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ABSTRACT
Contemporary K-12 education reform policies have focused heavily on the teaching
profession through increased accountability measures and decreased job security. In the rhetoric
of contemporary reform, teachers are often praised as heroes capable of overcoming any
obstacles and at the same time blamed for the perceived failures of public schools. This
dissertation examines the impact of such policies and corresponding representations on the lived
experiences of K-12 teachers in North Carolina, specifically highlighting the strategies through
which teachers gain rhetorical agency within the discursive space of reform. To do so, I apply an
analytical frame of public sphere theory and employ a mixed-methods approach that combines
archival methods and fieldwork (e.g. participant observation and interviews). This dissertation
argues that teachers’ discourses provide alternative narratives to the dominant view that
modifying the teaching profession is a cure-all for educational problems.
I first develop a history of contemporary education reform in North Carolina and argue
that within these discourses, teachers are represented as heroes able to do more work with less
pay under increased scrutiny. Then, analyzing images of protest signs collected at the May 16
teacher rally in Raleigh, North Carolina, I argue that teachers rhetorically perform their
professional identities as student advocates, champions of public educators, and political
dissenters. As such, they dismantle dominant representations of their profession and advance a
notion of public education that values collaboration, equitability, and the public good. Last, I
examine how teachers negotiate the tension between their goals and the constraints of policy,
arguing that contemporary reform undermines teachers’ expertise. At the same time, teachers
devise strategies to work toward their visions of public education. Such strategies include
building relationships, being persistent, de-prioritizing policy, and cultivating community.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND METHODS
1.1 Introduction
Federal K-12 education reform, particularly policies from the past thirty years, have
focused heavily on the teaching profession, modifying how teachers are trained,
professionalized, evaluated, and paid as well as how they are able to deliver content to their
students. That is, contemporary reform policies assume that mending the teaching profession will
improve the recurrent issues plaguing public education (e.g. low student test scores, achievement
gaps, etc.). In turn, in the rhetoric of contemporary reform, teachers are often praised as heroes
capable of overcoming any obstacles and at the same time blamed for the perceived failures of
public schools. As Dana Goldstein asserts in her history of the teaching profession, public school
teaching is “the most controversial profession in America” because we are obsessed with the
very worst teachers” while “worshipping an ideal, superhuman few” (1)—representations that
could “provoke whiplash” (4).
These narrow discourses become lodged in the public imaginary and evident in popular
depictions of educators, such as the 2007 film, Freedom Writers, in which heroic teacher Erin
Gruwell must sacrifice her own money, time, and even marriage to inspire her students to
succeed in school. Representations of teachers as villains are evident in the mainstream media.
For instance, the cover of the 2010 issue of Newsweek features a chalkboard with the phrase “We
must fire bad teachers” written many times. The name of the article is, “The Key to Saving
American Education,” thus explicitly arguing that firing ineffective teachers is “the key” to
fixing educational problems1. The target of this ire, then, often becomes teacher tenure, unions,
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An image of this cover can be accessed here: Thomas, Evan. “Why We Must Fire Bad Teachers.” Newsweek, 2010,
https://www.newsweek.com/why-we-must-fire-bad-teachers-69467.
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and other measures of job security. Likewise, the cover of the 2014 issue of Time Magazine
features a gavel overtop an apple alongside the phrases “Rotten Apples” and “It’s nearly
impossible to fire a bad teacher.” 2 This cover operates under the same logic as the Newsweek
cover, equating ineffective teachers to “rotten apples” who, if left in the classroom, might spoil
the whole bunch. Importantly, the use of such representations mask or oversimplify impactful
systemic issues, like inequitable funding formulas and racial and economic segregation, which
are deeply ingrained in American public education.
The rhetorical strategies of praising and blaming teachers are an integral component of
the neoliberal logics that undergird contemporary education reform. Neoliberalism is “a
particular form of reason that configures all aspects of existence in economic terms” (Brown
Undoing the Demos 17), establishes “markets as the model for all economic and social
transactions” (Hursh 575), and promotes “a pro-business, limited government ideology” and a
“suspicion of social programs” (Winslow 205). As such, a neoliberal rationality applied to
education organizes schools in economic terms and individuals—parents, educators, students,
and community members—as market actors. Perhaps the most concerning feature of this
rationality is its assumption that “markets treat all individuals equally” (Asen “Neoliberalism,
The Public), 3)—what David Harvey calls “liberal utopianism” (37). In turn, neoliberal
education policies make inequalities invisible and rely instead on the actions of individuals—
particularly classroom teachers—to fix the consequences of deeply rooted systemic problems.
Ultimately, then, reform policies that focus on teachers leave the root causes of these problems
unattended.
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An image of this cover can be accessed here: “The War on Teacher Tenure.” Time Magazine, 2014,
http://time.com/3533615/in-the-latest-issue-11/.
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Contemporary scholarship focused on education policy often addresses the issue of
neoliberal reform. Rhetorical scholars even posit that neoliberal logics have reached the point of
common sense within dominant political thinking about education, as the major federal reform
movements of the past three decades—regardless of administrative ideologies—espouse a
market-based rationality (Hermansen; Peck). This rationality undergirds initiatives focused on
teacher accountability, competition for funding and bonus pay, standardized testing, and the
weakening of teachers’ tenure and seniority rights (Peck 589).
Scholars have theorized the ways in which such reform efforts impact the work of
teachers. For instance, Henry Giroux argues that within a neoliberal paradigm, the role of
teachers “becomes one of managing and implementing curricular programs rather than
developing or critically appropriating curricula to fit specific pedagogical concerns and the
particular needs of students” (461). Similarly, Wendy Brown (Undoing the Demos) and Ken
Saltman argue that standardization and accountability encourage packaged curricula that serves
to stunt teachers’ scholarly and intellectual development. Additionally, Dennis Attick maintains
that “the self-entrepreneur-based model of education requires that teaching becomes primarily a
series of economic transactions between competitive individuals in a highly administered and
audited environment” (42). My study contributes to this scholarship by examining how teachers
themselves perceive and negotiate—understand, resist, and enact—neoliberal reform. That is, I
examine the nuanced consequences of neoliberal policy through a focus on the lived experiences
of teachers.
To do so, I employ a methodological approach that combines rhetorical theories of the
public sphere, archival methods, and fieldwork. Rhetorical methods for studying policy have
proven fruitful for scholars in multiple disciplines, including rhetorical studies (Asen; Enoch;
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Hlavacik; Kuehl; Staton and Peeples; Steudeman), education (L. Anderson; Goldstein and
Beutel; Lubienski), and political science (McIntush; Suspitsyna). Most of the scholarship that
takes a rhetorical approach to analyzing education policy focuses on the rhetoric of reform
movements and education reformers (see L. Anderson; Asen “Lyndon Baines Johnson”; Enoch;
Goldstein and Beutel; Hlavacik Assigning Blame; Hunt and Staton; Jackson and Miller; Kendall;
Kuehl; Lubienski; McIntush; Staton and Peeples; Steudeman “’The Guardian Genius”; “Horace
Mann”; Suspitsyna). These studies demonstrate that the ways political actors rhetorically frame
policies “have profound consequences for stakeholders within the system” (Batt 86). In turn, a
rhetorical perspective on education policy allows scholars to explore the “power of discourse to
shape people’s understanding of the nature of public problems and the solutions that people
propose to redress them” (Asen Democracy, Deliberation, and Education 7). As I will show in
the next chapter, this scholarship demonstrates the importance of taking a rhetorical approach to
policy analysis by exploring the power of discourse—including, rhetorical frames, narratives,
tropes, and strategies—to shape the creation, trajectory, influence, consequences, and
manifestations of education reform.
Despite the frequency with which rhetorical scholarship mentions the teaching profession
within examinations of education policy, few studies include the discourses of teachers
themselves (see Garahan; Hlavacik “The Democratic Origins”; Steudeman “Indeterminacy,
Incipiency, and Attitudes”), and no rhetorical study engages with teachers’ lived experiences
through fieldwork. As such, rhetorical scholars have yet to fully examine the discursive space of
neoliberal education reform. Robert Asen argues that “[r]ecognizing the role of rhetoric in
policymaking and the processual character of the policy text challenges linear models of
policymaking” (“Reflections on the Role” 139). That is, “rhetorical studies of policymaking
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reveal a multidirectional process” and “rhetorical scholars may contribute importantly to studies
of public policy by illuminating the constitutive and consequential qualities of this complex
communicative practice” (139). This “complex communicative practice” of policymaking does
not solely include the discourses of political actors. As Asen points out, rhetorical analyses of
New Deal policymaking, for example, would place FDR’s fireside chat in “dialogue with
congressional committee hearings, House and Senate floor debates, government agency reports,
news media coverage, public advocacy campaigns, and more” (139). I argue that in order to
analyze the complex rhetorical processes of education policymaking, rhetorical scholars must
account for the lived experiences of those who must negotiate the consequences of neoliberal
reform in their daily lives.
In this dissertation, I use the analytical frame of public sphere theory, which I argue
offers a lens through which to examine the perspectives of teachers alongside the discourses that
currently dominate education policy, which influence public perception of schools and teachers.
As I will explain in the next section, rhetorical approaches to examining publics, namely those of
Hauser, Asen, and Lyon, provide tools through which to highlight the importance of difference
and specificity—what is happening within localized contexts. Such approaches to public
engagement allow scholars to account for a multiplicity of discourses that do not necessarily
adhere to critical-rational standards. This theoretical lens is particularly salient for examining our
current educational climate in which vernacular voices are making their way into public
conversations about policy through protest movements such as teacher strikes and the Opt-out
Movement3.
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The Opt-Out Movement entails parents choosing not to have their students take state-mandated standardized
testing. The Every Student Succeed Act (ESSA), the Obama Administration’s reauthorization of the ESEA, recognizes
parents’ right to do so. The movement began in New York with 20 percent of parents opting their students out of
tests in 2016 (Harris).
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In particular, I draw from the work of Asen and employ the theoretical frame of a
networked public sphere: a decentralized and interconnected public that includes the discourses
of policymakers, practitioners, citizens, and the media, among others. As I will explain later in
this chapter, the networked public sphere provides a non-linear, non-hierarchical way of
examining policymaking that does not assume a neat and tidy process solely including political
actors and policymaking bodies. Policymaking within a networked public sphere might include,
for instance, parents writing open letters about standardized testing, educators carrying protest
signs at a rally, or administrators and teachers deliberating about the implementation of policy
initiatives. As such, analyzing policymaking through this frame allows for a nuanced rhetorical
analysis that examines the intricate relationship between the dominant rhetorics of reform and
the vernacular discourses of practitioners, allowing scholars to bring attention to and elevate the
latter—which is the goal of this dissertation. Importantly for this study, the networked public
sphere provides a means through which to identify ruptures within the neoliberal logics of
contemporary reform, which unfold at the local level.
In this dissertation, I put teachers’ discourses of dissent and everyday practices alongside
rhetorics of federal and contemporary state reform, focusing specifically on North Carolina.
Focusing on one state enables me to examine the intricate relationship between state and federal
reform. The implementation of federal reform looks different depending on the political climate,
resources, and dominant ideologies of each state, making it difficult to talk in broad strokes
about the consequences of contemporary federal reform. I chose to focus on North Carolina for a
few reasons. First, North Carolina implemented the criteria of the Obama administration’s
market-based reform policy, Race to the Top (RttT), and adopted the Common Core State
Standards (CCSS). Second, North Carolina made sweeping changes to the teaching profession in
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2013 with the passage of an Appropriations Act that eliminated tenure, pay increases for
advanced degrees, and maximum class sizes. These two initiatives mirrored trends in marketbased reform that occurred throughout the nation—making North Carolina an appropriate case
study in neoliberal policy.
In order to access different strands of discourses (e.g. federal, state, and local), I employ a
mixed-methods approach. I first collected and examined discourses of contemporary reform in
North Carolina, which include policy texts, political speeches, and press releases as well as news
articles and information from departmental websites. Next I used the ethnographic method of
participant observation at the May 16 March for Students and Rally for Respect in Raleigh,
North Carolina through which I collected and analyzed teachers’ discourses of dissent. Last, I
conducted in-depth interviews with four current North Carolina teachers. The rest of this chapter
elucidates my methodological approach and provides a brief overview of each chapter.
1.2 Theoretical Framework
First, I provide a brief overview of public sphere theory generally and public sphere
theories of neoliberalism more specifically. Then, I explicate the theory that undergirds my
study: the networked public sphere.
1.2.1 Public Sphere Theory
In positing a model for understanding the public sphere, scholars often begin with
Habermas’s theory of a singular public. Scholars have built upon, amended, and contradicted this
model, demonstrating it to be both “deeply problematic and astoundingly fruitful” (Wells 327).
Habermas traces the history of the public sphere starting with feudalism, during which time the
public sphere did not exist because the church represented power and people did not deliberate.
After the Protestant Reformation, feudal lords became members of legal institutions, and private
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individuals who did not hold state positions created opportunities for public deliberation,
establishing what he calls the bourgeois public sphere. This liberal model of the public sphere
“ensured the existence of a realm of private individuals assembled into a public body who as
citizens transmit the needs of bourgeois society to the state, in order, ideally, to transform
political into ‘rational’ authority within the medium of the public sphere” (Habermas, Lenox, and
Lenox 53). Within the social welfare state, Habermas argues there has been a re-feudalization
through which powerful state organizations attempt to exclude the public sphere while still trying
to appear open to the public.
Thus, the liberal model of the public sphere is instructive in contemporary society and
becomes the model for Habermas’s ideal bourgeois public. In this ideal model, Habermas strictly
distinguishes between this sphere and the state, saying “[a]lthough state authority is so to speak
the executor of the political public sphere, it is not a part of it” (Habermas et al. 49). Habermas’s
model relies on private individuals’ ability to bracket status differences, speak to the common
good, engage in communicative action through critical-rational discourse, and ultimately come to
a consensus about public issues (cited in Hauser; Fraser “Rethinking the Public”). For Habermas,
democratic deliberation is “a procedure that moves through an exchange of information and
reasons to a change in attitudes and preference of legislators” (cited in Lyon 12). That is,
deliberation results in a rational consensus.
Theorists (e.g. Asen “Neoliberalism, The Public”; Hauser; Lyon; Fraser “Rethinking the
Public”; Negt and Kluge; Warner; Young) have built upon and amended these characteristics of
Habermas’s public sphere. Notably, scholars maintain that Habermas’s separation of the public
sphere from the state and his theory of communicative action are productive starting places for
theorizing the public. For instance, in her feminist rethinking of public sphere theory, Nancy
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Fraser asserts that Habermas’s model “permits us to keep in view the distinctions between state
apparatuses, economic markets, and democratic associations, distinctions that are essential to
democratic thinking” (“Rethinking the Public” 57). Similarly, Gerard Hauser contends that
“because [this model] stresses the noninstitutional character of public discussion,” it “engenders
reasoned consideration of issues and problems pertaining to personal interests” (41).
On the other hand, theorists have amended Habermas’s notion of a singular public sphere
as well as his emphasis on critical-rational discourse, the bracketing of difference, and the goal
of consensus. Importantly, scholars take issue with the exclusionary nature of Habermas’s public
sphere. As such, scholars have theorized a public sphere made up of multiple, varying, and
heterogeneous publics. In doing so, they posit theories of counterpublics using feminist theory
(Fraser “Rethinking the Public”) and queer theory (Warner), proletarian publics using Marxist
theory (Negt and Kluge), and vernacular discourse using rhetorical theory (Hauser).
Fraser contends that a democratic society must contain multiple publics and
counterpublics—“parallel discursive arenas where members of subordinated social groups invent
and circulate counterdiscourses” (“Rethinking the Public” 67). She argues that within stratified
societies, “a plurality of competing publics” is better to promote participatory parity that “a
single, comprehensive, overarching public” (66) because the proliferation of counterpublics
“means a widening of discursive contestation” (67). Drawing from Marxist theory, Negt and
Kluge propose a theory of the public that accounts for the conditions of labor and workers’ rights
and as such theorize a proletarian public sphere, which maintains a separation from and
resistance to the bourgeois public (93). In articulating a rhetorical model of the public sphere,
Hauser seeks to move past ideal speech situations (e.g. Habermas’s model) and proposes a model
that focuses on “how actual participants in rhetorical exchange enter […] into dialogue” through
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vernacular discourse (277). Through vernacular exchanges, publics form within an
interconnected, reticulate public sphere. As such, scholars offer ways to explore a multiplicity of
publics from different theoretical perspectives.
In addition to the existence of multiple publics, scholars have critiqued Habermas’s
emphasis on critical-rational discourse and consensus based on the bracketing of differences (e.g.
Hauser; Lyon; Young). Indeed, Hauser treats Habermas’s critical-rational discourse as a foil to
his own theory of public discourse. For instance, he asserts that within the Habermasian idealized
public sphere, deliberation should be disinterested and dispassionate as “to distinguish
deliberation on public issues from the propaganda of vested interests […and] personal matters”
(49). Hauser complicates this notion, asserting that participation in certain publics, such as
proletarian or feminist “presuppose an interest in the concerns of work or gender” (50). In other
words, participation in a public necessitates an interest in that public’s concerns or issues.
Furthermore, Hauser contends that Habermas’s focus on communicative rationality “refers to the
degree to which one approaches the norm of resolving conflict by the force of the better
argument” (51). Hauser argues that the force of the better argument “is a criterion whose
meaningfulness depends on prior standards,” which very well “may differ among individuals and
groups” (52). As an alternative to communicative rationality, then, Hauser suggests “local norms
of reasonableness,” which invoke “public-specific standards” for assessing “the force of a better
argument” (52). Essentially, “local norms of reasonableness” account for the ways in which
publics follow their own rules and standards in constructing discourse (52).
Similarly arguing for situated knowledge, Iris Marion Young interrogates the
universalized conceptions of justice, common good, and impartiality—which she argues only
account for the privileged position of the dominant group. Young maintains that Habermas
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“retains vestiges of a dichotomy between reason and affectivity” and “firmly separates discourse
about feelings from discourse about norms” (118). Thus, Young interrogates Habermas’s notion
of consensus through the bracketing of differences, arguing instead for a politics of group
difference. A politics of difference is in opposition to what Young calls the “ideal of
assimilation,” which “assumes that equal social status for all people requires treating everyone
according to the same principles, rules and standards” (158). Moreover, “insisting that equality
and liberation entail ignoring differences has oppressive consequences,” such as the reification of
hierarchical power structures and the acceptance of dominant ideals as objective and valueneutral (164). A politics of difference, on the other hand, takes difference as a necessity, not a
hindrance, for consensus-building. Similarly, Arabella Lyon takes issue with Habermas’s
concern for consensus, or “the telos of procedure,” which “neglects focused analysis on the
particularly difficult moments in deliberation” (13). Lyon argues that Habermas as well as
contemporary deliberative theory more generally elide emotions, bodies, differences, and human
relationships (13).
Public sphere theory is an appropriate lens through which to investigate issues of
education policy and reform because of the sexist and racist history of public education in the
United States. As my next chapter will demonstrate, public education was built on the backs of a
female labor force who had low pay and low prestige and has a history of economic and racial
segregation—de facto and de jure—that has manifested in achievement gaps, inequitable
disciplinary laws, and inequitable funding systems. As the preceding review of public sphere
theory revealed, articulations that account for multiple publics allow scholars to highlight
subjugated or underrepresented positions in any given venue for civic engagement and explore
the ways in which individuals engage in counterdiscourses, which as Fraser points out, allows
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counterpublics to “formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs”
(“Rethinking the Public” 67). Considering the history of public education, it is vital that
rhetorical scholars highlight the counterdiscourses that engage in the discursive spaces of
education policymaking. This dissertation, then, aims to put vernacular rhetorics (e.g. discourses
and lived experiences of teachers) in conversation with the rhetorics that dominate education
policymaking in order to elevate the strategies and modes through which individuals subvert
neoliberal logics.
1.2.2 A Neoliberal Public Sphere
Contemporary rhetorical scholarship has investigated the proliferation of neoliberalism
and its influence on civic engagement in the public sphere. Asen argues that neoliberalism
constitutes a “prominent contemporary public,” which he describes as a “non-democratic public”
that “asserts relationships that presume singularity and homogeneity and resist transformation”
(“Public: A Network” 302). In this way, a neoliberal public functions like a bourgeois public
(Asen “Neoliberalism, The Public”). Both the bourgeois public and a neoliberal public seek to
promote singularity over multiplicity: “the former by asserting the supposedly unique capacity of
the bourgeoisie to discern a public good, and the latter by disaggregating a public good into
individuals who can only act alone” (3). Similarly, Rachel Riedner and Kevin Mahoney argue
that neoliberalism is a pedagogy, which “seeks to produce subjects whose lives are fully
subsumed within the logic of the global market” (20). That is, individuals are figured as “selfsufficient capitalists” (Asen “Neoliberalism, The Public” 2) who are concerned with
“maximizing [their] competitive advantage” over other autonomous individuals (10)—what
Dennis Attick calls “the crowning achievement of neoliberalism” (41). Neoliberal subjects are
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“self-managing, self-sufficient, and self-advancing”(Cheng and Kim 362), who “relate to one
another through competition” (Asen “Public: A Network” 302).
In turn, “[n]eoliberalism draws on inequality for its very existence” (Asen
“Neoliberalism, The Public” 12); that is, neoliberal policy is always already inequitable. Within a
market-based public sphere, individuals are considered to be on equal footing: “Neoliberalism
operates with the assumption that the market treats all actors equally; differences of race, gender,
ethnicity, class, sexual orientation, and more presumably play no role in the behavior of market
actors and their successes and failures” (3). Thus, “any attention to race or racism […] is itself
racist” (Soto and Joseph 50)—an assumption that manifests in charges that educators who cite
systemic issues are “making excuses” for bad teaching (Goldstein and Beutel 285). This
assumption makes inequality invisible and “obfuscates the means for redressing [it]” (Asen
“Neoliberalism, The Public” 3). In turn, neoliberal policy focuses on the actions of individuals
“over the larger structures of violences such as racism or racial inequalities” (Dingo 236). As
Soto and Joseph argue neoliberalism posits individuals as sites of responsibility: “we
individually rise or fall on our own merit [and] are each individually responsible for all aspects
of our lives” (52). This conflation of individuals and responsibility is particularly salient for the
study of contemporary education reform as it relates to the working lives of educators. The
discourse of market-based reform efforts put the onus on individuals, often classroom teachers,
to contribute to changes in the economic and racial inequalities inherent in contemporary public
education—issues that individual teachers are obviously unable to overcome on their own.
Furthermore, a neoliberal public sphere obfuscates the means for “mobilizing diversity by
weakening relations among people and devaluing coordinated action” (Asen “Neoliberalism, The
Public” 3). Thus, “[n]eoliberalism [...] reflects a shift in values away from questions of
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democratic deliberation and participation” (Riedner and Mahoney 101)—questions which are
essential to the mission of public education since its inception. American public education was
founded on the notion that citizens be invested—monetarily and politically—in their local
schools. During the common school movement (or the inception of the US public education
system), public education was defined by public funding, equitable and universal access, and
community control (Lubienski 653-654). That is, communities—regardless of whether
individuals had direct contact with public education—held stake in their local schools, as public
education was framed by common school reformers as a major contributor to the betterment of
communities (Lubienski).
With a focus on the responsibility of individuals, neoliberal reform efforts work to erode
the public-ness of public education, espousing privatization efforts like charter schools and
voucher programs—controversial initiatives which have received mixed results relating to
student achievement (see, for example, Nordstrom “Legislature’s Education Budget”) and have
been shown to increase racial and economic isolation4 (see, for example, Bifulco and Ladd;
Logan and Burdick-Will). Additionally, contemporary reform promotes competition among
countries, states, schools, and even educators (Attick 42), further weakening relationships among
individuals and communities. In turn, neoliberal logics shift public education from a public good
to a private right (Asen Democracy, Deliberation, and Education; Giroux)—moving public
education further from the goal of increased equality.

4

Racially isolated means more than 75 percent of students in a school are students of color. Economically isolated
means more than 75 percent of the students in a school qualify for free or reduced school meals (Nordstrom
“Stymied by Segregation”).
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1.2.3 The Networked Public Sphere
Within the rhetorical scholarship of education policy, neoliberal reform is often portrayed
as ubiquitous. Robert Asen addresses this seeming ubiquity in Democracy, Deliberation, and
Education, arguing that focusing on local policy deliberation provides a potential avenue through
which to examine ruptures in market-based reform and identify where neoliberal logics break
down. Asen maintains that policymaking occurs in a networked public sphere. Drawing from
John Dewey’s The Public and Its Problems and contradicting Habermas’s model, Asen includes
policymakers (i.e. agents of the state) as a part of his theory of a networked public sphere. This
approach to policymaking imagines “a decentralized network, including people officially
charged with crafting policy and others who may articulate views about and seek to influence
policy” (19). In this connected public, policy deliberation “circulates among a multitude of
overlapping and intersecting sites dispersed in space and time” (18). Asen maintains that
focusing on “processes of deliberation and decision-making at the local level […] illuminates
policymaking as an everyday activity undertaken by laypeople” (4). In doing so, he counteracts
the “idea of policymaking as an activity distant from citizens daily concerns” (4). A networked
public sphere, then, allows us to understand policymaking as messy and multidirectional (6).
Furthermore, examining how a multiplicity of discourses circulate within a networked
public sphere provides a method through which to highlight alternatives to a neoliberal public.
Asen contends that “a networked public sphere draws on a dynamic public good that calls
attention to relationships and connects people in different ways as a force for public
engagement” (Democracy, Deliberation, and Education 3). Drawing from Iris Marion Young’s
inclusive notion of the public good, Asen maintains that public good does not rely on bracketing
differences or coming to a unified consensus. Instead, “public good constitutes a practice of

15

articulating mutual standing and connection, recognizing that people can solve problems and
achieve goals—and struggle for justice—through coordinated action” (“Neoliberalism, The
Public 3). As such, “a networked public sphere may enable the productive power of difference
and create opportunities for addressing inequalities” (3).
Asen uses this theory of a networked public sphere to examine policymaking on the local
level, focusing specifically on school boards in three Wisconsin school districts. He posits that
school boards serve as “sites of local democratic engagement” which “present opportunities for
ordinary folks to engage with policymaking” (3). Karen Tracey, in her book Ordinary
Democracy, also examines the communicative practices of school boards, arguing that
scholarship concerned with democratic processes must move away from an “ideal of democratic
deliberation” and instead “be grounded in its ordinary places of expression” (199). In turn, such
explorations must focus not just on rational deliberation, but also account for personal,
passionate, and even hostile deliberative discourse (188-208). As Lyon argues, “[c]haracterizing
deliberation as a reasoned procedure leading to agreements, unitary outcomes, or consensus
deeply damages the concept itself” by ignoring “how deliberations transform participants, the
scene, the future, and the past” (16).
Asen’s investigation of school boards provides insight into the decision-making
processes of local actors charged with the task of implementing federal and state policy
initiatives. For example, in his analysis of the deliberations of Beloit County School Board,
which is located in a community experiencing economic hardship, he argues that scarcity inhibits
school board members’ ability to proceed as rational actors. In Wisconsin low-income districts
like Beloit receive state aid to compensate for low local property taxes. Namely, the state
provides financial incentives for low-income communities to spend money on education; thus, to
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receive more state aid, Beloit would need to increase taxes and spending per student. Thus, the
school board faced the decision to either raise taxes for a struggling community or cut
educational funding and lose state money. Ultimately, they slightly increased taxes but “used less
than one-third of its full taxing authority” (95). Asen demonstrates that “looking solely at
financial incentives and tax revenues presents a highly misleading picture of the disparate
educational experiences” of students in high- and low-income communities (84) in part because
poorer communities have less decision-making flexibility and autonomy than their wealthier
counterparts (75).
Understanding policymaking within a networked public sphere, then, provides a nuanced
picture of the material consequences of federal and state policy on the lived experiences of local
actors who implement policy initiatives in their day-to-day working lives. Using Nancy Fraser’s
terminology, Asen maintains that school boards are “strong publics” because they have decisionmaking power when it comes to implementing local policy, but since they are ordinary citizens,
they are not agents of the state (35). My dissertation extends Asen’s framework by focusing on
teachers, a group who could be termed a “weak” public since they technically have no direct
decision-making power. I aim to demonstrate that despite this lack of decision-making power,
teachers are still a vital part of the networked public sphere, as they do not accept the provisions
and initiatives of state and federal policy like automatons. Instead, they devise strategies through
acts of protest and in their day-to-day classroom practices to subvert the neoliberal logics
inherent in contemporary reform. Including practitioners in this framework provides an inclusive
and specific picture of how policymaking unfolds at the local level. As Asen argues, “a
neoliberal public is not universal and scholars can look elsewhere to find robust relationality”
(“Public: A Network”). Teachers discourses are such places.
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Throughout this dissertation, I also draw from Arabella Lyon’s Deliberative Acts:
Democracy Rhetoric and Rights to examine how teachers contribute to policymaking. Lyon
develops a theory of performative deliberation which emphasizes difference, relations,
reciprocity, and recognition. Distancing her theory from traditional, Aristotelean understandings
of deliberation, she defines deliberation not as a “procedure with a defined end, not as the futurist
branch of rhetoric” but “the present grounds of engagement, positions of interlocutors, and
immediate acts of invention” (37). Deliberative acts are defined, then, as embodied practices and
“engaged doing” based in speech and action (30). Furthermore, the basis of a deliberative act is
the moment of recognition—“a moment in which interlocutors are constituted in relationship or
position to each other and so may begin constructing a new lifeworld” (7). Recognizing others’
standpoints does not entail putting oneself in another’s position—as Lyon and Young point out,
doing so misrepresents “the hierarchies and asymmetries of identity formation” (51). Reciprocal
recognition entails “respecting the differences and particularities of our lives while forming
relationships” (51). Lyon’s theory of deliberation allows for examinations of identity and lived
experiences—the focus of my analyses of teacher discourse.
1.2.4 Professional Identity, Lived Experience, and Rhetorical Agency
Throughout this dissertation, I argue that contemporary education policies in North
Carolina do not recognize the lived experiences of practicing educators. Instead, rhetorics of
policy draw upon the strategies of praise and blame and gendered representations of teachers. I
aim to elevate teachers’ vernacular discourses of lived experience and professional identity.
Hauser contends that vernacular voices arise from positions that are decidedly interested in and
passionate about the issues they raise. Drawing on Hauser in her chapter in The Public Work of
Rhetoric, Linda Flower asserts that vernacular counterdiscourses “insist on renaming issues and
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building embodied arguments through narrative and performance” (146). Flower explores the
ways in which students with learning disabilities “go public” as rhetorical agents by claiming and
naming their identities amidst “professional discourses of disability” in which a learner is “rarely
figure[d] as an agent or source of expertise” (143). Drawing from the work of discourse analysts
(e.g. Antaki and Widdicombe; Buscholz and Hall; de Fina, Schiffrin, and Bamberg) and
rhetorical scholars (e.g. Anderson; Cloud; Grabill and Pigg; Powell), I explore identity as
something individuals enact through language. Rhetorical scholars have recently argued that a
rhetorical perspective allows us to analyze how identity is performed in specific, purposeful,
persuasive ways. According to Dana Anderson, "identity matters less as something that one 'is'
and more as something that one does in language; or, more exactly, identity matters as something
that one does to an audience through the expression of who or what one is” (4).
Rhetorical scholars (Anderson; Cloud) have pointed out that a potential problem with
using identity as a rhetorical analytic is the “essentialist charge” (Cloud 25), that identity
connotes “an agential self that exists prior to and ultimately outside the forces of language,
culture, and history—[…] a favored target of critical theory since poststructuralism” (Anderson
5). In the introduction to Questions of Cultural Identity, Stuart Hall inquires whether critical
theory needs identity as an analytic since the myth of the transcendental, agential subject has
been dispelled. Rhetorical scholars maintain that the concept of agency is a “fundamental
property of rhetoric” (Turnbull 207) and is “tied to our very understanding of rhetoric” (Zdenek
148). At the same time, scholars have pointed out that the postmodern critique of the agential,
transcendental subject requires rhetoricians to problematize the field’s understanding of
rhetorical agency (e.g. Geisler “How Ought We”; Johnstone and Eisenhart; Philips, “Rhetorical
Maneuvers”; Turnbull; Zdenek). Kendall Philips argues that postmodern and poststructural
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theories of the subject engendered “vexing problems” related to agency, namely “how a subject
who is both positioned and formed by relations of power can acquire an agency that can be
turned against this power” (325). This tension between subject positions and individual agency,
however, has “proven to be one of contemporary rhetoric’s most productive theoretical
problems” (Johnstone and Eisenhart 6) because it has provided “productive investigations into
the consciousness and conditions of agency” (Geisler 2004 14).
The field of rhetoric has produced such “productive investigations” in the last several
decades. For instance, in her chapter of Rhetoric in Detail, Young examines the discourse of
teenage girls interacting with a computer program and adult mentors about safe sex. She argues
that in their “adherence to and their resistance to the disciplinary rhetoric of ‘safe sex,’ as
prescribed by Planned Parenthood, […] they create their own rhetorical agency” (Young 228).
Namely, these girls subscribe “to the disciplinary rhetoric of ‘safe sex’—but only until the reality
of their lives conflicts with the norms that are imposed on them” at which time they “begin to
establish their own rhetorical agency by mitigating the stance of authority with their own values,
goals, and experiences” (Young 229). In his article, “Rhetorical Maneuvers: Subjectivity, Power,
and Resistance,” Kendall R. Phillips examines how the tools of rhetoric can provide an
intervention into the space between interpellation and agency. Philips theorizes that one way to
maneuver this tension between institutional subject positions and individual agency is for rhetors
to draw upon the resources of other subject positions they occupy; for instance, “when the
corporate CEO speaks as a mother, or when the university professor speaks as a Latino” (312).
According to Geisler, “[i]instead of characterizing rhetors in terms of what they lack, these
scholars seem to be moving us toward a richer understanding of rhetorical agency by examining
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how rhetors without taken-for-granted access do, nevertheless, manage to exercise agency”
(Geisler 11).
Analyses of this sort can help us explore the impact of policy on the lived experiences of
teachers and highlight the rhetorical agency of teachers within the discursive space of reform,
thus providing more robust and inclusive explorations of education policy. Identifying the
strategies through which teachers assert their rhetorical agency within a networked public sphere
allows for an understanding of how individuals without “taken-for-granted access” (Geisler 11)
engage in everyday policymaking.
1.3 Methods
To triangulate a network of federal, state, and local discourses, I use a mixed-methods
approach. First, in Chapter 2, I draw from rhetorical and historical studies of public education as
well as a few primary sources (i.e. political texts) to explore the landscape of federal education
reform. Specifically, I focus on moments of reform that often arise within the rhetorical and
historical literature on education reform, including the common school movement, the
progressive movement, Brown v. Board of Education, the National Defense Education Act of
1958, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1964, the publication of A Nation at Risk,
and the contemporary accountability movement. Thus, I do not aim to provide a comprehensive
history of education reform and leave out several instances of federal involvement in public
education (e.g. the Education for All Handicapped Children Act of 1975 and the creation of the
U.S. Department of Education in 1979). Specifically, I draw attention to the places where
scholars mention teachers and thus focus on the effect of reform on the teaching profession. This
overview provides a historical context for my three subsequent analysis chapters.
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Next, I use archival methods and close reading to examine rhetorics of contemporary
reform in North Carolina. Based on my preexisting knowledge of policy in North Carolina, I
focused on two significant contemporary reform efforts: the implementation of RttT (2009-2014)
and the Appropriation’s Act of 2013. For Chapter 3, I collected and analyzed primary and
secondary texts. Primary texts include political documents and discourse, and secondary texts
include news articles and information from departmental websites. To collect these texts, I first
used the search terms “North Carolina + Race to the Top.” I used Google’s search-by-year
function to collect relevant documents and articles for each year of RttT implementation (20092014). Next, I used the search terms “North Carolina + Appropriations Act 2013,” focusing
specifically on the years 2013-2015. While reading and examining the results from each search, I
continued to collect relevant texts.
My primary texts for this chapter included both federal and state policy texts and
political discourse. Though this chapter focused on North Carolina, I included federal discourse
in order to highlight the connections between the two and examine how federal and state
policymaking unfolds in a networked public sphere. The policy texts I analyzed include the US
Department of Education’s “Race to the Top Executive Summary,” North Carolina’s Race to the
Top Application, the document explaining North Carolina’s transition to a new curriculum
(“Career- and College-Readiness for All Students”), and the North Carolina Appropriation’s Act
of 2013. The political discourse I examined includes speeches by Secretary Arne Duncan and
President Obama about RttT and the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) and statements from
North Carolina lawmakers about RttT and the Appropriations Act of 2013. The following
questions undergirded my close reading of these texts: How is the teaching profession
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represented in rhetorics of reform? How is the teaching profession affected/modified by these
reform efforts?
To develop a history of contemporary reform in North Carolina, I collected articles from
national, state, and local new sources, including the Washington Post, Education Week,
WRAL.com, NC Policy Watch, ABC News, Inside Higher Ed, NEA Today, NPR, The News and
Observer, The Charlotte Observer, Portside, Carolina Journal, Education Votes, Indy Week,
WUNC North Carolina Public Radio, NC Spin, The Atlantic, and The Nation. I also referenced
the websites of organizations including the US Department of Education, the North Carolina
Department of Instruction (DPI), the North Carolina Educators’ Association (NCAE), and the
North Carolina Legislative Black Caucus. In developing this history, I sought to answer the
following questions: What was the political climate before, during, and after these reform
efforts? What factors lead to the Appropriation’s Act of 2013? How are teachers represented in
media discourses? These questions guided my close reading of these secondary texts.
In Chapters 4 and 5, I employ field methods to examine teachers’ lived experiences with
contemporary reform. Rhetorical scholars have recently issued calls for studies that utilize field
methods in their investigations of publics and counterpublics (Asen “Critical Engagement”;
“Public: A Network”), particularly when investigating resistance to neoliberalism (Chaput). For
instance, Asen suggests that field methods work as a complement to traditional text-based
methods when theorizing publics and “may assist rhetorical scholars in appreciating the
complexity and variety of relations among multiple publics and counterpublics” (“Critical
Engagement” 142). Field methods are particularly important for the work of exploring local
perspectives on policy, particularly when policy has been imbued with neoliberal logics. Asen
argues that rhetorical field methods “connect scholars to communities” and allow scholars to “do
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our part to reimagine critical publicity,” which he deems “the most pressing present and future
task for rhetorical scholars studying publics” (“Public: A Network” 304).
Chapter 4 of this dissertation examines how teachers engage in asynchronous policy
deliberation through discourses of dissent, focusing on the May 16, 2018 March for Students and
Rally for Respect in Raleigh, North Carolina. To collect data for this chapter, I used the
ethnographic method of participant observation when I attended the May 16 rally as both a
researcher and a protester. As Sharlene Nagy Hesse-Biber points out, participant observers
inhabit different research roles, including the observer-as-participant, participant-as-observer,
and complete participant (130). As a former North Carolina public school teacher, I attended the
rally with a group of former colleagues as a complete and fully integrated participant (130). At
the same time, I inhabited an insider/outsider role as my former colleagues understood that I
attended the protest both as an advocate for public school teachers and as a researcher.
Chapter 4 focuses on teachers’ embodied performances of professional identity. Pezzullo
argues that participant observation provides rhetorical scholars “the opportunity to witness and
record discourses that are left out of traditional records—the cultural performances that often are
altered or excluded when translated into written words” (350). Furthermore, this method allows
public sphere scholars to examine discourse and public formation as an emergent and embodied
process (351). This chapter seeks to answer the question: What kinds of identities do teachers
discursively construct for themselves and to what end?
As a participant observer, I took hundreds of pictures of protest signs and T-shirts as well
as recorded chants and singing. Additionally, I took field notes as I observed and engaged with
protesters, which I typed and expanded upon immediately after the rally. I also collected tweets
posted on May 16 about the rally using the hashtags #itspersonal and #red4ed. After examining
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all the data I collected during fieldwork at the rally, I decided to focus on protest signs for
several reasons: I was struck with the creativity and poignancy of the signs, most the tweets I
collected referenced the signs or included pictures of them, and my interview participants who
attended the rally found the signs to be a particularly important part of the protest. Furthermore,
and perhaps most importantly, as most of the rally attendees were unable to fit in the NCGA
chamber during the assembly’s meeting, teachers’ protest signs were the means through which
they were able to engage in policy deliberation.
To reduce, code, and analyze my data, I followed the systematic methodology for
analyzing verbal data laid out in Cheryl Geisler’s Analyzing Streams of Language: Twelve Steps
to the Systematic Coding of Text, Talk, and Other Verbal Data. My protest sign data set includes
140 images I collected at the rally and thirty-seven images I collected from Twitter, for a total of
177 images. I segmented my data into topical chains, or segments of data that encompass one
topic. Topical chains “allow participants to understand their discourse as about something” and
are appropriate for researchers interested in “the conceptual
complexity of discourse, the extent to which a topic is developed”
(Geisler 35). This unit of language is appropriate for my research
question, particularly my concern with characteristics of
professional identity, which can be determined and analyzed
through “the conceptual complexity of discourse.” Namely, my
Figure 2: Example Datum

project seeks to identify related topics, ideas, or phenomena
through which teachers perform their professional identities. Since

the text and images of individual protest signs generally encompass one topic, I segmented my
data by cropping each image in order to focus on one sign. Each image includes one protest sign,
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which, to the best of my knowledge, was created by a current or former public school teacher.
Figure 2 provides an example of a single datum for this dataset.
To analyze these signs, I developed a coding scheme based on categories of professional
identity. As Geisler points out, coding schemes can include a priori categories based on previous
research and literature or schemes can be grounded and emergent from the data. My scheme is a
mixture of these two methods. I began with three categories I developed in a previous study of
teachers’ performances of professional identity in open letters written in protest of policies or
policymakers (Garahan). These categories included “protector/supporter in which a teacher
references her students, particularly her desire to protest, support, or speak out for the needs of
students”; “champion in which a teacher praises or defends educators or public education”; and
“expert in which a teacher makes direct reference to her credentials; experience; or knowledge of
education policy” (Garahan 70).
As I began analyzing my data, I took extensive notes on other potential dimensions of
professional identity present in my dataset to account for emergent themes. Anataki and
Widdicombe assert that when analyzing identity categories and their associated features, it is
important for researchers to ask: "how do you know that such-and-such a thing (a word, an
expression, an adjective that someone in the interaction has used) is indeed an identity category,
or the associated characteristic of an identity category" (9)? They posit that some analysts claim
to be able to identify these characteristics because of their cultural familiarity and perhaps their
associated membership of certain identity categories (10). While Anataki and Widdicombe
acknowledge that researchers cannot and should not be rid of their cultural knowledge, they also
encourage analysts to focus on the data, that is, “to see how that category gets used by the
participants themselves" (10). In other words, researchers should ask: what identity categories
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are salient as "made so by participants in interactions" (14)? Drawing from Anataki and
Widdicombe’s work, I attempted to understand how the teachers themselves define, understand,
and perform the identity category of teacher as well as their individual professional identities.
Thus, to create my coding scheme, I specifically looked for rhetorical moves through
which teachers positioned themselves as professionals or made claims about their work, noting
any patterns. After several iterations of testing the reliability of my coding scheme and revising
it, I retained two of my original categories (supporter and champion), though I renamed
supporter “advocate” and the coding definitions changed slightly. I also developed a third
category, dissenter, which includes any topical chain in which a speaker is specifically
highlighting their resistance to the NCGA and/or specific policies (See Appendix A for full
elucidation of each code with corresponding examples). Additionally, I created a nested coding
scheme within the dissenter code. This scheme includes three categories: resistance in which
teachers highlight their own voices and dismantle dominant representations of teachers; gender
in which teachers use gendered language or imagery to protest policy, and criticism in which
teachers criticize or insult the federal or state government. Thus, any datum which is coded as
dissenter is then assigned a nested code, as well. I subsequently coded and analyzed my data
using MAXQDA.
In Chapter 5, I also examine the discourses of educators, but focus instead on the
strategies through which teachers negotiate policy in their day-to-day classroom practices. To
identify these strategies, I interviewed four current North Carolina educators. To recruit my
research participants, I first created a survey using Qualtrics with the goal of administering it to
fifty randomly chosen public schools in North Carolina. The survey was designed to gather data
about teacher background, engagement with and opinion of reform, and perception of the
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teaching profession. After randomly selecting 50 schools, I contacted the principals of each
school via email, asking them if either I could send the survey to their teachers using an online
directory of if they would send the survey (Appendix B). Additionally, I sent a follow-up email
to each principal one week later. I received only six responses—three principals agreed to send
my survey to their teachers and three informed me that I would need to apply through the county
to conduct research with their teachers. Due to time constraints, I did not apply to administer my
survey in these counties. From the three schools of teachers who agreed to participate, I received
only thirty responses to my survey. Thus, I decided not to use these results in my dissertation.
The survey included an invitation for teachers to participate in follow-up interviews. I
emailed those who offered to participate (Appendix C) and subsequently scheduled four
interviews. Additionally, I solicited help from a former colleague in North Carolina, asking her
to advertise my study, and I scheduled two more interviews. Of the six interviews I scheduled,
two teachers decided not to participate. Thus, I conducted in-depth interviews with four current
teachers—a twenty-year middle school EC (exceptional children)5 teacher, a 6-year middle
school EC teacher, a 7-year high school English teacher, and a 24-year middle school English
teacher. Each face-to-face interview took place in a convenient location chosen by the
participant, lasted between 1 – 2 hours, and was semi-structured. I developed and loosely
followed a list of questions (Appendix D); however, each interview flowed conversationally.
Since I have a small sample which I did not select, my participants are not diverse in several
ways: they are all White women, three are middle-school teachers, two are English teachers, and
two are EC teachers. Thus, I do not draw generalizable conclusions about teachers’ experiences
as a whole and instead focus on the nuanced, specific lived experiences of each participant.

5

In North Carolina, special education or special needs is called “exception children,” which is often shortened to
EC.

28

To analyze these interviews, I first transcribed them using MAXQDA. Using Cheryl
Geisler’s methodology for analyzing verbal data, I segmented my interviews into topical chains,
or segments of data that encompass one topic. Then, with guidance from Geisler, who was
serving as a Researcher-in-Resident at Virginia Tech, I developed a four-part coding scheme
focused on teachers’ strategies for negotiating policy. Each strategy consists of three parts: first,
the teachers’ ideals or what they would do in their classroom under the best circumstances;
second, the hindrances, constraints, and provisions of contemporary policy that effect their
ability to achieve their ideals; and third, the strategies they devise to negotiate the tension
between their ideals and policies. Related topical chains were coded ideal, policy, and strategy
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Constraints

Constraints
Teacher

Ideal

Constraints

Strategy

Constraints

Policy

Figure 2: Visual Representation of Coding Scheme
respectively (Figure 2) . My fourth code is expertise and describes topical chains in which
participants address or develop their educational expertise (e.g. years of experience, educational
training, and strengths). This code is an important element of teachers’ strategies as their ideals
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derive from their educational expertise. See Appendix E for full elucidation of each code with
corresponding examples. Last, I coded and analyzed my interviews using MAXQDA.
1.4 Chapter Overview
In providing a historical overview in Chapter 2, I elucidate two themes: the recurring
reform narrative of crisis and change and the persistent faith in the ability of education to solve
myriad social and economic problems. Specifically, I focus on how representations of teachers
contribute to and shape these themes throughout educational history. I highlight the persistent
rhetorical tendency to praise teachers as sacrificial heroes, which is rooted in gendered
representations of the teaching profession that arose in the nineteenth century common school
movement when the profession was feminized. I also examine the interconnectedness between
this representation and the oversimplification of systemic issues, particularly racial segregation,
that are built into the foundation of American public education. I argue that gendered
representations of teachers have several elements: teachers are sacrificial heroes who can
overcome any obstacle, teachers are moral exemplars, and teachers are apolitical. Importantly,
this teacher-hero representation manifests in its opposite: When teachers are seen as failing to
live up to these expectations, they are villains. Rhetorics of crisis and gendered representations of
teachers arise throughout the subsequent chapters of this dissertation.
In Chapter 3, I develop a history of contemporary reform in North Carolina and examine
how teachers are represented throughout discourses of reform, namely RttT and the
Appropriation’s Act of 2013. I argue that North Carolina reform discourse, like that of federal
reform, creates a narrative of crisis and drastic change in which the burden of drastic change falls
on teachers. This narrative relies on gendered representations of teachers as sacrificial heroes and
justifies contemporary policies that require teachers to do more work with less pay under

30

increased scrutiny. I also examine how the Appropriation’s Act of 2013 de-professionalized the
teaching profession and inspired dissent among educators. In turn, dissenting teachers were
represented as selfish villains by policymakers and the media, who also drew upon gendered
representations of teachers as apolitical sacrificial heroes.
Chapter 4 focuses on teachers’ discourses of dissent at the May 16 North Carolina teacher
rally. Focusing on protest signs, I argue that teachers perform their professional identities as
advocates for students, champions of public educators, and political dissenters and in doing so
engage in asynchronous policy deliberation while also challenging dominant representations of
public school teachers that I highlighted in the previous two chapters. By foregrounding their
lived experiences, protesters subvert neoliberal discourses of praise and blame which promote
individual solutions to systemic issues. Furthermore, teachers demonstrate that mobilizing and
recognizes their differences—their individual lived experiences—bolsters their coordinated
action.
In Chapter 5, I argue that teachers’ engagement with policy in their everyday classroom
practices is a vital component of the networked public sphere of policymaking. To do so, I
examine how four current North Carolina teachers contend with lack of resources due to budget
cuts, de-professionalization efforts, and increased accountability—results of the past several
decades of neoliberal reform (Peck 589). For each participant I identify their main strategy for
negotiating the tension between their goals and the constraints of policies. These strategies
include building relationships, being persistent, de-prioritizing policy, and cultivating
community. I argue that though neoliberal reform compels teaching to become a “hyperindividualized” and “strictly administered activity” that “focus[es] on the production of
quantifiable outputs” (Attick 38), my participants are not non-agential actors readily accepting
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this positionality. Instead, they actively and diligently work to achieve their visions of public
education, which undermine neoliberal logics.
I conclude my dissertation in Chapter 6 by first explicating the affordances of my
methodological approach. Then, I briefly demonstrate how three themes—representations of
teachers, narratives of crisis, and resisting neoliberal logics—operate within the contexts I
examined throughout. Last, I provide future directions for this research.
1.5 Conclusion
In this chapter, I provided context for my dissertation, elucidated my methodological
approach, and provided a brief chapter overview. The next chapter serves as the first strand of
rhetoric within the networked public sphere—federal reform discourse. I organize Chapter 2 into
six major reform periods that span from the 1830s to the 2010s. I begin Chapter 2 by explicating
the two themes I examine therein: rhetorics of crisis and the American Dream.
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CHAPTER 2: A HISTORY OF EDUCATION REFORM AND THE TEACHING
PROFESSION
2.1 Educational Crises, Drastic Change, and the American Dream
In this chapter, I provide a brief history of education reform, focusing on moments of
reform that largely impacted the teaching profession. I include the common school movement,
the progressive movement, Brown v. Board of Education, the National Defense Education Act of
1958, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1964, the publication of A Nation at Risk,
and the contemporary accountability movement. In doing so, I examine two themes: one, I
highlight the narrative of crisis and change which recurs throughout each reform movement; and
two, I explore the ways education is continually framed as having the ability to solve myriad
social and economic problems. Specifically, I focus on how representations of teachers
contribute to and shape these themes throughout educational history.
Throughout the history of federal reform, the inevitability of drastic change is naturalized
as a necessity to overcome educational crises. The rhetoric of crisis and change proliferates
throughout the federal education movements discussed below. For instance, the common school
movement and the feminization of the teaching profession partly occurred to stem a potential
moral crisis of western expansion and industrialization (Clifford; Hoffman); the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act addressed the civil rights crisis of inequitable schooling (L. Anderson;
Steudeman), and the post-Nation at Risk (NAR) neoliberal reform efforts attempted to address
economic crises. Importantly, teachers play a key role in the construction and resolution of
crises, as teachers often bear most of the burden for carrying out educational change.
Additionally, throughout federal reform movements, schools have been charged with
mending myriad economic and social problems. In their social history of American schooling,
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Public Education: America's Civil Religion, Carl L. Bankston III and Stephen J. Caldas argue
that since the 19th century, education “has been at the center of an American civil religion” (4).
Bankston and Caldas define a civil religion as a “common set of beliefs” that “bind people
together” and encourage them to “judge events, actions, and institutions by predetermined sacred
values rather than by critical reason” (15). Within this American civil religion, Bankston and
Caldas argue, is the faith that "the American nation [is] consecrated to a special destiny" (104), a
sort of "Promised Land" (8), which can be attained through education. Bankston and Caldas
explore the major education reform movements from the common school movement to No Child
Left Behind, investigating the unquestioning American faith in the ability of schools to solve the
problems of every decade. For instance, during the inception of public education in the 1830s,
common school reformer, Horace Mann deemed education the great class equalizer; in the South
during the reconstruction, schooling was framed as the tool to liberate newly freed people
(Bankston and Caldas 41), and schools were a key battleground in the Johnson Administration's
War on Poverty, as Johnson portrayed them as having the ability to "cure the ills of poverty"
(Steudeman “The Guardian Genius” 479).
A common thread throughout these reform discourses is that education is the tool through
which individuals can achieve greatness or climb the socioeconomic ladder, regardless of other
social realities; that is, if people are given the opportunity to learn, other issues should work
themselves out. Bankston and Caldas argue that this faith in education has “led us to exaggerate
what schools can actually do” (8). Indeed, within reform discourses systemic issues such as
poverty, inequitable school funding, and racial segregation are often minimized, oversimplified,
or ignored. A key component of the myth of education as the means to the American Dream is
the role of teachers. As the following historical overview elucidates, prior to the economic crisis
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constructed by NAR, teachers were often hyperbolically positioned as the heroic figures of
drastic change, able to overcome any obstacle to ensure student success. After NAR, neoliberal
reform discourses position teachers as both the heroes of drastic change as well as villains who
are culpable for the onset of crisis. Thus, I demonstrate that representations of teachers are a
driving component of the discursive construction of each reform movement included below.
2.2 The Common School Movement and The Feminization of Teaching (1830s-1850s)
Beginning in New England in the 1830s, the common school movement established a
system of public schools in the United States. Common school reform goals included increasing
schools to educate all (White) children, better training for professional teachers, and state control
of local schools (Bankston and Caldas 27; Hoffman 6). The early New England common school
reformers argued that public education would address what they saw as a potential crisis of
“moral decay” caused by industrialization, urbanization, and immigration (Hoffman 38). In turn,
public education was charged with the task of cultivating an educated citizenry who would
uphold public morality and serve the common good (Kendall; Labaree; Lubienski; Steudeman
“Horace Mann”). The most important and vocal common school reformer was Horace Mann, the
first Massachusetts Secretary of Education (Clifford 33). Since Mann’s position as secretary had
no real policymaking power (Steudeman “Horace Mann” 7), he relied on the oratory skills he
honed as president of the debating society at Brown University to accomplish his goals (Kendall
14). Mann considered education to be a class equalizer (13), and he argued that the country had
an obligation to educate the lower classes (17) and develop a citizenry fit to participate in
democracy (Steudeman “Horace Mann”). Michael Steudeman argues, however, that Mann
actually feared democracy and advocated public education as a means of social control (9). As
such, concerns that permeated Mann’s rhetoric included “temperance, appropriate conduct, and
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wise citizenship” (6). Chris Lubienksi maintains that common school reform rhetoric “suggested
an overly optimistic view of the potential of education to cure social ills” (654). Indeed, Mann
and other common school reformers upheld public education as having the potential to cure
social problems (Steudeman “Horace Mann” 16) and promote social class mobility (Bankston
and Caldas 32). Thus, during its inception, public education was positioned as the “great
equalizer” (Hoffman 39) and a keystone for American Dream ideology (Bankston and Caldas
32).
Importantly, the teaching profession became inextricably linked with this notion of public
education as a moral and equalizing force and was feminized during and after the common
school movement. Myriad structural changes and cultural realities promoted the rapid
feminization of teaching throughout the nineteenth century (see Clifford 45-72). Previously,
teaching was part-time or temporary employment for men, but the increase in schools during the
common school movement called for a larger teaching workforce (Montgomery 222).
Industrialization opened more job options for men, further deterring them from teaching on a
full-time basis, and women were beginning to have more educational opportunities but still had
few professional prospects (Hoffman 35). Though the social and economic conditions were ripe
for women to pursue teaching, the profession still took place in the public sphere. In the 19th
century when the ideology of separate spheres for men and women was dominant, the public
sphere was widely accepted to be the domain of men, and the domestic sphere, the domain of
women. Thus, teaching had to be rhetorically framed as an appropriate job for women.
An important figure in the feminization of teaching was Catharine Beecher, an educator
and a public intellectual. She poignantly argued that teaching was the ideal profession for
exemplary unmarried women because of their moral fortitude and self-sacrificing, nurturing
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dispositions (The Evils Suffered), and she positioned school as an extension of domestic space
(Hoffman 10), an argument that proliferated throughout nineteenth century reform rhetoric
(Enoch 285; Prentice and Theobald 6). Indeed, as historian Geraldine Clifford argues,
“employing (middle-class) women was more easily justified if seen as a socially sanctified
expression of womanly nature” (70). Additionally, Beecher argued that hiring female teachers
was a money-saving strategy for funding the fledgling public education system, since female
labor was cheap (The Duty of American Women). Mann and other reformers supported the
feminization of the teaching profession. In his lecture, A Few Thoughts on the Powers and
Duties of Woman, Mann praised the ideology of separate spheres and deemed teaching to be
“woman’s work;--the domain of her empire; the scepter of her power, the crown of her glory”
(84). Additionally, Mann fought for better teacher education and promoted normal schools,
which trained teachers and were initially only open to women. By the 1840s, four times as many
new Massachusetts teachers were female than male (Goldstein) and by 1900, over 73 percent of
the nation’s teachers were women (Clifford 35).
Praising women-teachers as the heroes of public education who could stop an impending
moral crisis became commonplace within common school reform discourse. Indeed, Beecher
argued that schools in the West were decrepit and poorly staffed and thus children were in
danger of ignorance and immorality (The Evils Suffered). In turn, she proposed that northern
educated, single women had a duty to help civilize the West by starting, fixing, and maintaining
schools (The Duty of American Women; The Evils Suffered). Nancy Hoffman contends that
women were entering the workforce “for the same reasons as men—to earn a living, to take part
in public life, and to take on the challenges in order to test themselves”; however, because
women were becoming teachers at a time when the doctrine of separate spheres was dominant,
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their motivation to guide children’s morality was exaggerated (7). For instance, Beecher deemed
female teachers “the ministers of American morality” (Goldstein 15), and Mann called teaching a
“sacred office” (quoted in Kendall 15) and a “divine […] art” (17).
During this period of feminization, “teacher” signified “stereotypical female qualities,”
such as “moral exemplar” and “caregiver” (Hoffman 4). The teaching profession came to be
what Hoffman calls “special but shadowed” because “it had the capacity to shape the lives of
youth and the potential to set their course for the future [but] became and remained a poorly
compensated semi-profession where women’s ‘natural’ dependence and lack of public power
were exploited” (26). In turn, “[t]eaching became understood less as a career than as a
philanthropic vocation or romantic calling” (Goldstein 31). Thus, the representation of womenteachers as sacrificial heroes was built into the foundation of education as an institution of
morality, equality, and social mobility. Moreover, as I will highlight throughout the following
history of reform, the representation of teachers as sacrificial heroes is continually reinscribed
throughout narratives of crisis and drastic change.
2.3 The Reconstruction, Assimilation, and The Progressive Movement (1860s-1930s)
Though scholars have contested the coherence of progressivism, Brian Jackson and
Thomas P. Miller argue in their rhetorical analysis of progressive movement discourse that
progressives “shared a feverish zeitgeist of reform with a distinct emphasis on the
interdependence of humanity” (97). Indeed, Bankston and Caldas maintain that a “pedagogical
creed” arose during this time in which education was “explicitly directed toward a centralized
state” (59). They assert that a precursor to the changes of the progressive movement was the
spread of education in the South during the Reconstruction, arguing that education in the postwar
years was framed as the means through which to join disparate populations “into a more

38

centralized nation through a gospel of citizenship” (42). In the South “programs for selfimprovement through schooling were often favored over more radical approaches, such as
redistribution of land or resources” and thus solutions sought to “reshape society by reshaping
individual people” (Bankston and Caldas 41).
Education, then, was the tool through which individuals could improve their position and
achieve the American Dream. Similar to the common school movement, teachers played an
important role in this narrative. Missionary teachers moved South to work at “freedmen’s
schools,” which were funded by abolitionist associations, such as the American Missionary
Association (AMA) (Hoffman 122). Most teachers were northern White women, but about one
third were African American men and women from the North and South (121). Within this
missionary movement, there was a unified “notion that education was a tool of liberation” and
that “success could be measured by the students’ ability to help themselves” (121). These
teachers, then, were charged with overcoming all obstacles to establish this tool of liberation in
the South. Within this understanding of the power of education, structural racism and its
devastating impact on the lives of individuals were oversimplified. Hoffman argues that
missionary teachers did have a positive impact on the lives of many students, “but they faced
racism woven too deeply into the fabric of Southern society for any teaching movement to
overthrow” (139).
On average northern missionary teachers stayed for three years, and once the aid from
abolitionist societies ran out in the 1870s, most teachers went back North, leaving local African
American communities to establish a segregated school system in the South (Hoffman 122). The
history of this system is characterized by “entrenched poverty, racial segregation, underpaid
Black teachers, and lowered academic expectations for children of color” (Goldstein 53).

39

Throughout the 1890s, several state and federal court cases made it legal for counties to spend
more money on White schools than Black schools (54). In the late 1890s, for example, North
Carolina was one of the few equitable Southern states with about the same per-pupil spending
and equal average teacher salary for Black and White teachers (61). However, in 1900 the state
legislature disenfranchised Black voters through poll taxes, literacy tests, and a requirement that
voters prove that their ancestors were registered to vote in 1867 (61-62). The legislature
subsequently passed a school tax levy that would “guarantee disproportionate funding for White
schools,” and by 1908 in North Carolina, Black teachers earned 60 percent as much as White
teachers, and Black children “received only 17 percent of the state’s education funding” though
they made up 32 percent of the population (62). By 1915 Southern states spent three times more
to educate a White student than a Black student (54). Thus, the postwar narrative of education as
a tool of liberation for people of color did not match the systematic sabotage of Black schools
that occurred throughout the country, particularly in the South.
Within urban schools during the Progressive Era, the narrative of education as the means
to a unified, more equitable nation was applied to the education of immigrants. America became
the world’s foremost manufacturing nation by 1890 and the availability of jobs brought
immigrants to the United States (Bankston and Caldas 43). By 1910, immigrants and children of
immigrants made up over one third of the population (44). This rapid change in the U.S.
population raised concerns about maintaining American ideals (45), and schools and teachers
were again charged with the task of overcoming this potential crisis. Hoffman argues that urban
schools were positioned as the key sites and teachers the key actors for the assimilation of
immigrants to American society (232). Teachers, thus, were represented as self-sacrificing
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heroes who were tasked with remaking and unifying society (Bankston and Caldas 58; Hoffman
233).
At the same time urban schools were undergoing a massive transformation “from
decentralized organizations […] tied to locally organized political machines, to professionally
managed centralized systems controlled by professional schoolmen, business leaders, and other
civic elites” (Hoffman 229). Hoffman argues that bureaucratized schools mimicked the
“hierarchical model” of factories “with levels of male managers and a flat female work force”
(229). Reformers who formed alliances with business leaders and sought the top-down
management of schools have been called “administrative progressives” (Hoffman 242; Goldstein
68, Jackson and Miller 101). Administrative progressives worked to “constrain the influence of
female teachers” in big cities and promoted the influence of college-educated bureaucrats over
educators (Goldstein 68-69). Chicago progressive reformer William Rainey Harper, for instance,
sought to freeze annual pay raise for female teachers and promoted the hiring of men (69). Thus,
as the expectations for the work of teachers in urban schools deepened, their autonomy and
influence narrowed.
The work of administrative progressives can be contrasted with that of pedagogical
progressives, who “sought to scrap traditional schools and entirely remake education in the
United States” (Mirel 480). These progressive reformers adopted a pedagogy espoused by John
Dewey that emphasized child-centered learning, social responsibility, and experiential learning
and deemphasized the use of textbooks and rote learning (Jackson and Miler 95). They were also
committed to democracy and highlighted education’s role as “socializing [students] to become
the elements of a better American society” (Bankston and Caldas 58). Additionally, pedagogical
progressives were concerned with the professionalization of teaching since the profession was
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poorly-paid and not prestigious (Jackson and Miller 95). Indeed, John Dewey pointed out the
discrepancy “between the teacher’s obligation to give lessons about democracy, and her
obligation to take orders and remain silent at her workplace” (quoted in Hoffman 242). The
progressive notion of a professional teacher was skilled, knowledgeable in the field, trained in
pedagogy, and concerned with social improvement (Hlavacik “The Democratic Origins” 514).
Jackson and Miller argue, however, that pedagogical progressives, particularly the Progressive
Education Association which sought to put Dewey’s ideas into practice, failed to engage teachers
and the day-to-day realities of the classroom and thus ultimately failed in their endeavor (109).
Furthermore, the alienating goals of administrative progressives in part motivated the
organization of teachers’ unions (Jackson and Miller 110), particularly the Chicago Teachers
Federation (CTF), the precursor to the American Federation of Teachers (Goldstein 69). As
Hoffman points out, “[p]erhaps unwittingly, the progressives helped teachers reconceptualize
themselves as laborers in the system” (242). The CTF, established in 1897, advocated for higher
teacher pay and autonomy and engaged in the fight for women’s suffrage in large part because of
labor activist and CTF leader, Margaret Haley (Goldstein 73). Haley was a former public school
teacher who was frustrated with her pay and eager to professionalize herself (71), and she
believed “teachers shared the plight of other exploited workers” (Hoffman 249). In his analysis
of Haley’s 1904 speech, “Why Teachers Should Organize,” Mark Hlavacik argues that Haley’s
union rhetoric is made up of a mixture of pedagogical progressivism and labor activism, as she
hinged her arguments on a commitment to democracy—a goal shared by educators, progressives,
and labor activists (“The Democratic Origins” 505). Hlavacik asserts that Haley had to negotiate
the persistent gendered representation of the teaching profession as sacrificial and moralistic,
particularly when facing the charge that “unionism was a selfish enterprise” (511). In turn, Haley
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needed to persuade teachers that “their material aspirations did not conflict, but were in fact
coterminous with the pursuit of their pedagogical obligations” (504).
Successfully negotiating these obstacles, Haley won “higher pay and significant political
power for female teachers” (Goldstein 67). Indeed, Jackson and Miller argue that the progressive
movement overall positively affected the teaching profession; “[w]hile it did not become a
prestigious career, teaching at least became a lifetime occupation rather than just a sideline for a
preacher, a stepping stone to a more lucrative job, or a ‘stopgap between family and marriage’
for a school marm” (105). Thus, this movement is marked by victories for the teaching
profession; however, as Hlavacik shows, the sacrificial, moralistic representation of teachers so
prevalent in common school reform discourse still lingered.
2.4 Brown v. Board of Education and the National Defense Education Act (1950s)
The major federal education reform efforts of the 50s were prompted in large part by the
end of World War II and the start of the Cold War, and they “marked the beginning of several
decades of increased federal activism in education” (L. Anderson 39). Bankston and Caldas
argue that after WWII, four developments promoted schools to “an even more prominent part in
national affairs”: one, the economic structure of the nation was changing from a blue-collar base
of people working in the factories to a white-collar base working in the management of
information; two, the U.S. emerged as an economic superpower; three, the rivalry between the
U.S. and the U.S.S.R. “encouraged a passionate sense of defensive nationalism”; and four, the
U.S. began to address racial inequality through education (79). Indeed, WWII, particularly the
atrocities of the Holocaust, forced the nation to “acknowledge that racial and social inequalities
were based on structural distortions” that the federal government could help alleviate (Sundquist
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366), and in turn the “accomplishment of equal opportunity through schools became a vital
public matter” (Bankston and Caldas 97).
Thus, to address the legal segregation of schools that resulted in grossly inequitable
education for students of color in the South, the 1954 Supreme Court case Brown v. Board of
Education overturned the principle of “separate by equal” established by Plessy v. Ferguson and
outlawed legalized public school segregation. This decision directed attention away from
“genetics and towards socio-economic deprivation” as the root of inequality (Grey 304). As
Bankston and Caldas argue, early proponents of integration believed the elimination of legal
segregation would extend individual educational opportunity to all students and eventually end
systemic racial inequality (101). As during the Reconstruction, this faith in the possibilities of
educational opportunity underestimated deeply ingrained racism. In reality, desegregation moved
slowly throughout the 50s and early 60s. Southern states fought integration through various
means, including revoking the teaching licenses of teachers who joined organizations that
supported integration, repealing teacher tenure in order to fire Black teachers, and even
modifying their constitutions to abolish public education (Goldstein 111). A decade later, 90
percent of southern Black students continued to attend segregated schools (112), and even as it
was outlawed, racial segregation continued to be built into the structure of southern schooling.
Moreover, the major federal reform of the 50s, the National Defense Education Act of
1958 (NDEA), did not address educational inequalities and focused instead on preparing “highachieving students for careers in science, math, engineering, and foreign language” (Goldstein
113). The NDEA arose in large part as a response to the Cold War crisis of the spread of
communism and the US rivalry with the USSR, and it authorized a one-billion-dollar program to
bolster instruction in math and science across all levels of education (L. Anderson). L. Anderson
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maintains that proponents of the legislation used the launch of Sputnik and the Cold War more
generally “to simultaneously blame and energize the education system in the name of national
defense” (40). In his analysis of congressional deliberations about the NDEA, L. Anderson
argues that proponents blamed progressive education for a lack of rigor which led to the
superiority of the Soviet Union’s education over that of the US, evidenced by the launch of
Sputnik. Indeed, Bankston and Caldas argue that the nation’s “faith in the power of schooling
took on a new form in the 1950s as Americans defined their national goal as salvation from
communism” (90). Thus, the NDEA was created as a response to the national fear that US public
education was failing to prepare individuals to compete globally and in turn failing to fulfill
America’s destiny as the “Promised Land” (8).
The influence of the Cold War is also evident in the “patriotic moral panic” over
communism within public schools that resulted in the investigation of tens of thousands of
teachers suspected of having leftist political views (Goldstein 96). Teachers in particular were
scrutinized at this time because of their heavy influence over the youth (Bankston and Caldas
95). Results of a 1953 survey released at the National Education Association’s (NEA) annual
conference revealed that “teachers were avoiding controversial questions in classrooms as a
result of the political climate” (96). Goldstein uses New York as an example of what she calls the
teacher witch hunts of the 50s, citing the Feinberg Law, which permitted districts to fire teachers
who belonged to any “subversive organizations” (105). During this decade, 378 New York City
teachers were fired and 1,000 were investigated. Many of these teachers were members of the
Teachers’ Union, which was affiliated with the communist party and was also a pioneer
organization in fighting racial injustice in New York City public schools (Goldstein).
Importantly, these witch hunts intimated to teachers that to keep their jobs, they needed to be
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apolitical or remain in “the cultural and political mainstream” (109). Thus, throughout the 50s,
the teaching profession continued to be linked to the goal of upholding public morality, as
determined by a mainstream cultural and political rationality.
2.5 The Elementary and Secondary Education Act and Integration (1960s-1970s)
The major education reform movement of the 1960s was the Johnson administration’s
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) passed in 1965, which significantly increased
the federal government’s role in education policy. The Johnson administration positioned the
ESEA as “an educational contribution to the federal civil rights movement” (L. Anderson 62),
and like other Great Society programs it aimed to eliminate poverty and racial injustice (Asen
“Lyndon Baines Johnson”). In turn, schools became a key battleground in the Johnson
Administration's War on Poverty (Steudeman “The Guardian Genius” 479). This focus on
educational inequalities as systemic social issues separates the ESEA from any previous federal
reform, particularly the NDEA. The most enduring and far-reaching stipulation of the ESEA is
Title I, which allocates federal money to schools serving students from low-income families (L.
Anderson 63). As Asen points out in his analysis of Johnson’s reform discourse, the president
recognized the uneven distribution of educational resources across the country and its impact on
student achievement. In promoting this legislation, he foregrounded the key term “opportunity”
through which he forwarded his educational vision in which individuals actively seized
opportunities, but society first provided the resources necessary for them to do so (Asen “Lyndon
Baines Johnson” 295). During this time, education was again framed as the most important site
for promoting social class mobility (Bankston and Caldas 115), and the notion that “that the
nation could remake itself and realize its destiny through schools by transforming the least
advantaged” continued in the decades following the ESEA (119).
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Public school teachers played a significant role in Johnson’s reform discourse (Asen
“Lyndon Baines Johnson”; Goldstein; Steudeman “The Guardian Genius”). For example,
Steudeman argues that Johnson utilized and contributed to the myth of the heroic teacher, which
is “embedded in American educational history” (“The Guardian Genius” 480). This myth
"valorizes remarkable, transformational teachers as sacrificial saints who relentlessly strive to
save their students" (480). Indeed, Johnson portrayed teachers as “revolutionary foot soldiers in
the War on Poverty” (Goldstein 114) and naturalized this myth in his reform discourse by
continually highlighting his own experience as an educator in a low-income public elementary
school (Steudeman “The Guardian Genius”). Steudeman argues that Johnson's description of
heroic teachers "relates synecdochally to his vision for an improved education system," which
would have the ability to "cure the ills of poverty" (“The Guardian Genius” 479).
The use of this myth in reform discourses "depoliticizes the political" (Steudeman “The
Guardian Genius” 484) by portraying teachers as having the ability to “elevate the student"
regardless of educational issues such as "lack of budgetary resources, poor compensation, and
the traumas of student lives" (483). It is important to note, however, that Johnson recognized the
limitations of the heroic teacher myth, and the exceptional teacher “stood as an ally in this
struggle” but “did not stand alone” (501), as the federal government’s role was to help states
distribute resources (Asen “Lyndon Baines Johnson” 299). At the same time, the representation
of teachers as having the ability to overcome such daunting obstacles as poverty overstates the
role of schools in fixing social problems. As Bankston and Caldas point out, the efforts of the
Johnson administration did provide opportunities for some, but did not come close to eliminating
poverty (122).
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Additionally, efforts were made throughout the 60s and early 70s to continue the work of
integrating public schools. Though legal segregation had been abolished in the 50s, racially
segregated schools were maintained throughout the 60s by social class and racially segregated
housing (Bankston and Caldas 123) as well as deeply held racial biases and resistance to
integrate on the part of many Southern states (Goldstein 113). Moreover, majority Black schools
remained underfunded and disadvantaged (Bankston and Caldas 123). The passage of the Civil
Rights Act of 1964 allowed the Department of Justice to sue schools that did not make efforts to
desegregate (Goldstein 113), and in the late 60s and early 70s, courts began mandating
integration throughout the South (Bankston and Caldas 124). Goldstein points out that when
integration was conscientiously implemented, schools throughout districts were quickly
improved and teachers reported “a new sort of idealism about the power of education” (117).
Often, however, racial biases manifested themselves in different, troubling ways during this
period of integration. White and Black middle-class families often moved out of districts seeking
to integrate or sent their students to private schools (Bankston and Caldas 128). Where
desegregation resulted in school closings, Black schools were closed more often than White
schools (Goldstein 118). In turn, Black teachers were dismissed and hired at a slower rate than
White teachers or they were given more difficult assignments, often resulting in poor evaluations
(119). Furthermore, research during desegregation revealed that White teachers often had
lowered expectations and practiced stricter discipline for Black students (120).
These manifestations of systemic racial biases demonstrate that schools alone could not
mend racial inequality through desegregation and that “the social system has much more power
to change the schools than schools have to change the social system” (Bankston and Caldas 128).
While this time period saw the federal government take responsibility for its role in the creation
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and improvement of structural inequalities, it also saw the extent to which these inequalities
impacted the actions of individuals and the work of schools and teachers.
2.6 Accountability and A Nation at Risk (1970s-1980s)
The rhetorical frame of accountability has been ubiquitous in the rhetoric of education
reform for the past four decades. Accountability, “a vague term loosely defined as an obligation
to justify educational choices and practices” (Phillips 18), is usually associated with
contemporary standards-based reform, particularly Bush’s No Child Left Behind and Obama’s
Race to the Top. However, the accountability movement arose in the late 1970s and 1980s when
“policymakers and citizens alike lost confidence in the ability of educators and local decisionmakers to improve education” (Asen Democracy, Deliberation, and Education 25). In his book
Testing Controversy: A Rhetoric of Educational Reform¸ Kendall Philips analyzes the rhetorical
framing of testing from the 1970s-1990s, paying attention to the term accountability. He argues
that the public call for accountability arose for three reasons: monetary expenditure on public
education needed to be justified, public education affected multiple levels of the public, and
education was a source of stability for public life (19-20).
Furthermore, accountability was directly associated with teacher reform; as Philips points
out, the logic of accountability assumed that educators “had become too insulated from the
concerns of the general public” (21). This call for accountability was compounded in the late 70s
by the concern over declining test scores, blame for which “was laid plainly on the shoulders of
the ‘guilty’ parties, educators, and their flawed institutions” (29). In an analysis of a series of Los
Angeles Times articles from 1976, Phillips shows that the writer connected declining SAT and
GRE test scores to grade inflation, using mostly anecdotal evidence and discounting “the
possible effects of various demographic variables” (32). In doing so, this series of articles

49

positioned those outside the educational establishment (e.g. journalists and politicians) as
trustworthy and those inside education (e.g. teachers and administrators) as blameworthy. Thus,
Philips highlights the connection between accountability and blame—a connection that was
intensified in the 1980s with the publication of the Reagan administration’s report on public
education, A Nation at Risk (NAR).
NAR was produced by the National Commission on the Excellence in Education, which
was created by Secretary of Education Terrel Bell to assess the quality of American education
(Hermansen 520). Though the Reagan administration did not follow NAR with federal reform, it
set the rhetorical grounds for education reform deliberation that followed (Hunt and Staton;
McIntush; Staton and Peeples). Indeed, in their systematic review of 121 publications about
NAR, Sandra L. Hunt and Ann Q. Staton found that it functioned as a political treatise that
sparked reform efforts through its rhetorical effectiveness (289). Holly McIntush asserts that
perhaps NAR’s biggest achievement “was shifting how we the nation talked about reform”
(“Political Truancy” 105). Namely, McIntush argues that NAR "shifted the focus of education
discourse from education as a means of social and political equalization to education as a means
to economic prosperity" (“Defining Education” 421). In doing so, it connected public school
failure to issues of national security and economic growth (Hlavacik Assigning Blame; Hursh;
Ravitch) by claiming that the loss of major manufacturing industries in the US could be
attributed to the failing education system. For example, NAR contended that “the mediocre
educational performance that exists today” has placed the “nation at risk” because “[o]ur once
unchallenged preeminence in commerce, industry, science, and technological innovation is being
overtaken by competitors throughout the world” (National Commission 5). In this way, Hlavacik
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argues that NAR espoused American exceptionalism and issued appeals to patriotism and
national pride (Assigning Blame 63-64).
Importantly, the report constructed a crisis narrative directly tying education to economic
failure that stuck with the American public (Hermansen; Hursh; Ravitch; Peck). In turn, NAR
triggered a paradigm shift to configure educational issues in economic terms and engendered
contemporary education reform policies that are in accordance with a neoliberal rationality,
which, as I mentioned in the previous chapter, “configures all aspects of existence in economic
terms” (Brown Undoing the Demos 17), shifts public education from a public good to a private
right (Asen Democracy, Deliberation; Giroux), and prioritizes personal responsibility over
increased equality (Kuehl 332). McIntush contends that since NAR positioned education as "a
means to economic gain, and economic gain is considered to be an individual responsibility, the
report is permeated by individualist language and assumptions" (“Defining Education” 428).
NAR espoused an education system that was equitable for all groups wherein equity
“implied standardization and uniformity” and assumed that all students could reach the same
levels of achievements regardless of socioeconomics and backgrounds as long as educators held
them to high standards (Bankston and Caldas 134). Hlavacik points out that the word
“desegregation” is completely absent from NAR (Assigning Blame 59), despite the focus on
integration throughout the previous two decades and the established connection among
achievement gaps, low test scores, and inequitable, segregated schooling. Indeed, the Reagan
administration worked to curb and reverse the desegregation efforts of previous administrations
by failing to pursue desegregation cases, defunding desegregation efforts, and deeming bussing
programs failed social experiments (Goldstein 179-180). The focus for improving education,
then, is not directly addressing systemic inequalities but is raising standards, testing student
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outcomes, and holding educators accountable for education’s failures. The contemporary reform
movements following the Reagan administration take these foci as their foundation.
2.7 Contemporary Neoliberal Reform (1990s-2010s)
Scholars argue that a neoliberal rationality is manifest in K-12 federal reform since NAR,
namely in the calls for school choice (e.g. voucher programs and charter schools) (Hermansen),
the emphasis on accountability in the form of high stakes testing (Hursh; Sundquist), and
competition among states and schools for funding (Attick; Giroux and Saltman; Hursh). Several
rhetorical scholars have analyzed the effects of a neoliberal rationality on education, exploring
how it is manifested in reform discourse (e.g. Hermansen; Peck; Winslow). Paige Hermansen
and Janice Peck maintain that there is a bipartisan consensus within contemporary reform
movements that market-based, neoliberal solutions to the problems of public education will fix
the crisis outlined by the Reagan administration. Indeed, David Harvey argues that neoliberal
thought easily made its way into economic and social systems in the United States because its
key concept—freedom—“resonates so widely with the common-sense understanding of
Americans” (39). Neoliberal logics are evident in the educational reform agendas of the past four
administrations, which I describe below.
Few scholars focusing on the rhetoric of contemporary education policy detail the reform
efforts of the G. H. W. Bush and Clinton administrations since they did not make sweeping
changes to public education like the G. W. Bush and Obama administrations. However, scholars
have highlighted both the ways G. H. W. Bush’s and Clinton’s reform efforts mirrored the
rhetoric of NAR and foreshadowed the reform to follow. President Bush’s plan, America 2000,
included a voluntary system of national education goals (Asen Democracy, Deliberation, and
Education 26) and had four guiding principles—student success, helping those in financial need,
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choice and flexibility, and accountability (McIntush “Political Truancy” 109). McIntush asserts
that President Bush mimicked the Reagan administration’s focus on global competitiveness as
the goal of education. Additionally, his bill did not call for a significant increase in federal
funding or involvement, and in turn he touted the importance of individual responsibility of
educational stakeholders (“Political Truancy” 112), particularly classroom teachers (Phillips
105). According to Philips, accountability within America 2000 matched that of the 1970s
accountability movement: It would impose a top-down use of testing as external surveillance on
educators (98).
President Clinton’s plan was called Goals 2000: Educate America Act of 1994, and like
America 2000, proposed a standards-based framework for his reauthorization of the ESEA (L.
Anderson 130). Similar to the Bush administration, the Clinton administration “adopted the
economic language of NAR” (Phillips 113) and raised “[c]oncerns about the international
competitiveness of the U.S. education system” (L. Anderson 132). Differently, however,
Clinton’s plan included an increase in federal funding. In his analysis of congressional debates
about Goals 2000, L. Anderson asserts that high-stakes accountability in the form of
standardized tests was not yet the rule but was beginning to emerge (137). Though Goals 2000
was passed, it was not implemented according to plan and was “eventually reduced to a symbolic
victory for the Clinton Administration” (156). Despite its limited success, Goals 2000
“evidenced the growing policy consensus around standards and testing as the keys to education
reform” (Asen Democracy, Deliberation, and Education 26).
A neoliberal rationality is particularly evident in the Bush administration’s No Child Left
Behind (NCLB) and the Obama administration’s Race to the Top (RttT). NCLB is a
reauthorization of the ESEA passed in 2001 which asserted four premises: stronger
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accountability, increased flexibility and local control over federal funds, school choice, and a
focus on research-based teaching methods (Rush and Scherff). Like the ESEA, NCLB sought to
address inequities in the educational system, but through standardization and increased
accountability for schools and teachers (Addler-Kassner and Harrington 84) instead of increased
federal support for low-income schools. Importantly, NCLB marked a major increase in the role
of the federal government’s regulation of public schools and broke from past versions of the
ESEA by mandating a “nationwide high-stakes accountability system” which required all
students and schools to reach “adequate yearly progress” determined through standardized tests
scores (L. Anderson 161).
Despite the dissimilar ideologies between the Bush and Obama administrations, Obama’s
education reform plan echoed and intensified components of NCLB, particularly accountability
and school choice. RttT was a four-billion-dollar competition developed in 2009, which awarded
federal grant money to selected states that met four benchmarks: adopting new standards and
assessments, building data systems that measure student growth and teacher performance,
recruiting effective teachers and principals, and turning around historically low achieving
schools (“Race to the Top Fund”). While RttT was voluntary and only nineteen states won
funding, two-thirds of the states adopted the criteria to participate in the competition (Goldstein
214). The program, thus, had a major effect on student assessment and teacher evaluations. RttT
required schools to build data systems using standardized test scores in order to evaluate teacher
effectiveness. Since NCLB only required certain subjects and grade levels to be tested, states
adopting RttT criteria faced the task of increasing evaluations to evaluate every teacher,
signaling a vast increase of student assessment (Goldstein). Thus, RttT focused attention on
reforming the teaching profession as the means through which to improve public education.
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NCLB and RttT reiterated and intensified the top-down, regulatory notion of
accountability that had gained steam in the 70s and 80s. NCLB and RttT operated under the
assumption that the low standards and expectations of educators and political actors caused the
downfall of public education. For instance, in Secretary of Education Rod Paige’s 2001 budget
request, he argued that the failing education system lacked “a culture of achievement in our
schools,” not a lack of funding (quoted in Goldstein and Beutel 284). Similarly, Secretary of
Education Arne Duncan equated low standards to educators “dumbing things down and lying to
children” (“Teach to Lead”). Thus, the rhetorical frame of accountability holds teachers culpable
for educational problems. NCLB, for instance, put the responsibility of test scores squarely on
teachers (Hlavacik Assigning Blame 102). Moreover, the majority of interventions or “corrective
actions” outlined by NCLB for responding to schools with chronically low-test scores were not
improvement measures, but punishments, including reduced funding and firing educators (113).
Hlavacik deems accountability "blame enthroned as policy,” arguing that NCLB “not only
blamed educators, it scapegoated them” (95).
By focusing on the individual responsibility of teachers, accountability enables political
actors to ignore social inequalities (Kuehl 338). In the rhetoric of NCLB, the Bush administration
equated having sympathy for students who faced “bleak circumstances” to “making excuses” for
poverty and racism and, in turn, having “low expectations” (Goldstein and Beutel 285). For
instance, in her analysis of the Bush administration's accountability discourse, Tatiana
Suspitsyna found that achievement gaps between minority and White students as well as lowand high-income students “are interpreted not as a political problem of social inequality but […]
as the personal issue of low expectations on the part of teachers” (578). As Asen points out, a
“neoliberal public regards charges of racism as individual excuse-making” (“Public: A
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Network”) since all actors are assumed to be equal within the market. Through a focus on
accountability and thus blame, contemporary neoliberal reform movements have sought more
regulation of schools and educators and created a hierarchy of authority with teachers at the
bottom (Asen “Lyndon Baines Johnson” 307).
Additionally, scholars have shown that just as the rhetorical frame of accountability
vilifies teachers, it also holds them to impossible standards, thus reifying and in some ways
modifying the historical notion of the heroic teacher. For instance, Steudeman argues that
differently than Johnson’s use of this teacher-hero myth, "the contemporary education reform
movement invokes the myth of the heroic teacher as a normative expectation, demanding
miraculous outcomes of educators with little additional support" (“The Guardian Genius” 501).
Indeed, the heroic teacher who can single-handedly help students overcome even the most
daunting obstacles is a well-worn commonplace in contemporary education reform discourse
from across the political spectrum. For example, former D.C. School Chancellor Michelle Rhee
asserted that "a great teacher can inspire and help any child learn regardless of that child's
circumstances." (qtd. in Steudeman “The Guardian Genius” 502). Similarly, in his speech
introducing RttT, President Obama hyperbolically called great teachers the “bulwark of
America” and asserted that they could fix failing schools by “going the extra mile” for students
facing difficult circumstances (“Remarks by the President”). Even in her short tenure as
Secretary of Education, Betsy DeVos has been criticized for asserting that teachers should be
able to compensate for children's troubled home lives (Strauss “So Far, Education”). It is
important to note that teachers do perform remarkable feats in the classroom and teacher
expectations can significantly affect student achievement (Goldstein 120-121); however, heroic
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teachers alone cannot completely overcome all obstacles students face (Steudeman “The
Guardian Genius” 500).
Furthermore, teachers themselves must negotiate this dichotomous representation of their
profession (4). In his investigation of the 2012 Chicago Teacher’s Strike, Steudeman argues that
teachers face several double-binds when advocating for their economic interests as well as
supporting their students—which are positioned as contradictory within the market logics
imposed on schools (“Indeterminacy, Incipience, and Attitudes”). In advocating for themselves,
teachers run the risk of being perceived as putting their needs above the needs of their students,
as they constantly face the “conception of teaching as a sacrificial public service” (513). This
double-bind echoes the concerns Margaret Haley faced when arguing for the initial unionization
of teachers—she had to convince her audience of teachers that in fighting for their rights as
workers, they also served the interests of their students (Hlavacik “The Democratic Origins”).
Thus, Steudeman asserts, “[t]eachers have no choice but to struggle in the space in-between,
oscillating between advocacy and hesitancy” (“Indeterminacy, Incipience, and Attitudes” 528).
The representation of teachers is an essential component of the rhetorical frame of accountability
and thus neoliberal reform.
Clearly, education policies that promote a neoliberal imaginary are not going away with
the current administration and the appointment of Betsy DeVos—billionaire supporter of
privatization and school choice. Recent rhetorical scholarship has explored how a neoliberal or
market-based rationality erodes and warps public education, particularly the goal of equality
(Asen Democracy, Deliberation, and Education; Hermansen). The increasing efforts of
contemporary reform to fund voucher programs and open charter schools deem privatization to
be the solution to the contemporary civil rights issue of inequitable public schools (Lubienski
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592), though charter schools are often as “racially and socioeconomically homogenous” as
schools prior to the civil rights movement (Goldstein 182). In turn, the federal government has
put almost no effort or funding toward diversifying public schools racially or socioeconomically
since 1980 (Goldstein). The myriad studies that explore educational policy from a rhetorical
perspective demonstrate the importance of rhetorical analysis for investigating policy issues.
This scholarship explores the power of discourse—including, rhetorical frames (e.g. equality,
opportunity, accountability), narratives (e.g. crisis), tropes (e.g. teacher-hero), and strategies (e.g.
praise and blame, appeals to patriotism)—to shape the creation, trajectory, influence,
consequences, and manifestations of education reform.
2.8 Conclusion
This chapter focused on two themes: the recurring reform narrative of crisis and change
and the persistent faith in the ability of education to solve myriad social and economic problems.
Specifically, I pinpointed the representation and expectations of teachers within each reform
movement related to these two themes. Common school reformers sought to address the potential
moral crisis brought on by western expansion and industrialization and positioned education as
the means to cultivate public morality and encourage social mobility. Also during this time,
teaching became feminized and women-teachers were framed as the heroes of American
morality. In the South during the Reconstruction, education was framed as the tool of liberation
for newly freed people and missionary teachers (mostly northern White women) moved South to
start schools. This understanding of education underestimated deeply ingrained racism and Black
Schools in the South were systematically sabotaged.
During the Progressive Era, urban schools were called to respond to a potential crisis of
American values brought on by a period of massive immigration to northern cities. Schools and
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teachers became keys to the assimilation of immigrants. The National Defense Act arose in
response to the crisis of communism and the US rivalry with the USSR. Additionally, teachers
were under intense scrutiny to remain apolitical or within the political mainstream. Also during
the 50s, integration was believed to be the solution to systemic racial inequality. However,
ingrained racism was underestimated again, and desegregation efforts were sabotaged in the
South. In the 60s, the Johnson administration’s Elementary and Secondary Education Act arose
as a part of the War on Poverty, and teachers were framed as heroes, capable of fixing the
problems of poverty. Additionally, integration continued to move slowly as racial biases
manifested themselves in troubling ways. With the Reagan administration’s A Nation at Risk
schools and teachers were blamed for the economic crisis, ushering in decades of reform policies
based on blame through the veil of accountability. Additionally, NAR shifted focus from
systemic solutions to individual ones, and desegregation efforts were halted.
This chapter demonstrates, then, the interconnectedness between representations and
expectations of teachers and the oversimplification of systemic issues, particularly racial
segregation, that are built into the foundation of American public education. Education is a
product of its socio-political context (Shapiro 24), and, as this historical overview demonstrates,
schools and teachers alone cannot mend the significant social issues plaguing society at large. In
turn, reform policies which assume an inherent failure of public education and seek to mend it
through increased regulation of teachers will fail because they do not address the underlying
systemic problems that greatly affect schools and student achievement.
These discourses of praise and blame are rooted in gendered representations of the
teaching profession. Nancy Fraser proposes a bifocal approach to understanding gender, which is
applicable to analyzing gendered representations of the teaching profession. First, gender has
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affinities with class in that it “structures the division within paid labor between higher-paid,
male-dominated manufacturing and professional occupations and lower-paid female-dominated
‘pink collar’ and domestic service occupations” (Fortunes of Feminism 162). Second, gender is
also akin to status. She argues that “a major feature of gender injustice is androcentrism: an
institutionalized pattern of cultural value that privileges traits associated with masculinity, while
devaluing everything coded as ‘feminine,’ paradigmatically—but not only—women” (162).
These two types of “institutionalized patterns of cultural value” result in maldistribution and
misrecognition (168)—both of which are applicable to the teaching profession. As the history
herein demonstrates, the teaching profession was initially poorly paid after common school
reformers framed it as women’s work, specifically the work of young, single, educated women.
Low salary has remained a feature of the profession in most states since. Additionally, the
concept of “teacher” has been—and continues to be—coded as “feminine.” As I will explore
throughout the rest of this dissertation, gendered representations of teachers have several
elements. First, teachers are sacrificial heroes who can overcome any obstacle, which we will see
eventually includes stagnant salaries and continual budget cuts. Second, teachers are moral
exemplars who not only tend to students’ intellectual development, but also their moral and
personal wellbeing. Third, teachers are apolitical and refrain from activism on their own behalf.
Importantly, this teacher-hero representation manifests in its opposite: When teachers are seen as
failing to live up to these expectations, they are villains.
Fraser maintains that examining and redressing gender inequality requires this bifocal
approach—understanding that the two lenses overlap but are separate. As I analyze gendered
representations of teachers in subsequent chapters, I aim to balance these two lenses—exploring
how gendered representations undergird contemporary reform that relies on teacher sacrifice and

60

highlighting teachers’ lived experiences subverting such policies and undermining dominant
representations of their profession. The next chapter delves more deeply into contemporary
education reform, focusing on the implementation of RttT in North Carolina as well as the state’s
systematic de-professionalization of teaching over the past decade.
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CHAPTER 3: COMTEMPORARY EDUCATION REFORM IN NORTH CAROLINA: RACE
TO THE TOP AND THE APPRORIATION’S ACT OF 2013
3.1 Rhetorics of State Reform in a Networked Public Sphere of Policymaking
As the previous chapter demonstrated, most rhetorical studies of education policy focus
on federal reform, though state governments hold the power to adopt, implement, and enforce
these policies. In this chapter, I explore the intricate relationship between federal and state
reform within the networked public sphere of education policy. While examining federal policy
demonstrates how states should implement reform initiatives; focusing on state-level policy
reveals what the actual implementation of reform initiatives looks like. The goal of this chapter is
twofold: I develop a history of contemporary reform in North Carolina and examine how
teachers are represented throughout discourses of reform. Based on my preexisting knowledge of
policy in North Carolina, I focus on two significant contemporary reform efforts: the
implementation of Race to the Top (RttT) (2009-2014) and the Appropriation’s Act of 2013. As I
described in Chapter 1, this chapter combines several types of texts, including federal and state
political documents and discourses, news articles, scholarly evaluations, and local perspectives.
In doing so, I examine how policy deliberation “circulates among a multitude of overlapping and
intersecting sites dispersed in space and time” (Asen Democracy, Deliberation, and Education
18), and I demonstrate that policymaking is “messy and multidirectional” (6).
In what follows, I begin by explaining how RttT aligns with a neoliberal public sphere,
which I described in Chapter 1. Then, I delve into North Carolina’s implementation of RttT,
focusing on new standards and data systems—integral components of the Obama
administration’s reform plan that largely effect the day-to-day work of educators. In doing so, I
explore how North Carolina reform discourse creates a narrative of crisis and drastic change, and
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I focus specifically on how the burden of drastic change falls on teachers. Then, I examine the
Appropriation’s Act of 2013, which made sweeping changes to the teaching profession by
eliminating career status, pay increases for advanced degrees, and maximum class sizes. Though
this legislation is not explicitly connected to federal reform, it is indicative of national trends in
policy—weakened teacher tenure and seniority, frozen salaries, and large-scale budget cuts—
which I will highlight throughout. Last, I describe teacher dissent which arose in response to this
controversial legislation. In doing so, I highlight the constraints teacher-advocates in North
Carolina face and argue that dissenting teachers are represented as selfish by several groups,
including lawmakers and several news outlets both of which draw from gendered representations
of teachers, which I outlined in the previous chapter
3.2 Neoliberal Reform
First, I will briefly describe how RttT forwards the neoliberal rationality that gained
steam with the Reagan Administration’s NAR. When I say neoliberal reform, I am referring to
policies that organize education as a free-market and individuals as “self-sufficient capitalists”
(Asen “Neoliberalism, The Public” 2). Such policies focus on the responsibility of individuals
above all else and thus promote a reliance on high-stakes tests as a way to hold teachers
accountable for student achievement. Additionally, neoliberal reform is committed to school
improvement through competition as well as the replacement of struggling public schools with
choice options, such as charters and private school vouchers, despite the dearth of scholarship
demonstrating the effectiveness of such measures.
With the election of President Obama, many public educators who saw NCLB as a
disaster hoped for a strong change in federal education policy (Giroux “Obama’s Dilemma,”
Ravitch). Given Obama’s “history as a community organizer and his sympathy for society’s less
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fortunate,” educators assumed that “his administration would adopt policies that responded to the
needs of children, rather than concentrating on testing and accountability” (Ravitch 28). The first
sign of trouble for this hope of educational change came when Obama appointed Arne Duncan as
his Secretary of Education (Giroux and Saltman; Ravitch). Prior to this appointment, Duncan
served as CEO of the Chicago Public School System, which he ran like a corporation (Giroux
and Saltman). For example, he hired a corporate consulting firm to write his Renaissance 2010
plan, which dismantled 15 percent of the city’s public schools and required schools to “compete
against each other for scarce resources” (774). Duncan’s support of free-market logics, then, is
evident in his tenure with Chicago Public Schools, specifically in his focus on replacing public
schools with charter schools and constructing an educational plan that mimicked the free market
in which schools compete for funding.
The second sign of trouble for change was the Obama Administration’s release of RttT.
While Obama and Duncan heralded RttT as innovative reform, it was “only marginally different
from [NCLB]” and, as educational historian Dianne Ravitch argues, gave “full-throated
Democratic endorsement to the long-standing Republican agenda of testing, accountability, and
choice” (15). RttT was a four-billion-dollar reform program funded by the American Recovery
and Reinvestment Act passed by congress in 2009. As I mentioned in the previous chapter, this
program awarded federal grant money to selected states that met four benchmarks: adopting new
standards and assessments, building data systems that measure student growth and teacher
performance, recruiting effective teachers and principals, and turning around historically low
achieving schools (“Race to the Top Fund”).
The underlying metaphor of RttT is a neoliberal one. By likening education to a race, the
Obama administration frames education as a competition. Namely, education is an economic
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race with the rest of the world. For example, in his 2009 speech introducing RttT at the
Department of Education, Obama consistently explains how the “education system is falling
short” in neoliberal terms. For instance, he argues that American students are being
outperformed by students in other countries:
In an economy where knowledge is the most valuable commodity a person and a
country have to offer, the best jobs will go to the best educated—whether they
live in the United States or China. In a world where countries that out-educate us
today will out-compete us tomorrow, the future belongs to the nation that best
educates its people. Period. We know this. (“Remarks from the President”)
In this text, knowledge is analogous to capital, and it is the most valuable currency the country
has. As such, “human beings become market valued; each interaction [..] becomes an
opportunity for the exchange of human capital” (Attick 38). Within these interactions,
“knowledge [can] be accumulated, invested, and spent” (Asen Democracy, Deliberation, and
Education 192). Like the Reagan administration, President Obama links education to the
economy; if public education fails, students cannot compete globally for jobs, and America
cannot be the most powerful country in the world.
Because Obama constructs an education/economic crisis, his solution is a neoliberal one.
Describing this reform, Obama says, “rather than divvying [federal money] up and handing it
out, we are letting states and school districts compete for it. That's how we can incentivize
excellence and spur reform and launch a race to the top in America's public schools” (“Remarks
from the President). As I mentioned in the previous chapter, RttT is essentially a competition for
federal money, as not every state that applied received funding—what Obama characterizes in
this speech as a “hand out.” As such, RttT pits states against one another, discourages
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collaboration between them, and essentially promotes a free-market atmosphere within education
in which states and schools must individually vie for success. This policy assumes that “the
market treats all actors equally” (Asen “Neoliberalism, The Public” 3) and that all states and
schools have the same opportunity to compete, despite disparate conditions of poverty,
segregation, and state funding. The educational race Obama describes is twofold: American
schools will compete with one another for federal money and in doing so will be more able to
compete with schools around the world. The result of this competition, Obama ensures, is an
economy that is strengthened and an education system that is “the envy of the world” (“Remarks
by the President”). As the RttT “Fact Sheet” press release states, this reform movement will
“enable [American students] to out-compete any worker, anywhere in the world” (“Fact Sheet”).
RttT is thus positioned as the ultimate answer to the economic crisis laid out in NAR. The
assumption, then, is that a free-market atmosphere will give schools the freedom and space to
improve themselves, and whether or not they receive money, they will be better off.
Additionally, the goals of this program forward a neoliberal agenda in several ways. First,
RttT promotes high-stakes testing and school choice. For example, the second category requires
that states use data derived from students’ standardized test scores to evaluate teachers. The
fourth category requires states to turn around “low achieving” schools, which they may do by
replacing traditional public school with charter schools and/or adopting school voucher
programs. Another neoliberal aspect of RttT was its connection with the Common Core State
Standards (CCSS). RttT required states to adopt and implement “a common set of K-12
standards […] that are supported by evidence that they are internationally benchmarked and
build toward college and career readiness by the time of high school graduation” (“Race to the
Top Program” 7). Though RttT did not require states to adopt the CCSS, the Obama
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administration, particularly Arne Duncan, publicized these standards as an appropriate way, and
even perhaps the best way, to fulfill this element (Duncan “Remarks at the American Society”;
“Seize the Day”). The CCSS, touted as college- and career-ready standards, were created in 2009
with David Coleman leading and Bill Gates funding the endeavor. A team of 25, 15 of which
were representatives from test-making companies and zero of which were current classroom
teachers, created the standards and released them after just two months of revisions suggested by
educational representatives and no field testing (Endacott and Goering).
The CCSS marked a burst of entrepreneurial activity within education. For example,
when states began quickly adopting the CCSS, “education publishers hurried to align their
products with the new standards[,] entrepreneurs began developing technology to support
[CCSS],” and “[t]he U.S. Department of Education awarded $350 million to two consortia to
develop national assessments to measure the new national standards” (Ravitch 16). Unlike any
federally supported initiative before it, the CCSS opened public education to unprecedented forprofit opportunities for entrepreneurs. Though a free-market ideology is typically associated with
conservatism, Janice Peck argues that President Obama was market-based reform’s greatest
champion6, demonstrating that neoliberal reform has reached the level of common sense in
contemporary education policy (596). To understand how this neoliberal reform came to fruition
at the state level and how it impacted educators, the next section focuses specifically on the
implementation of RttT in North Carolina.
3.3 Race to the Top in North Carolina
North Carolina was one of ten winners of RttT in the second round, and the state received
400 million dollars in federal reform money (“North Carolina Wins”). North Carolina then

Published in 2015, Peck’s article does not take into account the present administration, which espouses marketbased education reform more explicitly and unabashedly than the Obama administration.
6
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implemented the RttT criteria over a period of three years, which allotted two years for teacher
preparation and professional development (Table 1).

2011-2012
DPI launced a
yearlong professional
development cycle
with online modules
for teachers.

2009-2010
NC wins $400 million
in RttT funding

2010-2011

2012-2013

DPI begins preparing
teachers for the
transition to the new
SCOS through
resources and
professional
development.

The new SCOS was
implemented along
with new
assessments and a
new teacher
evaluation tool.

Table 1: Timeline of RttT Implementation in NC
There were four selection criteria for RttT that wining states were required to implement:
Standards and Assessments (70 points), Data Systems to Support Instruction (47 points), Great
Teachers and Leaders (138 points), and Turning Around the Lowest-Achieving Schools (50
points). Below, I focus on the three criteria that specifically reformed the teaching profession:
Standards and Assessments, Data Systems, and Great Teachers and Leaders (see Appendix 2 for
a breakdown of these criteria and their corresponding goals)7. Throughout this section, I explore
the ways in which much of this reform effort relies on sweeping changes to the teaching
profession.8

7

Though the fourth criteria, Turning Around the Lowest-Achieving Schools also influences and modifies the
teaching profession, it is beyond the scope of this chapter.
8
Other educators, particularly principals, are largely affected by reform, as well; however, for the sake of time and
the scope of this project, I do not directly explore these changes.
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3.2.1 Adopting New Standards9
Like other reform efforts since the publication of NAR, RttT is standards-based, thus it
operates under the assumption that low standards and expectations of educators and political
actors have caused a contemporary educational crisis. To connect federal and state discourse, I
begin by discussing the way Secretary Duncan rhetorically frames educational standards; then, I
focus on North Carolina’s implementation of this RttT criterion. In doing so, I return to a theme
from the previous chapter—the narrative of crisis and change—and I specifically explore how
the burden of change is placed on teachers. The rhetoric of RttT implementation, thus, draws
upon the gendered representation of teachers as educational heroes, as they are framed as the
champions of the new standards.
Through his speeches promoting RttT, Duncan constructs a “crisis of low standards”
within education (“Remarks at the American Society”). He asserts that, by and large, states
created low standards and set standardized test proficiency scores low. Therefore, students who
appeared to be meeting standards and scoring proficient on tests were not actually prepared for
college or a career. He does not mention, however, that states struggled to meet NCLB’s
Adequate Yearly Progress goals, namely that all students reach proficiency by 2014. Instead,
Duncan contends that in creating low standards, states—specifically “educators, administrators,
and especially politicians”—dumbed down education and lied to students about their
preparedness for higher education and future jobs, i.e. “the real world” (“Remarks at the
American Society”). For example, he posits that by implementing and upholding “low”
standards, education systems and educators, “perpetuate[d] a cycle of deception, dysfunction,
and low expectations” (“Remarks at the American Society”). Duncan blames teachers,

9

While this criterion of RttT also includes assessments, I focus on standardized testing in the next section with the
discussion of data systems and teacher evaluations.
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administrators, and politicians for the “crisis of low standards” using overtly negative language,
such as “deception, dysfunction,” and “lying.” This call intimates that educational actors “have
been satisfied with lower standards and require some system of monitoring to ensure that
standards rise” (Asen Democracy, Deliberation and Education 186).
In turn, Duncan positions the CCSS as a panacea to this problem. For example, he says,
“[n]ow, these new college- and career-ready standards have the potential to be transformative for
students, inspiring them, helping them to reach their full potential” (“Seize the Day”) and “these
standards have the capacity to change education in the best of ways” (“Remarks at the American
Society”). By focusing on standards, placing blame on educators and politicians, and touting
RttT and the CCSS, Duncan creates a narrow understanding of educational problems that do not
include important and impactful social issues, such as the recession, racial segregation, and
poverty. Thus, solutions to this “crisis of standards” concentrates largely on teacher practice—
focusing on individual responsibility over increased equitability.
The rest of this section focuses on North Carolina’s implementation of the Adopting New
Standards criterion. North Carolina updates standards every five years, and in 2008, the State
Board created a plan, A Framework for Change, based on the recommendations of the Blue
Ribbon Commission on Testing and Accountability, which led to a five-year Accountability and
Curriculum Reform Effort (“North Carolina RttT Proposal” 57). In 2010, North Carolina adopted
the CCSS in English Language Arts and Math, integrating them into their reform efforts’ focus
on “improved standards, comprehensive assessment, and a next generation state accountability
model” (58). For other content areas (i.e. Science and History), the state developed the North
Carolina Essential Standards. These two sets of standards constitute the new North Carolina
Standard Course of Study (SCOS), which was implemented in the 2012-2013 school year
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(“Career- and College-Readiness” 3). In the two years between the adoption of RttT and the
implementation of the new SCOS, the state focused on developing resources and implementing
professional development to help teachers transition to the new standards (“North Carolina RttT
Proposal” 58).
In elucidating their plan for the new SCOS, North Carolina embraced the mission of the
CCSS, calling their reform initiative, “READY” (“Career- and College-Readiness”). The goal of
READY is stated as such: “READY is not an acronym; rather, it represents in one word, the
desired outcome for each of the 1.5 million students who attend public school in North Carolina”
(“College- and Career-Readiness” 3). Specifically, “graduates of the K-12 education system in
North Carolina should be READY to set their goals high and be prepared to achieve them,
whether they are planning to enter the workforce, join the military, or attend a technical training
program, a community college, a four-year college, or a university” (3). This mission for
students to be prepared for their next goal, whatever that may be, does not seem to be a radical
departure from any previous goal of public education. However, the rhetorical framing of this
“READY” mission is not just one of reforming standards, but of transforming them. To explore
this distinction, I look specifically at two documents: North Carolina’s RttT Application and the
document describing North Carolina’s transition to the new SCOS titled “Career- and CollegeReadiness for All Students.”
Within these two documents new standards are framed as a means through which to
transform public education, which takes place in large part by reforming the daily classroom
practices of teachers. The new standards are positioned as the answer to a standards crisis, and
they are continually linked to “rigor” in the “Career- and College-Readiness” document. The
word “rigor” is used fifteen times throughout the document in reference to the new standards and
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assessments. Furthermore, the word “transform” is used throughout the “Standards and
Assessments” section of North Carolina’s RttT application. For instance, the application states
that “[i]mproving state standards and assessments are essential steps toward transforming
schools and classrooms; NC has an ambitious but achievable plan to accelerate this
transformation” (62, emphasis added). Like Duncan’s rhetorical framing of the CCSS, North
Carolina’s RttT application adopts a narrative of crisis and drastic change: If schools need to be
transformed, then they must be in a dire state. Whether or not drastic change actually takes place,
the rhetorical effect is significant; the word “transform” implies that what came before does not
just need improvement, but needs to be completely reconstructed. Moreover, this transformation
takes place at the level of teacher praxis. As stated in the RttT application, “sweeping
improvements will depend primarily on the beliefs, knowledge, and skills of educators who will
use the standards and assessments to improve instruction” (emphasis mine, 62). Thus, according
to this document, teachers will shoulder the burden of transformative, “sweeping” changes
engendered by this reform movement.
Indeed, three of the four goals for achieving the “sweeping improvements” outlined in
North Carolina’s RttT Application either explicitly or implicitly rely on reforming the teaching
profession10. For instance, the first transition goal is to “[b]uild and reinforce educators’ and
stakeholders’ belief that the new standards will improve outcomes” (63). This goal requires,
then, that educators not only align their classroom practice to the new standards but also align
their beliefs about educational improvement and student achievement to those of the standardsbased educational movement and its underlying assumptions. Secretary Duncan makes similar

10

The four goals in North Carolina’s RttT application for “supporting the transition to enhanced standards and
high-quality assessments” include: “generate educator and stakeholder support of the new standards,” “ensure
educator mastery of the standards,” “support the meaningful use of test data,” and “align high school exit criteria
and college entrance requirements to the standards” (62).
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gestures in his addresses, as well, maintaining that “a large majority of educators have voiced
their support […] for state-led efforts to raise learning standards” and “[a]lmost no one wants to
return to dumbing things down and lying to children” (“Teach to Lead”). In doing so, he aligns
teachers who do not believe in the adoption of new standards with “dumbing things down and
lying to children,” vilifying them.
The second transition goal is also explicitly about reforming teacher practice as it aims to
“ensure every teacher in NC has a deep, specific understanding of the standards and can
implement them to improve student outcomes” (“North Carolina RttT Proposal” 64). A major
way to achieve this goal, according to North Carolina’s RttT Application is through enhanced
professional development. In their book, Rhetoric and Educational Discourse, Edwards and
colleagues argue that within discourses of professional development, the inevitability of constant
change is naturalized; thus, “the only certainty is uncertainty” (52). Though educational change
and professional development are not inherently problematic, a crisis narrative that assumes the
need for drastic change at the level of praxis often results in blaming educators and
oversimplifying the root causes of low achievement (see, Ravitch).
Professional development is a vital part of transitioning to the new SCOS, as indicated in
the “Career- and College-Readiness for All Students” document. In the SCOS transition
document, two out of the four transition phases relate to reforming teachers’ practices through
professional development11. In the first phase, “Transforming Professional Development for the
Common Core and Essential Standards, 2010-2011 Year,” the concept of transformation is
directly linked to professional development that aims to train teachers for the SCOS transition.

11

The four phases for transitioning to the new SCOS include: “transforming professional development for the
common core and essential standards,” “addressing student needs in tan era of new content standards,”
“changing teacher practice. changing student outcomes,” and “sustaining success…building on achievement” (513).
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The third transition phase, then, is the result of transformative professional development:
“Changing Teacher Practice. Changing Student Outcomes.” In this phase, the goal of the
transition to new standards (changing student outcomes) is directly linked to changing teacher
practice. Again, reforming education does not entail refining or improving teacher practice, but
rebuilding it. Thus, the use of the terms “transform” and “change” implicitly blame teachers for
the crisis of low standards by implying that their work must be reconstructed.
The third transition goal in North Carolina’s RttT Application is implicitly about teacher
practice, stating that “[a]s part of instituting a comprehensive assessment approach,” schools will
“ensure summative tests and summative test data are used effectively” (68). This goal, thus,
upholds the continued reliance on standard test scores as a means to assess student achievement
and improve instruction, which I explore below.
3.2.2 Great Educators and Data Systems
In what follows, I combine two RttT criteria—"Great Teachers and Leaders” and “Data
Systems to Support Instruction”—because both are almost exclusively about reforming, or more
accurately transforming, the teaching profession. It is evident from the “Race to the Top Program
Executive Summary” that the reform policy intends sweeping changes to take place at the level
of teacher praxis. Indeed, more points are awarded to the “Great Teachers and Leaders” criterion
than any other section. Though just one of six criteria, “Great Teachers and Leaders” accounts
for 28 percent of the application. Not surprisingly, then, North Carolina’s RttT Application states
that “strengthening the education workforce is […] our highest reform priority and the core of
our RttT plan” (106). In this application, the “Great Teachers and Leaders” section is almost 100
pages long; whereas, the other sections range from 20 to 50 pages. The result, then, is “a
coherent, coordinated, data-driven strategic plan for [the] improvement” of instruction (109).
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This section seeks to explore what exactly a “data-driven” plan entails and how teachers’ work is
purportedly transformed.
According to the RttT Executive Summary, the goals of the “Great Teachers and
Leaders” criterion include: “providing high-quality pathways for aspiring teachers and
principals” (21 points), “improving teacher and principal effectiveness based on performance”
(58 points), “ensuring equitable distribution of effective teachers and principals” (25 points),
“improving the effectiveness of teacher and principal preparation programs” (14 points), and
“providing effective support to teachers and principals” (20 points) (“Race to the Top Program”
3). In order to delve into the “data-driven” part of this plan, I focus on the second goal,
“improving teacher and principal effectiveness based on performance,” which accounts for 42
percent of the “Great Teachers and Leaders” criterion. The tenets of this goal are intricately
connected to student data and they include: creating approaches to measure student growth;
providing educators with student growth data; designing rigorous and fair evaluations systems
for educators that account for student data; and using evaluations to inform decisions about
instructional support, compensation and promotion, whether or not to grant tenure, and removal
of ineffective educators (9). The definition of student achievement in the executive summary is
almost exclusively linked to test scores (14). Furthermore, student growth is defined as “the
change in student achievement (as defined in this notice) for an individual student between two
or more points in time” (14). That is, this criterion stipulates that teachers’ evaluations—and thus
their salary and career status—must be linked to students’ standardized test scores.
I now turn to the North Carolina RttT Application to explore how the state proposed to
collect and aggregate massive amounts of student data and how teachers’ work is impacted by
this data collection. The application proposes to use the Education Value-Added Assessment
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System (EVAAS) to aggregate student growth data. The goal of value-added assessments is to
isolate the impact of individual teachers’ performance on student achievement. According to the
application, EVAAS uses “historical test data to measure individual student progress over time,
diagnose opportunities for growth, and predict the probability that a student will succeed in
specific courses, based on her or his prior test scores” (127). That is, based on students’ previous
test scores, EVAAS predicts their level of growth for upcoming tests. Teachers are evaluated,
then, not solely on a student’s test score, but on whether or not that student achieved the growth
predicted by EVAAS.
The Obama administration promoted the use of value-added methods (VAM) to measure
teacher performance as one of the most important parts of its reform plan. In a 2009 address at
the IES Research Conference, Duncan said, “I am a deep believer in the power of data to drive
our decisions. Data gives us the roadmap to reform. It tells us where we are, where we need to
go, and who is most at risk” (“Robust Data Gives”). Throughout this address, Duncan argues that
the use of data to track student achievement will allow states to reward good teachers and punish
bad ones, which will ultimately result in the improvement of students’ prospects, education more
broadly, and, of course, the economy and US global competitiveness. In doing so, he links the
work of teachers—both their failings and their successes—to that of the economy, echoing the
rhetoric of NAR. Furthermore, he maintains that student data will allow teachers to know
“exactly what they need to do to teach and how to teach.” In turn, they won’t be “guessing or
talking in generalities anymore.” His assumption, then, is that without data derived from
standardized tests, teachers are largely in the dark about what and how to teach; thus, Duncan
discounts teachers’ training, experience, knowledge, and intuition.
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Moreover, Duncan does not acknowledge the limitations of VAM or standardized testing
in general. Instead, he equates data with objectivity, transparency, and truth throughout his
address. He argues that “data doesn’t lie” and it forces educators to “answer to the truth.”
President Obama echoes this sentiment in his 2009 speech introducing RttT. He states:
let me be clear: Success should be judged by results, and data is a powerful tool
to determine results. We can't ignore facts. We can't ignore data. That's why any
state that makes it unlawful to link student progress to teacher evaluations will
have to change its ways if it wants to compete for a grant. That's why the Race to
the Top grants will go to states that use data effectively to reward effective
teachers, to support teachers who are struggling, and when necessary, to replace
teachers who aren't up to the job.
His tone here is stern, almost paternal, with the phrase “let me be clear,” making it apparent that
there is no appropriate alternative to using data to measure teacher effectiveness. Indeed, any
state that disagrees will not be eligible for federal grant money. Furthermore, like Duncan, he
assumes the infallibility of testing, arguing that “We can’t ignore facts” which are derived from
testing data. This data will be inextricably linked to individual teachers, who will be rewarded,
admonished, or fired based on students’ test scores.
Educational scholars have, however, voiced concern with the use of VAM to determine
the fate of individual teachers. In a 2015 article published in Education Researcher, Linda
Darling-Hammond12 argues that VAM has the potential to “accurately identify individual
teachers’ contributions to student learning and hence offer a credible measure of teacher

12

Darling-Hammond, a former teacher and educational scholar who is a critic of neoliberal reform, was considered
for President Obama’s Secretary of Education, but he chose Arne Duncan at the behest of the Democrats for
Education Reform (Goldstein 213).
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‘effectiveness’” if tests reflect valuable learning and authentic achievement, students are
randomly assigned to teachers thus ensuring every teacher has a diverse group of students, and
teachers are the only contributing factor to students’ learning over time (132). As DarlingHammond points out, “none of these assumptions holds, and the degree of error in measuring
learning gains and attributing them to a specific teacher depends on the extent to which they are
violated, as well as the extent to which statistical methods can remedy these problems” (132).
Often, teachers working in the lowest-performing schools or economically and racially
segregated areas are penalized as they face grossly inequitable funding and educate students with
greater “educational, psychological, health, and social needs” (Darling-Hammond 133).
According to the American Statistical Association, VAM studies have found that “teachers only
account for about 1 % to 14 % of the variability in test scores, and that the majority of
opportunities for quality improvement are found in the system level conditions” (quoted in
Darling Hammond 133). In turn, Darling-Hammond encourages a cautious approach to the
technology, one that acknowledges its huge limitations and blind spots (133). Even Douglas
Harris, a value-added economist, warns against using testing solely to measure teacher
performance, as it may distort educators’ abilities to teach and encourage them to focus too much
on testing (cited in Goldstein 218). However, advocates of VAM, including influential figures
like Arne Duncan and Bill Gates, downplay such limitations and espouse this technology, though
it remains experimental (Goldstein 207). The NC RttT Application does acknowledge concerns
with VAM, including lack of valid longitudinal data, non-random assignment of students, and
school context (134). However, as I describe below, these limitations are not reflected in North
Carolina’s plan to use VAM to evaluate teachers.
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Next, I examine how the North Carolina RttT Application delineates the inclusion of
VAM and then briefly explain how these changes came to fruition in the 2012-2013 school year.
North Carolina’s RttT application spends a significant amount of time explaining changes to the
Teacher Evaluation System. Prior to RttT funding, the system evaluated teachers on five
standards: demonstration of leadership, establishment of a respectful classroom environment,
knowledge of content, facilitation of learning, and reflection on practice (132). The RttT
application describes the inclusion of a sixth standard, Measures of Student Growth, which
would include “the use of student growth data based upon assessment” to measure teacher
effectiveness (134). Echoing the Obama administration’s rhetoric, the application states:
NC recognizes and understands that a teacher’s influence is the single most
important measurable influence of the school experience on student academic
progress. As a result, we believe that evaluations of teacher and principal
effectiveness must contain, as a major component, assessment of a teacher’s or
principal’s effect on the academic growth of her or his students. (133)
Without using any supporting evidence, this passage posits the absolute importance of teacher
influence on student achievement and thus diminishes the impact of social issues, such poverty,
racism, and inequitable funding. Furthermore, the logic of this passage is as such: The work of
teachers is extremely influential; thus, to support them the state plans to put stricter regulations
on their abilities to teach and assess their own students. This stipulation creates an environment
in which teachers are more scrutinized, have less autonomy, and have more of their instructional
time taken up by test prep. Like NCLB, then, RttT’s accountability measures implicitly
undermine teachers’ expertise by arguing for increased oversight and less autonomy.
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The addition of this standard to the Teacher Evaluation System is highly influential for
individual teacher’s evaluations. Weights are not assigned to each standard, thus ostensibly no
standard should be considered more important than another. Though this system evaluates
teachers holistically, a teacher’s failure to reach a certain level on any standard “will result in a
series of interventions that, if improvement does not occur, can end in dismissal” (137). Thus, a
teacher could potentially score well on every standard except the sixth one, and in turn be
dismissed based on her students’ test scores. Additionally, the application explicitly links
effectiveness to growth data, maintaining that “the definition of an effective teacher or principal
will be an educator whose students’ growth (in the aggregate) meets expectations (one year of
expected growth)” and “[t]he definition of a highly effective teacher or principal will be an
educator whose students’ growth (in the aggregate) significantly exceeds expectations (more
than one year of expected growth)” (emphasis in original 137), thus elevating the new standard
above the others in its ability to measure teacher effectiveness.
With the RttT stipulation that teachers be evaluated based on student growth data, Dana
Goldstein points out, “[o]ne of the biggest impacts of [this program] was the explosion in the
number and types of tests and assessments students take in order to collect the data used to
evaluate their teachers” (216). Indeed, the North Carolina RttT application states that by the
2012-2013 school year, “the State will adopt a uniform, statewide set of acceptable measures of
pre-approved student growth data” (emphasis in original 136). In addition to the already
established end of course (EOC) and end of grade (EOG) tests, North Carolina adopted the
Measures of Student Learning (MSL) assessments in 2012-2013, which served to fill the testing
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gaps13. Twenty-two assessments were added at the high school level; science assessments were
added in grades four, six, and seven; and social studies exams were added in grades four through
eight (“State Accountability”). These assessments did not count as much as the existing NCLB
tests; for instance, students were not required to pass them in order to move onto the next grade,
like EOGs and EOCs. However, they did factor into high school students’ final grades. For
instance, in Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools, MSLs counted as 25 percent of each high school
student’s final class grade (“State Accountability”).
The rollout of these tests during this school year was rushed and messy, with educators
largely in the dark about what each exam entailed. Districts only learned about these tests in the
weeks before school started and thus had little time to prepare. Districts were individually
responsible for the printing costs of the assessments, presenting fiscal challenges since education
budgets had already been approved. As the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education stated,
“cost estimates are difficult to make because we don’t know the length of each exam” (“State
Accountability”). Additionally, teachers received little information about the actual tests, other
than the type of questions (e.g. multiple choice, short answer, essay) and a few sample questions.
Furthermore, in subjects for which the test included written responses, teachers were responsible
for scoring their school’s essays. While this development gave some level of control back to
teachers, it also tasked them with time consuming work in addition to other end of the semester
duties. Additionally, teachers were not required to engage in a detailed test norming process, and

13

Much of the explanation of MSLs provided here comes from my own experience teaching in North Carolina
during the 2012-2013 school year. At the time, I was teaching ninth grade English, and thus had to administer MSLs
at the end of each semester. Additionally, I was serving as the English representative on my school’s improvement
team, and thus was the first person in my department to learn about the MSLs and was responsible for relaying
information about them to the other English teachers.
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tests were not checked by any other scorers14, thus inhibiting a fair scoring process. Indeed, the
rollout of these tests was so disorganized that districts, such as Gaston County, lowered the
exam’s weight for high school students’ final grades.
North Carolina’s disorganized rollout of RttT assessment requirements did not, however,
prevent the inclusion of such scores in future teacher evaluations. This situation demonstrates the
potential unreliability of VAM, as these North Carolina tests were not an accurate measure of
student learning since the atmosphere surrounding their administration was chaotic, teachers
were unprepared, and scoring was not normed. An analysis of these criteria—“Great Teachers
and Leaders” and “Data Systems”—as well the Obama administration’s rhetorical framing of
data reveals a misalignment between the data-driven reform plan and the reality of using
standardized tests to evaluate individual teachers. It is not my intention to argue against the use
of data in education, but to highlight the pitfalls of relying on tests for evaluations and assuming
the infallibility of testing data. An exploration of North Carolina’s implementation of RttT
criteria demonstrates that the burden of drastic reform, particularly its potentially messy
implementation, falls on teachers.
3.4 The North Carolina Appropriations Act of 2013
In the midst of the sweeping changes RttT required of the day-to-day practices of
teachers, the North Carolina General Assembly passed the Appropriations Act of 2013, which
created “the base budget appropriations of state departments, institutions, and agencies” (General
Assembly of North Carolina). This 2013 budget was an enormous blow to the teaching
profession. As teachers were required to shoulder the weight of RttT implementation, this

14

Test norming is generally a requirement for scoring standardized tests, such as the SAT, GRE, and AP exams. For
instance, AP exam graders spend an entire day engaging in a norming process and each subsequent day of scoring,
they begin by norming and do so periodically throughout the day. Furthermore, AP tests are continually backread
by experienced readers.
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legislation stripped their job security, stalled their pay raises, and questioned their expertise.
Before examining the Appropriations Act of 2013, I briefly explore the political climate in North
Carolina during this time as it relates to education. Prior to 2012, the North Carolina legislature
had shown a strong commitment to public education through regular teacher pay raises and
reasonable funding (“North Carolina Launches”). In 2010, Republicans took control of both
chambers for the first time since 1870, and in 2012 Pat McCrory was elected governor (Graham,
“How North Carolina”). Though McCrory had gained a reputation as a moderate in the fourteen
years he spent as mayor of Charlotte, he heavily promoted neoliberal educational measures, such
as defunding public education, de-professionalizing the teaching profession, and supporting
school choice.
For the 2011-2012 calendar year, North Carolina projected a multi-billion-dollar deficit,
one of the worst state deficits in the country (Strauss “North Carolina’s”). Importantly, education
makes up about one third of North Carolina budget, making it a big target for cuts (Strauss
“North Carolina’s”). As of 2013, the North Carolina legislature had cut funding for public
education by 8.6% since the 2008 recession (“North Carolina Launches”). In that time, average
teacher salary fell from 25th to 46th in the national rankings due to lack of pay raises (“North
Carolina Launches”). In the 2013-2014 annual report on public school rankings released by the
National Educator’s Association (NEA), NC ranked 47th in per-pupil funding and 51st in
percentage change in teacher salaries between 2003-2004 and 2013-2014 (Wagner). The average
teacher salary was $45,967 (almost 10,000 less than national average), starting pay was 30,800,
and it could take teachers fifteen years to reach 40,000 (Leslie, “NC Teachers”). At the same
time, in line with RttT, the legislature set aside ten million dollars for the new evaluation and
merit pay system, for which the only stipulation was that each district identify 25 percent of
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teachers for a $500 bonus (“North Carolina Launches”). In 2013, Education Week called the
North Carolina General Assembly “The Most Backward Legislature in America” because of
budget cuts that resulted in a loss of over 5,000 teachers and 120 million dollars in textbooks and
supplies (Wilson).
In addition to budget cuts and frozen salaries, the General Assembly also took aim at the
North Carolina Educator’s Association (NCAE)—North Carolina’s largest teacher advocacy
group. In 2012, the House of Representatives voted to prohibit NCAE from collecting dues from
teachers’ paychecks through payroll deduction, which would significantly change, and most
likely reduce, the advocacy group’s revenue stream (Leslie “House Overrides NCAE Bill”)15.
Additionally, the General Assembly opted not to fund a proposal to revive the defunded but
formally prestigious North Carolina Teaching Fellows Program, which provided loan
forgiveness for graduates who taught in public schools. Instead, they allocated millions of dollars
to Teach for America (TFA), though the retention rate of the fellows program far surpassed that
of TFA (“North Carolina Launches”). In 2014, WalletHub used stats from the National Center
for Education Statistics, the U.S. Census Bureau, and the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics to rank
North Carolina as the worst state for teachers, which did not surprise then state superintendent
June Atkinson (Camp).
Additionally, while the North Carolina legislature was defunding public education, they
passed several provisions that promoted neoliberal reform efforts in line with RttT criteria. In
2011, the legislature removed the cap on charter schools (Strauss “North Carolina’s”) and
weakened accountability and oversight for these schools (“North Carolina Launches”).
Additionally, in 2013, the Opportunity Scholarship Act was announced and mandated 11 million

15

This bill was eventually found to be unconstitutional (Burns).
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dollars to be reallocated from public education to fund private school vouchers (Wagner “School
Vouchers”). Importantly, private schools are not upheld to the same accountability and
regulatory measures as public schools; for instance, they are not subject to curriculum reviews,
licensure requirements for teachers, or accountability based on standardized testing.
Additionally, private schools can make their own admissions requirements and both private and
charter are not required to provide transportation, lunches, or services for students with
disabilities (“North Carolina Launches”), making these schools highly inequitable. Thus, at a
time when public schools and educators were beholden to more accountability and regulatory
measures, the legislature reallocated public school funds to schools that were regulated far less.
Amidst this turbulent political climate, the North Carolina Appropriations Act of 2013
(specifically, Bill 402 Section 9.6) made major changes to teachers’ contracts and how they
received raises in addition to eliminating maximum class sizes (see Appendix 3 for the policy
text that pertains to teachers). First, and most controversially, this legislation sought to eliminate
career status, misleadingly referred to as tenure, by the year 2018. Previously, teachers earned
career status after teaching in the same district for four years and demonstrating proficient
performance. Teachers with career status are employed on a continuous instead of year-by-year
basis. Before earning career status, teachers are rehired every year and thus can be dismissed for
any reason. Career status, then, provides teachers with job protection and due process. A career
status teacher can be fired but is “entitled to an explanation for the decision and the right to be
heard in a meaningful way before an impartial hearing officer” (NCAE Legal). Career status
provides more limited protection than the higher education notion of tenure and does not
guarantee lifetime employment (NCAE Legal).
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The Appropriations Act of 2013 stipulated that probationary teachers—those on their
way to career status—would be given one-year contracts until 2018 at which time local school
boards would decide to offer 1-, 2-, or 4-year contracts. Additionally, this legislation mandated
that in 2014, superintendents would review the performance and evaluations of teachers and
recommend 25 percent to local school boards to receive 4-year contracts and a 500 dollar
increase in base pay (Sawchuk). Local school boards could choose to adopt the list or select
other teachers as long as they demonstrated proficiency on their evaluations. Additionally,
according to the Appropriation’s Act, teachers who had already earned career status could
choose to keep their status until 2018, at which time local school boards would offer them 1-, 2-,
or 4-year contracts. These teachers could alternatively give up their career status immediately for
a chance to be in the 25 percent chosen to win the 500 dollar pay increase (North Carolina
General Assembly).
Additionally, in passing this legislation, North Carolina became the first state to eliminate
pay increases for teachers with advanced degrees (Dewitt “Pay Cuts”). North Carolina teachers
who had already completed graduate programs kept their pay increases; however, those who
were enrolled in graduate programs would not be grandfathered in (Kiley), as teachers were
required to file the paperwork for their pay increase by April 2014. This policy development did
not, however, arise in North Carolina apropos of nothing. Influential public figures, such as Bill
Gates and Arne Duncan, had recently questioned the notion that graduate degrees affect teachers’
abilities to improve student achievement (Kiley). This skepticism coincides with both the Obama
administration’s and North Carolina’s push for merit pay. Government McCrory argued in July
of 2013, for instance, that teachers should be rewarded “based upon their individual value to
students” (quoted in Kiley) and thus he supported the removal of advanced degrees in favor of
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awarding high-performing teachers (based in part on student test scores) with stipends. Merit
pay, as this stipend system is termed, contributes to a culture of competition among schools,
increases teacher burnout and turnover, and penalizes teachers working in low-income or
struggling districts (Attick 44).
Not surprisingly, the law was met with outrage on the part of educators and much of the
public. Similar to the implementation of MSLs, districts were left scrambling to figure out how
to enact these new stipulations, which local policymakers and administrators found to be
“simultaneously prescriptive and vague” (Sawchuk). The legislation did not provide
superintendents and school board members any guiding principles for choosing teachers for 4year contracts other than three years of teaching experience and satisfactory reviews.
Additionally, administrators were given only one year to figure how to create such criteria
(Sawchuk), a difficult task amidst the implementation of new standards, a new teacher evaluation
tool, and increased assessments. In turn, districts devised different types of plans, including
random lotteries, choosing teachers from hard-to-staff subjects, and choosing teachers with
National Board Certification (Sawchuk).
Educators recognized this legislation as part of the continued effort by the North Carolina
General Assembly to de-professionalize teaching. According to a University of North Carolina
Wilmington survey administered to over 600 practicing North Carolina teachers and
administrators in the fall of 2013, educators were overwhelmingly opposed to these legislative
changes. The survey yielded the following results: about 67 percent of educators believed the
legislation would negatively affect teaching and learning, over 74 percent indicated the changes
would likely impact their decision to continue teaching/administering in North Carolina, 97
percent thought the legislation negatively affected teacher morale, 98 percent thought the
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elimination of pay increases for advanced degrees would negatively affect teaching and learning,
almost all believed the lack of pay raises in general would negatively affect teaching and
learning, and almost 87 percent indicated that the voucher plan would negatively affect public
schools (Imig and Smith 3). Not surprisingly, then, educators’ frustrations translated to political
dissent.
3.5 Teacher Walkout Protest and Walk-in Advocacy Events
In this section, I focus specifically on political events lead by teachers called “walk-ins,”
which took place across the state on November 4, 2013. Importantly, these walk-ins originated as
a teacher walkout. The November 4 walkout started on Facebook with a “handful of teachers
angry about actions taken by the General Assembly,” particularly the elimination of career
status, the private school voucher program, and the absence of raises in the budget (Leslie
“NCAE Denies GOP”) in addition to the years of budget cuts, elimination of teacher assistants,
and frozen teacher pay (Wagner “Teachers Walk-in”). Once interest generated on Facebook, the
walkout organizers created a website with information about the protest and a message board for
participants to communicate (Kenney). This group called for teachers to take a sick day and
arrange for a substitute to take over their class, as opposed to simply walking out of school
(Kenney). The November 4 Walkout garnered quite a bit of attention particularly because North
Carolina is a right-to-work state with no teachers’ union or collective bargaining, and public
employees are prohibited from striking. North Carolina labor laws define striking as “a cessation
or deliberate slowing down of work” and deem it punishable by a misdemeanor criminal charge
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or termination (North Carolina Labor Laws)16. In turn, several groups including lawmakers, the
NCAE, the news media, and even teachers, criticized the walkout.
For instance, The NCAE was not affiliated with the walkout and discouraged it on social
media (Leslie “NCAE Denies GOP”). In turn, the teacher advocacy group met with walkout
organizers and encouraged them to “compromise on a ‘walk-in’” (Wagner “Teachers Walk-in”).
According to NCAE President Rodney Ellis, a walk-in would not serve as a political protest but
would be an event meant to “spark discussion among teachers and parents about challenges like
spending cuts and lower teacher pay” (quoted in Leslie “NCAE Denies GOP”). The walkout
organizers followed the NCAE’s plea and shifted the protest to an advocacy event. On
November 4, schools throughout the state participated in myriad walk-in events. Teachers wore
red17 and entered together through the front door as a sign of unity, and some teachers held
meetings after school and invited parents and lawmakers (Santiago). Walk-ins included small
marches outside schools and planned conversations about the issues students and educators face
because of the Appropriations Act (Washington). For instance, in Apex, NC teachers marched
from Middle Creek High School to Westlake Elementary, and then held a meeting in the
townhall where educators shared the working conditions of teachers and other school personnel
(Wagner “Teachers walk-in”).

16

According to Article 12 of the North Carolina Labor Laws: "95-98.1. Strikes by public employees prohibited. Strikes by public employees are hereby declared illegal and against the public policy of this State. No person
holding a position either full- or part-time by appointment or employment with the State of North Carolina or in
any county, city, town or other political subdivision of the State of North Carolina, or in any agency of any of them,
shall willfully participate in a strike by public employees. 95-98.2. Strike defined. - The word 'strike' as used herein
shall mean a cessation or deliberate slowing down of work by a combination of persons as a means of enforcing
compliance with a demand upon the employer, but shall not include protected activity under Article 16 of this
Chapter: Provided, however, that nothing herein shall limit or impair the right of any public employee to express or
communicate a complaint or opinion on any matter related to the conditions of public employment so long as the
same is not designed to and does not interfere with the full, faithful, and proper performance of the duties of
employment" (1981, c. 958, s. 1).
17
Red for Ed is a national grassroots movement started by teachers and parents that advocates for public
education.
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Despite this toned-down version of what began as a potential teacher strike, the walk-in
was still met with derision, particularly on the part of North Carolina politicians. For the rest of
this section, I highlight how teachers are represented within discourses that seek to condemn
either the original walkout protest and/or the walk-in advocacy events. Critics of the
walkout/walk-in use the rhetorical strategies of praise and blame. Their arguments assume that
good teachers remain apolitical and thus dissenting—bad—teachers are selfish and unconcerned
with students’ needs. I focus on two themes within these arguments: the connection of these
events to “union politics” as well as the tendency to frame teachers’ interests and students’ needs
as oppositional.
Republican lawmakers blamed NCAE for “orchestrating a strike” (Leslie “NCAE Denies
GOP”), with several deeming the walk-in advocacy events to be the work of a union and thus
dismissing these events as “politics” that have no place in schools (Dewitt “Teachers
Demonstrating”). For example, Senator Hunt said, “We think most teachers would actually
prefer to stay in the classroom with their students so they can educate them, take care of them,
but they're apparently being pressured by the NCAE and their affiliation with the national union"
(quoted in Leslie “NCAE Denies GOP”). He begins his criticism of the walk-in events by
praising teachers, highlighting what he assumes to be their most important goal: educating and
taking care of students. He then pits the goals of teachers against their advocacy organization,
which he dismisses as having union affiliation. He states further that “teachers should be paid
more, and we’re going to do that as soon as we can find the money, but there’s no question this is
a political event” (quoted in Leslie “NCAE Denies GOP”). In dismissing the walk-in events as
the political work of a union and implying that politics have no place in education, he assumes

90

that teachers cannot, and perhaps should not, be political actors who advocate for their own
rights as workers.
Senator Hunt’s misunderstanding of these events was echoed by Senator Phil Berger. In
Berger’s response to the walk-in events, he said:
We appreciate the overwhelming majority of our teachers whose hard work and
commitment are vital to the success of our children. […] But we don’t appreciate
the bully tactics of an organized union that puts kids’ safety at risk to gin up its
membership and inflate the salaries of its executives. There is a time and place for
everything – our schools are not the place for politics and our children should not
be the pawns. (quoted in Santiago)
Like Hunt, Berger begins by praising the work of teachers and then contrasts their “hard work
and commitment” with the “bully tactics of an organized union,” i.e. NCAE. He also dismisses
these events as “politics,” which he argues should be kept out of schools. Both senators
incorrectly call NCAE as a union, which by definition is not a union as it has no collective
bargaining power. Doing so allows them to access the neoliberal scapegoating of teacher unions
as culpable for educational crises. Additionally, pitting teachers’ unions and teachers against one
another is a tactic that “weaken[s] relations among people and devalu[es] coordinated action”
(Asen “Neoliberalism, The Public” 3). This blame narrative is linked to the larger contemporary
reform tendency to villainize teachers, as unions are blamed for helping to keep bad teachers in
the classroom, and bad teachers are, in turn, responsible for the failures of public education. As
such, Senators Hunt and Berger shift the blame for the provocation of walk-in events from the
General Assembly, which passed a shocking, detrimental, and unpopular legislation, to the
NCAE and teachers. Furthermore, Hunt and Berger incorrectly attribute the inception of these
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events to the NCAE, though the walk-in began as a grassroots protest organized by frustrated
teachers. The walk-in events were indeed political in that teachers were directly responding to
and protesting the legislative changes brought about by the Appropriation’s Act of 2013. In this
way, they were engaging in policy deliberation, as their perspectives had not been considered in
development of this legislation. However, Hunt and Berger ignore these realities and instead
frame teachers as passive victims of a union’s “bully tactics.”
Additionally, several groups, including lawmakers and several news outlets, frame a
potential strike and walk-in events as oppositional to the needs and interests of students. Senators
Hunt and Berger as well as Gov. McCrory’s deputy communications director, Ryan Tronovitch,
use this line of argument to condemn the walkout/walk-in. In his official statement about the
walk-in, Hunt responded to an elementary school that solicited parental volunteers to cover third,
fourth, and fifth grade classes while teachers attended a one-hour walk-in event in which
teachers, parents, and community members gathered in the school to discuss issues facing public
education. Hunt classified this event as a “politically-motivated one-hour strike” and thus a
“clear violation of North Carolina Law.” Hunt maintains:
Schools have a duty to educate and protect our children, not serve as marching
grounds for political protests orchestrated by unions. We are deeply disturbed the
NCAE is encouraging teachers to turn their backs on their classrooms and leave
their students in the care of strangers who may lack formal training and
background checks. Things have reached a new low when a teachers’ union is
willing to abandon its core responsibility and jeopardize student safety for its own
gain. (1)
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In his statement, Hunt again characterizes NCAE as a union and blames it for the teachers’
demonstrations. Namely, he argues that teacher participation in walk-in events equates to
“turn[ing] their backs on their classrooms” and “jeopardizing student safety.” Senator Berger
uses almost the same language, arguing that the NCAE’s actions put “kids’ safety at risk” and
treats them as political “pawns” (quoted in Santiago). Though both lawmakers explicitly blame
the NCAE, they indirectly frame teacher’s actions as selfish and in doing so present teachers’
and students’ interests as oppositional. Tronovitch makes the same argument in his explanation
of Gov. McCrory’s opposition to the walkout protest, maintaining that a “teacher strike doesn’t
get us to a solution and puts the education of our children in jeopardy” (quoted in Kenney).
According to these lawmakers, teachers, then, are to blame for these political demonstrations,
which harm children, not the systematic defunding of public education and deprofessionalization of teaching which sparked their unrest.
These lawmakers’ argument against the walkout/walk-in was echoed by several news
outlets. For instance, in a since-deleted article about the walk-in events, The Charlotte Observer
explained that “many teachers have rightly said they won’t [participate in a walkout], noting that
it would hurt students rather than make a useful point with lawmakers” (quoted in Kilkenny). By
maintaining that teachers “rightly” chose to walk-in instead of walkout, The Charlotte Observer
supports the argument that in walking out, teachers would not make a point to lawmakers but
instead would “hurt students.” NC Policy Watch similarly condemned the walkout in their
coverage of walk-in events. Reporter Lindsay Wagner wrote that “it became apparent that a
walk-out was not a prudent choice given that it would require abandoning students in the
classroom, not to mention the fact that North Carolina law prohibits public employees from
striking." Like Senators Hunt and Berger, Wagner points out that teachers are prohibited from
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striking in North Carolina. She also argues that the walkout was not “prudent” because striking
requires teachers to “abandon” students. The word “abandon” is a particularly pejorative choice
and strongly condemns walking out as a selfish action.
This representation of politically active teachers as selfish has historical precedence and
is rooted in the gendered expectations of teaching as a poorly-compensated sacrificial profession.
As I explored in the previous chapter, when teaching became a feminized profession in the
nineteenth century, it was imbued with stereotypical female qualities such as “moral exemplar”
and “caregiver” (Hoffman 4). As Geraldine Clifford argues, gender became inherent in the role
of teacher; that is, the term “teacher” implied woman-teacher (25). Indeed, the representation of
teachers as sacrificial heroes has surfaced in almost every major federal reform movement since
the nineteenth century. As Mark Hlavacik points out in his analysis of labor activist Margaret
Haley’s 1904 speech, “Why Teachers Should Organize,” Haley had to negotiate this gendered
representation of teaching when convincing teachers to unionize and protect their rights as
workers. In her address, she attempted to persuade teachers that “their material aspirations did
not conflict, but were in fact coterminous with the pursuit of their pedagogical obligations”
(504).
Similarly, Michael Steudeman argues that during the 2012 Chicago Teacher’s Strike,
teachers faced several double-binds when advocating for their economic interests
(“Indeterminacy, Incipiency, and Attitudes” 510). He posits that in advocating for themselves by
withholding their labor, teachers run the risk of being perceived as putting their needs above the
needs of their students, as they constantly face the “conception of teaching as a sacrificial public
service” (513). In turn, teachers and union representatives supporting strikes have to carefully
maneuver these perpetual representations of teachers in order to garner public and political
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support for their dissent. Steudeman maintains that the Chicago Teacher’s Strike was successful
largely because educators and union members were able to link the goals of teachers to the
interests of students. In 2013, North Carolina teachers who supported a walkout faced daunting
constraints in their fight against the Appropriations Act: a conservative General Assembly, an
unsupportive governor, a skeptical teacher advocacy group, and no union.
There were other acts of dissent against the Appropriations Act of 2013, as well. The
NCAE launched a “Decline to Sign” campaign, which encouraged teachers who might have been
included in the top 25 percent not to accept a four-year contract. This campaign also urged local
school boards to oppose the four-year contract (Walker). Also, Guildford and Durham Counties
filed law suits contesting the legality of the General Assembly’s elimination of career status
(Walker). Eventually, the removal of career status from teachers who already obtained it was
deemed unconstitutional (Strauss “North Carolina’s”). However, teachers who did not have
career status were found to have “no protectable contract rights and thus could not challenge the
repeal” (McCloskey). The other tenets of the legislation that affected the teaching profession,
namely the removal of pay raises for advanced degrees, remain in place.
Despite these acts of dissent, the Appropriation’s Act of 2013 contributed to the neglect
of public education in North Carolina. Subsequently, news media reported teacher flight in
counties such as Charlotte-Mecklenburg (Helms). By 2014-2015, North Carolina was spending
$100 million less on public education than it had before the recession with student enrollment up
by 150,000 (Strauss “North Carolina’s”). Perhaps not surprisingly, the enrollment in teacher
education programs in North Carolina began to decrease significantly (Leslie, “NC Teachers”).
By 2015, teacher prep programs had dropped 27 percent since 2000 (Strauss “North Carolina’s).
Ellen McIntyre, dean of University of North Carolina Charlotte’s education school faulted low
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salaries for the decline in enrollment, arguing that parents dissuade their children from pursuing
teaching (Saffron). The 2014 Teacher of the Year, James ford, argued that “the luster and the
status of teaching…has been materially diminished” (quoted in Saffron).
3.6 Conclusion
In this chapter, I sought to explore the intricate relationship between federal and state
education reform. My analysis revealed that the narrative of crisis and drastic change, which
proliferates throughout major US federal reform movements, arose within North Carolina’s
implementation of RttT. Namely, North Carolina’s policy documents frame reform as a
transformation that takes place at the level of teacher praxis. Teachers, then, are required to align
their classroom practice as well as their beliefs to new standards and assessments. Furthermore,
my analysis of policy documents revealed North Carolina’s increased accountability measures,
namely the reliance on standardized testing to evaluate individual teachers. This change aligns
with the contemporary neoliberal reform movement’s goal of highlighting individual
responsibility over increased equality. Both the Obama administration’s and North Carolina’s
rhetorical framing of standardized test data oversimplifies the ability of data to correlate student
achievement and teacher proficiency, as this framing ignores the limitations and blind spots of
VAM. The implementation of data systems and increased testing in North Carolina was
disorganized and messy, revealing the pitfalls of overreliance on testing data. Furthermore, this
amplified focus on individual teachers undervalues the impact of systemic inequalities inherent
in public education.
Additionally, I highlighted North Carolina’s systematic de-professionalization of teachers
that occurred alongside RttT, particularly through the Appropriations Act of 2013. Teachers in
North Carolina are particularly vulnerable to de-professionalization efforts as North Carolina is a
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right-to-work state with no teacher union and teachers are prohibited from striking. Indeed, with
the combination of RttT and the Appropriations Act, teachers were simultaneously shouldering
the burden of implementing RttT criteria while their job security was stripped and pay increases
stalled. Analysis of this legislation revealed that lawmakers did not take teachers’ perspectives
and lived realities into consideration, as teachers were overwhelmingly opposed to these
legislative changes. In turn, teachers have no clear avenue for engaging in policy deliberation.
While they attempted to do so through protest and advocacy events, they were often met with
derision on the part of lawmakers, news media, and even their own advocacy group. Indeed,
representations of teaching as sacrificial heroes arose as lawmakers and news outlets framed
teachers’ political activity as selfish. In the next chapter, I specifically examine how teachers
engage in asynchronous policy deliberation through discourses of dissent by focusing on the
May 16, 2018 March for Students and Rally for Respect in Raleigh, NC.
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CHAPTER 4: “USING OUR TEACHER VOICES”: IDENTITY PERFORMANCE AND
POLICY DELIBERATION IN DISCOURES OF DISSENT
4.1 Teacher Protest in a Networked Public Sphere of Policymaking
The previous two chapters focus on dominant discourses of education policy; that is, the
texts and actors “officially charged with crafting policy” (Asen Democracy, Deliberation 19).
The next two chapters focus on “others who may articulate views about and seek to influence
policy” (19). Namely, I examine how teachers contribute to policymaking within a decentralized
networked public sphere, which comprises myriad individuals and modes of engagement,
including “[p]arents, teachers, administrators, community members, and others [who] deliberate
about education policy in public meetings in middle school gymnasiums, casual conversations at
neighborhood gatherings, structured meetings at district offices, and elsewhere” (Asen et al.
195). Scholars of public discourse have long argued for the inclusion of a multiplicity of
counterdiscourses within examinations of democratic deliberation, civic engagement, and
policymaking (Asen; Hauser; Frazer; Tracey; Warner; Young). Karen Tracey, in her exploration
of the communicative practices of school boards, argues that scholarship concerned with
democratic processes must move away from an “ideal of democratic deliberation” and instead
“be grounded in its ordinary places of expression” (199). In turn, such explorations must focus
not just on rational deliberation, but also account for personal, passionate, and even hostile
deliberative discourse (Tracey 188-208; Hauser 82-119).
The next two chapters extend Asen’s theory of the networked public sphere by focusing
on the discourse of teachers, a group who technically have no direct-decision making power—
unlike the school boards that both Asen and Tracey study. I argue that teachers do not accept the
provisions and initiatives of state and federal policy like automatons and are indeed a vital part of
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the networked public sphere. As public educators do not often have direct access to education
policy and reform deliberation (Giroux 461; Hlavacik 507), they must seek different avenues to
publicly engage in such debates. This chapter focuses on one such avenue: protest signs from the
May 16 March for Students and Rally for Respect. Specifically, I analyze teachers’ rhetorical
performance of professional identity through their protest signs and argue that these signs are an
instance of asynchronous policy deliberation and vernacular exchange that constitutes “how
actual participants in rhetorical exchange [enter] into dialogue” (Hauser 277).
As I described in chapter one, I explore identity as something individuals enact through
language. Rhetorical scholars have recently argued that a rhetorical perspective allows us to
analyze how identity is performed in specific, purposeful, and persuasive ways. Following this
scholarship, I focus on "the persuasive potential of identity" (Cloud) in talk, that is, identity
performance as an explicitly rhetorical act. I am concerned with identity talk as "strategic selfconstitution” (Anderson 38)—as “something that one does to an audience through the expression
of who or what one is” (4). In the previous two chapters, I examine discourses of praise and
blame that are rooted in gendered representations of teachers as sacrificial heroes, moral
exemplars, and apolitical individuals. As I explained in Chapter 2, gender has affinities with both
class and status—it structures the division of labor and dictates a “pattern of cultural value that
privileges traits associated with masculinity” (Fraser Fortunes of Feminism 162). In turn, an
analysis of the recent teacher protests must identify the cultural devaluation of “female-coded
traits” associated with teaching as well as the resulting economic devaluation of the profession.
In this chapter, I examine how teachers engage with these cultural and economic problems, and I
identify the rhetorical strategies through which they dismantle such representations. Arabella
Lyon argues that “[t]he difficult remaking of discourses to reflect the local is a quintessentially
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[…] performative act of deliberative rhetoric” (5), an act of “engaged doing” (30). Teachers’
protests signs are such deliberative acts. By presenting themselves student advocates, champions
of public educators, and political dissenters, teachers engage in asynchronous policy deliberation
and at the same time challenge dominant representations of public school teachers that
proliferate in public, popular, and political discourse. Before delving into the May 16th protest, I
will briefly describe the wave of protests that occurred across the country in the spring of 2018.
4.2 Dissent across the U.S.
The North Carolina rally arose within a wave of teacher dissent that occurred in various
states throughout the spring of 2018. Namely, teachers in West Virginia, Kentucky, Oklahoma,
and Arizona protested for better pay and more educational funding, among other things. West
Virginia teachers went on strike in March for nine days, during which time all public schools in
the state closed. Teachers in West Virginia hadn’t seen a pay raise since 2014 (Emma), and
average teacher salary was ranked 48th in the nation at the time (Hansen). While salary was a
driving factor of the strike, teachers also protested neoliberal reform efforts, including the
expansion of charter schools, elimination of seniority, a paycheck protection bill that would take
away union rights to deduct dues through payroll, and increases to health insurance costs for
public employees (McAlevy). At the end of the strike, lawmakers made concessions on all of
these demands, including a 5 percent teacher-pay raise (McAlevy).
Following West Virginia’s successful teacher strike, Oklahoma teachers began striking at
the beginning of March after a Facebook page created by 25-year-old junior high teacher,
Aleberto Morejon, went viral (Emma). At the time, Oklahoma faced dire conditions in public
schools: teachers, who hadn’t seen a pay raise sine 2008 (Smith), were vacating the state for
better job opportunities in Texas, leaving Oklahoma to issue emergency teaching certifications to
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thousands of people in order to staff classrooms (Emma). Additionally, due to inadequate
funding, one fifth of Oklahoma’s public school districts were forced to operate on a four-day
schedule (Emma). On March 8, Oklahoma’s teacher union laid out a list of demands including a
$10,000 pay raise for teachers and $200 million more in education funding (Emma). On March
31, the legislature approved a $6,100 pay raise and agreed to $51 million more in school funding.
Teachers walked out anyway, with some schools closing for two weeks (Balingit). The
legislature, however, remained firm with their March 31 proposal.
While West Virginia and Oklahoma saw the longest and most drastic teacher dissent,
teachers in other states protested, as well. In April, teachers in Kentucky rallied at the state
capitol to protest changes to their pension plan (Rossman) as well as the governor’s veto of a
$480-million tax increase that would also increase public education spending (“In Latest
Victory”). The governor’s veto was subsequently overturned (“In Latest Victory”). In Arizona,
thousands of teachers walked out of schools, and over 50,000 marched on the capitol on April 26
(Parmenter). Arizona ranked 43rd in average teacher pay and the legislature had recently cut
corporate taxes, creating a $100 million budget shortfall (Parmenter). After weeks of protests,
Arizona Gov. Doug Ducey approved a 20 percent raise for teachers by 2020 (“In Latest
Victory”).
According to the president of the National Education Association (NEA), Lily Eskelsen
Garcia, the wave of dissent is a result of years of rising class sizes and stagnant salaries
(Balingit). What these states have in common is that they are right-to-work states with GOPdominated legislatures (Parmenter). Michael Hansen, director of the Brown Center on Education
Policy at the Brookings Institute, argues that there are four economic factors behind this teacher
dissent: low average salaries compared to the national average, reduced salaries since the
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recession, reduced per-pupil spending since the recession, and state-determined (instead of
locally determined) salary schedules.
With these factors in mind, Hansen predicted that North Carolina teachers would be
among the next wave of protesters since this state meets all of Hansen’s abovementioned criteria.
In the past several years, North Carolina teachers have received small raises, but veteran teacher
pay has remained largely stagnant (Ball “Following the Lead”). When considering the rising cost
of healthcare, most teachers in the state have seen their take-home pay decrease (Ball “Following
the Lead”). Since elimination of career status and masters/doctoral pay in 2013, the NCGA has
continued to pass legislation that de-professionalizes the teaching profession and undermines
teachers’ expertise. In 2014, lawmakers removed longevity bonus pay for veteran teachers
(Kane) and as of a 2017 decision, state employees hired after 2021 will no longer receive health
insurance when they retire (Bonner). According to the NEA, North Carolina was projected to
rank 37th in teacher salary (Ball “North Carolina Teacher Pay”) and 39th in per-pupil spending in
2018 (Parmenter). Furthermore, teachers earn 5 percent less on average than before the
Recession when accounting for inflation, and the state spends over 12 percent less per pupil than
before the Recession (Parmenter). Additionally, the NCGA has shown disregard for funding
public education by budgeting $44.5 million on vouchers in 2017 and planning to spend another
$100 million in the next ten years (Ball “Following the Lead”).
Thus, not surprisingly, North Carolina became the next state to see teacher unrest in the
spring of 2018. Teachers did not organize a full-blown strike like West Virginia or Oklahoma,
most likely because they face constraints teachers in West Virginia, Oklahoma, Kentucky, and
Arizona do not; namely, North Carolina is one of four states in which both collective bargaining
and striking is illegal for teachers (Sanes and Schmitt). According to the president of the NCAE,
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Mark Jewell, the May 16 protest focused on teacher pay, textbook funding, classroom resources,
and eliminating tax breaks for the wealthy in order to invest in public schools (Ball “As Teachers
Strike”). He said:
We are the ninth largest school system in the country, yet we rank 43rd in funding
in per pupil expenditures [as of 2017]. We’re $3,000 below the national average.
We haven’t had a textbook adoption since 2005. Technology is still out of date
and incomplete. We’re well below our funding levels prior to the recession in
2008 and we have 90,000 more students than we did then. So, we’re not doing
right by our students in North Carolina, and it’s time for us to rise up and tell the
General Assembly that we’ve had enough. (quoted in Crowder)
In turn, the NCAE encouraged teachers to take a personal day and march on the capitol in
Raleigh on May 16—the day the NCGA returned to session. This action would not technically
constitute a strike, as teachers are able to use their personal days as they see fit and their pay is
docked 50 dollars for these days. As teachers began requesting substitute teachers for their
personal days, districts began closing. Districts in the Raleigh-Durham area, namely Durham
Public Schools and Chapel Hill-Carrboro City Schools, were among the first to cancel (Belamy),
and several districts quickly followed suit. In all, forty-five districts cancelled school on May 16
(“Full List: North Carolina”), and over 25,000 people marched in Raleigh (May 16 Coalition).
At the same time, federal and state policymakers criticized teachers’ dissent, drawing on
gendered representations of educators. Namely, policymakers assume that educators should be
apolitical, moral exemplars and as such should not engage in political protest. In the previous
chapter, I explored two themes in the political and media criticism of the 2013 Walkout/Walk-in
dissent in North Carolina: the propensity to connect events to “union politics” and represent
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teachers’ interests and students’ needs as oppositional. These two themes are present in
lawmakers’ criticism of the 2018 teacher protests as well. For example, North Carolina
Representative Mark Brody said:
The hypocrisy is that [teachers] say they are supporting the students. One less day
of instruction does not help students. Teaching our children that it is OK to not
show up for work does not set a good example. Let’s call this what it is, Teacher
Union thugs want to control the education process! (quoted in “‘Teacher Union
Thugs’”)
Like his 2013 predecessors, Brody positions teacher and student needs as oppositional—taking a
personal day to protest policy equates to denying student valuable instruction time. Additionally,
he blames the “Teacher Union,” referring to the NCAE, and he associates dissenting teachers
with “thugs” who want to control the education process. Thus, he dismisses teachers’ attempts to
engage in policy deliberation, which they have been denied in North Carolina
Political actors in other states also framed student and teacher needs as oppositional and
represented protesting teachers as selfish. In doing so, they deployed the gendered representation
of teachers as sacrificial heroes, which is present in almost every instance of federal reform as I
argued in Chapter 2. Oklahoma Governor Mary Fallin likened a protesting teacher to “a teenager
wanting a better car” (quoted in Horton), and Oklahoma Rep. Kevin McDugle said he wouldn’t
vote “for another stinking measure when (teachers) are acting the way they are acting” (quoted in
Emma). In these instances, teachers are represented as petulant workers, focused solely on their
interests and acting in ways unbecoming to professionals. This representation places blame for
the inconvenience of a teacher strike solely on teachers, dismissing the culpability of state
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legislatures who have defunded education and de-professionalized teaching. As such, they erase
the real and nuanced reasons for teacher dissent, which I describe in this chapter.
Similarly, Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos decried the Oklahoma strike, saying: “I
think about the kids. I think we need to stay focused on what’s right for kids. And I hope that
adults would keep adult disagreements and disputes in a separate place, and serve the students
that are there to be served” (quoted in Smith). Thus, she implies that teachers, by striking, are not
thinking about their students and not focusing on student interest. She belittles the issues teachers
raise in their protests, deeming them “disagreements and disputes” among adults. Her argument
is reminiscent of North Carolina lawmakers who dismissed the 2013 teacher actions as “politics”
that have no place in schools. In doing so, she dismisses a policymaking avenue of teachers—
who have no direct access to policy deliberation.
In perhaps the most controversial statement against the 2018 teacher strikes, Kentucky
governor, Matt Bevin, faulted teachers for putting students in danger, saying, “I guarantee you
somewhere in Kentucky today, a child was sexually assaulted that was left at home because there
was nobody there to watch them” (quoted in Horton). In this statement, Bevin assumes that the
job of teachers goes far beyond educational; they are heroes capable of protecting their students
from anything, even dangerous homelives. As such, he accesses representations of teachers
rooted in nineteenth century stereotypes of ideal womanhood as moral caregivers. Furthermore,
in representing striking teachers as selfish, lawmakers assume that teachers should not be
political actors who advocate for their rights as workers.
I now turn to my analysis of protest signs from the May 16 rally in Raleigh, NC.
Primarily, the goal of the following analysis is to amplify and respect the voices and perspectives
of the May 16 protesters. Throughout this analysis, I focus on the ways teachers make identity
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claims—both individual and categorical—to protest education policies or critique politicians
themselves. Individual identity talk focuses on "how particular individuals […] attempt to shape
their discursive self-presentation for rhetorical ends"; whereas, categorical identity talk focuses
on the "larger public conversation about the meaning and value of a particular identity category”
(Cloud 16-17). While I focus on the ways individual teachers perform their professional
identities, I am also concerned with how teachers construct their stories in conversation with the
discourses that represent their profession.
4.3 Performing Teacher at the May 16 Rally for Respect
The rally began at 9:45 at the NCAE headquarters in Raleigh. I arrived at 9:30, and I saw
a stream of teachers walking in the same direction. I wasn’t sure where to park since I arrived
later than expected, so I rolled down my window and shouted to a group of teachers, asking
where they had parked. They emphatically told me there were lots of open space in the
surrounding residential area. Already, I sensed a feeling of excitement. As I began walking in the
direction of all the folks wearing red, it began to rain heavily. I sloshed along the road into an
increasingly dense crowd of red as I made my way to the NCAE headquarters.
When I reached my destination, the rain stopped. I began to feel exhilarated. There was a
buzz of excitement in the air that was contagious as busloads of teachers continually arrived.
Music played a steady, rhythmic beat and groups of teachers cheered and shouted—“hey, hey,
ho, ho, attacking schools has got to go!” and “red for ed!” It was hot and humid, but no one
seemed to mind. At about 10:15 we began marching toward the capitol building, with nearly
every person waving a homemade sign. Protesters walked slowly, reading the different signs,
laughing at their peers’ cleverness, nodding in solidarity, and enjoying themselves immensely.
The atmosphere felt like a release of pent-up energy. Groups of people packed the sidewalks as
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the crowd marched, some wore red, and all cheered and yelled “thank you!” Some held signs of
support, like “we love our teachers,” “we support our teachers,” “we support public education,”
or “raise my taxes to fund education.” Teachers cheered back, yelling “thank you!” and the
onlookers often responded with, “no, thank YOU!”
This powerful energy and sense of community undergirds the following analysis.
Teachers’ protest signs—though often representing each individuals’ lived experience—served
the purpose to unite the crowd and strengthen their coordinated action. As such, these signs are a
vital component of protesters’ subversion of neoliberal reform, which promotes competition and
weakens relationships (Asen “Neoliberalism, The Public Sphere”; Attick). I begin my analysis
by examining how teachers perform their professional identities as student advocates.
4.3.1 Student Advocates
Teachers at the May 16 rally held signs that positioned student needs at the center of their
dissent. Protesters carried signs that generally supported the needs of their students, deeming
children “our most valuable, yet least-funded investment” and pleading with lawmakers to
“invest in our kids” and “fund their future.” While teachers directly address the NCGA in their
protest signs, their discourses also target mainstream media and the general public, as protesters
engaged with dominant representations of teachers. That is, they worked to counter the
representation of selfish dissenting teachers who are more concerned with their pay than the
needs and safety of their students. As I mentioned above and as two of my interview participants
pointed out, policymakers and mainstream media coverage of teachers’ protests tended to focus
on teacher pay, which is only one of the issues protesters raised. In their protest signs, then,
teachers explicitly advocate for the needs of their students.

107

First, protesters use student needs to justify their dissent. Several teachers held signs
positing that teachers “are not walking out ON our students, we are walking out FOR our
students!” (Figure 3). This sign is in direct conversation with the common argument, particularly
among lawmakers, that striking or protesting teachers are abandoning their students. Through
these signs, teachers argue that they
are walking out of their classroom
precisely to fight for the needs of
students. The sign in Figure 3 in
particular highlights the duty of
teachers to engage in policy
deliberation using patriotic colors
Figure 3

(e.g. red, white, and blue) and

imagery (e.g. red and blue stars). Through this imagery, this sign is reminiscent of an American
flag, suggesting that civic engagement is an American duty. Another
teacher uses similar logic about protesting in her sign, which reads,
“Students, Because you’re Mine, I walk the Line!” This sign uses
lyrics from the 1957 Johnny Cash song, “I Walk the Line” but also
makes a direct reference to striking or walking the picket line. As
such, this teacher asserts that her devotion for her students is the
reason for her dissent. Teachers also directly address the

Figure 4

representation of striking or protesting teachers as more concerned
with their pay than with student needs. Numerous teachers at the May 16 rally maintain that
teacher pay is not their primary concern. For example, one sign reads, “We’re not trying to get
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rich. We’re trying to enrich” (Figure 4) and another posits that “This is about my students not my
salary.” In these cases, teachers explicitly dissociate themselves from the “salary” conversation.
Additionally, several protesters counter representations of selfish dissenting teachers by
conflating their interests with the needs of their students. As I mentioned in the previous chapter,
this rhetorical strategy is common within protest discourse, as teachers constantly face the
“conception of teaching as a sacrificial public service”
(Steudeman “Indeterminacy, Incipiency, and Attitudes 513).
Labor activist Margaret Haley used this strategy in 1904 when
encouraging teachers to unionize (Hlavacik “The Democratic
Origins”) and union representatives and teachers linked the
Figure 5

goals of teachers to the interests of students in the 2013
Chicago Teacher’s Strike (Steudeman “Indeterminacy, Incipiency, and Attitudes). Protesters held
signs which maintained that that teacher or educator “working conditions are student learning
conditions” (Figure 5). That is, policies that impact teachers’
working conditions (e.g. policies about teacher benefits,
salary, class sizes, etc.) directly affect student learning.
Another protester uses similar logic in her sign, asking the
NCGA, “How can you put students first if you always put
teachers last?” (Figure 6). Thus, teachers dismantle the notion
Figure 6

forwarded by critical lawmakers that striking teachers are
putting their needs above those of their students and thus abandoning them, denying them
instructional time, and even putting them in danger. Instead, they maintain that student needs are
driving their dissent, as they are intricately connected to teacher needs.
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Additionally, teachers support their students by advocating for an equitable education
system. In doing so, they engage in deliberation about North Carolina’s inequitable funding
system and the contemporary rise of racial and economic segregation in the state. For instance,
teachers plead with lawmakers to “invest equitably in public
schools” (Figure 7) and argue that “education when funded
correctly is equitable” (Figure 8). This plea is timely, as North
Carolina’s school funding formula is currently under review by
a legislative committee of the NCGA, which has recently
Figure 7

found the formula to be overly complicated and outdated

(Robertson). The current funding model is position-based, which means that districts are allotted
a certain number of teachers, instructional support personnel, and administrators based on the
number of students in each grade (“Highlights of the”). An analysis of the funding formula from
2014-2015 school year by the Program Evaluation Division of the NCGA found that the
allotment for teachers favors the wealthiest districts (Robertson).
Indeed, funding for low-income students includes only a 6 to 11
percent addition for struggling districts (Houck). Furthermore,
districts raise additional funding through local property taxes
(“Highlights of the”), which again allows wealthier districts to
have more funding than low-income districts and contributes to

Figure 8

the unequal distribution of resources in the state (Houck). Protesting teachers, thus, offer an
invaluable consideration to the larger funding conversation—increasing funding alone is
insufficient; lawmakers should aim to increase funding equitably across districts.
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Teachers also support equitability in education by advocating for underserved
populations, particularly students with special needs. The current funding formula in North
Carolina inadequately supports education for exceptional children (EC)18, which is capped at a
certain percentage of students; thus, any special needs
student over that cap is not funded (Houck). This funding
system, as one of my interview participants points out,
treats all EC education the same, though educating groups
of students with severe mental or physical limitations
Figure 9

requires more resources. Furthermore, as I will explain in

the next chapter, contemporary policies—particularly those that rely on standardized testing
data—do not adequately accommodate for this population of students19. Teachers deliberate
about inequitable education by advocating for their students in their protest signs. For instance,
three signs in my dataset specifically mention EC students, two of which focus on students with
autism as evidenced by puzzle pieces, a symbol of the foundation
Autism Speaks (Figure 9 and 10). These teachers engage in
protest for the needs of their students, again, countering the
representation of politically active teachers as selfish and
concerned with their own needs over those of their students.
Additionally, their lived experiences with and nuanced

Figure 10

understanding of this underserved population provide a vital perspective to the deliberation about
school funding, which I will explore in the next chapter.

18

Special education in North Carolina is called exceptional children education.
The next chapter will address EC education in North Carolina more in depth as I analyze interviews with two EC
teachers.
19
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Teachers also address racial and economic segregation in their protest signs. Before
examining this discourse, I briefly present a history of racial segregation in North Carolina and
explain the current state of racial and economic isolation20 in public schools. The state’s history
with racial segregation is a tumultuous one. In 1956, the NCGA and Governor Hodges actively
opposed integration after the Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court decision, passing laws
that sabotaged desegregation efforts (Nordstrom “Stymied by Segregation” 2). In 1971, NAACP
lawyers won the Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education case, which dictated that
Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools (CMS) use busing to integrate schools (2). As a result, Charlotte
became a “national leader for school integration” with other North Carolina districts following
(2). Teachers in Charlotte describe this time of integration as exciting and as “a new sort of
idealism” (Goldstein 117). In 2001, however, this progress was halted when the Fourth Circuit
Court of appeals deemed Charlotte-Mecklenburg’s integration plan to be illegal (Nordstrom
“Stymied by Segregation” 3). In a Harvard study conducted in 2013, Stephen B. Billings and
colleagues found that following this decision, CMS schools largely re-segregated resulting in a
“widened inequality of outcomes” between white students and students of color. Namely, they
found that all students score lower on exams when they attend a racially isolated school.
Furthermore, Billings and colleagues reported a large increase in crime for Black male students
enrolled in racially isolated schools.
Moreover, a report by policy analyst Kris Nordstrom supported by the North Carolina
Justice Center, demonstrates that over the past decade in North Carolina, the number of racially
and economically segregated schools has increased (“Stymied by Segregation” 1). In 2016-17,

20

Racially isolated means more than 75 percent of students in a school are students of color. Economically isolated
means more than 75 percent of the students in a school qualify for free or reduced school meals (Nordstrom
“Stymied by Segregation”).
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24 percent of schools in North Carolina were racially isolated, which was an increase of 5
percent from 2006-07 (5). Additionally in 2016-17, 37 percent of schools were economically
isolated, which was an increase of 16 percent from 2006-07 (5). Furthermore, Nordstrom points
out that while the minority population of students in North Carolina has risen 16 percent in the
past decade, racially isolated schools have risen 25 percent. Likewise, while the number of
students qualifying for free or reduced lunch has risen 23 percent in the past decade,
economically isolated schools have increased 74 percent, indicating that North Carolina public
schools have increasingly become more segregated over the past decade (“Stymied by
Segregation” 6).
Teachers support their students by engaging with these systemic realities in their protest
signs. For instance, one teacher supports the needs of all their students by arguing that
“education is a right not a privilege” (Figure 11). That is,
all students deserve a free and equal education, not just a
privileged few. While every student in North Carolina
has access to public education, schools are not equitably
funded, maintained, or staffed. Another sign reads,
Figure 11

“Education: the great equalizer stratifier?” (Figure 12).
This sign is suggestive of a theme I discussed in Chapter 2: Throughout federal reform discourse,
education is continually framed as having the ability to solve myriad social and economic
problems, which in turn contributes to the myth of education as the great social equalizer and the
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means to the American Dream. As I demonstrated
through a brief history of education reform, though
public education is lauded as the great equalizer,
inequities are built into its foundation in myriad ways,
like de facto and de jure segregation and inequitable
funding formulas based on property taxes. This sign in
Figure 12, thus, points to the ways in which education
has contributed to societal stratification. Thus, for

Figure 12

education to actually be “the great equalizer”
lawmakers must address the systemic inequalities that underly educational problems, namely
racial and economic segregation.
Additionally, several protesters carried signs with the face of Childish Gambino (Donald
Glover) and the name of his song “This is America,” the video
for which went viral earlier in May of 2018 (Figure 13). It is
difficult to make a direct connection between the May 16 rally
and “This is America” because the video is a complicated and
visceral commentary on race and gun violence in America. It is
worth mentioning here, however, as it seems likely that these
Figure 13

protesters seized the cultural moment and referenced this video

to make a general statement about racial inequalities in North Carolina public education.
As I highlighted in chapter two, education reform movements throughout history have
relied on the interconnectedness of representations and expectations of teachers and the
oversimplification of systemic issues, particularly racial segregation. Through accountability
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measures, contemporary reform puts the onus on teachers to mend educational issues, leaving
systemic problems unattended. Through their protest discourse, teachers in North Carolina bring
much needed attention to such inequalities. By advocating for their students and dismantling the
representation of selfish dissenting teachers, these protesters demonstrate that focusing solely on
teacher pay is a superficial analysis of the recent wave of teacher dissent.
4.3.2 Champions of Public Educators
In this section, I examine how teachers advocate for themselves and their profession
through their protest discourse. The signs I analyze aim to reach the NCGA and the public;
however, they also target other North Carolina teachers who face similar political constraints.
Asen argues that deliberation is relational: it is “a collective weighing of perspectives oriented
toward a mutually recognized public problem or issue” (Asen Deliberation, Democracy, and
Education 143). As I argue in this and the next section, teachers reach out to one another through
their signs, forming a supportive community and bolstering their coordinated action. According
to Lyon, “to deliberate [is] to recognize interlocutors” (4), and reciprocal recognition entails
“respecting the differences and particularities of our lives while forming relationships” (51).
Protesters present their own individual lived experiences, and though they are not all the same,
their experiences mesh together to present a nuanced picture of the material consequences of
education policy in North Carolina.
Protesters offer an invaluable perspective on budget cuts, salary freezes as well as the
elimination of career status and pay increases for advanced degrees. In doing so, they engage
with contemporary policy initiatives, particularly the Appropriation’s Act of 2013. Through their
signs, teachers present a nuanced picture of their individual lived experiences working under
policies that rely on teacher sacrifice. For instance, teachers demonstrate the consequences of
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continuous salary freezes. Four signs in my dataset make references to working a second job
(Figure 14). According to the 2015-16 National Teacher and Principal Survey conducted by the
U.S. Department of Education, 1 in 5 public school teachers work second jobs during the school
year (Will), and according to the Bureau of Labor Statistics
American Time Use Survey, teachers are 30 percent more
likely than other professionals to have a second job (Startz).
The necessity for teachers to hold additional employment is a
generally accepted phenomenon within our cultural milieu.
Figure 14

Consider the movie Freedom Writers, for example, in which

new teacher Erin Gruwell works multiple jobs in order to buy books and other supplies for her
students. In the movie, this sacrifice is not only lauded, it is expected. Three of my interview
participants mentioned this expectation in a conversation about the May 16 Rally, with one
positing that teaching is often framed as “a labor of love”—a vocation that an individual chooses
knowing they will have to sacrifice their time and money. One of my interview participants
explained to me how she worked a night and a weekend job during her first three years teaching,
before she had a joint income with her partner. This expectation is rooted in both the economic
and cultural history of teaching as a feminized profession which engendered persistent
representations of teachers as sacrificial heroes who can overcome all obstacles, including low
salaries and penalizing policies.
Protesters highlight other issues related to stagnant salaries. For example, two protesters
describe being unable to afford what are typically considered to be adult living conditions, with
one asserting “I live with my mom on my teacher’s salary,” and another explaining, “I’ve been
teaching for 8 years, and I’m still a grown ass woman with a roommate” (Figure 15). This latter
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sign received quite a bit of attention at the rally, with
other protesters pointing, laughing, nodding in
recognition, and even taking pictures as they passed.
While the wording is humorous, this sign also makes
visible the lived experience of a single, professional
Figure 15

woman living on a stagnant and unpredictable salary.
Two protesters describe the difficulty of providing for their own children on their salary. For
instance, one sign reads, “Highly Qualified, 18 Years
Experience, 2 Kids in College in 2019, Same Pay Since 2005,”
and another reads “Because I education your children, I can’t
afford to educate mine” (Figure 16). These two sets of signs—
one set referring to being able to live alone and the other about
Figure 16

affording their children’s education—demonstrate the nuanced

consequences of policies that rely on teacher sacrifice. Other protesters’ reactions to these signs
are moments of recognition—when “interlocutors are constituted in a relationship or position to
each other and so may begin constructing a new lifeworld” (Lyon 7). Teachers do not have a
completely shared experience; however, presenting their own and recognizing others’ lived
experiences strengthens their collective publicity and their coordinated action.
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Teachers also use humor to cleverly protest stagnant salaries. According to Elizabeth
Benacka, “[h]umor has historically functioned as a corrective in democratic societies, a practice
that dates back to classical rhetorical theory and practice” (2). Indeed, teachers aim to engage in
deliberation about budgetary issues using sarcasm, irony, and puns. For example, one sign reads
“Damn those rich teachers and their ’98 Camrys” (Figure 17). This
sign sarcastically dismantles the representation of dissenting teachers
as selfish and greedy, perhaps responding to Oklahoma Gov. Fallin’s
comparison of teachers to teenagers wanting better cars. Through the
juxtaposition of “rich teachers” and “’98 Camrys,” this teacher
Figure 17

highlights the absurdity of Fallin’s comparison and reveals the

dissonance between rhetorics of praise and blame and teachers’ lived experiences. As this sign
points out, it does not make sense to represent teachers as greedy because they have worked
under policies that have demanded their continual sacrifice.
Other teachers carried signs using humor to comment on low teacher salaries, including,
“Teaching is tough, so when I need a laugh I just look at my paycheck,” “Teachers can’t live on
apples alone,” and “I became a teacher to make
change…not get paid in it!” (Figure 18). These signs
demonstrate that “civic-minded criticism can be advanced
through the use of humor as a rhetorical discourse”
(Benacka 2). Protesters advocate for teachers by
humorously demonstrating that their primary goal is

Figure 18

certainly not to get rich. Fighting for a pay raise in a
profession that on average pays less than 60 percent of the salaries of other similar professions
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(Strauss, “Teachers in U.S.”) by no means implies that they will in turn become wealthy.
Furthermore, teachers connect with each other and recognize their individual experiences
through the humorous signs. The crowd at the rally was often uproarious—individuals stood on
benches and the steps of buildings, chanting and laughing, and the most sarcastic, clever, and
caustic signs attracted the most attention.
Protesting teachers also juxtapose their expertise (i.e. experience and credentials) with
their stagnant salary, demonstrating the complexities of the teacher salary debate, which are
often lost as teacher-pay conversations tend to focus on starting pay and average salary. For
instance, through their protest signs, teachers highlight the lack of incentives for teachers to hone
their expertise through experience and advanced education. As I
mentioned previously, the NCGA eliminated longevity pay for
teachers in 2014 (Kane), basically capping teacher pay around
$50,000 (except for teachers who obtained advanced degrees prior to
2013 as well as those with national board certification). Thus, once
most teachers reach this capped salary, their pay remains frozen for
Figure 19

the rest of their career. One sign comments directly on the
elimination of longevity pay: “25 year hard working, dedicated

teacher with a frozen salary. Shame on you NCGA” (Figure 19). In this case, the protester
highlights their expertise (e.g. years of experience and dedication) with their salary,
demonstrating the misalignment between the two.

119

Similarly, four signs in my dataset specifically call attention to North Carolina’s 2013
elimination of pay increases for advanced degrees. For instance, one sign reads, “Graduated on
Friday with master’s degree. Invested $15,000+. NC will invest $0 in me.” Two protesters
highlight the importance of having highly trained
professionals in the classroom, deeming these teachers
educational “masters.” One sign for instance, reads “Honor
the Masters” (Figure 20). The sign uses imagery from Star
Wars (e.g. Yoda and Chewbacca), comparing teachers to
Figure 20

highly trained Jedis. Indeed, “honor the masters” has two

meanings: respect the expertise of highly trained professionals and pay them accordingly by
reinstating pay increases for advanced degrees. Another protester uses similar logic in a sign that
reads, “Kids deserve masters. Teachers deserve masters
pay.” Lastly, a protester held a sign reading, “Hired for
M.S. Ed. Paid Like B.S. reinstate master’s pay” (Figure
21). This teacher highlights the desirability of a highly
trained teacher, as she was hired because of her
master’s degree. However, her pay does not reflect her
training, thus she is paid like B.S.—a bachelor’s degree

Figure 21

or rather, like bullshit. In deeming themselves masters and pointing out the desirability of
advanced degrees, these teachers reclaim their expertise as highly trained, experienced
professionals. In doing so, they counter the gendered representation of teachers as heroes and
moral caregivers, willing to sacrifice their pay.
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Indeed, this reclamation is important for teachers in North Carolina as the past decade of
policy has undermined their expertise—a vital component of
teachers’ professional identities (Garahan 79-83). As I
demonstrated in the previous chapter, teachers’ job security and
pay raises were eliminated via the Appropriations Act of 2013 at
the exact time teachers were accommodating for increased
accountability and changes to their day-to-day practices brought on
by RttT. Several teachers highlight this difficult position in their

Figure 22

signs, with one reading “Overworked and Underpaid” and two asserting that teachers are “tired
of being asked to do more with less” (Figure 22).
Along these lines, one protester in particular highlights the reality of the elimination of
career status, with a sign that reads “If I can be fired for being gay, at least give me livable pay”
(Figure 23). As I mentioned in the previous chapter, career status is often misleadingly referred
to as teacher tenure. Teachers with career status are employed on a continuous instead of yearby-year basis. Career status, then, provides teachers with job
protection and due process. A career status teacher can be
fired but is “entitled to an explanation for the decision and
the right to be heard in a meaningful way before an
impartial hearing officer” (NCAE Legal). Without career
status, teachers are technically rehired every year or are
placed on 2- or 4-year contracts based on their evaluations
Figure 23

and thus can be easily dismissed with no due process.

Furthermore, historically in North Carolina the removal of tenure has been used to discriminate
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against minority groups. As I mentioned in chapter 2, career status was repealed during the
period of integration in the 50s for the purpose of firing Black teachers (Goldstein 111). As this
protester highlights, this lack of job security in the contemporary political climate is particularly
poignant for LBGTQ folk, as North Carolina is one of twenty-six states with no explicit law
prohibiting discrimination based on sexual orientation or gender identity (“Non-Discrimination
Laws”) and one of three states that has explicitly banned cities and counties from passing
nondiscrimination provisions (“Local Non-Discrimination Ordinances”). Thus, with these
constraints combined (i.e. no due process and no explicit legal protections) LGBTQ teachers face
difficult and potentially perilous working environments in North Carolina. This sign also
garnered attention from other protesters and is a particularly poignant example of how policies
impact individual lived experiences in myriad ways. In sharing their lived experience, this
protester makes visible a consequence of the elimination of career status that is not necessarily
recognizable to political actors, the public, or other teachers.
In this section, I demonstrated how teachers’ signs work together harmoniously to make
visible their lived experiences and the harmful effects of contemporary reform efforts on public
educators. For instance, single teachers struggle to afford housing, parents struggle to afford their
children’s education, and LGBTQ teachers worry for their job security. Through their attention,
appreciation, and connection with other protesters’ signs, teachers recognize the individual lived
experiences of fellow educators. This reciprocal recognition constitutes “not a connection of
dominance, identification, or projection, all of which deny difference, but simply of a shared
communicative act” (Lyon 53). The result is “a shared agency arising in the present moment of
engagement” (57). As such, teachers subvert the logics of contemporary neoliberal reform in
which diversity is erased and individuals are figured as “self-sufficient capitalists” (Asen
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“Neoliberalism, The Public” 2) who are concerned with “maximizing [their] competitive
advantage” over other autonomous individuals (10). Instead, teachers mobilize their differences
and bolster their coordinated action against the past decade of de-professionalization efforts in
North Carolina.
4.3.3 Political Dissenters
Last, teachers perform their identities as political dissenters by specifically highlighting
their acts of resistance through their protest signs. As I explored in Chapters 2 and 3, an element
of the representation of teachers as sacrificial heroes is that they are apolitical and refrain from
activism on their own behalf. In response to teacher dissent during the 2013 walkout/walk-in
protest as well during recent protests, lawmakers criticize protesting teachers for bringing
politics into schools, which they argue should be apolitical spaces. In this section, I explore the
ways in which teachers disrupt this expectation.
Drawing from Judith Butler, Kendall Philips argues that “performances that violate the
expectations of a given subject position will undermine the points of identification of that
position itself” (315). Acting as dissenters, teachers perform their professional identities in ways
that “violate the proscriptive limits of [their] subject position” (Phillips 312). That is, they
perform an identity that is explicitly political. Philips argues that “the articulation of an
inappropriate subject form challenges those points of identification through which a subject is
rendered intelligible and identifiable—a moment of dis-identification in Butler’s term—and, as
such, threatens to displace those strategic relations deployed to maintain intelligibility and order”
(324). By performing their professional identities in an “inappropriate” way, teachers displace
dominant representations of their profession and in doing so challenge neoliberal policies that
rely on rhetorics of praise and blame. In what follows, I explicate three ways in which teachers
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perform their dissenter identity: one, they criticize or insult the NCGA; two, they highlight their
own voices and resist dominant representations of teachers; and three, they use gendered
language or imagery to expose gendered representations of teachers (see Appendix 2 for full
elucidation of each nested code). In this section, like the last, I also highlight the ways in which
teachers reach each other through their signs and in doing so bolster their coordinated action.
Criticizing the NCGA
Protesters use common language, symbols, and imagery associated with teachers to
criticize and/or insult the NCGA and their contemporary policies. Several protesters, for
instance, deploy the commonly used symbol of an apple to represent
education, with one sign reading, “Stop eating away at education”
(Figure 24). Another protester carried a sign, warning the NCGA that
as a teacher she has “eyes in the back of [her] head” and “can see what
[they’re] doing” (Figure 25). This familiar
maxim usually references teachers’ ability
Figure 24

to constantly know what is happening in

their classrooms. This protester changes the meaning of the phrase
to a political one: She is paying attention to the actions of NC
legislators and will act accordingly,
even if that means protesting. As such,

Figure 25

this sign implies that a teacher’s role
extends beyond the classroom to political activity. Another protester
reworded the common phrase, “Those who can, do; those who can’t
Figure 26

teach” with a sign that read, “Those who can, teach. Those who
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can’t, pass laws about teaching” (Figure 26). This protester takes a phrase that denigrates the
teaching profession and uses it to insult the NCGA. Thus, through her act of dissent, this teacher
displaces the representation of teaching as a second-rate profession while also protesting the
actions of the NCGA and their “laws about teaching.” As such, these teachers cleverly subvert
the apolitical representation of teachers by using discourse typically associated with their
profession.
Protesters also use the concept of accountability—typically associated with teachers—to
criticize the NCGA. As I explored in the previous two chapters, teacher accountability has been a
prominent part of education reform movements since the Reagan administration’s A Nation at
Risk. The rhetorical frame of accountability holds teachers culpable for educational problems
(Asen “Lyndon Baines Johnson”; Hlavacik Assigning Blame) and oversimplifies systemic issues
through a focus on the individual responsibility of teachers. In Chapter 3, I explored how RttT
increased accountability for teachers, requiring participating
states, like North Carolina, to adopt value-added assessments
and use standardized test data to evaluate teacher effectiveness.
With the adoption of RttT in North Carolina, the number of
standardized tests, particularly at the high school level,
drastically increased and the teacher evaluation instrument was
changed to include value-added assessments. In their protest
signs teachers flip this accountability-blame narrative and hold

Figure 27

the NCGA responsible for their part of educational problems. For instance, one teacher addresses
the NCGA, saying, “Educators are holding you accountable now, so history doesn’t have to”
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(Figure 27). That is, they are taking the burden of educational
change and improvement off teachers—where it usually lies—and
placing it on policymakers. Other teachers directly reference recent
accountability measures, asking “What’s YOUR accountability
measure!” and “NCGA, what’s your value added measure?” (Figure
28). In doing so, these protesters target the NCGA, but also address
their fellow teachers as their signs rely on insider knowledge of the
Figure 28

educational process. Indeed, fully grasping the sentiment (i.e. the
sarcasm) behind these signs requires having been evaluated by a value-added formula that, as
one of my interview participants argued, is opaque to teachers—a “magic formula.”
Along the same lines, two teachers assess the NCGA by alluding to the teacher
evaluation instrument. For instance, one protester carried a sign (Figure 29) that included an
element from Standard 1: Teachers Demonstrate Leadership of the teacher evaluation tool.
Element 1d states that “Teachers advocate for schools and students. Teachers advocate for
positive change in policies and practices affecting student
learning. They participate in the implementation of
initiatives to improve the education of students” (“Rubric
for Evaluating” 23). Based on this element, this protester
rates teachers with the highest mark, distinguished, which
means they actively participate in “initiatives to improve

Figure 29

education” (“Teacher Evaluation Process” 23). On the other hand, this protester rates the NCGA
with the lowest mark, developing, which means they merely know about “the policies and
practices affecting student learning” but don’t do anything to improve them (“Teacher

126

Evaluation Process” 23). This protester cleverly posits that teachers’ acts of dissent are actually
promoted by the teacher evaluation instrument, which requires that teachers be active in
education policymaking. They criticize the NCGA by demonstrating that lawmakers are not
efficient educational leaders based on the teacher evaluation instrument. Additionally, this sign
addresses other protesting teachers, assuring them that their acts of dissent are a necessary
component of their job and thus strengthening their collective protest.
Teachers also criticize the priorities of the NCGA by protesting contemporary neoliberal
reform, directly mentioning privatization efforts in North Carolina. Two teachers carry signs
protesting the use of public money for private education, with one arguing that “[p]ublic dollars
are for public education” and another stating, “My tax money is for Public Schools not for
private or religious schools” (Figure 30). As I mentioned earlier, the NCGA budgeted $44.5
million on vouchers in 2017 and are planning to spend $100 million in the next ten years on the
Opportunity Scholarship Program (Ball “Following the Lead”), though research does not support
its effectiveness (Nordstrom “N.C. State’s Hyped”).
According to a 2017 report on the first three years of the
Opportunity Scholarship Program, Jane R. Wettach of Duke
Law School, found that this voucher program is not
designed to promote better academic outcomes for students
Figure 30

(1). Perhaps most concerning, Wettach found that “96

percent of vouchers paid tuition at religious schools” and accountability measures for North
Carolina private schools are “among the weakest in the country” (1). She asserts that most states
require voucher-accepting schools to meet certain criteria including accreditation, approved
curriculum, teacher qualifications, participation in state testing, and equal number of hours/days
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as public schools. North Carolina does not require private schools to meet any of these criteria
(14). Thus, over the past four years, the NCGA has moved millions of dollars from public school
funding to unregulated private school vouchers, while continually increasing the regulation of
public schools, thus de-prioritizing public education and creating a culture of mistrust in the
institution. Teachers bring attention to this contradiction: the public’s tax money should be
supporting local, public schools, not unregulated private schools.
Highlighting Their Resistance
In addition to criticizing the NCGA, protesters perform their dissenter identity by
explicitly resisting the apolitical expectation of teachers. Teachers often highlighted their own
“teacher voice” at the rally. Teacher voice is a common phrase that
typically refers to the commanding voice and persona that teachers
perform in their classrooms. For instance, a google search of “teacher
voice memes” results in pages of images that include celebrities and
characters from pop culture such as The Hulk as well as t-shirts and
mugs with the words, “Don’t make me use my teacher voice.” Four
Figure 31

signs in my dataset, as well as many t-shirts
I saw protesters wearing, access this phrase by referencing their
teacher voices (Figure 31 and 32). Instead of signifying their
classroom persona, these signs use “teacher voice” to reference the
commanding voice of teacher-protesters. In this way, these teachers

Figure 32

use teacher-related language to disrupt dominant representations of teachers as apolitical by
associating “teacher voice” with political dissent.
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Another way protesters resist dominant representations of teachers is by engaging in the
“rhetorical maneuver” that Phillips describes; that is, they draw
upon the resources of other subject positions they occupy in order
to leverage their protest. Namely, they position themselves as
politically active citizens who have the ability to vote lawmakers
out of office. Several protesters threaten the general assembly with
their ability to vote, asserting “We’ll remember in November,”

Figure 33

“Educators Vote,” “Teachers Vote,” and “You vote now, we vote
later” (Figure 33). As citizens, it is their duty to be informed voters who are civically engaged.
According to the First Amendment, American citizens have a right to freedom of speech and to
peaceably assemble. Drawing on the resources of their citizen identity, protesters undermine the
dominant representation of teachers as apolitical, a “point of identification of that position”
(Kendall 315). One teacher carries this position
into the classroom, as well, warning the NCGA
not to “mess with civics teachers” as they teach
students to vote (Figure 34). In doing so, she
bridges her private identity (engaged citizen) with
Figure 34

her professional identity, bringing politics directly

into her classroom and also highlighting that fact that as a civics teacher, she is incapable of
keeping politics out of school.
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Lastly, teachers explicitly threaten further political action in their protest signs. One sign
reads, “Respect our Existence or Expect Resistance” and another
asserts, “Ready to STRIKE” (Figure 35). These signs,
particularly the latter, demonstrate that these protesters are
willing to overcome all of North Carolina’s constraints (e.g. no
due process, no union advocate, no collective bargaining,

Figure 35

prohibition of striking, conservative general assembly) to resist policies they believe weaken
public education.
Employing Gendered Language and Imagery
In addition to their resistance discourse, teachers perform their dissenter identity by using
gendered and feminist language and imagery in their signs to protest contemporary policy,
highlight the ways gender is inherent in the role of teaching, and point out the resulting economic
maldistribution (Fraser Fortunes of Feminism 165). As I described in Chapter 2, teaching was
feminized during and after the common school movement, which established a system of public
schools in the U.S. During this movement, education reformers tapped into stereotypical 19th
century representations of women to argue that unmarried women made ideal teachers because
of their moral fortitude and self-sacrificing, nurturing dispositions (see Beecher The Duty of
American Women; Mann A Few Thoughts on the Powers and Duties of Woman). Additionally,
hiring female teachers was a money-saving strategy for funding the fledgling public education
system, since female labor was cheap. During this time gender became inherent in the role of
teachers, and “teacher” came to signify “stereotypical female qualities” such as “moral
exemplar” and “caregiver” (Hoffman 4). This representation has continued to arise throughout
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the major education reform movements that followed, including the progressive movement, the
passage of the ESEA as well as the contemporary accountability movement.
Teaching is still a feminized profession in the United States: About 77 percent of public
school teachers are women (“Characteristics of Public”), while superintendents and legislators
are far more likely to be men (Glass). As such, the gender landscape in education has not
changed dramatically since the early 20th century. Indeed, the May 16th protest crowd was made
up mostly of women, while the NCGA is mostly men. The economic and cultural disparities on
which public education was founded have remained constant and to a degree, invisible. As
historian Geraldine Clifford points out, it wasn’t until the 80s that historians began interrogating
the association of “teacher” with stereotypical feminine traits. Indeed, the popular discourse
surrounding the recent teacher protests mostly ignores the gendered
history of the profession, with few exceptions (see Pisapia). One
protester exposes the inherent gendering of teachers with a sign that
reads “Teacher Pay is the Gender Pay Gap” (Figure 36). In other
words, low teacher salary is connected to the fact that public school
teaching is currently and almost always has been a feminized
profession in the U.S., which has resulted in continually low salaries.
This protester maintains that “pay gap” not only relates to jobs in

Figure 36

which men are paid more than women, it also refers to jobs that are feminized or coded
“female.” Fraser maintains that addressing gender injustice is not a numbers game—that is,
solutions are not solely economic, making sure men and women are paid equally for the same
jobs and ensuring that women have positions in male-dominated professions. Solutions must also
be cultural and as such address “institutionalized patterns of cultural value” that code certain
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traits—and thus certain professions—as “feminine” and subsequently subordinate them
(Fortunes of Feminism 168). This protester makes visible this often-overlooked layer of teacher
pay conversations and brings an invaluable perspective and an important history into the
deliberation about teacher salary.
Additionally, teachers perform their dissenter identities by accessing popular feminist
imagery and language in their protest discourse. For instance, myriad teachers at the May 16
protest—three in my sample—held signs that read, “Teachers just wanna have fund$” (Figure
37), referencing the popular Cyndi Lauper song “Girls Just Want to
Have Fun,” which became a feminist rallying cry after its release in
1983. Though the original version of the song, written by Robert
Hazard, was from a man’s perspective, Lauper revised the song to be,
as she said, “very blatantly feminist,” asserting that “girls want to
have the same damn experience that any man could have” (quoted in
Green). The iconic music video focuses on female friendship and

Figure 37

comradery, as it features Lauper dancing through the streets, talking
on the phone, and enjoying a party with her friends. Teachers at the May 16 protest tapped into
this rallying cry in their protest signs. Indeed, the spirit of the rally matched that of Lauper’s
famous video. The crowd was congenial, kind, and respectful of one another. Protesters took
pictures with each other, commended others on their creative signs, and chatted with one another
about where they were from, supporting their decision to make the journey to Raleigh. Protesters
were having fun, enjoying each other’s company, and engaging in comradery that strengthened
their coordinated action.
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In addition to Lauper’s 80s hit, remixes of the “We Can Do It” poster (Figure 3821)
appeared throughout the protest on signs as well as t-shirts. The image in the “We Can Do It!”
poster, often referred to as Rosie the Riveter, has come to represent the
American women who worked in war-related jobs in WWII. This
poster appeared in the Westinghouse War Factory for two weeks in
1942 during WWII to boost worker morale. Additionally, it influenced
later Rosie the River depictions (Wallace), particularly the Norman
Rockwell painting featured on the May 1943 cover of the Evening Post

Figure 38

and aimed to encourage women to join the war effort (“Rosie the
Riveter-WWII”). The first use of term “Rosie the Riveter” was a 1943
song with the lyrics: “She’s making history, working for victory, Rosie
the Riveter. That little girl will do more than a male will do” (quoted
in Harvey). In the 80s, the “We Can Do It” image resurfaced, became
known as Rosie, and was used as an icon for women’s empowerment.
Figure 39

As such, the poster has been remixed

with iconic or famous women, such as Hillary Clinton and
characters from pop culture, such as Leslie Nope from Parks and
Rec. Two signs in my dataset include an image of a woman
dressed in red with a red bandana and an apple tattoo on their
bicep with “NC” stamped on it (Figure 3922). Another carried a
Figure 40

21

The “We Can Do It” poster was created by J. Howard Miller who was employed by Westinghouse. This image,
which is in the public domain, was retrieved from:
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?search=we+can+do+it&title=Special:Search&go=Go#/media/File:W
e_Can_Do_It!.jpg.
22
Unfortunately, the images I captured were of poor quality. An example of the “Rosie” shirts protesters wore can
be found at Shirtlord’s Etsy shop (https://www.etsy.com/listing/613884805/north-carolina-nc-red-for-ed-strong-t).
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replica of the “We Can Do It” poster with Miss Frizzle from The Magic School Bus children’s
book series on it (Figure 40). In remixing this image in their protest discourse, teachers access
the history of U.S. women laborers who defied gender norms in the 1940s as well as culturally
recognizable discourses of women’s empowerment. In doing so, they highlight the history of
women teachers, using their positionality as such to protest contemporary policy.
By criticizing the NCGA, highlighting their resistance, and employing gendered and
feminist rhetoric, teachers perform explicitly political identities, thereby subverting the gendered
expectations that teachers remain apolitical. They strengthen their coordinated action by
maintaining that engaging in political activism on behalf of their students and themselves—
policy deliberation—is a feature of their profession.
4.4 Conclusion
This chapter sought to place one instance of vernacular exchange—teachers’ protest
signs—in dialogue with the political discourse surrounding reform. Exploring the vernacular is a
particularly poignant endeavor in education policymaking, which has been heavily influenced by
a neoliberal rationality since the publication of NAR. It is important to investigate ruptures within
this often-bipartisan endeavor since venues for public deliberation are diminished by free-market
logics. Indeed, these protest signs are examples of such ruptures, as teachers directly and
specifically critique policies in a public setting. Through their protest discourse, teachers present
a nuanced depiction of education policy issues in North Carolina. As advocates for students, they
assert that teacher dissent is not solely about teacher pay, and they justify their protest by
highlighting student needs. Additionally, they support their students by arguing for an equitable
education system and allude to systemic issues plaguing public education (e.g. underfunded EC
education, racial and economic segregation, inequitable funding formulas). As champions of
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public educators, teachers foreground their lived experiences to demonstrate the material effects
of contemporary neoliberal policy. As such, they reveal the material consequences of North
Carolina’s de-professionalization efforts from the past decade, highlighting stagnant salaries, the
elimination of advanced degree pay increase and longevity pay, and the effect of no career status
on vulnerable populations, such as LGBTQ teachers. Lastly, as political dissenters teachers
perform an identity that is explicitly political and as such dismantle dominant representations of
teachers as apolitical. In doing so, they criticize the NCGA and their neoliberal policies using
language and imagery associated with teachers, and they highlight their own voices of resistance.
Additionally, they use gendered and feminist imagery and language to critique contemporary
policy as well as to expose the ways gender is inherent in the role of teaching.
This analysis suggests potential ways educators and others might resist neoliberal logics
through discourses of dissent, with the caveat that not all educators are in a position to do so.
First, my analysis points to the persuasive potential of identity performance within protest
discourse. In negotiating their professional identities through the vernacular space of protest
signs, the authors were able to leverage their policy critique and exert rhetorical agency—“the
reflective power to interpret themselves to a public” (Flower 147). Therefore, their rhetorical
constitution of self is indispensable to their protest: By foregrounding their lived experiences, as
advocates for students, champions of public educators, and political dissenters, they subvert
neoliberal discourses of praise and blame which promote individual solutions to systemic issues.
Also, teachers demonstrate that mobilizing their differences—not nullifying them—bolsters their
coordinated action. Second, authors of these open letters resist neoliberal logics by placing
reform initiatives within their broader socio-political context. As Svi Shapiro argues, resistance
to dominant ideologies must connect educational issues to broader social structures (24). In
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doing so, protesters keenly demonstrate that reform policies which assume an inherent failure of
public education and seek to mend it through increased regulation of teachers are doomed to fail
because they will not address the underlying systemic problems that greatly affect schools and
student achievement. Pointing out this flaw of neoliberal logics allows them to articulate
alternatives that value collaboration between educators and political actors and collectivity and
equality instead of competition and individual responsibility.
However, the obvious question, was this protest successful?, lingers. The NCGA took the
issues raised by protesters into consideration on a surface level for the 2018-2019 budget. For
instance, the NCGA allotted $11.8 million to fund salary increases for teachers, with an average
raise of 6.5%, ostensibly bringing teacher salaries back to pre-recession levels (“2018-19 Budget
Summary”). This raise does not, however, reinstate pay increases for advanced degrees or
longevity pay. Per this new budget, teacher salary begins at $3,500 per month (ten-month salary)
with $100 for each year up to 15 years. Then, teacher pay is frozen from 15-24 years at $5,000
per month (ten-month salary) until teachers reach 25 years and their salary increases to $5,200
(“2018-19 Budget Summary”). Under this new budget, most experienced teachers will only
receive a $700 raise, and teachers already making $5,200 per month will not see a raise at all.
Thus, North Carolina continues to do little to attract highly trained professionals, reward
expertise, and incentivize experienced teachers to stay in the classroom.
Furthermore, the 2018-19 budget does not take other issues teachers raise into
consideration, as the budget includes increased austerity measures and funding for neoliberal
reform efforts. Tax cuts for the wealthy remain the same, and per pupil funding remains fairly
consistent in the new budget, well below pre-recession levels (“2018-19 Budget Summary”).
Supply funding remains 55 percent below pre-Recession levels, textbook funding remains 39
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percent below, and teacher assistant funding remains 35 percent below (Nordstrom
“Legislature’s Education Budget”). The NCGA increased funding for unaccountable voucher
programs by $13 million and proposed to extend the state’s virtual charter school program by
four years, though the pilot program was deemed a failure (Nordstrom “Legislature’s Education
Budget”). Perhaps most concerning was the unusual way this budget was passed. Republican
legislative leaders used a “parliamentary maneuver of amending the proposal in-full into what’s
known as a ‘conference committee report’ on another measure that has already passed both
houses” (“The Secretly-Negotiated 2018 Budget”). That is, all members of the NCGA were
forced to vote on the entire budget with no opportunity to debate or propose amendments. This
trick received quite a bit of criticism, with Kris Nordstrom deeming it “undemocratic and selfdefeating, undoubtedly leading to lower-quality and unintended negative consequences”
(“Legislature’s Education Budget”).
While the NCGA’s response to the May 16 protest was disappointing, the impact and
success of this rally should not be measured solely by lawmakers’ immediate response,
particularly in North Carolina where neoliberal ideologies run deep—as I argued in the previous
chapter. Lyon maintains that a performative approach to deliberation focuses on “the present
tense of iteration, the bodily moment of recognition, and the constituting speech act” and is “only
incidentally concerned with outcomes” (24). The ways in which revealing their lived experiences
with policy and gaining a collective agency within deliberative spaces affected protesters cannot
be easily measured. For instance, my four interview participants—two of which attended the
rally—described feeling both moved and empowered by the protest. One participant believes
“there is power in numbers,” and she felt strong watching “educators come together to support
one another and fight for change.” Indeed, the relationships formed through coordinated action
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gave the protest its “energy, dynamism, productive force” (Asen “Public: A Network 298),
which did not dissipate after May 16.
Influencing or changing the entrenched discourses surrounding education reform is no
small task. The May 16 protest is one piece of the wave of teacher dissent that began in March of
2018 and has continued, with the most recent strike in Los Angeles County Schools in January of
2019. This collective wave of dissent influences how the public thinks and talks about public
education and its corresponding policies. My two interview participants who attended the rally
explained to me that the protest opened a space for dialogue within their communities about
education policy and the teaching profession. While they both heard some negative
understandings of the protest, with community members and even students representing teachers
as selfish, they also both saw an opportunity to engage in conversation about the intricacies of
contemporary policy, that the problems are far deeper than teacher pay. For instance, one
participant explained that several students initially believed teachers just wanted a day off.
However, when she explained she was taking a personal day, which means losing fifty dollars,
and waking up at 4 am to drive across the state, the students began to understand her perspective.
As another participant explained—things must be dire in order for teachers to strike because they
want to be in their classrooms with their students.
Thus, while the NCGA may not have immediately supported teachers through legislation,
protesters’ discourses of dissent provide their communities and the public with alternatives to
neoliberal discourses of individualism and competition. Teachers in North Carolina cannot alone
transform neoliberalism through their acts of protest, but they can contribute to “alternate
articulations of social relations over time” (Reidner and Mahoney 26). Rhetorical scholars, then,
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have the opportunity and tools with which to amplify these articulations and put them in
conversation with the discourses that currently dominate education policymaking.
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CHAPTER 5: EXPERTISE AND AGENCY: TEACHERS’ STRATEGIES FOR
NEGOTIATING POLICIES IN THEIR EVERYDAY CLASSROOM PRACTICES
5.1 Teacher Praxis in a Networked Public Sphere of Policymaking
The previous chapter examined how protesters dismantle gendered representations of
teachers as sacrificial heroes, moral exemplars, and apolitical individuals through discourses of
dissent. That is, I highlighted the rhetorical strategies teachers at the May 16 rally used in their
protest signs to engage in “[t]he difficult remaking of discourses to reflect the local” (Lyon 5),
and I argued that despite their lack of direct decision-making power, teachers are vital
participants in the networked public sphere of policymaking. This chapter also examines the
discourses of educators, focusing on the level of praxis.
In his investigation of local policymaking, Robert Asen maintains that “processes of
deliberation and decision-making at the local level […] illuminates policymaking as an everyday
activity” (Democracy, Deliberation, and Education 4). Policymaking and deliberation do not
stop once initiatives reach practitioners as “[i]nfluence among sites in a networked public sphere
does not always proceed directly, with interlocutors in one site awaiting decisions from others
before acting to implement these directives faithfully” (36). Such an understanding “wrongly
implies that in an accountability regime local actors simply implement federal initiatives as
federal policymakers envisioned them” (36). Asen argues that policymaking is an act of
meaning-making that entails constructing, negotiating, and redefining provisions of education
policy. In this chapter, I extend Asen’s theory by taking the focus of decision-making publics
and focusing instead on practitioners and how they make meaning of and implement
contemporary policy initiatives through their everyday practices.
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More specifically, I examine the strategies these teachers devise—the identities they
inhabit, the relationships they forge, and the arguments they make—in order to find a balance
between their educational ideals and the hindrances and constraints of contemporary policies. All
four participants struggle with some combination of lack of resources due to budget cuts, deprofessionalization efforts, and increased accountability—results of the past several decades of
neoliberal reform (Peck 589). This “ongoing neoliberal transformation of public schools has led
to teaching becoming a hyper-individualized, yet strictly administered activity that compels
teachers to focus on the production of quantifiable outputs” (Attick 38). However, I argue that
teachers are not non-agential actors readily accepting this positionality; instead, they devise
strategies to subvert it. As I will demonstrate throughout, locating and highlighting teachers’
perspectives on and engagement with contemporary policies provides nuanced insight into
contemporary policy’s material consequences and how teachers work to achieve their visions of
public education, which undermine neoliberal logics.
5.2 Strategies for Negotiating Policies
In making meaning of the policy provisions that impact their work, teachers must
strategically negotiate their goals, the goals of their administrators, and the goals of their
colleagues along with the regulations and constraints of policies. As I will demonstrate below,
the social context of each school and even each classroom dictates the rhetorical strategies
teachers devise to do so. Each strategy consists of three parts. First, teachers describe their ideals
or what they would do in their classroom under the best circumstances. These ideals—their
vision for public education—are rooted in their educational expertise, which stems from their
training, education, experience, and strengths. This expertise is a vital part of their professional
identities—how they see themselves as teachers and professionals (Garahan 79-83). Second,
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teachers identify the hindrances, constraints, and provisions of contemporary policy that effect
their ability to achieve their ideals. For each participant, I provide a diagram that illustrates each
teachers’ ideal(s) and the web of constraints deriving from contemporary policy. Third, they
explicate the strategies they devise to negotiate the tension between their ideals and policies. For
each participant, I begin by explaining their expertise and then delineate their main strategy for
negotiating this tension.
5.2.1 Tess: Building Relationships
I begin with Tess23 who negotiates the tension between her goals and the constraints of
policies by building productive relationships with her administration and her colleagues. As
Asen argues, “[d]eliberation proceeds through relationships—varied, potentially fulfilling and
frustrating human relationships” (Democracy, Deliberation, and Education 143). Indeed, Tess’s
experience building relationships with her administrators and her colleagues, as I will describe
below, has been both frustrating and fulfilling.
Tess is certified in special education and elementary education and is currently a middle
school, EC (exceptional children) teacher. She was educated in the Midwest and moved to North
Carolina after being recruited at a college job fair. Representatives from her current district
excitedly set up an interview with her upon finding out that she is certified in special education
since the state of North Carolina needs teachers with her expertise. She is currently in her
seventh-year teaching and has taught at the same school for her entire career. She is an inclusion
teacher, which means that most of her day is spent co-teaching with a math and an English
teacher. An inclusion classroom contains a mixture of regular education students and students
who have special needs or IEPs (Individualized Education Plans) as well as a general education

23

“Tess” is a pseudonym. This interview was conducted in person on July 7, 2018.
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teacher and an EC teacher. Tess has thirty students with IEPs on her case load, which she
describes as extremely difficult to manage.
Tess reluctantly and humbly describes herself as a good teacher. After expressing her fear
that she “sounds really full” of herself, she says: “I get done what I need to get done. I’m one of
those that my administrators don’t have to worry about because they know I’m working as hard
as I can. I’m doing the very best that I can.” Tess’s expertise and her passion for her job lies in
her ability to differentiate instruction for students with special needs. She explains: “If a kid is
struggling, I learn how the typical student is learning and then I tweak it in a way, differentiate
instruction in a way that makes them understand: it just clicks. I love that part. It is my passion.”
She explains further: “give me an objective for anything and I'll create a whole lesson—where
it's extremely explanatory and accommodating all types of learners.” As I will explain
throughout this section, this goal as well as her devotion to the success of her students drives her
everyday classroom practices.
She describes two different ideal conditions necessary for the success of this goal. One,
she would have her own special education classroom in which she would be the main teacher
with the freedom to tailor her instruction to each student based on their individual needs. Or,
two, she would engage in what she calls “true co-teaching” which entails planning lessons
closely with the general education teacher, making sure that instruction is differentiated for
students’ with special needs. In this scenario, Tess would be able to take struggling students out
of class and work one-on-one with them when needed, and she would have opportunities
administer differentiated lessons to the entire class, which she argues is beneficial to both regular
education students and students with IEPs. This second scenario, Tess explains, is what the
inclusion model is supposed to entail and why, she argues, “on paper it looks so good.”
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However, Tess faces a web of constraints that prevents either scenario from fully coming
to fruition (Figure 41). First, she is not allowed to teach students completely on her own because
she does not have a certification in seventh grade-level subjects. Additionally, inclusion
regulations stipulate that EC students remain in the general education classroom along with an
EC teacher. Second, lack of resources due to annual budget cuts prevents her school from having
an adequate number of inclusion teachers, and she is thus “spread too thin.” “If I had 12 kids, I’d
rock it,” she explains. However, with 30 cases to manage, she has to streamline the students’
IEPs since she is required to collect assessment data every nine weeks for every student’s
individual IEP goals. During her first few years teaching, she was co-teaching so many classes
that she was only in each class for half the time and felt that she was constantly “playing catch
up.” Third, all students must pass the seventh-grade end-of-grade (EOG) tests. These tests are
part of the general education teachers’ evaluations, not Tess’s, and thus Tess’s co-teachers tend
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Figure 41: Constraints Tess must negotiate to achieve her goals
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to be apprehensive about relinquishing control of their instructional time, further preventing
“true co-teaching.” As a result of this web of constraints, Tess describes feeling less like a coteacher and more like an assistant: “I might be just literally sitting in the classroom because the
math teacher is teaching and those kids that are such slow learners are not even comprehending
what’s being taught.” Her job is not what she envisioned as she feels that she is not “actually
teaching” and her skills are severely underused.
As a consequence of these constraints, Tess maintains that students with special needs
often struggle to learn in the general education classroom. She explains:
There are really good things about the inclusion model, and there are really bad
things about the inclusion model. And one of the things I was most frustrated with
was there were these children with intellectual disabilities sitting in a seventhgrade classroom expected to do seventh-grade algebra and they are currently
performing at a second- or third-grade level.
Several students even approached Tess and asked her if she could teach them one-on-one
because they were “drowning in that situation.” In what follows, I delineate the strategies
through which she negotiates this tension between her goals and the web of constraints resulting
from lack of resources and standardized testing. Tess’s experience of developing these strategies
was a frustrating one of trial and error. She negotiated tricky relationships with her
administration and her colleagues and learned to be bold about her own goals and her students’
needs. Below, I explore how Tess, her administration, and her colleagues engaged in local policy
deliberation—how they recognized each other’s lived experiences and positionalities,
comprehended each other’s competing claims, and made decisions about implementing and
negotiating policy regulations (Lyon 4).
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After her first-year teaching, Tess began devising strategies to implement her expertise
and aid her most struggling students through curriculum differentiation. To do so, she engaged in
a back-and-forth conversation with her administration about how to best serve these students
while still following policy regulations. Tess explained that she developed a productive
relationship with her administration: They understand that she is an effective teacher who has her
student’s best interest in mind. She believes that her administration listens to her and wants to
help; however, often “their hands are tied at the state level and then at the federal level.” There
are regulations they must follow. Thus, Tess and her administration had to figure out how to
implement policies in a way that best accommodated for the students while still generally
following the guidelines.
She began deliberating with her administration by asking if they could rearrange the
schedule so the students who “were identified as intellectually disabled” would go to her for
math and reading instead of the general classroom. There, they could “focus on the second- and
third-grade curriculum.” The administration told her that in order to do so, she would need to be
certified in seventh-grade math and reading, even though the students would be working on
elementary-level skills and Tess is certified to teach elementary education. Additionally, the
administration said that the students needed to learn seventh-grade-level math because they had
to pass the EOG. Tess told them that in their current environment, they would more than likely
fail the test. The response was, “Yep.” And “that was that conversation. It just ended.” Thus, she
considered her first attempt at compromise to be a failure.
After this experience, Tess realized that she would need to devise a strategy that worked
within her school’s system of “co-teaching.” She approached the administration again, telling
them that co-teaching in classes on multiple teams was not working: She explained that she was
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spread too thin and felt that her students and the general education teachers were being shortshrifted. She suggested that they “be a little creative and figure something else out.” Tess devised
a plan in which all of the EC students be put on one team, minimizing the number of classes she
would need to co-teach. The administration was responsive; however, Tess also faced the task of
convincing the other teachers to accept this plan, since as a result, certain general education
teachers would have to teach more inclusion classes, which could potentially affect their test
scores. The “hook” for these teachers, she explains, was that they would have her in the
classroom with them the entire time. Several teachers—with whom Tess told me she worked
well—agreed to take on more inclusion classes, and the administration implemented her plan.
Thus, this deliberation proved successful because the interlocutors recognized one another’s
positionalities, deciding on a plan that best served the students.
Tess has since had more of an opportunity to work closely with general education
teachers, forming “truer” co-teaching relationships. As these relationships have strengthened, she
has become more comfortable asserting her agency in the classroom. While general education
teachers are protective of their direct instructional time, Tess has learned to pull students out of
class while they are engaging in independent or group work, and she has become “more bold in
saying, hey, I need to do this myself with them.” She explains that her co-teachers have come to
trust her and respect her expertise and are thus more flexible with their classroom time and
space. Through local deliberations in which Tess, her administrators, and coworkers “engage[d]
in a process of considering and weighing various perspectives” (Asen Democracy, Deliberation,
and Education 9) for implementing policy provisions, they agreed on a plan that Tess says works
more effectively for everyone involved. An integral component of this process was the
development of productive and trusting relationships. It is through relationship-building—not
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self-isolation—that Tess was able to gain agency and enact her expertise in the classroom.
Though market-based policies weaken relationships (Asen “Neoliberalism, the Public” 3) and
deliberative spaces (Riedner and Mahoney 101), Tess’s experience demonstrates that such logics
do not necessarily persist at the level of praxis.
At the same time, Tess still feels as though she is not quite a co-teacher. She describes
her relationship with one of her co-teachers as such:
This is never been said, but there's kind of like this unspoken rule between us that
I just know there is a fine line that I can't cross because it is her classroom. It's her
classroom and it's her instruction and the scores fall on her. They don't fall on my
name at all. So, sometimes there is that fine line of like, she's not going to give up
all of that control. So, I find myself, being like, I have to stop, where I think I
could go further, I have to stop.
Though Tess feels she has a “really good relationship” with this co-teacher, the system as it is—
particularly the intensity of standardized testing—does not fully allow her to exercise her
expertise and fully develop her professional identity as a highly trained educator. Standardized
testing promotes a toxic atmosphere of competition within schools—particularly when the results
are tied to pay bonuses for teachers (Russom), as is the case in North Carolina. As Dennis Attick
argues, in a neoliberal model for schools, teachers “are incentivized to act as self-entrepreneurs”
who “focus on their own productivity” (38). As a result, Tess still feels “very limited” in her job
and wants to be able “to do a lot more for these children.” She believes that her students are “the
population that gets taken advantage of” because the system of inclusion and high-stakes testing
combined with lack of resources does not properly foster their educational success.
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Tess’s lived experience demonstrates that her context’s combination of regulations and
constraints prevents students from reaping the full benefit of her educational expertise, which is
“not fair to them and not fair to [her].” In turn, she is “looking to get out of education” because
“of the frustration and all of the policies” which “don’t let [her] do what needs to happen.” She
does not want to quit teaching and laments the idea of being “one of those really good teachers
that we’re losing because of these policies in place.” When she does leave, which she says is
inevitable, she will need “time to just grieve it.” She is concerned for the future of education in
North Carolina with the current rate of teacher turnover. “School is consistency for these
students” she says, “and then when we just have to leave because we have to go for a better
opportunity—it’s just really sad.” When she was reading the NCAE’s list of demands from the
May 16 rally, she “was in tears” because the list was so reasonable and necessary. While
considering the list, she wondered, “Why would anyone come to North Carolina to teach? Why
would anyone go to school to become an educator in North Carolina?” Ultimately for Tess,
despite the agency she has managed to gain through deliberation and building strong
relationships, she is unable to rectify the tension between her expertise and the regulations of
contemporary policy.
5.2.2 Lauren: Being Persistent and Leveraging Expertise
Lauren24, who is also a middle-school EC teacher, negotiates the tension between her
goals and policy constraints by being assertive with her administration and actively seeking the
resources necessary to effectively run her classroom. She has been teaching in public schools for
twenty years, the past ten of which have been at her current middle school. After beginning her
career in the Northeast at a residential treatment facility for young children with special needs,

24

“Lauren” is a pseudonym. This interview was conducted in person on May 26, 2018.
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she began working in public education. Lauren is certified to teach special education and
elementary education, and she has “taught the gamut”—"everywhere basically from infancy
through ninth grade.” She has a master’s degree in education and is currently working on her
doctorate. For the past seven years, Lauren has taught self-contained, non-inclusion classes for
students who have been diagnosed with autism and “are on the more severe end of the
spectrum.” Currently, she has ten students in her classroom along with two assistants. She
explains that her students “are working on things like learning to talk, learning to read, learning
what letters are, learning what numbers are, and learning how to orient themselves in the world.”
Hers is the only middle-school class like it in her district.
Lauren is an expert on developing curriculum for students with autism. She is the chair of
her district’s autism support team and in this role, she works with teachers to “problem solve
specific kids and specific issues in classrooms.” Since she conducts presentations and workshops
on autism in her county, she easily explains the goals she has for her students. She describes her
process of developing students’ IEPs as such:
I begin by asking, what do I want the student to be able to do [when they are an
adult] so they can be productive and enjoy their life? So, the goal is—what
academics do I want to see and how do I backtrack that down? […] For English, I
know I would like them to be able to read some small books for enjoyment or
walk into a store and be able to read the signs. So, these are the skills they have
now, and this is where I need to get them. Same thing for math. […] My biggest
push in IEPs is usually communication because it's very hard to learn if you can't
communicate what you're learning.
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These goals stem from her expertise as a highly trained and experienced educator. When I asked
Lauren if she felt supported to accomplish her goals, she laughed and explained: “District-wise,
verbally, we absolutely have the support. Resource-wise, it’s harder.” In what follows, I
explicate the strategies Lauren has devised throughout her career to negotiate the tension
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Figure 42: Constraints Lauren must negotiate to achieve her goals
between her own expertly derived goals and the constraints that result from lack of resources for
special needs education as well as the implementation of standardized tests (Figure 42).
First, Lauren explains to me, the process of procuring resources for her classroom is
complex. Since the state budget funds special education as a whole, Lauren believes the support
system necessary to meet her students’ particular needs is not recognized. As I mentioned in the
previous chapter, the current North Carolina public education funding formula does not
adequately support special education as a whole (Houck), much less the intensive work of selfcontained classrooms. Lauren explains, “I think a lot of times when people think of autism, they
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think of high-functioning autism: those kids that are a little quirky but they’re in the regular
classroom.” As a result, her students are overlooked or misunderstood; when lawmakers consider
special education, “they picture in their heads a group of kids that are in regular classes and
either trying hard or not trying hard, but getting through.” In turn, she explains, even a supportive
local government and school administration more than likely do not understand what her praxis
entails and how to fund it properly.
To overcome this daunting obstacle, Lauren learned to be persistent. She is continually
assertive with her administration about her students’ needs, and as a result forged a productive
relationship with her principal. Additionally, she regularly seeks alternative funding outside of
that which is allocated by the state and by her district. In doing so, she makes her own and her
students lived experiences visible and recognizable. “My administration will tell you I’m high
maintenance,” she says, “In other words, I ask. I don’t sit back. I’m trying to find the funding
that I need.” She is open about admitting that her current classroom support system is the result
of tireless effort on her part. Aside from continually approaching her administration, she also
seeks funding through Donors Choose—an organization, like Go Fund Me, through which public
school teachers can solicit funding for resources, books, fieldtrips, equipment, etc. Additionally,
she regularly seeks fill-in funding from the National Autism Association, which has a local
organization in her county. Through them, she has received support for field trips and
curriculum.
As a result of her persistence, she has gained the trust of her principal, who is now
willing to help as much as he can. He admits that he does not understand the work she does with
her students, “but [he] can tell it’s moving forward.” In turn, she believes she has “leverage
because of [who] she teaches.” She tells me that it would be difficult for her district to find a
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teacher with her experience and credentials to replace her in North Carolina’s current climate, so
“it’s easier to find the support to please [her] rather than try to find somebody new.” While she
“hate[s] that that’s the situation,” she says, “do I use it to my advantage? Absolutely.” In other
words, she leverages her expertise to procure resources for her classroom. At this point in her
career, she feels that she “pretty much [has] the resources [she] need[s],” though it has taken her
“some time” to find them. She maintains, “I’ve asked, begged, borrowed, and maybe stole,
depending on how you want to look at it.” At the same time, she counts herself lucky as some
districts do not have local organizations like the National Autism Association and some teachers
do not have supportive administrations. Additionally, she says some teachers don’t know how to
find outside resources, while she is “in her twentieth year” and “not a newby,” which helps her
be assertive about what she needs. Lauren’s immense effort demonstrates that within
contemporary policy in North Carolina—particularly that which dictates funding allocation—her
students’ needs are basically invisible, further evidencing that, as Tess points out, special needs
students are not being successfully served in the current educational system in North Carolina.
In addition to her efforts to find resources, Lauren also has to balance the goals she
develops for her students in their IEPs with the required curriculum on which her students must
take standardized tests—the result of the accountability movement and the continual effort to
surveil teachers. Her students are working on an adapted curriculum, which matches up with the
general education curriculum. So, while Lauren’s students are working toward their IEP goals,
they are also “learning things like photosynthesis and algebra,” and Lauren is thus “balancing
between those two things.” In turn, her students are also required to take a standardized test
called the Extend 1 Alternative Assessment, which includes a set of fifty questions in reading,

153

math, and science. This exam is administered as a one-on-two exam, with an assessor, a proctor,
and a student. Lauren explains the process:
It is presented in card form essentially. So, there's a card that has whatever the
question is, and I ask the question. If it's reading, there are four passages, three of
which I read, one of which the kids are expected to read on their own—whether
they can read or not. Then I read the question and they get three card choices, and
they can pick up the cards, they can point at the cards, they can eye-gaze at the
cards. And they make a choice based on what they think the answer is or whatever
card they just randomly pick up—which is kind of what tends to happen.
This curriculum and the corresponding test assume that all students benefit from—and are able to
perform effectively—in a standardized learning environment. At the same time, Lauren’s main
goal in the classroom is the opposite: She creates individualized goals, curriculum, and
assessments based on her expertise and her knowledge of each student’s needs and abilities. As
she demonstrates, these standards do not make sense for many of her students, some of whom are
still learning to speak and read. She also explains that the higher vocabulary of the test is often
confusing to her students since she modifies her language to suit their abilities, where the test
does not. Since she is prohibited from helping the students in any way during the test, all she can
do is watch them struggle.
Lauren’s strategy for balancing between her goals and the standards she must follow is to
significantly de-prioritize the latter. She is able to do so fairly easily because her students are
working toward a graduate certificate instead of a diploma, which means they are not required to
pass standardized tests. She considers the standards and the corresponding tests to be “BS” and a
waste of time. However, she often spends time explaining this balance to her students’ parents,
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maintaining that she “want[s] them to do well and to work on those curriculum things but [her]
main focus is, of course, their IEPs because that’s going to tell you what things they really need
to be working on to make them functional in society.” Lauren tells me that in North Carolina, her
students work toward the graduate certificate and are able to avoid the penalizing consequences
of high-stakes testing, but that is not the case in every state. She worries that eventually “because
of the push for data and inclusion,” testing might become more penalizing for her students or
worse, they might be required to follow the regular curriculum instead of an adapted one.
“Whether they would truly be on the regular curriculum,” she says, “is different.” Again, she
explains, since most administrators do not understand the work she does with her students, they
tend to care less, which can be beneficial when it comes to standardized curriculum. Lauren’s
experience with standardized tests demonstrate that contemporary policy that relies on
accountability measures does not account for the needs of her students, and as Lauren shows, the
provisions of such policies end up being a “BS” burden.
Despite the overall success of her negotiation strategies, Lauren is uncertain about her
future in public education. As I mentioned earlier, she works closely with other teachers in her
county, sharing her expertise in teaching students with autism. She enjoys working with teachers
and laments the lack of opportunity in her district for teachers to collaborate. Her district is
unable to afford instructional coaches—former teachers whose sole job is to lead and support
classroom teachers in their subject matter. Though she does serve as a mentor by chairing the
autism support team, she is not paid extra for this work and tends to do it on her own time
because she does not like leaving her students. She explains, “once you’re in that classroom, you
belong to those kiddos. And you need to be there. I mean there’s a reason that they need the
intensive services that they do.” She believes that in public education “there isn’t a place for
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teachers who want to move up” unless they go into school or county administration, neither of
which interest her.
For this reason and because of North Carolina’s de-professionalization efforts, Lauren
will most likely leave public education. She explains that leaving will “hurt” but not being paid
for her master’s—which she began just before the elimination of pay increases for advanced
degrees—or her impending PhD “hurts” even more. For Lauren, it is the combination of issues
that together make continuing in public education untenable. She explains:
Longevity has been a huge issue here too. […] I mean if you took that away but
still funded my master’s I probably wouldn’t care as much. If you took that away
and still went above the $50,000 mark, I probably wouldn’t care as much. Next
year, I should be at the $50,000 mark, but I’m only at step 17 so I’ve got to go to
30 if I want my retirement and above 50 there’s really no pay raises. […] I mean
there’s only so much you can give.
In saying, “there’s only so much you can give,” Lauren alludes to the sacrificial teacher-hero
representation that is an integral part of neoliberal reform, as I argued in Chapter 2. As a result of
this continual requirement that teachers do more work for less pay under increased scrutiny,
Lauren—an ambitious, highly-educated, and savvy professional—feels that her expertise is not
valued in the state of North Carolina. She will not, however, leave public education happily
because she loves her job. She is afraid of how teach turnover will negatively impact public
schools. She describes “teachers who are telling their kids, well if you want to be a teacher, go to
another state.” She herself cannot imagine becoming a teacher in North Carolina with all the
constraints she faces along with the impending elimination of healthcare upon retirement
(Bonner). She does not believe that education is important in North Carolina and fears that
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“down the line farther and farther and farther, we’re going to have teachers that don’t have the
same qualifications as our teachers used to have.” And for her, “that’s a scary thought.”
5.2.3 Mackenzie: De-prioritizing Policy
Mackenzie25 is also a veteran teacher and thus tells me that throughout her career,
policies have significantly changed the way she does her job. Currently, the largest hindrance to
her ideal classroom is standardized testing, and her strategy for overcoming this constraint is to
prioritize her own goals for her students above test preparation.
Mackenzie has been a public educator for twenty-four years and during this time taught
middle-school language arts and social studies as well as graduate-level education courses. She
has been teaching in the same county for twenty years, and she currently teaches regular-level
eighth-grade language arts. For most of her teaching career she worked in the Academically or
Intellectually Gifted (AIG) program at her school, which means she taught sixth-, seventh-, and
eighth-grade language arts. Mackenzie is an expert in educating advanced students. She has an
AIG certification, and while she was obtaining her master’s degree in gifted education, she was
asked to teach several AIG certification classes for her cohort. Despite this expertise, Mackenzie
requested to teach regular-level students when she returned to work after the birth of her
daughter. As an AIG teacher, she explains, she did not belong to a specific team and thus worked
mainly alone; as a result, she missed collaborating with her colleagues. Now, she is content in
her current position teaching eighth graders on a team of colleagues with whom she collaborates
often and easily.
Mackenzie has two main goals in her classroom. First, she aims to teach students to
“express themselves reasonably fluently in written form.” That is, she wants student to be able to
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“write a decent paragraph” with basic grammar, capitalizations, syntax, punctuation, and
organization. Second, she aims to foster in each student an appreciation for reading, a goal she
explains with enthusiasm:
I would like them to be able to say, maybe not that they like reading, but if they
had to read, they would be able to pick out the type of stuff they would like to
read. And, I actually work on that now in my classroom. I want them to be able to
say, okay, if I could choose anything, where would I gravitate?
Helping students learn what they enjoy reading is an invaluable skill Mackenzie believes she has
honed. “If I have a kid that’s finally reading something besides Diary of a Wimpy Kid,” she
explains, “I’m not going to require them to read a classic.” Thus, for novels, she facilitates
sustained independent reading for which she helps students choose their own texts. She used to
teach one book to the entire class, but then asked herself, “how can I get one novel that fits 30
kids? Or 96?” She makes her own version of the twenty-book challenge: a “do your own
challenge” in which she pushes students to read one more book than they did the year before.
From her experience, she learned that students are more likely to readily read—and eventually
look forward to it—if they play a role in choosing their tests.
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Mackenzie explains to me that her goals are made more difficult to accomplish by the
web of constraints that are the result of the increased accountability measures of the past few
decades (Figure 43). She must prepare her students for the eighth-grade language arts EOG,
which determines their grade in her class. She tells me that while she was teaching in the AIG
program, she did not have to temper her goals or teach specifically to the test because those
students “were going to do well on the EOG no matter what.” So, she had more freedom in her
classroom. When she began teaching regular-level eighth-grade language arts, she immediately
felt the pressure from her administration to “get the scores up.” Her principal even promised her
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Figure 43: Constraints Mackenzie must negotiate to achieve her goals
a new set of books for her classroom if her students performed well on the test. Mackenzie told
me that even though she was a veteran teacher, she struggled during that year—she was teaching
a new subject alongside a first-year teacher who was not pulling her weight. Subsequently, her
administration “came down on her” about her test scores, which she found to be insulting.
Mackenzie does not think there are any benefits to standardized testing and instead describes the
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EOG as an enormous hindrance to her expertly developed goals. First, she explains, the test does
not measure the students’ written skills and so throughout middle school, writing is deemphasized. She says she has basically “given up on grammar” since it’s not tested. As such, she
believes current students’ writing skills are not as fully developed as they were when she began
teaching and she blames the proliferation of standardized tests.
Furthermore, though the EOG does test students in reading, she believes it does so in a
way that hampers her goal to foster her students’ appreciation for reading. “I think the reading
tests makes some kids hate reading,” she says, “I really do.” First, the questions are often
confusing. She gives me an example from the previous year’s test administration:
I'm not supposed to look at the test, but as I was walking around, I counted seven
questions that used the words "objective summary." What's an objective summary
of this passage? And I'm thinking, they don't know what that is. Do I use the word
summary? Yes. Have I mentioned the word objective? Maybe? But I don't talk
about, what's an objective summary of this piece? So, they're getting that wrong
seven times.
Mackenzie is forbidden from aiding her students in any way during the test, and schools are
strictly monitored while tests are being administered. Thus, her students become frustrated
looking at a phrase they have never seen or heard before as they take a test that determines if
they pass eighth-grade language arts. Second, she says, the test is long. Her students—twelveand thirteen-year-olds—take the language arts test for three and a half hours, and some of the
reading passages are four pages long. As she points out, it is extremely difficult for them to focus
for that long. And last, the passages are boring. “They’re just reading a passage and answering
questions,” she explains, “and there’s more to English than that.” As she demonstrates,
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standardized tests are not difficult because they are rigorous; they are difficult because they are
needlessly long, and the questions are often strangely worded.
Additionally, Mackenzie feels that the development of these tests and how they evaluate
teachers is opaque and perhaps even arbitrary. In North Carolina, as I explained in Chapter 3, the
Education Value-Added Assessment System (EVAAS) predicts each student’s level of growth
for upcoming tests based on their previous test scores. Teachers are evaluated, then, not solely on
a student’s test score from their course, but on whether or not that student achieved the growth
predicted by EVAAS. Mackenzie sarcastically explains to me that this growth number is
determined by “some magical formula” that no one seems to understand. She argues that this
system often sets students up for failure: “When you look at like the EVAAS data and you have a
kid who's never made above a 20 percentile since third grade and they're projected to make a
48th percentile, you're like, how can they show growth?” This system is also penalizing for her.
Last year she taught ninety-eight students, twenty of whom showed no growth on the test. She
feels that she is not rewarded for the four-fifths of her students who succeeded; she is penalized
for the ones who did not, which she finds to be demoralizing.
Thus, Mackenzie is faced with the difficult task of balancing her own individual goals
and preparing her students to pass a high-stakes test, which she believes is completely
disconnected from the classroom. She continually asks herself, “Do I focus my time on reading
strategies and diving into test-taking strategies?” She does not mind doing so but then feels “like
[the students] are losing out on so many other things [she] could be doing.” Mackenzie’s strategy
for striking this balance is to de-prioritize the standardized test in her classroom. “My class is
already rigorous,” she tells me confidently, “my class is more rigorous than, can they show
growth?” In turn, she uses multiple choice tests throughout the year to prepare them for the
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format, but she does not talk about the EOG with her students until the last three weeks before
the test. She explains, “I don’t want them stressed out about it. It’s one test. It’s one score.” She
also provides her students continual support, reminding them that one test does not define their
success: “I said to a frustrated kid that jumped up seventeen points but still failed the test, honey
no! Look what you did!” Thus, she creates an atmosphere in her classroom in which her students
understand that the test is important, but it is only that—one test.
In turn, Mackenzie considers the EOG to be a necessity of her job that she ignores as
much as she can. I asked her if she uses the EVAAS data from the test as she plans future
classes, and she emphatically responded:
No. I don’t even look at it. I have to fill out my PEPs in the beginning of the year.
Or PDPs, I don’t even know. The PDP, the PEP, it’s like the kids who score a 1 or
a 2. I fill that out. I have a conference with the parents. And I put them in my
drawer. I don’t look at them because my students are more to me than what they
made on the EOG.
Her frustration is evident in her response—she cannot even recall the proper acronym for the
paperwork required for students who fail the exam. The neoliberal incentive “to focus on the
production of quantifiable outputs” (Attick 38) does not align with her vision for public
education—her students “are more to [her] than what they made on the EOG.” Thus, Mackenzie
does not allow her goals to be overridden by test preparation, and she does not succumb to the
neoliberal incentive for teachers to develop their own and their students’ “economic value” as
measured by testing data (Attick 42). “Who cares what they say in Raleigh,” she tells me,
“Because my classroom is my world, my domain.” Despite the increased accountability and
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oversight of the past several decades of education reform, Mackenzie retains agency in her
classroom by prioritizing her own expertly developed goals for her students.
At the same time, Mackenzie tells me that if she were not five years away from
retirement, she “would probably be considering not being in the profession anymore.” She
believes North Carolina’s combination of increased accountability and de-professionalization has
made the profession unattractive. Her recently graduated son told her that he wanted to be a band
teacher and she said, “you know, I’m not going to tell you not to be a teacher, but I would
encourage you not to do it in North Carolina.” She worries he would not be able to have a
comfortable lifestyle and support a family if he stayed in his home state. And as a recent study
demonstrates, North Carolina average pay is below that of every neighboring state (“The Facts”).
Teaching in North Carolina, Mackenzie tells me, “has to be a labor of love” and “kids need to be
very, very sure they have a passion for it and know that it’s going to be tough.” In characterizing
teaching as “a labor of love,” Mackenzie alludes to the condition resulting from policies that rely
on teacher sacrifice. Mackenzie’s experience demonstrates that striking a balance between one’s
goals and policy regulations is not simple: She regularly questions if she should change her
methods and she faces continual pressure from her administration to focus on testing.
5.2.4 Miriam: Fostering Community
For Miriam26, an ideal learning environment consists of a collaborative staff who feel
supported to develop a strong curricular focus in their classrooms. This ideal, she explains is
hampered by teacher turnover and standardized testing. In this section, I delve into this goal, the
constraints and regulations of contemporary policy that impact it, and the strategies Miriam
devises to negotiate the two.

26

“Miriam” is a pseudonym. This interview was conducted in person on July 19, 2018.
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Miriam has been teaching high school English for seven years at her current school. Like
Tess, she was educated in the Midwest and easily obtained a job in North Carolina because of the
state’s high teacher turnover rate. Miriam currently teaches tenth grade English, which she
describes as the most intense grade-level to teach because of the tenth-grade end-of-course
(EOC) standardized test. While other grades are also tested in English, the tenth grade EOC is
the only one that counts for 25 percent of the students’ final grades. Miriam has a master’s
degree in administration and holds several administrative roles at her school. She is the chair of
both the School Improvement Team (SIT) and the English Department—two positions, she
explains, that are usually held by veteran teachers, but since her school has seen an extraordinary
amount of turnover, she is currently one of the most senior English teachers. Miriam also
sponsors student clubs. After the election of Donald Trump, several of her students asked her to
De-professionalization efforts
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administration
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Salaries
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No disciplinary
continuity
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Figure 44: Constraints Miriam must negotiate to achieve her goals
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help them develop and advise an EmpowHERment Club, which she described as “right up her
alley.” Miriam does not necessarily seek out leadership roles; instead those around her—her
administration, colleagues, and students—see her as a natural leader and thus approach her about
taking on such roles.
As the English Department chair, she aims to create a strong department with teachers
who collaborate to develop a coherent, vertically-aligned curriculum27. The main hindrance to
this vision for her department is what she describes as “an extreme amount of turnover” resulting
from a web of issues related to the de-professionalization of teaching and standardized tests,
which I will describe in turn (Figure 44). First, Miriam faults North Carolina’s deprofessionalization efforts—namely stagnant salaries and the elimination of longevity pay and
pay increases for advanced degrees—for teachers at her school continually quitting. “You know
what, at the end of the day, money is a big thing,” she explains, “When you cap out at a certain
point, you’re not asking your teachers to have a lifestyle.” She herself began her master’s degree
too late to receive a pay increase, which she describes as “absolutely insulting.” Before she and
her partner had a joint income, she lived with a roommate because she could not afford to live on
her own: “With what I make, with a master’s degree, seven years of teaching—and I’m the
department chair and the SIT chair—I could not afford a one-bedroom apartment and my car,
phone, internet, and student loans. […] That’s why you lose these teachers who could be great
leaders.”
For instance, she is already anticipating the loss of a beginning English teacher, Sarah,
who Miriam describes as “a little high strung” but energetic, intelligent, and focused on her
students’ success. “But, people like that will leave,” she explains. Sarah is currently obtaining

27

Vertical alignment refers to curriculum that builds on the prior knowledge students gained in the previous
course or grade level.
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her master’s degree in administration, and Miriam suspects she will leave the classroom once she
has finished because “that’s how you climb the ladder. That’s how you make more money.”
Additionally, Sarah is already experiencing burnout because of standardized testing. Like
Miriam, she is a tenth-grade English teacher and must deal with the pressure of the tenth-grade
EOC and is “tired of being evaluated based on how kids perform on one test on one day.” To
illustrate the pressure of this test, Miriam describes a demoralizing experience when she and
other EOC teachers received a “talking to” about their test scores:
We got pulled into a room with the accountability coordinator and got berated.
She said, “these scores are horrible. You're making excuses. You want to say your
kids are low; other people have low kids so what are you not doing? You know
what a great teacher does? They build relationships. You know what a great
teacher does? They stay late.” It was offensive. They punish and chastise, and you
get burnt out.
Here, we can see the consequences of accountability efforts that rely on blaming and praising
teachers. Within a neoliberal paradigm, “failure is generally attributed to personal failings”
(Harvey 76) and in education, “teachers bear the risks and responsibilities of the failing child or
the failing school” (Attick 43). In turn, individuals referencing the impact of systemic issues is
framed as “excuse-making” (Asen “Public: A Network” 303). In her experience, Miriam was
told that she is to blame for her students’ failures—regardless of other impactful factors—and if
she argues that her students are “low” or struggle with the system in some way, she is “making
excuses.” At the same time, the solution to this problem is her sacrifice—a great teacher gives
her own time, “stay[s] late”—to ensure that every student passes the test. With the combination
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of de-professionalization efforts and the pressures of standardized tests, Miriam believes there is
little incentive for teachers in North Carolina to remain in the classroom.
She has seen the results of this lack of incentive in her department and the school more
generally. Veteran teachers are quitting, she explains, and “we are having new teachers all the
time.” She told me that in her third or fourth year, a couple of English teachers quit in the middle
of the semester and the school was thus unable to hire replacements right away. Miriam was
tasked with writing lessons that substitutes—who were not certified to teach high school
English—administered. As a result of this turnover, the quality of the teachers has declined. For
instance, the science department at her school has lost almost all of their veterans within the past
five years, and she believes the program has suffered. She explains that students in one class
began complaining that “their teacher wasn’t coming in every day.” She was staying home while
not taking a sick or personal day and not trying to find a substitute. Thus, the students were in the
classroom with no teacher until someone noticed. And “this is the quality of teacher you’re
getting,” she tells me. She explains that this situation is a “disservice for those kids”: these
teachers “are doing so poorly and without passion and without knowledge of their content.”
Furthermore, when teachers continually leave, she explains, “you lose the vertical
teaming aspect of curriculum development,” which results in students “having a lot of gaps” in
their education. In the previous year, one group of students “didn’t have an English teacher for
an entire semester,” forcing the next grade’s teacher to handle double the curriculum required
since those student were missing essential “building blocks.” Additionally, she explains that the
culture of the school has changed because unqualified teachers are not managing their
classrooms well and student behavior has suffered. This changed culture, she argues, has resulted
in even more teachers quitting.
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As department chair, Miriam faces a daunting task of creating a strong English
department, particularly since she has an unsupportive administration that she believes “doesn’t
really value anybody’s opinion.” Her strategy for accomplishing this goal is to foster a
supportive community and create conditions for teacher success in her department. First, she tells
me that personality and experience weigh heavily into the collegiality and cohesiveness of a
department. Recently, her department lost a teacher and the administration was planning to
replace him with a Spanish teacher who was also certified in English; however, Miriam believes
her to be stronger in Spanish than English. Moreover, the other two Spanish teachers would be
retiring the next year, which would leave the Spanish program with all beginning teachers and no
veterans. So, Miriam bypassed her administration and went to the school curriculum director
with a plan: She recommended that the Spanish teacher remain in the Spanish program as the
lead teacher, and her school hire a former English teacher who had recently contacted Miriam
about working at her school again. That is, Miriam took a proactive role in assuring that both the
English and Spanish departments are in a position to grow and strengthen their curricular focus.
Furthermore, Miriam explains to me that teachers are unhappy in their jobs mainly
because they feel “disrespected and unsupported” by policymakers and, at her school, by the
administration. Thus, she tries to counteract this feeling by respecting and supporting the
teachers in her department through various means. For instance, Miriam encourages teachers to
put their test scores in perspective. She does not believe that high-stakes tests are a legitimate
evaluation of the students or the teacher. She explains:
Our test is four hours long. […] I mean you're talking about some kids who can
barely get through a paragraph and now they're going up to full tenth-grade Lexile
reading level for four hours? It's miserable to watch. We have to wake them up.
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We have to give them smiles. […] I shouldn't have to coach them through a fourhour assessment. Because, a principal would say to me, if you can't find out what
they know about a skill in a reasonable amount of time, your assessment is wrong.
But nobody is saying that to the people who create standardized tests.
The students and the teachers, she believes, are set up for failure through this grueling process.
No matter what a teacher does, she is unable to prepare students for the pressure they feel and the
focus they must exert to excel at a test this length that determines their grade in the class and
whether or not they pass tenth-grade English. Instead of scolding the teachers in her department
for low test scores, she supports them and reminds them that how students perform on the test is
largely out of their control. Miriam tells me about Sarah’s experience with these tests, saying that
she “has to talk [Sarah] off a cliff a lot.” In response, Miriam tells her: “you’re a fabulous
teacher; you’re amazing. Just do what you do every day. Don’t stress about it. So, a student was
a one and they stayed a one. We’re trying our hardest every day.” Her message is the opposite of
the beratement Miriam received from the accountability coordinator when she was a beginning
teacher. Ultimately, Miriam hopes that by creating a supportive atmosphere and encouraging her
teachers to trust their expertise, teachers like Sarah will find they are “not ready yet to leave the
classroom.”
Miriam also creates conditions for teacher success by continually requesting that the
administration rearrange her own schedule so beginning teachers have classes they would prefer
to teach. Every year in March the teachers are given an opportunity to request the grade-level
and subject-level (regular, honors, advanced placement) that they would like to teach. Sarah—
who had been teaching tenth-grade regular—recently requested to have a section of tenth-grade
advanced placement preparatory (AP prep) or even a section of twelfth or eleventh grade, to give
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her a reprieve from the stress of the EOC. “They didn’t listen to her,” Miriam told me. So,
Miriam—who was teaching sections of tenth-grade AP prep—convinced the administration to
switch their schedules. This switch gave Sarah a few classes with more freedom since, as I
mentioned previously, advanced students generally have less trouble passing high-stakes tests.
A few years ago, Miriam also switched a class with another beginning English teacher.
She describes this teacher as “a gem” who the “kids love.” When this teacher was struggling
with her course load, Miriam asked the administration to switch their classes because, as she
said, “we need to keep her here; we need to have her.” She explains, “The people we have here
are more important than what my classes are.” Miriam, thus, subverts the neoliberal incentive for
teachers to be “self-sufficient capitalists” (Asen “Neoliberalism, The Public” 2) who are
concerned with “maximizing [their] competitive advantage” over other autonomous individuals
(10). She focuses instead on the collective efforts of her department because she believes that
student success depends on teacher collaboration, not competition. As a result of her efforts,
Miriam feels that her school is “starting to build back” their English department, and she is
“really excited about it.”
When I asked Miriam if she could see herself leaving the classroom to become an
administrator—since she has a master’s degree in administration—she told me that she “can and
can’t.” Right now, she explains, “the kids are [her] first priority.” Additionally, she believes that
she “buck[s] a lot of the things” with which administrators are often concerned. First, she
“wouldn’t be political and try to get along with everybody.” Second, she would not be overly
attentive to school discipline; instead, she would “be an administrator with a strong curriculum
focus” whose main concern is the quality of teaching. Regardless, unlike my other participants,
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Miriam does not see herself leaving education, despite the deeply ingrained problems that she
describes.
5.3 Conclusion
As I have argued above, educators are a vital part of the networked public sphere of
policymaking—on a daily basis, administrators and teachers deliberate and make decisions about
how to implement provisions and maneuver the constraints of education policy. Asen argues that
“[r]evaluing local participation may offer benefits to policymakers at the state and national sites
in the network” because “[l]local participation can offer important perspectives […] on the ways
that school districts take up these policies” (Democracy, Deliberation, and Education 185). In
this chapter, I demonstrate that local participation includes more than local decision-making
bodies, such as school boards; educators engage in the act of making meaning out of policy by
carrying out decisions about how policy provisions unfold at the level of praxis. Including
practitioners lived experiences within the networked public sphere of policymaking result in
robust and nuanced examinations of policy. As my analysis demonstrates, acknowledging and
understanding teachers’ strategies for negotiating policies provides invaluable insight into
possible ways to construct policies that engage with the expertise and goals of educators instead
of hindering them.
My participants, however, feel disconnected from state policymakers, the actors within
the networked public sphere who are “officially charged with crafting policy” (Asen Democracy,
Deliberation, and Education 19). When I asked them if state policymakers understand the work
of educators, all four emphatically answered, “no.” Lyon argues that “recognition and reciprocity
are the basic conditions of meeting and deliberating across differences” (35), and reciprocal
recognition requires interlocutors to respect the “particularities of [each other’s] lives” (51).
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Evidenced by the dissonance between my participants’ expertly developed goals and the
regulations of policies, teachers’ lived experiences are not recognized within official policy
deliberations or decisions.
Not surprisingly, then, all four of my participants argued that individuals who make
decisions about policies should regularly visit schools and observe classes. “Just come spend a
week with us,” Tess says, “Just day-to-day with us for one week.” Similarly, Mackenzie argues,
“Don’t come visit in your suit. Come wearing khakis and a shirt and hang out with me for a
week.” While Lauren agrees that policymakers should visit classrooms, she is concerned that her
and her students’ particular lived experiences might be difficult for them to understand. After all,
she developed a trusting relationship with her principal and he still does not quite understand her
work, though he trusts she is teaching effectively. She explains:
I advocate, I advocate, I advocate, but at the same time I’m like—do they have to
come to my room? Because nobody quite understands what’s going on in our
room. If you’ve got the kid who’s trying to bite you, who’s yelling, who’s
screaming—It’s not something you want to advertise to everybody. […] But at
the same time, it’s there.
Thus, as Tess and Mackenzie point out, policymaker visits must be authentic; that is, they must
be longer than one day and not be political events in which politicians arrive in their suit and tie,
shake a few hand, and leave. These one-day political events, Lauren argues, can easily become
the “dog and pony show” in which policymakers visit the most well-behaved classes and miss
the realities of public education.
Mackenzie and Miriam suggest that policymakers visit the classroom in order to
understand the material consequences of standardized testing. Mackenzie, for instance, maintains
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that politicians should be willing to proctor for standardized tests. In North Carolina, a proctor
and an administrator must be present during the administration of an EOG or an EOC. Both must
circulate the room for the entire length of the test—three-to-four-hours—and are prohibited from
doing any sort of activity, including reading. After a grueling week of testing, students and
teachers are exhausted. She tells me that recently a general assembly member said that teachers
who show movies after testing has been completed are “wasting educational time.” She argues,
“Come sit with us for two days after testing. Proctor and then stay. Sit in the cafeteria and tell us
we can’t show a movie.” Miriam also wants policymakers to see what standardized testing
“actually looks like”: “see the fill and drill, see the mind-numbing preparation, see that students
have no real connection to the content.” Perhaps upon seeing these material consequences,
policymakers would understand the problems with evaluating student achievement and teacher
effectiveness based on one high-stakes test.
Furthermore, this chapter argues that teachers’ strategies for negotiating policies in their
praxis subvert the neoliberal logics inherent in contemporary reform. Attick argues that the
market-based model of education “requires that teaching becomes primarily a series of economic
transactions between competitive individuals in a highly administered and audited environment”
(42). As such, teachers are “not compensated financially for developing healthy relationships, or
building community, or acquiring a depth of knowledge in [their] field” (44)—activities in which
all of my participants are actively engaged. My participants are highly aware that their advanced
degrees and years of experience as well as their deep concern for their students’ and their
colleagues’ wellbeing and success are not valued. Attick argues that as a result of neoliberal
logics, teachers will come to understand their students “only as performance outputs subject to
ongoing evaluations and audits.” (45). My participants’ experiences demonstrate this result to be
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inaccurate. Through their strategies—building relationships, being assertive, de-prioritizing
policy, and fostering community—these teachers act as savvy rhetorical agents who manage to
balance the constraints of neoliberal policy with their own goals. In turn, they insistently work to
advance their visions for public education, visions that include collaborative communities led by
veteran teachers, expertly developed curriculum, trusting relationships between teachers and
administrators, and learning environments that support students’ intellectual and personal
growth.
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CHAPTER 6: IMPLICATIONS FOR RHETORICAL STUDIES AND RECOMMENDATIONS
FOR EDUCATION POLICY
This dissertation triangulates a network of federal, state, and local discourses in order to
offer an inclusive analysis of how contemporary neoliberal reform comes to fruition at the statelevel. By putting vernacular rhetorics (e.g. discourses and lived experiences of teachers) in
conversation with the rhetorics that dominate education policymaking, my dissertation elevates
the strategies and modes through which individuals subvert neoliberal logics. Focusing on the
state-level enables a robust and nuanced picture of practitioners’ lived experiences negotiating
policies—a perspective that is often absent within the rhetorical scholarship of educational policy
as well as theories of neoliberal reform. Furthermore, my methodological approach provides a
framework for conducting such research. In this chapter, I begin by explicating the affordances
of this approach. Then, I briefly demonstrate how three themes—representations of teachers,
rhetorics of crisis, and resisting neoliberal logics—operate within the contexts I examined
throughout this dissertation. Next, I provide a few policy recommendations, and last, I detail
future directions for the study of teachers’ lived experiences with education policy.
6.1 A Mixed-Methods Approach for Policy Analysis
My methodological approach to this research combines public sphere theories, archival
methods, and fieldwork. I use the theoretical frame of a networked public sphere to examine the
intersections of rhetorics of federal and state education reform and the lived experiences of local
actors (e.g. teachers), with the goal of examining how local actors contribute to and engage in
policy deliberation and negotiation. This framework envisions “a decentralized network,
including people officially charged with crafting policy and others who may articulate views
about and seek to influence policy” (Asen Democracy, Deliberation, and Education 19). A
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networked public sphere allows scholars to examine the discourses of actors who are not
immediately recognizable within policymaking, taking the sole analytic focus off political texts
and actors—where it usually lies within rhetorical investigations of education policy.
In his book Democracy, Deliberation, and Education, Asen uses this theoretical
framework to examine policymaking on the local level, focusing specifically on school boards in
three Wisconsin school districts. My dissertation extends this theoretical approach by focusing
instead on teachers—a group with no direct decision-making power. I demonstrate, however,
that teachers play an integral role within the networked public sphere of policymaking as they
contribute to public understanding of policy through discourses of dissent and devise strategies
in their classroom practices to gain agency in how they implement policies. Understanding
policy as working within a network of decision-making bodies, local citizens, and practitioners,
among other groups, provides a frame for a nuanced rhetorical analysis of policy that identifies
ruptures within dominant thinking about individuals, difference, and lived experience.
In addition to the theory of a networked public sphere, I also drew from Arabella Lyon’s
theory of deliberative acts—which posits that deliberation is performative, “engaged doing”
based in speech and action (3). Importantly for my study, Lyon argues that the basis of a
deliberative act is the moment of recognition—“a moment in which interlocutors are constituted
in relationship or position to each other and so may begin constructing a new lifeworld” (7).
Reciprocal recognition entails “respecting the differences and particularities of our lives while
forming relationships” (51). Throughout this dissertation, I demonstrated that a major problem
with contemporary education policies in North Carolina is that they do not recognize the lived
experiences of practicing educators. Through a historical overview of federal reform and an
analysis of contemporary reform rhetorics in North Carolina, I highlight narrow representations
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of the teaching profession, which I argue draw upon gendered understandings of teachers as
sacrificial, moral, and apolitical. Specifically, analyzing policy documents, political speeches and
statements, policy assessments, news articles, and departmental (e.g. NCAE, DPI, Department of
Education) documents, I argue that contemporary policies require teachers to do more work for
less pay under increased scrutiny and as such do not recognize teachers’ lived experiences, goals,
expertise, and professionalism.
In this dissertation, I identified the means through which local actors make their lived
experiences—their professional identities—visible and recognizable. To access teachers’
discourses of lived experience, I used the field methods of participant observation and
interviewing. As Asen points out “scholar[s] interested in local policy deliberations [have] to go
out and find them” (Democracy, Deliberation, and Education). As I mentioned in my
introduction, rhetorical scholars have recently issued calls for studies that utilize field methods in
their studies of publics (Asen “Critical Engagement”), particularly when investigating resistance
to neoliberalism (Chaput). Pezzullo explains that field methods provide rhetoricians the
“opportunity to witness and record discourses that are left out of traditional written records” as
well as the “public discourse that is not yet recorded” (350). Furthermore, field methods attune
scholars to the everyday rhetoric and “live” discourses of individuals and counterpublics
(Middleton, Senda-Cook, and Enres) and the ways these discourses and public formation are an
emergent process (Pezzullo). Since I was completing this study amidst a wave of teacher dissent
that arose across the country, I was able to track the related emergent discourses. Then, attending
the May 16 protest as a participant observer enabled me to record “live” discourses of dissent
and identify the real-time strategies teachers devise to engage in policy deliberation.
Subsequently, conducting in-depth, semi-structured interviews with current North Carolina
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public educators provided insight into how individual teachers and administrators make
decisions about implementing the provisions and maneuvering the constraints of education
policy.
The theoretical (networked public sphere and deliberative acts) and mixed-methods
(combining archival and field methods) approaches I used to conduct this study can serve as a
framework for other rhetorical scholars who seek to examine local policy discourses and the
strategies through which individuals negotiate policies publicly and/or in their daily lives. In
what follows, I briefly explicate the major themes that arose in my study.
6.2 Representations of Teachers and Rhetorics of Crisis
Through the four contexts examined in this dissertation, I trace representations of
teachers, which are often intertwined with rhetorics of crisis. I first argue that throughout major
moments of federal reform, teachers are simultaneously praised as heroes capable of overcoming
any obstacle and blamed for the failures of public education. These discourses of praise and
blame are rooted in gendered representations that arose during the common school movement
when teaching was feminized and linked to nineteenth century stereotypical female qualities (i.e.
moral, sacrificial, and apolitical). Furthermore, these representations are linked to the recurrent
narrative of crisis and drastic change, which undergirds federal reform movements.
For instance: during the Reconstruction, education was framed as the tool of liberation
for newly freed people and missionary teachers (mostly Northern White women) moved South to
start schools; during the Progressive Era, urban schools—and more specifically, the teachers who
worked in them—were called upon to assimilate immigrants and thus stem a potential crisis of
American values; and during the 60s, the Johnson administration framed teachers as heroes able
to fix the problems of poverty. On the other hand, teachers who do not live up to these
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expectations are represented as villains. After the publication of NAR—which attributed
economic problems to the education system—teachers became the target of the subsequent ire, as
neoliberal logics and reliance on autonomous individuals became commonplace within reform
rhetoric. Though the goals of reform movements have shifted—the representations of teachers as
heroes and villains continue to arise. By framing teachers as integral actors within rhetorics of
crisis and change, discourses of federal education reform reinscribe the gendered representation
of teachers as sacrificial heroes.
The major federal reform movements since NAR have relied on increased accountability
and decreased professionalization of teachers—which I highlight through an analysis of state
reform rhetoric. Specifically, in Chapter 3 I examined how accountability and deprofessionalization efforts come to fruition at the state-level, focusing on North Carolina’s
implementation of RttT and the Appropriation’s Act of 2013. I maintain that the narrative of
crisis and change exists within the texts and discourses of RttT. More importantly, the burden of
change, often referred to as “transformation” and “sweeping improvements” in the rhetoric of
RttT, falls on teachers. This change results in an increase of standardized tests, which become an
integral part of teachers’ evaluations and pay bonuses. My analysis of state reform discourses
reveals an overreliance and oversimplification of testing data, that a “teacher’s value” be
“determined largely by how she meets the accountability measures […] based on how she
develops her students’ economic value,” i.e. their test scores (Attick 42). In North Carolina, this
over-reliance is evident in the disorganized implementation of Measures of Student Learning
(MSLs). Additionally, this chapter examines discourses related to an appropriations act that
removed tenure, pay increases for advanced degrees, and maximum class sizes. When teachers
attempted to engage in deliberation about this highly controversial legislation, policymakers,
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news media, and even the NCAE drew upon gendered representations—the sacrificial, moral,
apolitical teacher—to condemn teacher dissent. This criticism was echoed by political actors in
the spring of 2018 when a wave a teacher protests arose across the country.
In my analysis of teachers’ discourses of dissent in Chapter 4, I argue that protesting
teachers dismantle these narrow representations of educators by foregrounding their lived
experiences and strategically performing their professional identities. Putting teachers’ lived
experiences alongside rhetorics of policy reveals the ways that discourses of praise and blame
present narrow representations of teachers that do not mesh with their realities, and teachers’
discourses of dissent illuminate these moments of dissonance. For instance, protesters counter
the representation of selfish dissenting teachers by highlighting their student advocacy,
continually demonstrating that the wave of protests arose in response to issues other than salary,
including budget cuts, inequitable funding systems, and unregulated charter and voucher
programs. In their protest signs, teachers use student needs to justify their dissent and conflate
their interests with the needs of their students—a rhetorical strategy that teachers have used
throughout educational history (see Hlavacik “The Democratic Origins”; Steudeman
“Indeterminacy, Incipiency, and Attitudes”). Furthermore, protesters advocate for an equitable
education system—one that properly funds special needs education and distributes funding
equitably among schools. In doing so, they take the onus to mend systemic issues off teachers—
where it normally lies.
Also through their discourses of dissent, teachers advocate for their profession by
highlighting their own lived experiences negotiating policies that increase their workload and
decrease their benefits. In doing so, they collectively expose the nuanced material consequences
of policies that rely on teacher sacrifice—making their positionalities recognizable. Teachers
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perform identities that are explicitly political and in doing so, “violate the proscriptive limits of
[their] subject position” (Phillips 312) and “undermine the points of identification of that
position itself” (315). Through their dissent, then, protesters performatively engage in acts of
deliberative rhetoric—“[t]he difficult remaking of discourses to reflect the local” (Lyon 5).
Last, through in-depth interviewing, I examine the strategies teachers devise to negotiate
contemporary policies that rely on teacher sacrifice. Two of my interview participants—Miriam
and Lauren—explicitly reference this sacrifice. Miriam told me of her experience being berated
for her test scores. She was told that her students’ abilities and backgrounds do not matter, and
low test scores reflect solely on her effectiveness, and the solution to raise these scores was for
her to “stay late”—that is, to sacrifice her personal time in order to prepare her students for highstakes testing. On the other hand, explaining the past decade of de-professionalization efforts,
Lauren said that “there’s only so much [teachers] can give” before they decide to leave teaching.
Indeed, two of my participants plan to leave education, and another said she would most likely
leave if she were not close to retirement—and all four fault the contemporary combination of
accountability and de-professionalization policies for teacher turnover. These interviews reveal
the material consequences of rhetorics of praise and blame—teachers perceive a dissonance
between their goals and expertise and the policies that dictate their work, a dissonance that,
according to my participants, results in teachers leaving their jobs.
6.3 Resisting Neoliberal Logics
In this dissertation, I also trace the proliferation of neoliberal logics throughout
contemporary federal reform and how these logics unfold specifically in North Carolina. In a
brief history of federal reform, I argue that after the Reagan administration’s NAR faulted
schools for economic decline, the reform movements of the next three decades used market
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principles to guide their policies. Focusing on the state-level, I argue that contemporary reform in
North Carolina aligns with neoliberal logics—it organizes education as a free-market and
individuals as “self-sufficient capitalists” (Asen “Neoliberalism, The Public” 2) capable of
overcoming all obstacles in order to educate every child. As such, contemporary policy—namely
the implementation of RttT and the Appropriations Act of 2013—focuses on teacher
accountability, competition, merit pay, standardized testing, and the weakening of tenure and
seniority pay (Peck 589) and thus aligns with the major federal reform movements of the past
three decades. If my analysis were to end here, it would show that the proliferation of neoliberal
education policy appears ubiquitous, as market-based logics seem to have reached the level of
common sense within federal and state education reform (Hermansen; Peck).
However, through a focus on teachers’ discourses, I identify ruptures within this
dominant thinking about education reform. As I have mentioned throughout, scholars have
theorized the ways in which neoliberal reform impacts the work of teachers, arguing that
neoliberal reform encourages packaged curriculum that compels teachers to become technicians
and managers as opposed to scholars (Brown Undoing the Demos; Giroux; Saltman) and
encourages teachers to see themselves as competitors engaging in “economic transactions”
(Attick 42). My study interrogates this thinking by examining teachers lived experiences with
neoliberal reform. By understanding policymaking through the theoretical frame of the
networked public sphere and using field methods, I argue that while teachers face dissonance
between their goals and the constraints of neoliberal policy, they gain and exert rhetorical agency
in both their acts of dissent and their everyday classroom practices. This study demonstrates that
K-12 teachers’ discourses—when elevated alongside dominant rhetorics of education
policymaking—provide policymakers, scholars, and the public with ways of thinking about
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education that challenge neoliberal reform. Their dissent and everyday classroom practices
provide concrete, nuanced examples of an education system based on collaboration, community,
and equality.
For instance, teachers devise strategies to enhance collaboration and build relationships
among fellow teachers and their administrations. The underlying assumption of neoliberal
reform—particularly RttT—is that competition between countries, states, schools, and even
colleagues will create an environment in which every person strives for improvement. Within
this environment, “each worker […] her own capitalist, she is her own entrepreneur with the
freedom to choose the means by which she will cultivate her own value in the market” (Attick
41). In North Carolina, federal and state funding as well as pay increases for educators are
treated as prizes for those deemed to be the most successful, as measured by standardized testing.
Within this competitive environment, difference and systemic inequalities are nullified as every
person—teacher and student—is considered equal within the market (Asen “Neoliberalism, The
Public” 3). The result is weakened relationships and devalued “coordinated action” (3).
In Chapter 4, I demonstrated that teachers counter such logics by mobilizing their
differences and bolstering their coordinated action through their protest signs. Protesters
celebrated one another’s individual lived experiences, acknowledging and taking pictures of
other signs and clapping and cheering for one another. In doing so, they recognized each other’s
lived experiences—not denying their differences, but embracing them. This reciprocal
recognition constitutes “not a connection of dominance, identification, or projection, all of which
deny difference, but simply of a shared communicative act” (Lyon 53). Additionally, protesters
carried signs for which other teachers were the target audience, as fully understanding these
signs required insider knowledge of the lived experiences of North Carolina teachers. Such signs
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referenced VAM, the teacher evaluation tool, and standardized testing proctor requirements, for
example. The result is “a shared agency arising in the present moment of engagement” (57).
Through this shared agency, teachers strengthened their relationships and their collective protest
of neoliberal policies.
Additionally, I argue that teachers undermine neoliberal logics through the strategies they
devise in their everyday classroom practices to negotiate the tension between their goals and the
constraints of contemporary policy. For instance, Tess’s strategy for negotiating this tension is to
build trusting relationships with her administration and her co-teachers. For Tess, these
relationships foster productive and authentic collaboration, which strengthens both her and her
co-teachers’ pedagogical methods. Lauren, on the other hand, negotiates this tension by being
persistent and leveraging her expertise. As a teacher in a self-contained EC classroom, Lauren
must overcome the limitation of insufficient resources, which stems from policy that
misunderstands or ignores the special needs of her students. By being assertive with her
administration, leveraging her own expertise, and seeking fill-in funding, Lauren has created a
strong support system for her students and fostered a productive relationship with her principal,
who is now able to recognize her work more effectively. That is, she made her students special
needs recognizable within a market-atmosphere even though standardized testing and an
aggregation of related data cannot measure their growth.
Mackenzie negotiates the chasm between her goals and standardized testing by
prioritizing the former. In other words, she does not succumb to the neoliberal incentive for
teachers to develop their own and their students’ “economic value” as measured by testing data
(Attick 42). She trusts in her own expertise to make her class “rigorous” and encourage her
students’ intellectual growth. Also negotiating the material consequences of standardized testing,
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Miriam fosters a sense of community and support within her English department in order to
overcome the disparaging and hostile environment that has resulted from the proliferation of
high-stakes testing at her school. In doing so, her goal is to encourage strong teachers to remain
in the classroom and rebuild her department after years of continual teacher turnover.
Highlighting my participants’ lived experiences as a vital part of the networked public
sphere of policymaking demonstrates that practitioners do not “simply implement federal
initiatives as federal policymakers envisioned them” (Asen Democracy, Deliberation, and
Dissent 36). Instead, they act as savvy rhetorical agents who devise strategies to balance the
constraints of neoliberal policy with their own goals. My methodological approach provides an
avenue throughout which to amplify practitioners’ strategies for negotiating policy and put them
in conversation with the discourses that currently dominate education policymaking. Doing so
yields inclusive and nuanced investigations of policy and provides insight into how to envision
policies that engage with the expertise of educators instead of hindering them, which I describe
below.
6.4 Policy Recommendations
In addition to recounting the implications for rhetorical studies of education policy, I also
use my findings to provide a few recommendations for improving policy in ways that would
positively impact the teaching profession. My first recommendation is a rhetorical one: Political
rhetoric and public discourse about education policy and reform must avoid the well-worn crisis
narrative in which reformation becomes transformation. As I demonstrated throughout this
dissertation, this narrative undergirds legislation that requires teachers to be the heroes of
education reform, shouldering the burden of both its successes and its failures. To improve our
reform discourse, we must understand that such representations of teachers derive from the
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gendered history of the profession in which teachers are sacrificial, moral, apolitical heroes and
continuing to rely on such tropes bolsters the patriarchal history of the profession.
As I showed in Chapter 3, North Carolina’s contemporary reform rhetoric relies on this
narrative of crisis and change, and as such there has been little continuity for teachers in salary,
job security, benefits, curriculum, and evaluations over the past decade. North Carolina teachers
do not know what to expect as the ground beneath them never seems solid. For instance, two of
my interview participants began master’s programs believing they would receive pay increases
upon completion, and with no warning these pay increases were eliminated. Furthermore, touting
the continual need for transformation at the level of teacher praxis assumes that the previously
used methods, practices, and philosophies are failing or are obsolete. This narrative undermines
teachers’ expertise—their experience, training, credentials—and discourages them from building
on the methods they have developed from their professionalization and experience. As I
demonstrated in Chapters 4 and 5, this assumption is demoralizing for teachers and is
particularly difficult to reconcile when they must engage in practices they know are harmful, like
administering a four-hour-long high stakes test or forcing students to move forward with
curriculum when they know students are not ready.
Moreover, an assumption laden within this crisis narrative is that teachers and their
methods are to blame for the perceived failures of public education. This assumption results in
increased surveillance of teachers through standardized testing and VAM, which my study
reveals to be problematic in myriad ways. In his book Assigning Blame, rhetorical scholar Mark
Hlavacik argues that an “excessive use of public blame sows the sort of mistrust that forestalls
discussion and compromise” (122) and in turn supports neoliberal reform policies. Through his
history of the use of blame throughout the rhetoric of education reform, Hlavacik argues that
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“constant abuse of public blame to forward education policy […] has helped convince
Americans that public schools are in a state of abject failure” (163). This state of failure plays a
crucial role in the neoliberal imagining of public schools: If schools exist in a state of abject
failure, then they should be replaced with not-so-public alternatives, such as for-profit charter
schools and voucher programs. Avoiding this narrative is key, then, for creating policy that
promotes teacher success and encourages collaboration among education and community
stakeholders.
Relatedly, policymakers must put an end to de-professionalization efforts in order to
enhance collaboration and trust among policymakers and educators. In North Carolina such
efforts include the elimination of pay increases for advanced degrees, career status, longevity
pay, and healthcare upon retirement. Such policy changes are antithetical to attracting and
keeping intelligent and ambitious professionals. Making the teaching profession less attractive
reinforces the representation of teaching as a semi-profession that requires individuals to be
sacrificial heroes, which reinforces the notion of teaching as “a philanthropic vocation or
romantic calling”—what one of my participants deems a “labor of love”—a representation that
originated during the common school movement when teaching was feminized (Goldstein 31).
My interview participants believe that these de-professionalization efforts have
significantly contributed to the increase in teacher turnover. As Tess asks, “Why would anyone
come to North Carolina to teach? Why would anyone go to school to become an educator in
North Carolina?” Both Tess and Lauren—highly trained, ambitious professionals—plan to leave
education altogether, and Miriam describes the material consequences of teacher turnover:
decreased disciplinary congruity, fractured vertical curriculum alignment, and students with
holes in their education. Indeed, in an eight-year study of 850,000 New York City schools,
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Ronfeldt, Loeb, and Wyckoff found that in schools with high teacher turnover, students “score
lower in both English language arts (ELA) and math” (4). Teacher turnover is, thus, a pressing
issue within contemporary education policy. Moreover, de-professionalization efforts have
caused parents to discourage their children from teaching in North Carolina. My interview
participant, Mackenzie, for instance discouraged her college-aged son from becoming a teacher
in North Carolina. As I mentioned in Chapter 3, teacher programs in North Carolina have
dropped 27 percent since 2000 according to a 2015 study (Strauss “North Carolina’s”). Dean of
University of North Carolina Charlotte’s education school believes the parents dissuade their
children from pursuing teaching. Considering how the contemporary policy in North Carolina
has impacted the teaching profession, this decrease in interest for public school teaching should
come as no surprise.
My last policy recommendation is that policymakers should make attempts to engage
with teachers’ expertise, instead of stifling it. One suggestion for doing so is to create policy
evaluations that includes in-depth interviewing with the goal of understanding teachers’
individual lived experiences with policy. Though North Carolina does make attempts to engage
with teachers’ perceptions of their job, most notably through the regular administration of the
Teacher Working Conditions Survey, which seeks to gauge “NC educators’ perspectives about
teaching and learning conditions while providing education stakeholders and policymakers
insights on how to improve school and classroom practices” (“Welcome to NC”). This survey
does not, however, directly engage with teachers’ lived experiences with policy and cannot
provide detailed insight into how teachers negotiate reform in their day-to-day practices. My
interview protocol provides a potential means through which to gains such insight. That is, my
four-part coding scheme which focuses on expertise, goals, policy impact, and strategies for

188

negotiation provides a method for understanding the constraints and affordances of
contemporary policy.
Furthermore, my dissertation demonstrates that education policies which promote
competition among teachers are antithetical to the profession. My interview participant,
Mackenzie, for example believes that being part of a collaborative team of colleagues has
prevented her from leaving education, though she has experienced burn out throughout her
career. The protesters at the May 16 rally gained rhetorical agency through the connections they
made with colleagues and strangers at the rally. Another way to engage with teachers’ expertise,
then, is to provide exceptional, highly motived teachers with leadership opportunities beyond
those that they develop themselves. My interviews demonstrate that teachers find ways to lead.
For instance, my participant Lauren mentors teachers in her district on creating curriculum for
students with autism, but she is not paid for this work and does it on her own time. North
Carolina has a teacher mentor program, but as my participant Mackenzie points out—there is
little incentive for teachers to engage in the program because they are not paid extra or given
time in their day to fulfill their mentorship duties.
Programs that allow teachers opportunities and incentives to guide, support, and mentor
one another have proven fruitful. For instance, the Children’s Literacy Initiative, a Philadelphia
nonprofit, created a program in which veteran teachers train and mentor beginning teachers. In
this model, beginning teachers regularly observe a “model” classroom and receive coaching from
the teacher of that class. That is, teachers are given time and support to learn from one another. A
2010 study of the program showed that “students in Philadelphia schools with CLI model
classrooms gained an average of 8.3 percentage points more on reading assessments than did
demographically similar students in schools without model classrooms” (Goldstein 246).
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However, CLI, which “focuses on empowering teachers to share effective instructional
practices” are relatively unknown (247). Instead of funding merit-based pay initiatives which
promote competition among educators and generally rely on questionable testing methods to
evaluate educators, policymakers could provide pay increases or bonuses to veteran teachers who
coach and mentor their colleagues.
6.5 Limitations and Future Directions for The Study of Teachers’ Experience
The methodology of this project has limitations, which I address here. First, I was unable
to obtain IRB approval in time to conduct interviews with protesters at the May 16 rally; thus,
my data consists mostly of protest signs. As such, my analysis of discourses of dissent is limited
to my interpretation of teachers’ intentions within their signs. In future interviews with
teachers—which I will discuss below—I plan to engage them in conversation about their
perspectives on teacher dissent, both in North Carolina and throughout the country: Why do they
believe teachers are engaging in dissent? What do they believe the impact of dissent is or could
be on teachers, policymakers, and public understandings of education?
Furthermore, this study does not make claims about the impact or long-term effects of
protests on policymakers’ or the public’s view of education or teachers. Though I make tentative
suggestions about such impact in Chapter 4 based on my interviews (134-139), I focus on the
moment of protest and the rhetorical strategies through which teachers strategically perform their
professional identities. As such, I argue that these strategies strengthen teachers coordinated
action and provide alternatives to neoliberal discourses of individualism and competition.
Questions of impact, however, would provide productive avenues of inquiry for future
investigations of protest discourse. For instance, as I begin to suggest in Chapter 4, the success of
a protest should not be based solely on the responses of policymakers. My interviews revealed
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for example, that the protest opened spaces of dialogue within communities and classrooms
about education policy and the teaching profession. Future research could explore, then, what
constitutes success in a protest? One way to examine the impact of protest—in addition to
interviewing teachers, administrators, and/or community members—is to analyze media
coverage of individual protests and compare representations of teachers as the protests
proliferated througout the country.
Furthermore, the results of this study do not allow me to make generalized claims about
North Carolina teachers’ lived experiences with education policy and reform. As I explained in
Chapter 1 (27-28), I was only able to distribute my survey to three schools in North Carolina and
received a low-response rate. Thus, I did not use the results in my dissertation. Furthermore, I
have a small sample of interview participants, thus I focus on the nuanced, specific lived
experiences of each participant. I plan to expand the interview section of this study significantly
by recruiting four to six more interviewees from North Carolina using contacts I made during
this project and those I had prior. As I mentioned in the introduction, a limitation of my study is
the lack of diversity among my participants. In recruiting new participants, I will diversify the
grade- and subject-levels by including elementary teachers as well as high school math, science,
and/or history teachers. In expanding this part of my study, I will still be unable to make
generalizable claims about teachers’ experiences. My goal instead is to continue what I began
through an analysis of interviews with four teachers—to gain an in-depth understanding of
teachers’ individual lived experiences with policy and how they negotiate their goals and
expertise within the space of contemporary reform. By including more participants, I plan to
make this understanding of teachers’ experiences even more robust and nuanced.
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The insight I gained from this study has also illuminated further related lines of inquiry.
My historical overview of federal reform and the teaching profession revealed an influential
interconnection between gendered representations of teachers and the oversimplification of
systemic inequalities within discourses of reform. As I conducted my fieldwork, I suspected that
this interconnection would arise in my examination of teachers’ discourses. Though some
teachers highlighted systemic inequalities in their protest sings (108-109), my interviews did not
include robust discussions of this topic. A productive future project would engage in a feminist
rhetorical history of education reform that traces gendered representations of teachers throughout
major moments of federal reform and examines the connection between these representations
and the oversimplification of systemic issues. This project calls for the same or a similar
methodological approach elucidated herein: one that draws from policy documents, political
discourse, and news articles as well as the discourses of actual educators, including letters, diary
entries, op-eds, and interviews. As I discovered while conducting this study—and as I explained
in this chapter—the approach I espouse in this dissertation provides a means to conduct an
inclusive rhetorical analysis that balances the dominant rhetorics of policy and the perspectives
of local actors.
A goal of the present study and this future one, then, is to uncover the underlying history
of representations of teachers, which have influenced public perception, policy decisions, and the
day-to-day lives of teachers. The current wave of teacher dissent mostly focuses on the
symptoms of such representations (e.g. low teacher pay, de-professionalization efforts,
standardized testing). However, an important part of quelling these symptoms—and thus
improving the teaching profession—is understanding how they came to be. Examining teachers’
lived experiences alongside dominant representations of the profession provides an avenue for
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dismantling harmful gendered representations and thus positively impacting how we perceive
and represent teachers.
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Appendix A: Coding Scheme for Protest Signs
Advocate (A)
Definition: Code as supporter (S) any topical chain in which a speaker mentions student needs.
• Focus on students and student needs (e.g. NC students are worth it; Using my voice for
those who can’t)
• Justify dissent by highlighting student needs (e.g. I’d rather be teaching but this is
important, I solemnly swear that I am here for student good)
• Mention equitable schools (e.g. Invest Equitably in Public Schools; Education: the great
equalizer stratifier?)
• Equate teacher and student needs (e.g. Teacher working conditions are student learning
conditions; Give teachers what students need to succeed!)
Champion (C)
Definition: Code as champion (C) any topical chain in which a speaker focuses on teacher needs
or praises public educators and/or public education.
• Highlight the results of contemporary reform on their work and lived realities (e.g. #Tired
of being asked to do more with less; If I can be fired for being gay, at least give me a
livable pay.)
• Discuss their salaries (e.g. Overworked Underpaid; Can you blame Walter White? He
was an underpaid teacher.)
• Highlight the importance of public education (e.g. Your FUTURE is in our
CLASSROOMS; I want an educated populace)
Dissenter (D)
Definition: Code as dissenter (D) any topical chain in which a speaker is specifically
highlighting their resistance. Then, use the following nested codes:
1. Resistance (R): Highlight their own voices and resist dominant representations of
teachers (e.g. Time to use our Teacher Voice, Ready to STRIKE)
2. Gendered Language (G): Use gendered language or imagery to protest (e.g.
Teachers just want to have fund$; Teacher pay is the gender pay gap)
3. Criticism (Cr): Criticizing or insulting the federal or state government and/or their
priorities (e.g. Those who can, Teach. Those who can’t pass laws about teacher;
Blame the NCGA)
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Appendix B: Recruitment Email for Principals
Dear (Dr., Mr. OR Ms.) Principal,
I am a doctoral candidate in Rhetoric and Writing at Virginia Tech and a former North Carolina
public school teacher. In partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of
Philosophy, I am conducting research for my dissertation regarding education reform and teacher
professional identity. My dissertation committee and Virginia Tech’s Institutional Review Board
have approved this study.
Fifty public schools in North Carolina have been selected at random to participate in this study. I
seek your permission to administer a survey instrument to the teachers in your school. The
survey will take approximately 10 minutes to complete and will be administered via email. If you
agree to participate, I will either email you an invitation to teachers and a link to my survey,
which you can distribute to the faculty at your school, or I will reach out to teachers directly
using your school’s online directory.
Teacher participation is voluntary, and steps will be taken to ensure the teachers’ and the
school’s anonymity. No identifying code will be placed on the survey, and teachers will not be
asked to identify themselves or their school. The survey also includes an invitation to teachers to
participate in follow-up interviews with me. If they choose to participate, steps will be taken to
ensure their anonymity.
Please let me know if you have any questions or would like to talk to me further about my study.
Thank you for your consideration.
Sincerely,
Katie Garahan
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Appendix C: Recruitment Email for Teachers
Dear Teachers,
I am a doctoral candidate in Rhetoric and Writing at Virginia Tech and a former North Carolina
public school teacher. In partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor of
Philosophy, I am conducting research for my dissertation regarding education reform and teacher
professional identity. My dissertation committee and Virginia Tech’s Institutional Review Board
has approved this study.
You have been identified as a viable candidate for this study because you are a public school
teacher in North Carolina. My dissertation aims to focus on the lived experiences and discourses
of public educators as a means to better understand the effects of education policy and reform.
I understand that your time is highly valuable and scarce, but the information and insight you
provide is invaluable.
The survey will take less than 10 minutes to complete, and your participation is voluntary. Steps
will be taken to ensure your anonymity, and your school will not be identified in the study. At
the end of the survey, you will be invited to participate in a follow-up interview with me. Your
participation is voluntary.
Thank you for your time.
Sincerely,
Katie Garahan
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Appendix D: Interview Questions
*Interviews will be semi-structured. The following questions will serve as a guide.
First, I’d like to know a bit about you.
• Tell me about your background, what brought you to teaching?
• How many years have you been teaching?
• In how many different schools have you taught?
• How many years have you been at your current school?
• What grades and subjects do you teach now?
• How do you describe yourself as a teacher?
• What do you think are the most important characteristics of teachers?
Now, I’d like to ask you some more specific questions about your experience in education.
• What do you find to be rewarding about teaching?
• What do you find to be difficult about teaching?
• What is your primary purpose as a teacher?
• Do you feel that you have the resources to achieve this purpose?
Now, I’d like to know your opinions about education policy and reform in North Carolina.
(Some of these questions were on the survey. I’d just like you to expand on some of your
answers.)
• Throughout your career, can you think of any time when policy or reform initiatives have
interfered with your ability to achieve your primary purpose as a teacher?
• Do you consider yourself to be knowledgeable about federal and state education policy
initiatives?
• Do you think lawmakers in NC understand and respect the work of teachers?
• Why do you think there has been a wave of teacher protests across the country?
• Why do you think teachers in North Carolina rallied on May 16?
• What do you think are the biggest issues facing educators in North Carolina?
• How can public education in North Carolina be improved?
*Questions for teachers who have taught for 7 years –
• Why do you think master’s pay and career status were eliminated?
• How do you think these decisions impact education?
Wrap-up Questions
• How do you think people outside of education would describe good and bad teachers?
(Like, for instance, politicians, parents, community members)
• Are you satisfied with your work, professionally and personally?
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Appendix E: Coding Scheme for Interviews
Negotiating Policy
If a sample appears to be codable in two different categories, read the topical chain for a
dominant theme and code in the category most appropriate to said theme.
Expertise (E)
Definition: Code as expertise any topical chain in which a speaker addresses or develops their
educational expertise.
- Refers to educational experience (“I'm going into my twentieth year, I'm not a newby”)
- Refers to educational training (“When I got my AIG certification--I have my master's in
gifted education”)
- Refers to their strengths (e.g. “give me an objective for anything and I'll create a whole
lesson. Where it's extremely explanatory and with accommodating all types of learners”)
Ideal (I)
Definition: Code as ideal any topical chain in which a speaker describes what they wish they
were able to do.
- Describes what they imagined teaching would or should be like (e.g. “And I thought that
was my profession-being able to differentiate instruction and that's what I would be doing
with them”
- Describes their goals (e.g. “would want them to be able to write a decent paragraph,
fluently, with basic grammar”)
Policy (P)
Definition: Code as policy any topical chain in which a speaker describes what they have to do or
what they are unable to do because of policies.
- Describes regulations and requirements (e.g. inclusion model, standardized testing, data
collection)
- Describes constraints and hindrances (e.g. budget cuts, lack of professionalization
opportunities for teachers)
Strategy (S)
Definition: Code as strategy a topical chain in which a speaker describes how they negotiate the
tension between their ideals and policy constraints
- Describes deliberation with administration and/or colleagues (“I really spoke up and I
was like, this isn't working. Let's be a little creative here and figure something else out”)
- Describes de-prioritizing policy regulations (e.g. “I don't even mention the test until the
last three weeks before the test”)
- Describes seeking resources (“I ask. I don't sit back. I'm trying to find the funding that I
need.”)
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Appendix F: Overview of Race to the Top Selection Criteria
Quoted from the “Race to the Top Program Executive Summary” (3)
Selection Criteria
A. State Success Factors (125 points)
(A)(1) Articulating State’s education reform agenda and LEAs’ participation in it (65 points)
(A)(2) Building strong statewide capacity to implement, scale up, and sustain proposed plans (30
points)
(A)(3) Demonstrating significant progress in raising achievement and closing gaps (30 points)
B. Standards and Assessments (70 points)
(B)(1) Developing and adopting common standards (40 points)
(B)(2) Developing and implementing common, high-quality assessments (10 points)
(B)(3) Supporting the transition to enhanced standards and high-quality assessments (20 points)
C. Data Systems to Support Instruction (47 points)
(C)(1) Fully implementing a statewide longitudinal data system (24 points)
(C)(2) Accessing and using State data (5 points)
(C)(3) Using data to improve instruction (18 points)
D. Great Teachers and Leaders (138 points)
(D)(1) Providing high-quality pathways for aspiring teachers and principals (21 points)
(D)(2) Improving teacher and principal effectiveness based on performance (58 points)
(D)(3) Ensuring equitable distribution of effective teachers and principals (25 points)
(D)(4) Improving the effectiveness of teacher and principal preparation programs (14 points)
(D)(5) Providing effective support to teachers and principals (20 points)
E. Turning Around the Lowest-Achieving Schools (50 points)
(E)(1) Intervening in the lowest-achieving schools and LEAs (10 points)
(E)(2) Turning around the lowest- achieving schools (40 points)
F. General Selection Criteria (55 points)
(F)(1) Making education funding a priority (10 points)
(F)(2) Ensuring successful conditions for high-performing charters and other innovative schools
(40 points)
(F)(3) Demonstrating other significant reform conditions (5 points)
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Appendix G: Appropriations Act of 2013
Quoted from the North Carolina General Assembly, Appropriations Act of 2013: Bill 402

SECTION 8.22. Notwithstanding Section 35.11 of this act, no teachers or instructional support
personnel, except for certified school nurses and instructional support personnel in positions for
which a master's degree is required for licensure, shall be paid on the "M" salary schedule or
receive a salary supplement for academic preparation at the six-year degree level or at the
doctoral degree level for the 2014-2015 school year, unless they were paid on that salary
schedule or received that salary supplement prior to the 2014-2015 school year.
SECTION 9.6.(f) G.S. 115C-325(c)(1) is repealed effective May 1, 2013. Individuals who have
not received career status prior to the 2012-2013 school year shall not be granted career status
during the 2012-2013 school year. All teachers who have not been granted career status prior to
the 2012-2013 school year shall be offered only one-year contracts, except for qualifying
teachers offered a four-year contract as provided in subsection (g) of this section, until the 20182019 school year.
SECTION 9.6(g) From July 1, 2013, to June 30, 2014, all superintendents shall review the
performance and evaluations of all teachers who have been employed by the local board for at
least three consecutive years. Based on these reviews, the superintendent shall identify and
recommend to the local board twenty-five percent (25%) of those teachers employed by the local
board for at least three consecutive years to be awarded four-year contracts beginning with the
2014-2015 school year. The superintendent shall not recommend to the local board any teacher
for a four-year contract unless that teacher has shown effectiveness as demonstrated by
proficiency on the teacher evaluation instrument. The local board of education shall review the
superintendent's recommendation and may approve that recommendation or may select other
teachers as part of the twenty-five percent (25%) to offer four-year contracts, but the local board
shall not offer any teacher a four-year contract unless that teacher has shown effectiveness as
demonstrated by proficiency on the teacher evaluation instrument.
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