

*ask questions about school
priorities that will affect our
class time.

*Speak up when we perceive our
class time is not being valued by
school scheduling and events.
*Ask clarifying questions about
testing, pep rally, field trip, etc.
schedules.

Humanized Learning

*that a teacher's role is
to help prepare students

for the next stage in life.

*prioritize what will be
beneficial to students in their
futures.

*make sure that our
instruction is applicable to
students' lives beyond our
classrooms.

*Teach texts with meaningful
themes that connect to students' real
lives.

*Allow students to write about
topics that matter to them rather than
the prompts given to us by test
preparation tools or the district
curriculum guide.

*Provide student choice in writing
topics.

*that students deserve
writing skills that will
benefit them in and
outside school.

*provide them with authentic
writing opportunities.

*Provide writing opportunities
beyond just what is given to us to
prepare for state testing, such as
inquiry-based projects or writing for
real-life audiences.
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*that teacher and *not teach texts just because | *Choose texts that we are passionate
student excitement we are supposed to. about but also cater to our students'
about texts and writing | *trust our professional interests.
are essential to learning. | judgment. *Allow student choice in writing
*allow student and teacher topics and reading.
emotions to be part of *Drop certain texts that aren't
decision-making. engaging, even if they are
"required.”

*Provide writing opportunities,
beyond just what is given to us to
prepare for state testing, that engage
students' personal interests, passions,
and curiosities.

*that students learn best | *be willing to relinquish *Allow students to choose thematic
when they are control. questions for units, approaches to
empowered to take writing or researching, and their own
ownership of their own texts.

learning. *Allow students to determine their

own answers.
*Provide student-led discussion
opportunities.




*that numerical data
provides a limited
picture of teacher and
student success.

*get to know our students as
growing individuals, not as
numbers on a paper.

*find a balance between
preparing for tests and what
we believe our students
need.

*hold ourselves to our own
standards of success, rather
than numbers we cannot
control.

*remind ourselves of our
why and use that to guide
our decision-making.

*be humble and keep
perspective on the value of
the testing data numbers.
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*Gather information about who our
students are and what they can do
from discussions, writing, and other
low-stakes assessments.

*Value journaling and conversations
as much as numerical data.
*Advocate for our students' human
needs, besides just meeting
standards, when in discussion with
administration.

*Give ourselves permission to do
what we think is best for our kids
and to pay minimal attention to
judging ourselves by test scores.
*Be intentional and student-driven
in our instructional choices, making
sure we can explain our reasoning
for our approaches.

*Do what we can with fidelity and
let the scores go.

*Model an attitude focused on
students, not scores, among teaching
peers.
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