











Prior 30

since Howard (2010) stipulates that teachers whose students claim a wide variety of racial, class,
and cultural identities should ask themselves how often they allow for means of assessment such
as role-playing, skits, poetry, rap, or newspaper creations to be part of their classroom. To this
end, the majority of social studies lessons at Growth Mindset Academy incorporate at least one
non-verbal assignment and, ironically, some of the previously referenced classes that reify the
racial and structural status quo - in particular, the lessons that involve the identity chart and the
interview with police officers - make use of teacher praxis that challenges the norms of
traditional schooling. Specifically, the former occasion encourages students to draw cartoons that
display the diverse components of their identity, and the latter facilitates a “gallery walk”
through which students choose quotes from the police interview, transcribe them onto paper to
be taped onto the wall, and circle around the room to discuss which excerpts most resonated with
and troubled them. These culturally responsive techniques not only engage students to a greater
degree than other learning tasks, but also momentarily redefine what constitutes cultural capital
in an academic context. Even so, because every lesson culminates in literacy-based activities
couched within journal entries and Exit Tickets, the language of which - “How can reporters and
consumers verify the credibility of information about an event?” - was often inaccessible to
students in my classes, Growth Mindset Academy appears to accept the conceit of traditional
schooling that is it “good and correct” for the learning process to heavily rely upon reading and
writing. Therefore, despite its culturally responsive approach to evaluating students’
transcription, the writing pedagogy at Growth Mindset Academy mirrors the content of the social
studies curriculum insofar as academic capital amounts to agency within the structure rather than

a radical reimagination of the possibilities for school and society.
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On the whole, the social studies curriculum at Growth Mindset Academy suggests that a
state-sponsored culturally responsive pedagogy eschews resistant capital for navigational capital
or, in other words, that this educational context conceives of equity not by proposing alternatives
to the racial capitalist state, but instead by inculcating within individual actors the requisite
knowledge and skills for mobility within a hostile system. Moreover, the curriculum defines and
confers navigational capital with its implicit message that cultural citizenship for communities of
color entails civic participation in forms of public dialogue such as journalism and social media,
simultaneously reifying that freedom of speech alone suffices as a means of overcoming
oppression and contending that the solution to racism lies within the prejudice reduction of
individual actors. Likewise, Growth Mindset Academy acknowledges the racial identities of its
student population, yet also takes for granted that these constructs are essential to society,
glossing over both the historical and economic repercussions of racial discourse and
problematizing “raciology,” or “idea of an authentic, immutable connection between bodies,
selves, and identities” (Melamed 2006, p. 20). Though the program’s confrontation of racial
stereotypes 1s commendable, in ignoring the nuance of racial identity and the potential for
subversion of these narratives, the curriculum takes for granted the racialization of its students
and, in doing so, determines that navigational capital represents the more viable route to social
justice. Accordingly, while Growth Mindset Academy caters to the vast breadth of cultural
repertoires among its attendees by incorporating non-traditional learning methods, and manages
to avoiding the “box problem” (Rogoft & Angelillo 2002) of assuming that students from the
same identity learn the same way, the dominance of reading and writing tasks naturalizes the

emphasis on these activities in traditional schooling where, in order to succeed and pursue
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upward mobility, students of color must conform to the conventions of Standard English without
recognition of their own linguistic wealth. Overall, then, the social studies curriculum at Growth
Mindset Academy intimates the shortcomings of a pedagogy that is culturally responsive without
offering critiques of the institutional and material inequities resultant from racial discourse.
Within a neoliberal multicultural framework, navigation ultimately means understanding
diversity not as a threat of disruption, but as a celebration of “how Black it [is] to be an
American, how Latino, how Asian, how indigenous it [is] to be an American™ (Chang 2014, p.

110), and the possibility of resistance finds no place in this academic discourse.

Pedagogy, Discipline, and Racialization

To reiterate, in addressing its students as though their positionality within a system of
racial meanings is a fixed one, and subsequently extrapolating this understanding to events such
as those that occurred in Ferguson, Growth Mindset Academy legitimates the racialization of
larger society, all the while ignoring the context and consequences of this phenomenon. Yet, in
light of the disciplinary issues to which I have alluded, it bears asking whether the pedagogy of
the program directly contributed to the racialization of its students. After all, Derrick’s finding
that “many of [his] issues stemmed from students who weren’t able to manage reading or writing
at a certain level, or who weren’t as vocal or weren’t proficient with English” hardly seems
coincidental, and in fact echoes Noguera’s (2003) argument that the students most inclined
toward reactionary behavior are those who lack the cultural capital privileged by hegemonic
definitions of “knowledge.” As much as Growth Mindset Academy looks to support these youth

in particular, however, its structured approach to learning actually exacerbates their struggles. In
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contrast with Mohanty’s (2003) claim that critical pedagogy must combat any pressures toward
standardization that would seek to deny students and teachers autonomy in the learning process,
the stringent scheduling of Growth Mindset Academy - five minutes allotted for the completion
of each Do Now activity, five minutes for the explanation of the Measurable Outcome, and so on
- necessitates that Teaching Fellows gloss over student passions and concerns in order to reach
the daily Exit Ticket. Here, as one might expect, is where classroom tensions arise, in no small
part because this progression hinges upon students’ order and conformity at the same time it
denies their agency for affecting change inside or outside the classroom. Of course, if culturally
responsive pedagogy fails to critically examine traditional schooling or the racial capitalist state,
then navigational capital in settings like Growth Mindset Academy manifests as an acquiescence
to and naturalization of authority, to which any student resistance registers as pathological and in
need of correction.

It would be an understatement to say that the Teaching Fellows and I did not expect to
encounter the behavioral conflict that came to characterize our summer at Growth Mindset
Academy. Although the two week teacher training briefly featured “classroom demos where we
role played as rambunctious students,” Zoe recalls, “we took that as a joke.” Continuing, Z.0e
laments that “[disciplinary issues] were our lives for the rest of the summer, and we weren’t
prepared for that.”” Obviously, in retrospect, the idealism behind this disregard for the potential of
student disengagement seems so naive as to be comical; nonetheless, I remember how 1, too, had
wholeheartedly believed that our culturally responsive and racially conscious pedagogy would
guarantee students’ total investment, and so I had hardly entertained the possibility of class

disruption until it became my daily reality. Why did my coworkers and I take discipline as a
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joke? In his interview, Derrick succinctly described the training as “having been built in a very
vacuum environment,” and clarified to recount how Teaching Fellows “were given this ideal of a
model school and led to believe that it was going to be that way.” Along the same lines, Zoe
found that this idealism had “glossed over some of the baggage that students had brought to the
program” by neglecting to address learning disabilities or to talk about the “very real needs” of
northeast Denver, and, as a result, she often felt “helpless™ and “like [her] job was to babysit.”
Ultimately, at the heart of the problem the idea, articulated by Rose, that Growth Mindset
Academy had purported to “collect a bunch of black and Mexican kids and raise them up.” By all
accounts, this mission and rhetoric had resonated with the Teaching Fellows when the program
leaders presented the purpose for the summer; evidently, though, we had collectively failed to
consider whether our students had agreed to be raised up, or if perhaps they desired more
autonomy in their own liberation.

Indeed, one potentially relevant piece of information that Growth Mindset Academy had
failed to provide Teaching Fellows during the training was that the majority of students did not
want to be there, as these youth so readily volunteered in my informal conversations with them.
To clarify, some students had believed that the program would be “like camp™ and that they
would make new friends, but most acknowledged that their parents had wanted them to improve
their reading and writing skills in the hopes that they would receive higher grades. Some students
were referred to Growth Mindset Academy after garnering impressive standardized test scores,
while others’ families discovered the program independently, and a few even alluded to having
been enrolled by their parents after they had gotten in trouble during the school year, with the

idea being that additional structure and discipline would reconcile these students to an
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educational system that routinely alienated them from their lived experiences. Importantly, these
windows into students’ home lives offer an intriguing counterpoint to Ogbu’s (1998) thesis - that
communities of color necessarily see their cultural traditions and the norms of public education
as mutually exclusive, and respond by developing oppositional identities - and suggest that
marginalized families continue to value the accumulation of navigational capital through
schooling as a means for obtaining the knowledge requisite for success within the status quo.
Nevertheless, if this is the case, the students at Growth Mindset Academy did not embrace this
pursuit as readily as their parents did, demonstrating their resistance to the program’s behavioral
norms by playing music with explicit content at recess, openly discussing sexuality, and defying
the prohibition on hooded sweatshirts - mirroring some of the strategies employved by the African
American students from Ferguson’s (2000) Bad Boys in defiance of their academic and cultural
disenfranchisement - as well as verbal and physical fighting. Given Derrick’s account that the
training had led Teaching Fellows to think that “the worst thing a student would do was say
‘Frick you!” in the middle of a lesson,” all of these tactics served as a wake-up call of sorts. To
say the least, such substantive challenges to the idealism of Growth Mindset Academy catalyzed
a significant shift in the program’s approach to discipline and restorative justice, in contributing
not only to the legitimation of racialization, but also to its genesis.

During the training, the leaders of Growth Mindset Academy shared their aspiration that
85 percent of enrolled students would attend the first day of the program, and that 85 percent of
first day attendees would finish the program. Admittedly, although I do not have a precise figure,
I can attest from my observations that the final enrollment was significantly smaller than this

projection, due in large part to student disengagement coupled with disciplinary actions. Whereas
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the training had espoused a “Core Belief” that “all students love learning and want to learn™ in its
attempts to reject deficit theories - concerning itself with semantic differences between phrases
such as “these students™ versus “our students” and “bad kids™ versus “kids who make bad
decisions™ - the ensuing punitive dismissals seemed to concede that the program was unwilling
or unable to deliver upon its promise of closing the opportunity gap for every child, especially
since the Denver public school district had pledged to reimburse Growth Mindset Academy for
any attendee who missed no more than six days of the summer. Thus, even if students’
infractions of the program’s disciplinary code did not constitute serious offenses by any standard,
the discrepancy between reality and the “vacuum environment” that Teaching Fellows had
optimistically come to expect magnified their response to any oppositional dynamics that
developed in their classrooms. Without a doubt, in recognition of the prior disciplinary
experiences that many attendees of Growth Mindset Academy may have had - the students to
whom I spoke shared that their teachers during the school year were “mostly white,” “old,” and
likely to “get mad easily” - some measure of conflict was likely to oceur simply by virtue of
what “school” had come to mean for these individuals: a hostile and culturally monolithic
environment. Yet, instead of “[making] it so that [Fellows] learned more about the area, why
students feel the way they do about teachers, and what the best ways of building relationships
with students from Northeast Denver would be,” as Derrick would have desired, Growth Mindset
Academy again posited prejudice reduction as the solution to institutional inequities, providing
guidelines for students and Teaching Fellows alike to adapt a “growth mindset” - explained by
the program as “the belief in the power of positivity” - as well as a protocol for “critical

conversations” with kids who make bad decisions in order to complete the perceptive shift from
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systemic oppression to manageable psychology. In short, therefore, the approach to conflict
resolution at Growth Mindset Academy addressed the symptoms rather than the cause, and if the
symptoms persisted for long enough, then clearly there existed an incompatibility between the
treatment offered by the program and the students who were supposed to beneficiaries, and, in
these extreme cases, dismissal represented the only reasonable recourse.

In addition, the neoliberal multicultural focus of Growth Mindset Academy on individual
attitudes at the expense of systemic issues further manifested and contributed to students’
racialization through the program’s practice of teacher authority. While it cannot be said that
Growth Mindset Academy ignored the relationship between race, privilege, and power altogether
- the training devoted an entire day to Teaching Fellows’ self-examination of the advantage or
stigmatization that their identities had conferred - the program failed to account for the fact that,
against the backdrop of a predominantly white teaching force (Ingersoll & Merrill 2012), the
relationship between educator and student is often microcosmic of that between white authorities
and marginalized communities of color. Certainly, a culturally responsive pedagogy centered on
prejudice reduction and dialogue through “critical conversations™ works towards reconciling
tensions that emerge, but it cannot redress the racial narratives and material realities of larger
society. The same is true for the program’s translation of Emily Style’s (1996) conception of
curriculum as window and mirror to the its population of Teaching Fellows. On the one hand,
students expressed an appreciation that their teachers “had different stories” and “were at the
same [developmental] stage as them,” and Teaching Fellows evinced the same enthusiasm for
diversity. In his interview, Derrick talked about the importance of “being the first Black male

teacher, or one of the few Black male teachers, that these students had,”” afier he, as a student
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from the Deep South, had not met a Black male educator until his first year of college; similarly,
Zoe, a Denver native, spoke to the city’s dearth of Black woman teachers and the pivotal
opportunity for the program to connect with students over the summer. On the other, however,
my experiences at Growth Mindset Academy made plainly evident that cultural representation,
as well as responsive pedagogy, loses much its their impact if the classroom, no matter how
diverse, retains a hierarchical structure.

Indeed, daily lessons at Growth Mindset Academy prescribe for the mastery of a “teacher
presence” to “nonverbally communicate authority,” which, in turn, entails standing straight,
speaking in a measured tone, cautioning students against misbehavior with stern eye contact.
Within this purview, Teaching Fellows continue to convey their control of the classroom by
conducting an “entry and exit routine” involving a firm handshake and brisk instructions for
beginning the Do Now activity. Ultimately, then, the fact that students at Growth Mindset
Academy were expected to passively receive orders from teachers who looked like them
mattered far less than the fact that they were expected to passively receive orders at all.
Moreover, the dynamic of “windows and mirrors™ presupposed a level of trust that Teaching
Fellows simply could not build over the course of a mere six weeks. Even if, as Tom observed, it
seemed as though “the Teaching Fellows who spoke Spanish were able to immediately connect
with the students who spoke Spanish at home and for whom English was a second language,” a
the novelty of teachers’ sharing a cultural background with their students could not the reverse
years’ worth of interactions with a hostile schooling system that the latter had experienced.
Surely, Ladson-Billings’s (1996) finding that student perceptions of a teacher’s race - as well as

class, gender, and sexuality - necessarily inform their receptiveness to instruction supports the
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idea that diversity constitutes an important component of an equitable classroom. Of equal if not
greater significance for preventing racialization in classrooms, though, is that “students feel safe
and cared for” and “valued as whole beings™ (Tintiango-Cubales 2015, p. 114). For this reason,
pedagogy that is not only culturally responsive, but also critical must go beyond representation in
content and personnel by reconfiguring the power dynamics within the classroom (Mohanty
2003), one example of which is Paulo Freire (1970)’s model of a problem-posing pedagogy that
“breaks with the vertical patterns characteristic of banking education” (p. 80) and engenders a
non-hierarchical classroom wherein all participants learn together. Despite the fact that Growth
Mindset Academy proposed an additional “Core Belief™ that “we are students of our students,”
its emphasis on maintaining authority through learning routines and “teacher presence™ meant
that, in many situations, navigational capital amounted to little more than conformity. It should
come as no surprise, therefore, that students resisted this denial of their agency by lingering in
the halls during lessons and turning in their Exit Tickets at the beginning of class. Still,
unfortunately for these youth, in their efforts to reclaim their humanity from an inflexible and
hostile structure, their exposure of the program’s utopian vision for both conduct and curriculum
as a facade set the stage for stringent discipline and subsequent racialization.

As T have noted, prior experiences with traditional schooling had taught the students with
whom I spoke to be suspicious of teachers who had more often proven themselves interested in
maintaining discipline than building relationships, and so the program’s philosophy of classroom
management fell flat at best and provoked frustrations at worst. At the same time, it bears asking
whether the pedagogy itself - in particular, its focus on writing and essentialization of race - also

served to alienate students and exacerbate tensions between Teaching Fellows and their classes.
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To return to an earlier anecdote, a few weeks after confiding his insecurity in his writing,
Christopher shared in a moment of anger and vulnerability that teachers were “always trying to
get [him] in trouble™ and that he could not help but be disruptive in his classes because he was a
“bad kid,” foreshadowing Derrick’s observation in his interview that the students who could not
follow his lessons were those more inclined to act out. Poignantly, Pedro Noguera (2003) goes so
far as to argue that these two sentiments are related, positing that “in any educational setting
where children are viewed as academically deficient, and where adults view large numbers of
them as potentially bad or even dangerous, the fixation on control tends to override all other
educational objectives and concerns™ (p. 345). In other words, the students subject to frequent
exclusion and punishment are those who lack the baseline navigational capital for academic
success and subsequently recognize that the academic qualifications and upward mobility
promised by schools are unavailable to them. Therefore, Christopher and students like him reject
the notion that they should acquiesce to institutional expectations for their conduct - in part
because there exists a discrepancy between these expectations and their own cultural
backgrounds, and in part because they realize the fallacy of equal opportunity in education - and
they respond with reactionary behavior that posits them as “counter-authority” (Ferguson 2000,
p. 95). As aresult, this context for identity formation further underscores the need for mutual
trust within a critical, culturally responsive pedagogy; had Christopher felt that the Teaching
Fellows were truly concerned with his holistic growth instead of conformity in class, perhaps he
would have felt more comfortable taking risks and exploring his identity as a writer. Because
Growth Mindset Academy assumed that Christopher and his peers would already feel safe by

virtue of the circumstances that the Teaching Fellows looked like them and that the social studies
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curriculum discussed race, however, the program did little to facilitate the friendships that must
first exist between teachers and students in order to realize a welcoming and affirming learning
environment, and as a result of having overlooked this step, the leaders simply could not make
sense of the disciplinary issues that developed as the program progressed.

Likewise, though well-intentioned for navigational capital just as the writing activities,
the rendering of race through which the social studies curriculum explored the events of
Ferguson also seemed as though it may have alienated students, based on both testimonies from
the Teaching Fellows and observations from my own classes. For one, in Rose’s words, the
program’s definition of race was “literally black-and-white,” with Derrick adding that “we didn’t
necessarily speak to our Latinx students.” Moreover, given Tom’s resident knowledge that the
city of Denver, as well as his classes, comprised “a high Latino population,” this represented a
fundamental disregard for the specificity of students’ lived experiences. Per Rose’s account, the
program CEO’s assuaged her concerns about this subject by insisting that race was “such a big
concept that the students could probably only understand it in those (black-and-white) terms.”
Nonetheless, Rose frequently “would get some Exit Tickets of just ‘I'm bored, I'm Mexican, I

k]

don’t care about this stuff,”” and “felt like [she] had to bridge a gap and make connections along
the lines of “let’s talk about how this could affect Hispanic people, or Asian people;” similarly,
Derrick relayed that one of his students had lamented at the program’s conclusion that “[they]
talked about Black identity this whole class and we didn’t discuss any Hispanic or Latinx
leaders, and Latinx people deal with a lot of these same things.” Here, then, it would seem that

Growth Mindset Academy’s social studies curriculum embodied precisely the “master narrative”

between oppressed and oppressors that Davies (2007) discourages, de-essentializing the
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Blackness of Ferguson by assuming that its Latinx students would be able to empathize with
Michael Brown and his community because they shared a common status as “oppressed.”
Paradoxically and concurrently, though, the curriculum also adheres to a notion of fixed racial
positionality in its supposition that all of the Black students at the program would identify with
the oppression in Ferguson, which portends damaging effects on the collective self-image of
these youth. Expressing frustration that “it’s easy to make things like Ferguson and police
brutality academic and abstract when, in reality, these phenomena are distressing and painful,
and they weigh heavily on our students,” Derrick recalled his own reaction as an adolescent to
the shooting of Trayvon Martin, after which he “didn’t want to walk around [his] neighborhood
with a hood on, and just felt this anger all the time.” Continuing, Derrick resolved that “when
you talk about your identity and injustice, there are a lot of strong emotions that come up, and we
didn’t have enough space to process and respond.” Because situations like Ferguson may serve
as an introduction to the sort of critical consciousness conducive to individual empowerment and
structural change, it is of paramount importance that students in contexts such as Growth
Mindset Academy discuss these issues in-depth. Again, though, an earlier focus on building trust
and forming relationships would have proven more conducive to the “collective healing™
(Morales 2016) that characterizes critical pedagogy, thereby counteracting racialization rather
than inadvertently contributing to it.

Indeed, the “negative emotions™ that Derrick identified in his adolescent self and among
his classes necessarily “need some kind of release,” but within a framework that stops short of
Freire’s (1970) problem-posing pedagogy, which yields “a deepened consciousness of [one’s]

situation” that “leads [one] to apprehend that situation as a historical reality susceptible of
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transformation,” students come to see fixed racial positionality and a hierarchical society as
inevitable, and, understandably, this conception engenders feelings of despair. For example,
during the lesson that attempted to reconcile the “competing truths™ of the Ferguson police press
conference and Department of Justice report, Georgia, a consistently conscientious participant in
my classes, suddenly interrupted discussion to ask me, “Why are we even having these
conversations? It’s depressing! The police are always going to be able to kill Black people and
get away with it, so why should we even talk about it when we can’t do anything?” Realizing
that the solution to the disenfranchisement of communities of color did not lie in prejudice
reduction, yet inhibited by the curriculum’s failure to consider alternatives to racial capitalism,
Georgia spoke for many of her peers with her simple query, which boils down to “What’s the
point?” Moreover, since the social studies curriculum at Growth Mindset Academy did not offer
any answer beyond reifying the political and economic status quo and encouraging attendees to
cultivate navigational capital through dialogue, obedience, and writing, students were left to
resist on their own terms. Interpreted through this lens, the actions of students that registered as
problematic to program leaders - listening to explicit rap music, keeping their hoodies on, and
lingering in the halls - constituted what Solorzano and Bernal (2001) would term reactionary
behavior without social justice motivations, which differs from transformative resistance in that
actors demonstrate their discontent with the norms of the existing structure, but cannot organize
to change the entire status quo. In addition, contrary to what one might expect, the stance that
Growth Mindset Academy initially took toward these subversions was one of sympathy; even if
the program’s focus on individual psychology amounted to a “no excuses” policy of sorts,

restorative interactions with program leaders - who doubled as experienced local teachers of
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color - “made [students] feel like [they were] treated fairly™ and allowed them to “talk out [their]
problems,” as my ecarlier conversations with attendees corroborate. Thus, although the
regimented learning structure, disproportionate emphasis on writing activities, and somewhat
fatalistic approach to racial relations all served to provoke within students the negative emotions
to which Derrick alluded, the conversations that students had with culturally diverse educators
familiar with the material and symbolic challenges of northeast Denver evinced both
representation and trust, and so allowed students the release for which Derrick advocated.
Nevertheless, disruptive behaviors, as well as bullying, persisted to a sufficient extent for
the CFO to assume exclusive leadership of the program “for financial and behavioral reasons”™
halfway through the summer; immediately thereafter, the new regime would institute drastic
changes to the existing disciplinary system that, in turn, illustrate the corrupting influence of
racial capitalism. Specifically, the program adopted a “three strikes” policy for behaviors such as
fighting, sexual expression, and the use of derogatory language, devising “behavior contracts™
for students who had evidently “made bad choices™ a few times too many. Following any
incident that qualified as a serious infraction, one of the leaders would notify the student’s
parents, and a third occurrence meant that the student could no longer attend the program. In the
same vein as behavior contracts, the CFO also posted a “frequent flyer” schedule on the wall of
the Teaching Fellows” workspace, intended to proliferate an awareness of which students were
likely to remain in the halls during class time and where these individuals should be. Suffice it to
say then, that this manner of responding to reactionary behavior was far less trusting of students
or sympathetic to why attendees might be manifesting oppositional identities. Without a doubt,

cultural mismatch between the now predominantly white leadership and students of color played
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a role in this dynamic, as Zoe likened this turn of events to a similar development at the Denver
school where her mother worked, which had introduced a group of all-white teachers to a
predominantly black and Latinx population and, in turn, witnessed “students [get] reprimanded
for their actions instead of teachers establishing relationships with them.” Crucially, however,
the circumstance that had directly catalyzed the demographic shift and stringent discipline that
Zoe relayed from her mother had been the fact that “one of those chain charter schools took
over,” intimating the unfortunate truth that educational enterprises must be mindful not only of
their financial viability, but also of the symbolic concessions to the state apparatus necessary for
their survival. Not coincidentally, during the leadership change at Growth Mindset Academy, the
program played host to a number of “special visitors™ from both the Denver public school district
and private foundations, with Teaching Fellows periodically receiving instructions to refer their
“model students™ for conversations with these visitors while ensuring that the rest of their classes
conducted themselves appropriately. Relevantly, this phenomenon mirrors Maia Cucchiara’s
(2013) account of a Philadelphia elementary school that looked to secure its own economic
sustenance by appealing to city government and charter corporations, highlighting a
predominantly white and Asian American group of students who embodied a “middle class
ethos,” while excluding through tracking and punishment students who the administration
viewed as threats to the disciplinary system and who just so happened to identify as Black.
Within both Cucchiara’s observational site and Growth Mindset Academy, then, students
themselves became more or less marketable depending upon their accumulation of navigational
capital and performance of “racelessness” (Ferguson 2000, p. 107) or race, respectively. Yet,

whereas a critical pedagogy would look to deconstruct these disciplinary standards, in addition to
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problematizing methods and curricula conducive to reactionary behavior, Growth Mindset
Academy sought to inculcate agency within the status quo. As a result, the students who found
success at the program were those who managed to adapt identities of racelessness, while their
peers who would or could not conform to these expectations earned behavioral contracts, phone
calls home, and eventually, dismissals, all of which further sedimented their racialized
self-images as “bad kids” incompatible with the norms of traditional schooling.

On multiple occasions, the program CFO implored Teaching Fellows to “not be afraid of
our students™ and to feel secure that their practice of authority, in conjunction with the culturally
responsive curriculum, would guarantee the compliance of all program participants. Yet, the
language of leadership and Teaching Fellows alike revealed a preoccupation with control and a
“need for bodies to express respect” (Ferguson 2000, p. 66), with open discussions of how to
physically separate students who were fighting and keep students in their seats during class.
Therefore, as a consequence of Growth Mindset Academy’s recognition of white, middle class
academic and behavioral norms as appropriate knowledge, the program wholly failed to
recognize the role of fighting in the daily lives of its low-income students of color. Ferguson’s
(2000) Bad Boys offers several anecdotes of adolescent Black boys who describe themselves as
“fighters” (pp. 124-126) with the resignation that these “survival practices™ (p. 184) from their
everyday lives necessarily come into conflict with school disciplinary codes; likewise, Nikki
Jones (2009) describes how African American girls in the inner city manifest “ghetto” identities
as a mechanism for self-defense, but are pathologized by schools and the criminal justice system
for the same reason. Though I do not suggest, by any means, that schools condone fighting, 1

propose that a culturally responsive and critical pedagogy should consider the context for these
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behaviors and, through both trust and curriculum, celebrate the resilience of students and
recognize the agency of these youth for controlling their own bodies and reclaiming racial
narratives.

Unfortunately, this was not the case at Growth Mindset Academy, and one particular
example from my observations vividly illustrates this point. As previously mentioned, among the
changes that occurred during the leadership transition from local teachers of color to the CFO of
the organization was the creation of “frequent flyer” schedules to catalog which students often
stayed in the hall during lessons and where Teaching Fellows should direct these individuals. Tt
was within this context that the following events transpired:

DeMar had arrived early for his flag football elective and, instead of waiting for the

Teaching Fellow, had walked out to the basketball court where the class took place.

Because the program leadership had identified DeMar as a “frequent flyer,” though,

several Teaching Fellows were looking for him. Eventually, a Fellow found DeMar at the

court and referred him to the CFO, who informed DeMar that she would have fo call his
grandmother and excuse him from the field trip planned for that afternoon. Immediately

after this interaction, DeMar became angry and unresponsive, referring to the CFO as a

“BEXEET gnd to himself as a “bad kid,” and repeatedly pushing away his lunch tray

despite the insistence of other students. Previously, DeMar had explained that his

grandmother “never believes [him]” and “never lets [him] tell [his] side of the siory”
when he gets in trouble. In light of these circumstances, several Teaching Fellows
consulted the CFQO and asked that DeMar’s grandmother not receive a notification of this

event. After sharing the suspicion that DeMar had actually been at the basketball court
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by himself because he had planned to smoke marijuana with a group of older students,

who had been reprimanded and dismissed earlier in the day, the CFO agreed not to call

DeMar’s grandmother and to allow him to remain on the field trip.
Despite the ingsistence of Growth Mindset Academy that “there are no bad kids, only kids who
make bad decisions,” the “frequent flyer” policy and the incident with DeMar mirror a
phenomenon outlined by Victor Rios (2011): the surveillance of students of color in urban public
schools and labeling of vouth as “delinquent,” prompting reactionary behavior in the name of
counter-authority. Moreover, the program’s dehistoricized conception of racial difference,
coupled with its emphasis on resolving conflict by improving individual attitudes, obscures the
institutional and economic inequities that this system of monitoring and labeling derives from
and legitimates. Here, in its assessment of student behaviors, Growth Mindset Academy not only
eschews racialized resistant capital for raceless navigational capital, but also excludes “frequent
flyers™ like DeMar from obtaining the latter because of the oppositional identity that disciplinary
policies project. Meanwhile, among “frequent flyers™ and compliant students alike, the curricular
and pedagogical reification of the status quo engenders a sense of futility that renders
meaningless the dilemma of whether to conform. Both DeMar and Georgia, who had plaintively
asked why we were having depressing conversations every single day, understood that the
promises of equal platform in public dialogue and of prejudice reduction as a solution to
systemic issues were nothing more than illusions and, in different ways, these two students had
resigned themselves to the inevitability of racial power dvnamics inside and outside of schools.
Each of these individuals, then, distinctly left Growth Mindset Academy with the impression

that, as people of color, their agency within a hostile social structure was limited, to say nothing
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of their ability to catalyze transformative change. To be sure, the program’s recruitment of young
teachers from diverse backgrounds, along with its inclusion of culturally responsive learning
practices, marked a significant improvement over the typical experiences of its attendees during
the school year. Without taking the time to build trust between students and their “windows and
mirrors” (Style 1996) as well as eschewing a critical consciousness for navigational capital
within the existing status quo, however, the behavioral expectations, social studies curriculum,
and writing pedagogy at Growth Mindset Academy ultimately reified and contributed to the

racialization that it ostensibly sought to redress

Spaces of Resistance

Considering the academic alienation and racial stigmatization that occurred at Growth
Mindset Academy, as well as Teaching Fellows’ frustrations with an inflexible structure inside
the classroom and harsh discipline outside, one might conclude that a state-sponsored culturally
responsive pedagogy is a futile endeavor, if not an oxymoron. After all, how do students of color
learn to raise their own voices in advocacy for social justice when their environmental cues
emphasize silent obedience so that their teachers can reach the Exit Ticket? Do these youth really
derive any meaningful benefit from a curriculum that pays lip service to their backgrounds and
experiences while retaining a fatalistic perspective on race and disregards possibilities for
activism? Why would any teacher expect that learners who have come to think of themselves as
marginal writers will readily churn out several paragraphs a day, on a tremendously challenging
subject no less? Truly, it would seem as though Growth Mindset Academy substantiates Aithwa

Ong’s (1996) resolution that cultural citizenship and, by extension, academic knowledge as



Prior 70

cultural capital, is “dialectically determined by the state and its subjects” who either “exercise or
submit to power relations” (p. 738), and that any extension of an apparatus emergent from and
legitimated by racial capitalism will perpetuate the oppression of those whose exploitation
sustains a hierarchical society. Yet, even within the structure of Growth Mindset Academy and
similar initiatives of neoliberal multiculturalism, there exist spaces of resistance. Absent an
explicitly critical pedagogy, teachers and students can still collaborate to subvert Freire’s (1970)
banking model and realize problem-posing education that places equal value on the perspective
of each participant and devises strategies for transforming an unjust structure, thereby inspiring
hope for Rosaldo’s (1997) rendering of cultural citizenship as claimed by marginalized groups in
the face of hegemonic discourses. To be sure, I do not mean to suggest that the social studies
Teaching Fellows and I accomplished all of these objectives over the course of a mere six weeks;
if we had done so, my thesis would tell a much different story. Nonetheless, I firmly believe that
our assertions of agency and, more importantly, those of our students, suggest that it is possible
to contest the state from within, a necessity given that, notwithstanding its official position, the
government has always influenced and will continue to inform racial narratives. Clearly, on
some level, direct action against the state must occur in order to redress material inequities, but
internal challenges constitute a vital endeavor as well, and this spirit of resistance manifested at
Growth Mindset Academy.

From the outset, the Teaching Fellows and I felt some measure of skepticism toward the
academic and behavioral norms of the program. As we reviewed the curriculum in training, we
noted the consistently high volume of reading and writing; would students really read a series of

newspaper articles and painstakingly identify three kinds of bias, much less an entire Department
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of Justice report? Perhaps cynically, Tom “knew it wouldn’t happen.” Taking a moment to
“remove his academia goggles,” Derrick wondered if it would be triggering for students to
catalog their racial affiliations in an “identity chart,” and he and Rose shared an apprehension
that students would find Ferguson too upsetting to discuss. Finally, Zoe asked, how would
students respond to our collective “teacher presence” when they had come to understand
educators as “intimidating hawks in the sky,” and would we be able to stop ourselves from going
on a “power trip” when we needed to maintain order in the classroom? As enthusiastically as we
had cheered in the parking lot on that July morning, we had also subliminally feared that our
idealism would contrast with a reality for which we were unprepared. At first, these concerns
seemed ill-founded; attendees diligently lined up for the entry and exit routines, participated in
class discussions or at least quietly put their heads down, and cooperated with each other and
with Teaching Fellows in lessons and at recess. Certainly, some hung out in the hallways or hid
their faces in their hoodies, but it seemed as though restorative conversations consistently set
these students back on the right track; in short, Growth Mindset Academy was fulfilling its
promise of closing the opportunity gap. Gradually, though, it became clear to the other Teaching
Fellows and me that something was amiss. Every morning we would sign in fewer names when
we took attendance, and every afternoon we would receive fewer Exit Tickets from our
increasingly disinterested classes. Eventually, this disengagement precipitated to the point where
Rose, in the aforementioned lesson that tasked students with reading newspaper articles and
identifying biases, struggled to reconcile the daily agenda with the fact that “no one was writing
and I was getting more and more upset, like, ‘Guys, we have to write!””” Gradually, after

reporting similar developments among our students, the Teaching Fellows and [ came to a
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consensus that we had to meet these youth where they were, deviating from the predetermined
pedagogy by adopting a simple yet radical approach of asking our classes what they wanted to
learn and how we could make it interesting for them.

At first glance, it might appear as though the Teaching Fellows and I had given up on our
ability to provide an intellectual challenge for our students, resigning ourselves to the reality that
they did not want to be at the program and would not participate in any activities that qualified as
academic under its purview. As a white teacher who was not from Denver, I often shared Tom’s
lament - that “unless you have an immediate connection with a kid, it’s much harder to overcome
an initial head-butting” - and sometimes felt, as he did, that “there were definitely students
where it was like, ‘I would love to spend time with you on the playground or something like that,
but I really cannot be your friend because the way you’re acting is just so inappropriate for a
classroom.”” Nevertheless, despite our differences and in-class disagreements, I did get to know
and appreciate the cultural wealth of students like Christopher, and I, as well as the other
Teaching Fellows, began to reconsider what was appropriate for a classroom and who had
delineated where propriety started and ended. Thus, we began to personalize our lesson plans,
initially with small changes such as altering the language of Exit Tickets like “How can reporters
and consumers verity the credibility of information about an event?” in order to make the
concepts accessible to more students. Following up on Derrick’s idea that “there should have
been a balance with the positive representations of Black people in media™ as a “flip side to
affirm students” identities and help encourage them towards activism™ in the face of the negative
emotions evoked by Ferguson, we highlighted prominent Black scholars in a lesson that dealt

with implicit bias, showing how these individuals had transcended stereotypes. Allowing her
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class to choose a subject for conversation, Zoe recounted how she and her students “had one
debate over the difference between Black Lives Matter and ‘all lives matter’ that was really
productive.” Moreover, contrary to what one might assume, the rigor of all of these lessons
directly related to their spontaneity; in opposition to the rigid agenda that the program had
prescribed, the uncertainty of this student-driven instruction created space for youth to share their
passions and make personally salient critical inquiries. This less hierarchical classroom dynamic,
in turn, corresponds to Morales’s (2016) “rasquache pedagogy™ for Chicano youth in Salt Lake
City, which manifests as a “militant praxis of resistance to hegemonic standards of teaching,
learning, and schooling™ (p. 71) by bringing student voices to the forefront of dialogue as a proxy
for their agency outside the classroom. Within rasquache pedagogy, the classroom becomes a
space that is “relational” and “healing” (p. 71) by “fusing together messy, complicated, vet
beautiful subjectivities” and allowing students to “see beneath the surface of dominant narratives
and locate other histories, other ways of being,” yielding a state of mind “in-between dominant
social constructions of the world and new, emerging constructions” (p. 70). Therefore, rasquache
pedagogy is both postmodern (Wendt 2001) and problem-posing (Freire 1970), and it bodes well
for working through the state structure that our reconfigured vision for instruction at Growth
Mindset Academy trended closer to this paradigm.

Of course, a key aspect of problem-posing pedagogy is that it “leads [students] to
apprehend [their] situation as a historical reality susceptible of transformation,” allowing them to
“overcome authoritarianism and an alienating intellectualism™ (pp. 85-86) by rallying for
collective action. In our attempts to engage students even further, the Teaching Fellows and I

came to see this as the next step in our resistance to the norms of Growth Mindset Academy. For
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example, although the curriculum to which we had been assigned “was really just about
individual awareness™ and “didn’t come up with any sort of plan or way to use all of this
information about Ferguson,” Zoe genuinely believed in the possibility that her students “could
be the ones to start the revolution.” For her, then, greater student involvement in discussion was
a positive first step for a critical pedagogy, but even better were lessons like the one that called
for students to “make [their] own fake news articles,” where they “just went off the rails.”
Indeed, creating an actual product of their learning engendered in students a greater sense of
purpose, as evidenced by one of Derrick’s classes wherein “students got to use their phones and
film an eyewitness account, and then built from that scenario to talk about how to identify real
news.” Thus, much like the model described by Omatsu (2003) in his work Freedom Schooling,
these instances facilitated students’ empowerment as “sharers of knowledge™ (p. 25) within their
own communities. Admittedly, with our diverse geographic origins, not all of the Teaching
Fellows felt familiar with our particular setting, but all of us followed Tom’s lead in asking
whenever possible “Where else could this happen? and “Could this happen in Denver?” in our
efforts to go beyond retaining students’ interest among his classes and fully affect a pedagogy of
agency (Bautista 2012) for our students to subvert racialization.

On some level, the Teaching Fellows and I felt comfortable taking these risks in changing
turning our classrooms into spaces of resistance because we shared the underlying belief, put
succinctly by Zoe, that “this wasn’t real.” Elaborating, Rose explained her rationale that
“academics at Growth Mindset just aren’t really life-or-death, and it’s not like we’re damaging
the students in any way since it is just a summer program,” and so “relationships were the main

goal.” Thus, while we may have found program’s brevity disadvantageous had we only sought to
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progress through the curriculum, we collectively chose to view the six weeks of Growth Mindset
Academy as a unique opportunity to collaborate with students in exploring possibilities for
education that did not posit pedagogy as a repetitive series of reading activities and writing
prompts, or educators as distant authority figures who exercised discipline at the expense of
compassion. To this point, Derrick especially demonstrated a mindfulness that his students’
teachers during the school year might not respond to disruptive behavior with the patience that
he could offer, which he evinced in his narration of a conversation that he had with Terrence,
who had gotten in trouble for fighting. Specifically, Derrick emphasized to Terrence that “in the
world...there are not second chances, and people will judge you by the color of your skin™ and
implored him that “if he didn’t make these changes now, things would get rougher for him.”
According to Derrick, “it was a conversation that we couldn’t have had without me being a
Black male,” and although some of his other sentiments evinced an inclination toward
revolutionary pedagogy, this particular instance revealed his belief that the inculcation of
navigational capital, coupled with trust, is equally necessary for equitable education. Likewise,
Rose described her “breakthrough case™ of Monique, whom she had dismissed from class for
announcing that the day’s lesson was boring. After a few days, Rose explained to Monique that
she “had gotten so mad because [she] felt disrespected and saw red.” in response, Monique
offered that “she also had felt disrespected and saw red,” yielding “a common understanding”
between teacher and student. Like Derrick, Rose understood that her students might feel anger in
response to formulaic curricula and behavioral norms that do not correspond their lived
experiences. Yet, Rose realized that “the tacit classroom rule not to express feelings” potentially

silences students and denies their agency (Berlak & Moyenda 2007, p. 198), so she affirmed
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Monique’s emotions by empathetically volunteering her own. In contrast to the aforementioned
“three strikes™ and “frequent flver” policies that stigmatized students and projected oppositional
identities, therefore, these Teaching Fellows infused their praxis with the care conducive to
collective healing, contesting a disciplinary process in which students lacked autonomy and, by
extension, awakening their classes to new possibilities for a less rigid positionality.

To the extent that the Teaching Fellows and I individually articulated educational
philosophies, we were diverse in ideology as well as identity; whereas Zoe had envisioned her
classes as an incubator of activism, Tom had only wanted to show students that there were adults
who “believed in the possibility of [their] success.” As a result, when we began to change our
curriculum, we did not consciously set out to create a critical pedagogy or to challenge neoliberal
multiculturalism. Rather, drawing upon our greatest commonality - a genuine concern for our
students - we only sought to redress the academic disengagement and stringent discipline that
had come to characterize our summer. Each of us had a different threshold for exercising and
fostering resistant capital, with Tom describing of the eyewitness account lesson as “right on the
edge of total chaos™ and “right on the edge of not remotely academic to engaging and useful,”
but all of us inadvertently worked to expand belonging in our classrooms and, by extension,
cultural citizenship beyond the parameters of conformity established by the racial capitalist state.
In subverting the banking model, the Teaching Fellows made a case to our students for the
possibilities of disrupting the status quo within schools as well as larger society, revealing that no
authority is absolute. As Derrick indicated in his conversation with Terrence, the stakes for youth
of color are high, and current curricula cannot neglect the need to confer navigational capital.

Nonetheless, in resistances both large and small, there exists hope for the radical reexamination
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of the ideological foundations of society that Davies (2007) envisioned, so that schools might not

only “close the opportunity gap,” but also allow students to see different opportunities altogether.



Prior 78

Chapter Six: Conclusion

The story of Growth Mindset Academy is one of idealism, wherein Teaching Fellows and
program leaders cheered for students as their parents pulled into the parking lot of an empty
school on a hot July morning, wholeheartedly believing that our “windows and mirrors™ (Style
1996) model of diverse representation, as well as our culturally responsive, racially conscious
pedagogy would facilitate an educational environment unlike any that its participants had
previously experienced, engendering total engagement and mutual trust. Shortly thereafter, the
story of Growth Mindset Academy became one of failure, or at least of a tremendous
discrepancy between expectation and reality, as students responded negatively to rigid classroom
routines that too often disregarded their curiosities and struggles in order to reach the daily Exit
Ticket, to a disproportionate emphasis on the very same learning methods - reading and writing -
that had intimidated these youth during the school year and compelled their parents to enroll
them at Growth Mindset Academy, to a social studies curriculum that posited race as a fixed
characteristic so as to offer only prejudice reduction and dialogue while ignoring structural and
material inequities, and, finally, to the hierarchical schematic of “teacher presence™ that
continued to complicate their relationship with authority figures. Though the leaders of Growth
Mindset Academy were undoubtedly well-intentioned, students responded to the inadvertent
fatalism of reifying the political and economic status quo via navigational capital by manifesting
their opposition through reactionary behavior that, in turn, further exacerbated their interactions
with disciplinary actors and led to disruption, dismissal, and racialization. Ultimately, however,
when the Teaching Fellows and I began to concede control of our classroom to our students in

the hopes that doing so would redress disengagement and build trust, thereby transitioning from
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the banking model to a more problem-posing vision, the story of Growth Mindset Academy
concluded as a tale of cautious optimism for challenging the state from within by supplementing
individual agency with collective resistant capital. All in all, therefore, we did not “close the
opportunity gap,” but instead collaborated with students to explore different opportunities
altogether. Still, given Zoe’s assessment that Growth Mindset Academy “wasn’t real,” the
question remains: to what extent is critical pedagogy feasible in a more consequential context?
What does Growth Mindset Academy suggest for other summer programs for low-income
students of color, and what are the implications for revolutionary praxis within traditional
schooling?

With regards to the former, Growth Mindset Academy was, on some level, undone by its
own ambition. All at once, the program sought to build trust while maintaining discipline, to
employ culturally responsive teaching methods while encouraging reticent writers, and to
celebrate diversity while highlighting a dynamic between “oppressed” and “oppressor” (Davies
2007). In short, other summer programs would do well by trying to achieve less. Moreover,
summer programs like Growth Mindset Academy can and should take advantage of their relative
leeway from the racial capitalist state by imagining alternatives to the status quo of both
traditional schooling and larger society; concurrently, though, these initiatives cannot neglect
entirely need for navigational capital, and so they must include some measure of agency within
the structure as well. Thus, even as future iterations of Growth Mindset Academy might deviate
from its obsessive standardization - Do Now, Measurable Qutcome, Exit Ticket - in favor of a
more spontancous and student-driven system, reading and writing activities constitute an

important component of a robust social justice pedagogy. In light of the fact that all of these
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programs will enroll at least a few students who identify as marginal writers, I cannot overstate
the importance of building trust to the accomplishment of this objective. Without an entire year
over which to bond with their students, the Teaching Fellows at Growth Mindset Academy found
themselves in a difficult situation; nonetheless, several possibilities exist for building meaningful
relationships in a short span of time. For one, teachers can and should familiarize themselves
with students” home lives - parents, neighborhoods, and extracurricular interests - and, whenever
possible, defer to students’ expertise in these areas, perhaps even leaving the classroom.
Additionally, writing activities can meet students where they are by engaging their lived
experiences through “generative” dynamics that inquire, in so many words, as to what they want
to talk about; specifically, what is an issue that matters to them, and how would they go about
solving it? Of course, these activities should coexist alongside skits, poetry, and even eyewitness
accounts so that students are constantly doing rather than passively receiving instruction. Ideally,
this academic enfranchisement would make discipline a non-issue, but realistically, this would
not be the case. Even so, discipline could become significantly more equitable if teachers
handled classroom disruptions with an understanding of their students” prior schooling
experiences, just as Derrick had strongly desired background information on northeast Denver.
Yet, although Derrick and the rest of us may not have known a great deal about our
surroundings, the empathy that he evinced in his conversation with Terrence serves as a reminder
to all teachers that responses to disengagement and disruption should be restorative rather than
retributive, meaning an end to “three strikes™ and “frequent flyer” policies that contribute to
racialization, and the beginning of a mutual critical consciousness for examining why these

behaviors occur and what teachers and students can do to change these overarching
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circumstances. Notwithstanding their varying baselines of navigational capital or oppositional
identity, there is no student for whom teachers should conclude that “closing the opportunity
gap” is a futile effort, and, in addition, all students should be allowed to conceive of new
opportunities as well as the the activism for their genesis.

Of course, the heightened presence of the state apparatus within traditional schooling
during the year complicates this equation, and the prospects for realizing rasquache pedagogy on
a large scale are, admittedly, more than slightly grim. Moreover, just as rasquache pedagogy
corresponds specifically to the experiences of Chicano youth in Salt Lake City, or Omatsu’s
(2003) knowledge-sharers studied the particularities of ethnic tensions among Asian- Americans
in Los Angeles, a state-sponsored postmodern pedagogy is a contradiction in terms; the students
at Growth Mindset Academy largely felt disconnected from Ferguson unless Tom asked them
“What if this happened in Denver?” Nevertheless, relevant actors should still work to challenge
the hegemony of neoliberal multiculturalism so that cultural citizenship does not become a
matter of subjectification by the state (Ong 1996) but instead determined by and for communities
of color (Rosaldo 1997). Here, despite the fallacy of “opportunity,” the logic of “opportunity
gap” - politically palatable owing to the taboo of discussing race (Tatum 2007) - works to the
advantage of those seeking to affect change within the structure. To an extent, Growth Mindset
Academy’s culturally responsive pedagogy in itself corroborates Uruchima’s (2016) thesis that
interactions with the racial capitalist state - an inevitability, since the government necessarily
influences the social world (Weldon 2011) - that expose its hypocrisy by using its own rhetoric
might allow room for subversion. Ideally, leveraging state resources in order to realize culturally

responsive teaching for navigational capital would simultaneously encourage teachers and
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students alike to question the norms of knowledge in public schooling and begin to inculcate
resistant capital, thus replacing racialization with trust and ideas for collective action that, in
conjunction with each other, interrupt discourses of cultural deficit with celebrations of resilience

and imaginations of a more equitable society.
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