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teachers might be able to recognize the power of
their own agency in order to raise and act upon
such questions as: What range of purposes should
schools serve? What knowledge is of most worth?
What does it mean for teachers and students to
know something? In what direction should teach-
ers and students [go]? What notions of authority
should structure teaching and learning? These
questions are important because they force educa-
tors to engage in a process of self-critique while
simultaneously highlighting the central role that
teachers might play in any viable attempt to
reform the public schools.

My own journey into teaching was largely
shaped by undergraduate education training and
my first year of student teaching. While the con-
tent and context of these experiences shaped my
initial understanding of myself as a teacher, they
did not prepare me for the specific tasks and
problems of what it meant to address the many
problems I had to confront in my first job. In
what follows, I want to speak from my own expe-
riences in order to illuminate the shortcomings
of the educational theories that both shaped my
perceptions of teaching and the classroom prac-
tices I was expected to implement.

LEARNING TO BE A TECHNICIAN

During the time that I studied to be a teacher, for
the most part I learned how to master classroom
methods, read Bloom’s taxonomy, and became
adept at administering tests, but I was never asked
to question how testing might be used as a sorting
device to track and marginalize certain groups.
Like many prospective teachers of my generation,
I was taught how to master a body of knowledge
defined within separate academic disciplines, but I
never learned to question what the hierarchical
organization of knowledge meant and how it con-
ferred authority and power. For example, I was
never taught to raise questions about what knowl-
edge was worth knowing and why, why schools
legitimated some forms of knowledge and ignored
others, why English was more important than art,

and why it was considered unworthy to take a
course in which one worked with one’s hands. I
never engaged in a classroom discussion about
whose interests were served through the teaching
and legitimation of particular forms of school
knowledge, or how knowledge served to silence
and disempower particular social groups. Moreo-
ver, I was not given the opportunity to reflect
upon the authoritarian principles that actually
structure classroom life and how these could be
understood by analyzing social, political, and eco-
nomic conditions outside of schools. If a student
slept in the morning at his or her desk, I was
taught to approach the issue as a problem of disci-
pline and management. I was not alerted to rec-
ognize the social conditions that may have caused
such behavior. That is, to the possibility that the
student may have a drug-related problem, be
hungry, sick, or simply exhausted because of con-
ditions in his or her home life. I learned quickly to
separate out the problems of society from the
problems of schooling and hence became illiterate
in understanding the complexity of the relation-
ship between schools and the larger social order.
My initial teaching assignment was in a school
in which the teacher turnover rate exceeded 85%
each year. The first day I walked into that school T
was met by some students hanging out in the
lobby. They greeted me with stares born of terri-
torial rights and suspicion and one of them jok-
ingly asked me: “Hey man, you’re new, what’s
your name?” I remember thinking they had vio-
lated some sort of rule regarding teacher-student
relationships by addressing me that way. Ques-
tions of identity, culture, and racism had not been
factored into my understanding of teaching and
schooling at the time. I had no idea that the ques-
tions that would be raised for me that year had less
to do with the sterile language of methods I had
learned as an undergraduate than they did with
becoming culturally and politically literate about
the context-specific histories and experiences that
informed where my students came from and how
they viewed themselves and others. I had no idea
of how important it was to create a meaningful
and safe classroom for them so that I could con-




