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To my husband, John, a committed and
loving Philadelphia public school teacher
whose work reminds me everyday that

the educational future of disenfranchised
students depends on our ability to (re)claim
the democratic promises of public education

[public] Schools embody the dreams we have
for our children. All of them. These dreams
must remain public property.

Deborah Meier, The Power of Their Ideas
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Encarna Rodriguez

I have always believed in public education. I had no choice, really. Growing up in
the poor and rural Spain of the 1960s, still under a fascist dictatorship, I soon real-
ized that schooling was the gift of an entire generation of Spaniards that, like my
parents, had entrusted education with their hopes for a better future for their chil-
dren. I held this belief despite the feelings of emptiness and alienation that defined
my own educational experience. As I fulfilled my parents’ dreams and achieved the
education never available to them, I also unknowingly became the silent recipient
of a curriculum that effectively ignored the social and political histories of those
around me and conveyed a body of knowledge that was hardly relevant to the min-
ing community in which I lived. I continued believing in public schools even as I
faced my first disappointment with the notion of education as a democratic political
tool. As a young professional in the new democratic Spain of the 1980s, I enthu-
siastically embraced the new socialist education reform promising to prepare the
new generation of Spaniards to reject the authoritarian propositions that sustained
the former dictatorial regime and to educate active participants in the consolidation
of the new democratic regime. With an emphasis on compulsory education until
age 16 (formerly 14), this reform achieved important goals such as the inclusion of
students with special needs in all public schools and universal access to kindergar-
ten. Predictably, however, it also carried the disillusions germane to those politi-
cal processes that generate almost boundless expectations for social change and I
learned that, despite the great commitment generated, the changes implemented by
the reform still failed many of the students for whom school has traditionally been
an unattractive, or perhaps more accurately, a cryptic proposition.

My belief in public education also survived the critical analyses of schooling I
encountered when entering academia. As I tried to articulate my expectations for
education in this milieu, I became keenly aware that any kind of democratic expec-
tation for schools requires a high degree of tolerance to political, intellectual, and
personal uncertainty. In the world of the “posts” (postmodernism, poststructuralism,

E. Rodriguez (D<)
Saint Joseph’s University, Philadelphia, USA
e-mail: erodrigu@sju.edu

© Springer Science+Business Media Singapore 2015 1
E. Rodriguez (ed.), Pedagogies and Curriculums to (Re)imagine Public Education,

Cultural Studies and Transdisciplinarity in Education 3,

DOI 10.1007/978-981-287-490-0 1



2 E. Rodriguez

postcolonialism et al.), I quickly learned, our views are never neutral or unproblem-
atic, no matter how badly we want them to be. Rather, they always represent subject
positions in which the view of the world we construct is inevitably linked to the
relations of power that define who we are in relation to others (Giroux 1991; Rose
1996; Foucault 1991; Peters 1996; Silva 2001; Weedon 1987). Thus, those who in-
spired me to see education as a democratic project, also pushed me to see the many
ways in which school reproduces inequality (Apple 2001; Anyon 2006; Gordon
and Nocon 2008; Rogers 2006), and to understand the complexities of the identities
public education generates (Perry et al. 2003; Tatum 1997; Valenzuela 1999; Wil-
lis 1981). They further inspired me to see curriculum as a discursive text that we
need to decipher (Alba et al. 2000; Hendry 2011; Joseph 2011; Slattery 1995), to
understand ourselves in relation to the larger historical context we occupy, and to
interrogate the relations of power upon which we construct our view of the world
(Mclntyre 2000; Tabulawa 2003; Woo and Simmons 2008). These analyses warned
me of the danger of charging schools with the democratic expectations societies are
unwilling to fulfill. Paradoxically, they also strengthened my belief in public educa-
tion as I understood that schools can be a precious social space in which to explore
the tensions and possibilities involved in our necessarily imperfect but also full-
of-promises democratic regimes. I willingly embraced uncertainty and subjectivity
as rich soils for my personal search for more democratic conceptions of education
and I eventually found intellectual solace in the understanding that advocating for
public education was a delicate act of reclaiming schools as places for democratic
dreams while unrelentingly denouncing the multiple and complex ways in which
these institutions fail to achieve such dreams.

Should the tensions between school and democracy have been the main definers
of my work and of my sense of advocacy, this book would have never been written.
I would have kept laboring on the possibilities offered by this space and continued
telling my students how important it is to keep our democratic imagination alive
and to imagine a brighter future for all students. Increasingly, however, I under-
stood that the difficulties in advancing more equitable forms of education no longer
rested on the intrinsic challenges informing the very notion of education as a funda-
mental democratic endeavor but, rather, on addressing these challenges under new
private visions of the public. Siding with the democratic traditions of education that
conceptualize schools as government-sponsored public spaces working toward the
public good (Cochran-Smith 1991; Dewey 1916/1997; Freire 1994), I have always
taken for granted the publicness of public education and, consequently, the public-
ness of my own advocacy. I assumed, naively considering the current educational
landscape, that the only possible referents of our democratic imagination were the
notions of the public and the public good. I was willing to explore the multiple and
complex ways in which these referents are imperfect and, many times, problematic.
For all the uncertainties we face in education, the only undisputable assumption
that remained with me was the public ground of my imagination. My encounter
during the last decade with current educational policies that promote competition
and privatization proved this assumption wrong and convinced me that we can no
longer assume the publicness of public education or of our democratic imagination.



1 Introduction 3

Furthermore, this encounter has convinced me that the logic of the market so en-
thusiastically embraced in current policies has quietly, but powerfully, redefined the
notion of the public and the public good as private visions of education that render
issues of democracy irrelevant or confine these issues to the realm of the individual.

This redefinition is evident in the increasing presence of private companies in
education in highly industrialized countries such as the U.S., Britain or New Zea-
land and in the call of international organizations such as the World Bank to create
partnerships with private schools in countries with less economic resources (Ball
and Youdell 2009; Klees et al. 2012). The underlying premise of this increasing
presence is that private interests are legitimate public actors that work for the good
of the public. Less evident but very much in need of our attention are some of the
devastating consequences of current private views in education. As the following
three scenarios suggest, these views are characterized by a blatant disdain for the
public as the main referent for public education and a complete disregard for the
effects that their efforts to equate standardization and competition to quality and
democratic education have on teachers, on our understanding of the role of the state
in education, and how we imagine new ways of improving schools in low-income
districts.

Scenario 1- It is April, 2013 and I am teaching a week-long, intense graduate
course on curriculum to aspiring school administrators at a university in Santiago,
Chile. As in the previous courses that I have taught at this institution as a part of a
now 10-year long university partnership, the most recurring theme in class conversa-
tions is students’ frustration with the Chile’s emphasis on a standardized assessment
system. The expectations of the national curriculum have been so extensive and so
specific, and the consequences of the assessment process has impacted schools so
deeply, they argued, that their leadership roles as school leaders have been reduced
to produce good results in the national assessment system (SIMSE). While teaching
the course, I notice, as I have done in similar courses in the past, that these laments
are remarkably similar to the ones I hear from graduate students in the U.S.

Among these conversations this year, however, there is one specific incident nar-
rated by one of the students that becomes particularly relevant to me as I struggle
to understand the multiple spaces in which current visions of education embodying
the logic of the market leave their harmful mark on educators. A young elementary
school teacher imparted an emblematic classroom experience. As a fourth grade
teacher of English as a foreign language in a government subsidized school serving
predominantly low-income students, and as someone who believed that students’
engagement with the subject area is critical to the learning process, this teacher
purposefully used teaching methods that elicited students’ participation and interac-
tion. During a small group discussion in our seminar, she shared with us how her
principal showed a strong dissatisfaction with these teaching methods. He reminded
her that in order to achieve the expected results in the standardized national tests,
she should align her teaching to the school’s assessment goals by using direct in-
struction. Unwilling to completely change her teaching practices and wishing to
remain open to utilizing the space of resistance teachers have in their classroom, she
continued the use of participatory methodologies but she also implemented direct
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instruction when the principal and/or other school administrators visited her class.
She explained to her students that there would be different teaching activities in
the classroom. Some would demand their quiet attention and individual work, and
others would require them to be more interactive and participative. It was not too
long before she realized that, the principal, unannounced and furtively, observed
her through the classroom door. Of particular concern to her was the fact that her
students had also started noticing this act of surveillance and began modifying
their learning behaviors when detecting the principal’s presence. Furthermore, her
students, in unsolicited complicity, discretely signaled to her the presence of the
principal. There were tears in her eyes as she shared this story. The cause of her
sadness was not the methodological changes she was forced to implement or even
the danger of losing her job (she had already decided she would look for a different
school the following year). Rather, what caused her tears was the realization that by
continuing to utilize the teaching methods she felt would be more beneficial to her
students, she had also unintentionally taught her students to “lie” to the principal.
Her testimony reflected her willingness to play according to the current logic of
accountability and to engage in the methodological schizophrenia that would allow
her to maintain her teaching practices. The ethical responsibility she felt for the
spontaneous involvement of students in such schizophrenia, however, was some-
thing she could not endure.

Scenario 2- While teaching this course in Chile, I continued to follow, with dis-
may, the implementation of the new educational policies in Spain. Not surprisingly,
given the strong conservative views of the government in place in 2013, and the
country’s deep economic recession, the newspapers’ headlines reflected the all too
familiar budgetary cuts and the prediction that the new academic year would start
with less resources, fewer teachers, and a higher student/teacher ratio. Of particular
interest to me was the rationale used to foster proposed changes such as the imple-
mentation of two new national assessment tests, one to be taken after completing
middle-school and the other after finishing high-school, as a requirement to enter
college, and the raising of the GPA required to qualify for university scholarships.
The justification presented for these proposals was the need to create a culture of
“individual effort” (la cultura del esfuerzo) that, according to the government,
youth no longer have. Only students who demonstrate a strong personal drive for
education, this rationale argued, should attend college and benefit from financial
scholarships. The fallacy of this rationale is not lost on people like me who ex-
perienced this “new” culture of individual effort as a part of the everyday life of
working-class families who counted on the efforts of their children to achieve the
monetary help the government was trying to considerably reduce. Nonetheless, this
fallacy worked as an enticing argument to move away from social equality and to
promote more elitist positions that would secure the social advantage of those who
have access to better education from birth. In the spirit of this reasoning, and despite
the signs of discontent among many Spaniards, the government compellingly rede-
fined success in education as a matter of individual effort. This redefinition renders
administration, structural, and policy issues completely irrelevant. Furthermore, it
effectively exonerates the responsibility of the state in this success by blaming stu-
dents for all the failures.
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Scenario 3- Returning from my trip to Chile to Philadelphia, the place I have
been calling home for over a decade, I read about the draconian budget cuts for the
next school year. I also read about the demand of the state of Pennsylvania that the
Philadelphia Federation of Teachers, the local teachers’ union, relinquish benefits
such as seniority in order for the Philadelphia district to receive state funds. Like
most school districts in large urban areas in the U.S., Philadelphia serves mostly
low-income students of color (55% African Americans, 19 % Latinos, 14 % Cau-
casians, 8% Asians/Pacific Islanders, 5% Multiracial and 0.18 % Native Ameri-
cans, according to the district’s website on December, 2012). The recent history
of the schools in the city has been shaped by two distinctive features, namely, the
state-controlled management of the district and the large number of schools under
the management of private organizations, particularly charter schools. In 2001, and
after a confrontation with the former superintendent over his bold request for sub-
stantially increased state funds for schools, the state of Pennsylvania passed a law
by which the city schools were to be controlled, both financially and educationally,
by a committee of five people. Three of these members were to be nominated by the
state and the other two by the city of Philadelphia. This School Reform Commis-
sion (SRC), as this group was named, soon decided that the best way to address the
economic crisis in the district and to improve students’ learning outcomes was to
open the schools to private providers. This measure effectively made Philadelphia
the leading city in the movement toward privatization. Indeed, by December 2012,
according to the district’s website, 84 of Philadelphia’s 242 schools were charter
schools.

Always justified by the need to address the fiscal “crisis” of the district, this
trend continued through the implementation of the No Child Left Behind Act. In
more recent years and echoing the Obama administration’s support for charter
schools, this focus on privatization led to the opening of an increasing number of
these schools. In December, 2012, for example, the School Reform Commission re-
leased and endorsed the fiscal study it had commissioned to the Boston Consulting
Group. The results suggested massive closures of schools and management changes
for low-performing schools. While this decision was implemented, the School Re-
form Commission continued to allocate larger amounts of money to charter provid-
ers and predicted that 40 % of students in the city would attend charter schools by
2017. As I returned to Philadelphia, this budgetary crisis of unprecedented dimen-
sions had taken full shape and the school district’s superintendent announced the
closing of 24 schools. He unveiled a budgetary plan for the year 2013-2014 that he
himself described as “catastrophic” and that involved massive firing of teachers and
school staff (3700 employees were laid off by August 2013). It further involved the
prediction that in most schools the new academic year would start with fewer teach-
ers, no counselors, no administrative assistants, no vice-principals, and no hallway
aids. Of crucial interest to our reflection on how private interests have provided new
referents to our educational imagination is the observation that, besides the work of
local activist organizations, there has been no public uproar about the prospect of
educating students in Philadelphia in schools that question not only the very notion
of public education but, equally important, whether what they are offering could be
considered “education” in the first place.
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While thousands of miles apart and the product of very different historical forc-
es, these three scenarios imply that the logic of the market informing current edu-
cational policies has not only privatized the affiliation of many public schools but
has also changed the public referents that formerly grounded the notion of public
education. Rizvi and Lingard (2010) warn us that current educational policies are
neither homogenous nor do they apply in the same way in different political and
historical contexts. These three cases, nonetheless, suggest that many countries are
adopting private referents that make it increasingly difficult for teachers to claim
legitimacy for methodologies that reject the tyranny of standardized measurement,
that exonerate national governments for their responsibility of assuring the educa-
tional success of all students, and that offer disenfranchised students solutions based
almost exclusively on financial considerations. Taken together, these scenarios sug-
gest that our democratic commitment to education can reach only as far as private
visions of education are willing to imagine.

Unfortunately, my increasing awareness of the multiple ways in which the pub-
licness of public education has been redefined by private visions of teaching and as-
sessment, and by policies that have imprisoned our democratic imagination within
the logic of the market, was not matched by my ability to address this challenge in
my professional life. Indeed, I despaired and wondered how I could continue advo-
cating for public education when its contribution to democracy no longer has a clear
referent to the public. I increasingly feared that by advocating for public education
at a time this institution drinks, both conceptually and functionally from the private
well, I was also unwillingly supporting a conception of education rooted outside
of the public realm. Eventually, however, this fear led me back to Freire’s (1994)
understanding of hope and provided me with a renewed understanding of his man-
date to never refrain from exercising our democratic imagination. Conceptualizing
hope as an ontological need and as the engine to advance more equitable visions of
the future, Freire reminded me that “[o]ne of the tasks of the progressive educators,
through a serious, correct, political analysis, is to unveil opportunities for hope, no
matter what the obstacles may be” (p. 3).

This book was written as a response to this mandate to hope by arguing for the
need to reclaim the publicness of public education. More specifically, this text is in-
tended as an invitation to contest private notions of education and to find new public
grounds for our democratic imagination. This invitation is extended by presenting
11 public schools, most of them unknown in the educational literature, that have
worked, or are still working with disenfranchised communities and that have pub-
licly hoped for a better future for their students. The common denominator among
all these schools is their pledge to find new pedagogical and curricular paths to
pursue more opportunities for the students and communities they serve or have
served in public spaces or with a public vocation. While the 11 schools share a deep
commitment to empower students traditionally marginalized, and an understanding
that public education is and will always be a complex task that requires our finest
educational thoughts, each tells a unique story narrated in the specificity of the
school’s history and culture. For example, these schools have existed or currently
exist in political and social contexts as different as: the current rapid moderniza-
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tion and urbanization of Hong Kong, the indigenous movement in Bolivia prior
to the 1952 national revolution, the search for a new democratic national identity
in the Turkey of the 1940s, and the current economic consequences of neoliberal
economic policies in Argentina. Located in different parts of the world across three
continents, the schools also serve, or have served, a variety of social groups such as,
multicultural communities in London and the U.S., rural working-class students in
Italy, Navajo students on an Indigenous reservation in the U.S., and peasants in rural
Mexico. The singularities of each school and the contexts in which they arise invite
the reader to make each chapter in this book an exciting educational destination and
an opportunity to learn more about the particular challenges and possibilities that
shape each of the schools’ dreams.

As edifying and important as each of these narratives is, this book aspires to be
much more than a collection of educational stories. At a very basic level, this book
wishes to intentionally challenge the current educational discourses’ disdain for the
notion of the public. By purposefully presenting these 11 public schools, this book
openly contests these discourses’ disregard for public schools as places of hope
and explicitly reclaims these institutions as legitimate sites of democratic imagina-
tion. By presenting a detailed account of each of the schools’ hopes and struggles,
this text also intends to present an analysis of curriculum and pedagogy as an ex-
plicit reminder of the variety of ways in which schools can deliver their democratic
commitment. To this end, this book wishes to be viewed as an antidote to current
simplistic and homogenous market-based solutions that claim validity across all
educational contexts. At a more general level, this book is an invitation to imagine a
more hopeful future for public education, and specifically, for those easily forgotten
in our dreams for a better society. At this level and paraphrasing the motto of the
2002 World Social Forum, this book is an invitation to believe that, “other ways of
thinking about education are possible.”

To define the conceptual parameters of this invitation to (re)imagine the public
grounds of public education, there are a few clarifications this book would like to
make from the outset. First, while this is a book of hope, there is nothing naive
about this call. Those of us who believe, like Freire (1993), that “one of the tasks
that education can accomplish is to make our democratic process more consistent”
(p- 123), know very well that there is no room for wishful thinking in this proposi-
tion. Hope is the indispensable tool to our democratic visions and, consequently, a
political responsibility for all educators who share this vision. After all, as Wrigley
(2003) states, “[t]he desire to improve education arises naturally from our engage-
ment with the future” (p. 1). But this text is fully aware of the many and complex
ways in which schools have recreated social inequality (Anyon 2006; Lipman 2011;
Orfield et al. 2002-2003), have made identity a painful struggle for many disenfran-
chised students (Perry et al. 2003; Tatum 1997; Willis 1981), or have undermined
the power of poor communities in education (Gordon and Nocon 2008; Rogers
2006; Valenzuela 1999). This book’s call to (re)imagine public education by reflect-
ing on the work of the schools it features, therefore, should not be understood in any
way as an endorsement of the democratic shortcomings of public education or of the
belief that public schools are naturally positioned to advance democracy. Rather, it
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should be read as a call to rethink the future of public education in spite of and with
an understanding of such shortcomings. In this regard, this call transcends these cri-
tiques of public education, not because they are not present but, more importantly,
because we need to find hope beyond them. In this exercise, this text is inspired by
Freire’s (1994) ruling to make hope concrete and historical. It is further inspired
by Giroux’s (2004) notion of “educated hope” that links the language of critique
and the language of possibilities by defining hope as the political tool that should
“provide a link, however transient, provisional, and contextual, between vision and
critique on the one hand, and engagement and transformation on the other” (p. 39).

Second, in the presentation of the schools in the upcoming chapters, the terms
curriculum and pedagogy are intertwined and, at times, presented as interchange-
able. There are two main reasons for this. First, new theoretical conceptions of cur-
riculum have deeply challenged the fallacious dichotomy that defined curriculum
as program of instruction and pedagogies as methodologies and have embraced a
notion of curriculum as a discursive text and as a deliberative process that blurs
the boundaries between these two concepts (Alba et al. 2000; Hendry 2011; Silva
2001; Slattery 1995). Second, the description of the schools is guided by the un-
derstanding of pedagogy as a political act (Beyer and Apple 1998; Freire 1993;
Schultz 2008). Because each chapter describes its school’s curriculum as it was/
is implemented, what Cuban (1993) calls “taught curriculum,” in this text the term
curriculum is understood as “pedagogies in action.”

Third, this book makes no claim to be a comprehensive text of pedagogical inno-
vation. Consequently, it assumes neither a higher pedagogical value for the schools
it presents nor that these 11 schools are the only ones worthy of consideration.
Rather, the schools included in Pedagogies and Curriculums to (Re)imagine Public
Education intend to function as evocative examples of the many ways schools have
tried, and still try, to empower socially marginalized communities in very different
historical, social, and cultural contexts. To this end, the schools included in this text
are presented as a tapestry of pedagogies of resistance and hope and as testimonies
to the numerous ways in which public education has served and imagined more
democratic visions of education.

The fourth important clarification is that, while inclusive in nature, this text is
also fully aware of the important absences involved in the selection of the schools.
The schools featured in the following chapters were included in the book because
they were situated in one (or several) of the following sociocultural and educational
dimensions: North/South, urban/rural, current/past, indigenous/non-indigenous,
racially homogenous/racially diverse, top-down curriculum/school-based changes.
Despite the text’s efforts to provide an inclusive cultural and historical perspective,
however, there are many educational contexts and histories that this book was un-
able to include. Geographically, the absences include schools from Africa, Austra-
lia, and New Zealand. Asia is, unwillingly, underrepresented with just one school.
Also absent are schools working with populations that represent the geographies
of dislocation characteristic of our global landscape such as schools working with
Latino, Asian, and Muslin students in the U.S., schools teaching immigrant students
with strong colonial histories in different countries in Europe, schools for females
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in countries with unequal gender access to education, or schools around the world
receiving both national and international students displaced by recent neoliberal
policies. I appeal to the reader to regard such omissions as acknowledgment of the
impossibility of including all the educational realities that deserve a place in books
like this. I also appeal to the reader to see these omissions not as an attempt to si-
lence the contexts and communities that have not been included, but as invitation to
continue the conversation generated in this book with these communities.

Fifth, Pedagogies and Curriculums to (Re)imagine Public Education is neither
a comparative nor a historical analysis of the schools presented in the text. While
every chapter provides a historical and educational analysis of the contexts in which
these schools were/are situated, the book does not attempt to engage in any histori-
cal or comparative analysis of the schools. To this end, the reader is urged to disre-
gard any perceived historical sequence in the text. Likewise, the reader is advised
not to construe the number of schools that are no longer in existence as an invitation
to search in the past for answers to current educational challenges. As suggested
above, schools were not selected for the historical questions they face(d), as impor-
tant as these questions are, but for the range of insights they provide us to redraw
the boundaries of our public imagination.

Lastly, it is important to clarify that this text does not entertain the progres-
sive/alternative versus traditional education dichotomy that informs many analyses
of educational change and curriculum inquiry (Hendry 2011; Weiler 2004). While
this is a useful analytical dichotomy in many educational texts, the selection of the
schools for this project was not based on how alternative, how progressive, or how
radical they were/are. Rather, the schools featured in this text were chosen consider-
ing their potential to present different educational landscapes, and therefore, their
potential to push our educational imagination.

Outline of Chapters

The call to (re)imagine public education by finding new public grounds for public
schools will be developed in thirteen chapters. Chapter 2, Reclaiming Schools as
Public Sites for Democratic Imagination, lays the theoretical framework for the
book and attempts to present a discursive analysis of the current process of priva-
tization endorsed by current educational policies. This chapter argues that this pro-
cess has silently but efficiently privatized our educational imagination. Based on
this argument, it offers the notion of public schools as publicly imagined as a useful
tool to reclaim public schools as legitimate places to enact our democratic dreams
and to conceptualize them as socially precious sites for collective visions. This no-
tion, this chapter further argues, also allows us to reclaim curriculum and pedagogy
as powerful educational instruments in pursuing these visions.

The following chapters narrate the stories of 11 different schools. All the narra-
tives are followed by an “in conversation” section in which the author(s) articulates
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some explicit connections between the school they present and the current task of
(re)imagining public education.

In Chap. 3, The Ayllu-school: Bolivia 1931-1940, Rodriguez and Arispe chron-
icle the short-lived experience of the Ay/lu School in the Warisata region in the
Bolivian’s highlands. Founded in 1931 by Elizardo Pérez, a teacher and intellectual
searching for an indigenous community to house a pedagogical project he envi-
sioned as a new model of indigenous education, and Avelino Sifiani, an indigenous
leader who persuaded other members of the community to believe in this project,
the Ayllu-school was built by the Warisata’s peasants and became an icon for indig-
enous education in the country that lasts until this day. Grounded on the indigenous
traditions and social practices, the school became a critical part of the community’s
political organization. It also developed a pedagogy rooted in the indigenous’ un-
derstanding of learning by working that pursued the self-sustainment and economic
growth of the community.

Chapter 4 recounts the story of Rough Rock, the first contemporary American
Indian community-controlled school. Established in 1966 in the heart of the Navajo
Nation, Rough Rock was the first school to have an all-Navajo governing board
and to teach in and through the Native language. The chapter discusses the school’s
early programs in culturally-based education and Navajo community control as well
as its exemplary bilingual-bicultural initiative. It further discusses the importance
of the school as a model of American Indian self-determination and how it paved
the way for some of the most significant federal Indian education policies of the
twentieth century. The chapter concluded by reflecting on the current situation at
Rough Rock, its efforts to sustain and revitalize the Navajo language, and the larger
lessons the Rough Rock experience teaches.

In Chap. 5, Moore describes the attempt of the English department at Brondes-
bury and Kilburn High School, a school in London, UK, to develop more linguisti-
cally and culturally inclusive forms of curricula and assessment for bidialectal stu-
dents. Capitalizing on Basil Bernstein’s understanding of competence approaches
to curriculum, assessment and pedagogy that privileges the presence (as opposed to
absences) of knowledge in students’ forms of expressions, this chapter narrates the
department’s initiative to accommodate non-standard English speaking students in
the formal examination systems in a way that valued these students’ creativity and
critical insights. This account is contextualized against the current central education
policy in England, which, Moore suggests, promotes the return to traditional, and
fundamentally exclusive, approaches to curriculum, pedagogy and assessment.

Chapter 6 narrates the story of Arthurdale, a school in a resettlement commu-
nity for miners in West Virginia during the 1930s that was a landmark in bringing
Deweyan ideals of progressive education to bear upon an impoverished community
trying to revitalize the lives of the victims of economic collapse. The school’s cur-
riculum focused on ongoing life of the emerging community and offered a rich and
humane education in which collective problem solving was the essence of demo-
cratic learning and life. This chapter describes the context in which this pedagogical
experience originated and gathered the support of important political figures such
as Eleanor Roosevelt, emphasizing the school’s goals and democratic possibilities.
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This chapter further analyzes the wider contradictions in community-centered pro-
gressive pedagogy which contributed to the closing down of the school only 2 years
after its foundation.

In Chap. 7, Mendez documents the story of the Bachillarato IMPA, a middle
school in Buenos Aires, Argentina, located in a worker-operated factory. Contex-
tualized against the neoliberal policies that took many companies into bankruptcy
and the movement of “recovered factories” that led to workers’ ownership of many
of these companies, Mendez explains the foundation of this school as the product
of a successful collaboration among the factory’s workers who saw the need for the
school and provided a physical home for it, the movement of recovered factories
that supported this initiative, and a university-based research organization that pro-
vided the teachers. The first of the many schools now operating in other recovered
factories, the Bachillerato IMPA provides a middle school degree to both students
in the neighborhood and workers in the factory attending the school. Paralleling
the operating principles of the movement of recovered factories, one of the unique
pedagogical features of this school is the centrality of the assembly as the chief
decision-making body where teachers and students discuss and decide on all major
educational issues.

Chapter 8 visits a single-room in Barbiana, a mountainous rural community in
Italy in the 1950s. Widely known in Europe as an icon of class-based pedagogy,
as Navas tells us, this school was founded and taught by Father Milani, a Catho-
lic priest who was sent to this remote community as a penance for his left-wing
ideology. Realizing the virtual lack of access to public schools of his parishioners
and believing that Italian peasants needed education to gain access to the symbolic
power of the ruling classes, Father Milani started a school that imparted all levels
of formal education and provided students with a rich curriculum. As Navas further
illustrates in this chapter, language was the prioritized subject and critical literacy
was the school’s predominant pedagogical practice.

In Chap. 9 our travels take us to Cifteler, a town in the new Republic of Turkey
in the 1930s and 1940s. Gokalp recounts how this school was the first of almost
two dozen boarding schools known as the Village Institutes that existed for over a
decade and that explicitly aimed at educating the mostly rural and illiterate popula-
tions of the country as the modernized citizens of the newly established republic.
This goal, as Gokalp explains, was paved by many challenges, including the lack
of teachers willing to live in rural areas and the need to change formal education
to modernize the economic production in the villages. Like the subsequent Vil-
lage Institutes, Cifteler responded to these challenges by implementing a pedagogy
based on the notions of education for work, and learning by doing that integrated the
school’s academic curriculum with the villages’ economic needs. Intentionally, this
pedagogy provided many students with the professional training to become future
teachers in other rural communities.

In Chap. 10, Poon and Lin chronicle the recent comprehensive restructuring in
curriculum, learning materials, instructional practices, and assessment in HKRSS,
a secondary school in a working-class community in Hong Kong. As described by
Poon and Lin, these changes were undertaken by the school as a consequence of
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its commitment to developing an inclusive curriculum to accommodate the needs
of a large number of special education students. In the process of developing such
curriculum, Poon and Lin recount how the school moved away from practices
of teaching in isolation and embraced a philosophy of education based on shar-
ing and collaboration among teachers in the areas of curriculum, pedagogy, and
assessment.

Chapter 11 takes us to an innovative pedagogical experience in a rural commu-
nity in Mexico. Narrated by Rincoén-Gallardo, this chapter illustrates the curriculum
and pedagogies implemented in Los Talleres, a fictional school representing the
over 350 small schools operated by the Post-primary Project between 1996 and
2003. Rincon-Gallardo, a member of the national leadership in this federal project
for 4 years, describes the story of this school by highlighting one of the unique
features of this federal program, namely, the promotion of independent learning
through a tutorial relationship between the instructor and the learner.

In Chap. 12, Anand recounts the efforts of the English department at Montclair
High School in New Jersey, U.S. This school located in an integrated community,
both in terms of class and race, implemented a multicultural curriculum in the 1980s
and 1990s. As narrated by this author, these school’s efforts energized the depart-
ment and the community’s commitment to bring about racial justice through cur-
riculum change and on a pedagogical project that placed multiculturalism at the
center of teaching. These efforts further inspired other changes in the school such as
the exploration of issue of power and culture by both teachers and students, the de-
tracking of the ninth-grade school curriculum, and the offering of required course
on multicultural literature in this grade.

Chapter 13 tells the story of La Nostra Escola Comarcal in Valencia, Spain.
Founded by a group of parents in 1973 when Spain was still under the dictatorship
of Francisco Franco, the school was intentionally established as a cooperative to as-
sure a democratic organization and to involve all the parents in the decision-making
process. While it started as an early childhood education, today the school also of-
fers elementary and secondary education. Pedagogically, the school was committed
to the implementation of active pedagogies, to co-education, to learn from local
culture, and to affirm as well as claim the identity of the local community and of
Valenciano, the regional language, as the main language of instruction.

Chapter 14, Public Schools as Publicly Imagined, concludes this edited col-
lection by reflecting on the schools presented in the previous 11 chapters and by
arguing that the pedagogies and curriculums implemented in these schools offer
us the possibility of finding new public grounds for our public imagination. More
specifically, this chapter contends that these schools allow us to think of public
schools as historically specific sites where collective visions become explicit peda-
gogical processes intending to improve not only the lives of those they serve but,
equally important, the larger community that has anchored these students’ identi-
ties and futures. To this end, the chapter considers these schools an illustration of
the notion of public schools as publicly imagined as articulated in the introduc-
tory chapters, and argues for the need to (re)imagine public education along these
lines.
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Chapter 2
Reclaiming Schools as Public Sites for
Democratic Imagination

Encarna Rodriguez

Current Discourses of Education and the Privatization
of the Educational Imagination

As someone who believes, like Meier (2002), that schools have the democratic re-
sponsibility of dreaming for a better future for a/l our students, I have been deeply
troubled by the nature of current educational policies around the world. Ideologi-
cally, my chief concern has been the damage that these policies have inflicted on
the very notion of the public by embracing, both enthusiastically and unproblemati-
cally, the logic of the market as the panacea for public education (Ball 2009; Broom
2011; Klenowski 2009). This concern finds additional justification when examining
the political significance of the contemporary infatuation with market-based school
reforms. As Rizvi and Lingard (2010) explain, the widespread adoption of this logic
of the market is neither a phenomenon germane to education nor one neatly con-
tained within the limits of national states. Rather, these authors suggest that the
strong presence of the market in educational policies needs to be conceptualized as
a part of the global neoliberal imaginary that has informed public policies around
the world in the last two decades, an imaginary that promotes a vision of society
grounded in individualism and competition and that consequently offers the princi-
ples of the market as the best solution for any governmental problem. These authors
are quick to warn us that this imaginary does not affect all political or educational
systems the same way and that public governmental systems always filter new poli-
cies through the national cultural and political traditions. Despite these national
and local differences, however, these authors explain current educational policies
around the world as sharing an undeniable reliance on the rationale of the market.
In their estimation, “there is an unmistakable global trend toward a convergence in
thinking about [neoliberal] educational values” (p. 72), values that they identify as
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the underlying principles for the widespread support for school privatization and
for the adoption of education reforms that prioritize accountability and efficiency
over democracy and equality. The forces spreading these neoliberal values, Rizvi
and Lingard further explain, are not just national governments eager to espouse
educational policies that promise efficient solutions to the pressing need to prepare
young citizens to compete in a global economy. As they note, “[o]rganizations such
as the OECD, the UE, APEC, UNESCO and the World Bank have become major
sites for the organization of knowledge about education, and have created a cajoling
discourse of ‘imperatives of the global economy’ for education” (p. 79).

Pedagogically, my main concern with these policies has been their lack of demo-
cratic imagination. A large body of educational literature has compellingly argued
that educators and schools need to ground their educational commitment to democ-
racy in an earnest awareness of the multiple and complex ways in which educational
systems produce and reproduce social inequality (Anyon 2006; Biesta 2007; Gor-
don and Nocon 2008; Perry et al. 2003; Tabulawa 2003; Valenzuela 1999). Despite
the soundness of this argument, however, current educational policies work with a
surprisingly anachronistic pedagogical simplicity. Instead of advancing Dewey’s
(1916/1997) understanding of the individual process of learning as a crucial demo-
cratic space that should also enrich society and should, therefore, work toward the
common good (Broom 2011), for example, current educational policies have mostly
ignored issues of curriculum and pedagogy (Nordtveit 2012; Rizvi and Lingard
2010). Broom (2011) explains that in the logic of these reforms and their emphasis
on efficiency and the individual, “teaching is narrowed to individualistic and com-
petitive market ideology, and encased in the value of consumption and competition”
(p- 143). Not surprisingly, given this emphasis, current educational policies reject
ideological and cultural specificity. Far from recognizing the relations of power in-
volved in the process of schooling, the discourses that articulate these policies claim
political neutrality. The principle of efficiency, these discourses reason, makes any
practice that achieves this goal inherently good. Likewise, rather than embracing
the call to contextualize teaching in the deep and respectful understanding of the
local and cultural knowledges of the communities served by schools, the teaching
practices embraced by these policies are increasingly homogenous and removed
from any social context. In the logic of these reforms, achievement rests on motivat-
ing students and on teaching them to succeed in the assessment system so there is
no need for cultural specificity.

By and in themselves, these ideological and pedagogical concerns are not new.
As critical educators have successfully unveiled, public schools have articulated
dominant conservative ideologies in many ways (Apple 2001; Cuban 2004; Mc-
Intyre 2000; Willis 1981). We also know that with the exception of a few historical
moments or geographical pockets and despite the possibilities for social mobility
they have offered, public schools have been particularly reluctant to become the
democratic institution we wish(ed) for. When framed within the global neoliberal
imaginary that requires schools to embrace and prioritize standardization and com-
petition above issues of democracy and social equality (Rizvi and Lingard 2010),
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however, these concerns appear as a powerful warning of the fragile status of the
publicness of public education. When framed this way, these concerns no longer
refer only to the well-known inherent difficulties for schools to realize their demo-
cratic potential but also to the damage that current policies are inflicting on our
democratic imagination. Against the neoliberal landscape that worships the indi-
vidual and that disdains the collective as the main referent for democracy, these
concerns suggest that what is really at stake in these policies is not just the risk of
weakening the relationship between education and democracy, as important as this
is, but, more importantly, our own ability to imagine this relationship within the
public referents that current policies are so efficiently erasing.

At a first glance, it may seem that the main challenge to exercise this kind of
imagination may be explained by the rapidly increasing number of educational
spaces that operate under the logic of the private. As schools are increasingly priva-
tized and the involvement of the business sector considerably expands to school
tasks that have been traditionally in the hands of educators such as learning out-
comes’ assessment or professional development, it is evident that public spaces in
education, by whatever definition we apply to this term, have been greatly reduced
(Fabricant and Fine 2013; Reid 2002; Watkins 2011). Likewise, schools and educa-
tors working in public schools are increasingly required to work as private institu-
tions, that is to say, to embrace teaching and organizational practices rooted in the
principles of the market rather than in democratic traditions of schooling (Ball and
Youdell 2009; Hopmann 2008; Luke 2006; Meier and Wood 2004).

Taking a closer look, however, the challenge to exercise our democratic imagina-
tion seems to be mostly an ideological problem defined by the way current educa-
tional policies have bounded our imagination to the private. As public schools are
increasingly asked to follow the logic of the market, as they are asked to subjugate
pedagogy to efficiency, or as they are required to prioritize students’ outcomes over
the democratic processes that should lead to these outcomes, they are, in essence,
being asked to abdicate the educational legacy that has anchored democratic vi-
sions in education and to dream within the limits of what private interests can offer.
Likewise, current educational discourses are asking both educators and the public
to relinquish any hopes for public schools to be agents of change and to entrust the
social aspirations of schools to private visions of education. In imposing these de-
mands, educational policies are requiring schools to reject the fundamental propo-
sition that public education is to serve the public good and that “the nature and
content of education ought to be—must be—decided by public conversation, not
just by a collection of individual choices” (Covaleskie 2007, p. 32). The analysis
of two current documentaries, Waiting for “Superman” (Guggenheim 2010) and La
Educacion Prohibida [prohibitive education] (Doin 2012), illustrate the power of
these discourses and the consequent delegitimization of public schools as sites of
democratic imagination.

Released in 2010 in the U.S. and directed by Davis Guggenheim, the first of
these documentaries, Waiting for “Superman,” narrates the stories of five students,
Anthony, Francisco, Bianca, Daisy, and Emily, as they anxiously await the response
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to their application to charter schools. Four of these students are students of color,
three of whom attend urban public schools and one who attends a Catholic school.
The fifth student is White and attends a suburban school. As the film tells the stories
of these young men and women, it also presents a diagnosis of the main maladies of
public education in U.S. In the estimation of the movie and of the educational ex-
perts whom it features, the root of the troubles of public education is the poor qual-
ity of teachers. This assessment is presented through the testimony of experts such
as Erik Hanushek, an educational policy analyst and Senior Fellow at the Hoover
Institute of Stanford University who states that, “[i]f in fact we could just eliminate
the bottom 6—-10% of our teachers and replace them with an average teacher, we
could bring the average U.S. student up to the level of Finland, which is at the
top of the world today.” The documentary bases this assessment on two intimately
linked arguments. The first targets the notoriously bureaucratic structure that char-
acterizes public schools. It is this malfunctioning structure, the film contends, that
keeps bad teachers in schools even when some schools, such as those depicted in
the documentary to explain the notion of dropout factories, have dramatically failed
students like the ones featured in the movie. The second argument presents teach-
ers’ unions as the main obstacle to real change in schools. According to the movie,
these organizations have highly profited from the schools’ bureaucratic systems and
have stubbornly insisted on defending the tenure system that has kept bad teachers
in schools. Consistent with this analysis, the film proposes to endorse schools free
from bureaucracy and teachers’ unions, in this case charter schools, as the solution
for public education. The film makes multiple references to this solution by present-
ing the testimony of multiple experts and leaders of private organizations and char-
ter schools who see competition and efficiency as the central tenants of education.
With the exception of Randi Weingarten, the president of The American Federation
of Teachers, who appears only for a few minutes, the film makes no allusion to suc-
cessful public schools nor does it make any attempt to include the voices of those
educational experts who have long understood issues of teacher quality and school
bureaucracy as fundamental elements in their advocacy for public education.

As persuasively as the argument in favor of charter schools is articulated
throughout the movie, the most compelling call to endorse private visions of educa-
tion comes through the emotional conundrum the audience experiences at the end of
the film. In these last scenes, the film intentionally sustains the viewer’s loyalty to
the hopes that the families of these five students have placed on charter schools by
chronicling the public lottery process in which the numbers from a pool determine
the accepted applications. As these students and their families enact their desires for
more educational possibilities, and as they anxiously hold the number they expect to
be called next, the audience is asked to anticipate the feelings of relief or consterna-
tion that these families would display while learning about their educational fates.
This emotional alliance with the families is undoubtedly, one of the most successful
ideological propositions of the movie. The emotions in these last minutes are so
powerful that even the thought of imagining public schools as possible receivers
of these children’s hopes seemed like an act of betrayal. If we really care about
these families, this documentary implies, we need fo believe in charter schools as
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the best opportunity for these children and to let the magic of the private guide
our educational aspirations. As Stern (2012) illustrates when reflecting on why his
own students in a graduate educational policy class cried in these last scenes, the
audience is asked to enter a “neoliberal Utopian space” (p. 394), a space free from
the constraints of the social and from the messiness of education as a democratic
endeavor. Ultimately, and as the title of the movie indicates, the audience is com-
pelled to see the charter’s vision of education and the logic therein represented as
the educational Superman that would secure the academic achievement of not only
these five students but of the multitude of Anthonies, Franciscos, Daysys, Biancas
and Emilies across the world.

Shortly after its release, many educational theorists raised numerous and impor-
tant critiques to the analyses and solutions offered within this documentary (Ravitch
2010; Swalwell and Apple 2011). Ravitch (2010), for example, explains that the
film conveniently leaves out crucial information such as the fact that students’ aca-
demic scores in non-unionized states are no higher than in unionized states. She
also contends that the documentary ignores studies on charter schools such as the
one conducted by the Center for Research on Educational Outcomes in 2009 docu-
menting that only one out of five charter schools performed better than their public
counterparts and that almost 40 % of charter schools performed worse than public
schools. Despite the significance of these critiques within the educational commu-
nity familiar with education policy analysis, however, the movie has been positively
received by the public at large and has been regarded as a bold and truthful account
of education in the U.S. This warm reception by the public suggests that this text has
also been an important symbolic medium to channel the social hopes for public edu-
cation in U.S. away from public schools and closer to private visions of education.
This message is hard to miss in the movie. By refusing to present public schools or
educational theorists who have worked with the democratic traditions in education,
the documentary could safely portray public schools as beyond hope. Once this
fact was established, it could also safely present people like Bill Gates and other
business-oriented educational leaders as the guarantors of our hopes. Portrayed as
the only ones with enough determination and knowledge to assure these hopes, this
movie identifies people like Bill Gates or founders of charter schools of the world
as the real saviors of public education. This call to relinquish our hope for public
schools and to entrust our democratic imagination to private visions of education
is poignantly illustrated by the testimony of one these founders who states, “25
years ago there was no proof that something else worked. Well, now we know what
works. We know that is just a lie that disadvantaged kids can’t learn. We know that
if you apply the right accountability standards you can get fabulous results so, why
would we do something else?”

The second documentary, La Educacion Prohibida (Doin 2012), was released in
Spanish in 2012 as an exclusive online documentary and was directed by German
Doin, a young professional whose only claim to education is his interest to make
schools a more interesting place. The bases of the film are a series of reflections of
numerous educators in Latin America and Spain on the role of schools. As in the
case of Waiting for “Superman,” the director explicitly states that this was not a film
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against public schools. Also as in Waiting for “Superman,” any viewer familiar with
the democratic traditions of education poignantly feels the pressure to surrender to
the democratic imagination that only the private seems to be able to achieve. The
main problem with schools, according to this film, is that they repress students’
autonomy and initiative. The testimonies of the experts in the documentary, inter-
estingly, most of them from private schools, leave no doubt that schools have been
very authoritarian and damaging for students as individuals and have greatly cur-
tailed their creative possibilities. The solution offered to this problem is the imple-
mentation of active and innovative methodologies that focus on the individual and
that nurture their cognitive and emotional abilities.

Taken at face value, it is difficult to resist the persuasion of this argument and
easy to understand the rapid popularity of this film in Spanish-speaking countries.
After all, the education reforms in most of these countries are justified by the need
to educate more democratic citizens who must be able to understand the dangerous
connections between the state apparatus and authoritarianism (Silva 1998; Varela
2007). In terms of our educational hopes, however, the film clearly suggests that
we look for the democratic possibilities of these methodologies in private schools.
Those of us familiar with the ideological critique of child-centered pedagogies
know that public schools are not a natural habitat to this autonomous and criti-
cal-minded individual (Carter 2010; Rodriguez 2011; Tabulawa 2003; Walkerdine
1984). Rather, as these critiques imply, child-centered pedagogies that dismiss the
historicity and subjectivity of students, such as the ones presented in this documen-
tary, promote a fictional idea of a universal and intrinsically democratic individual
who seems to exist only in elitist private schools. The movie clearly channeled the
viewer’s imagination in this direction by filtering the argument for more democratic
methodologies exclusively through private visions of education. In this case, the
views of the private educational organizations that sponsored the film and which
perspectives were represented in the testimonies of the people interviewed by the
documentary makers prevent an appreciation of public schooling.

It would be unfair to think that these two documentaries were conceived with
the explicit purpose of dismantling public education. In fact, both directors have
strongly rejected such arguments when presented with them. When looking at these
movies discursively, however, it becomes evident that these two texts skillfully ar-
ticulate current educational discourses’ invitation to ignore public schools as sites
of educational imagination and to look for innovative school changes in other ven-
ues. Educationally, the grounds for this invitation are highly questionable. Public
schooling, for all its shortcomings, has been indeed the home of some important
democratic and socially responsible visions of education (Meier 2002; Sahlberg
2011; Apple and Beane 1995; Fielding and Moss 2011; Wrigley et al. 2012b). The
positive reception of the two films, despite some of the critiques they received,
suggests that they are powerful media texts that direct our attention away from the
democratic potential of public schools. Of particular importance in this regard is
the fact that this message to redirect our attention to private universes is sent from
political sources traditionally opposed to the forces of privatization. The political
right’s advocacy for private solutions is hardly surprising. But these two documen-
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taries come from directors who proclaim leftist political views. Davis Guggenheim,
for example, is known for his political closeness with Al Gore, the democratic
candidate in the U.S. 2000 presidential election. Guggenheim is also the Academy
Award winner for An Inconvenient Truth, a documentary about climate change that
intended to raise international awareness about this issue. Furthermore, he openly
claims a leftist and pro-union stance. Yet, Waiting for “Superman’ has unapologeti-
cally articulated the call for privately-managed schools as the saviors of public edu-
cation in the U.S. around the unmistakable conservative principles of competition
and privatization. Guggenheim’s infatuation with privatization despite his political
affiliation suggests that the danger of current educational discourses is the easiness
with which it moves through the different phases of the political spectrum and the
way in which it seems to make sense even for those in supposedly politically op-
posing camps. Without exonerating these two documentaries from their ideological
complacency with conservative propositions, the next section examines the larger
political context in which conservative views become so dangerously attractive,
even to people who claim progressive political stands.

Mapping the Private Grounds of Public Education

Rizvi and Lingard (2010) contend that current educational policies’ endorsement
of privatization needs to be understood in the larger context of globalization and
economic neoliberalism. Considering these larger contexts, these authors argue that
privatization articulates new forms of public management germane to what has been
defined as the move from government to governance that nations around the world
have embraced when attempting to address the challenges of educating citizens for
a global and fluid economy (Ball 2009b). When responding to these challenges,
Rizvi and Lingard further explain, states started to perceive old public sector struc-
tures, including the hierarchical and bureaucratic nature of public schools, as obso-
lete and obstacles in pursuing economic changes. Consequently, most governments
have attempted to replace these structures with new forms of public management
borrowed from the business world that promised efficiency and higher accountabil-
ity. The adoption of these practices, as explained by these authors, led to states ef-
fectively renouncing their central role in developing and implementing educational
policies, calling for collaboration between the private and the public sector, and
opening public educational spaces to private practices and private companies. The
term governance has come to refer to this change in governments’ modus operandi,
and to the modes of government and governing that now involve new private actors
in government and that call for private practices in the public sector (Ball 2009b).
As a public institution also moving from government to governance, education
has also articulated new private visions of education in many areas of educational
policy. Of particular importance for this analysis is the role of education in sustain-
ing the “enterprise culture” that redefines social problems as cultural ones in neo-
liberal regimes. Alba et al. (2000) illustrate this process in countries such as Britain
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and New Zealand in the 1990s. As they write, “[i]n the case of Britain, questions of
national economic survival and competition in the world economy came increas-
ingly to be seen under the Conservative government of Margaret Thatcher and John
Major as questions of cultural reconstruction” (pp. 37-38). These authors explain
that the notion of an enterprise culture became a central proposition for all govern-
mental practices in these countries. In this proposition, economic problems were no
longer seen as the prerogative or responsibility of the state. Rather, the only way
to promote economic growth, the logic of new public policies argued, was creating
an enterprising culture in which citizens and organizations, including those in the
public sector, worked together toward a stronger economy. The task of creating this
culture, as Alba et al. further argue, necessarily required “remode