CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

“so THE § is for ‘sitting up straight,” Ms. Anderson, a thirty-one-year-old
White teacher with curly, shoulder-length hair and glasses, announced to
the students in a clear, crisp voice.! She folded her hands together, with
her fingers interlaced. “What I'm not doing is sitting like this,” she demon-
strated, pretending to slouch back in a chair. “Like this,” she said, straight-
ening her back. “Try to sit all the way up. Relax your shoulders now.” The
crop of new Black and Latino fifth graders, seated “crisscross, applesauce”
in eight straight rows on the cafeteria floor, mimicked her positions.2 “I
don’t have all eyes,” Ms. Anderson prompted. Then, she continued on with
L for “listening,” A for “ask questions,” N for “nod for understanding,” and
T for “track the speaker.”

Pointing her two fingers to her eyes, she demonstrated how students
should keep their eyes on the speaker. “I should naturally see your eyes
following me,” she instructed, as she paced around the front of the room.
“To make it even better, you can add a little smile.” As the students’ mouths
curled up in smiles, the nervousness in the air seemed to lighten.

“Why do we SLANT? It shows respect. Posture is everything. If I'm
sitting like this, it doesn’t look academic.” She leaned backward on her
chair. “SLANTiIng makes you look and feel smart. It also allows the blood
to circulate to the brain more. It lets you listen and absorb and retain. It
helps you prepare for the real world. I can’t go to my job, my mom can’t go
to her job, my husband can’t go to his job without paying attention.”

Here, on the first day of school at Dream Academy, a “no-excuses”
school, I observed a lesson in how to pay attention. I was not taken aback
by this lesson. In fact, I had decided to immerse myself as a researcher in
the school for the year precisely because I was interested in lessons like
these.
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I first became interested in no-excuses schools—the name given to a
number of high-performing urban schools, including KIPP (Knowledge
Is Power Program), Success Academy, Uncommon Schools, YES Prep,
and Achievement First—when I heard about SLANT. I was struck by its
explicitness—it translated middle-class expectations for showing attention
into a simple acronym. I nod (a lot) when I engage in conversation, but I
certainly do not remember ever having been taught to do so.

When I started studying sociology as a graduate student, I was drawn
to the concept of cultural capital because I recognized the importance of
cultural know-how in getting ahead. Cultural capital comprises the cul-
tural attitudes, skills, knowledge, and behaviors that give certain groups
advantages in institutional settings.3 It can be thought of as the “taken-
for-granted ways of being that are valued in a particular context.”* As
a daughter of Chinese immigrants, I had observed cultural differences
between the deferent manner in which I approached my professors and
the casual style in which my graduate school peers interacted with fac-
ulty, or in how I stumbled through an explanation while my husband, who
grew up in an affluent neighborhood, always sounded like he was giving
a lecture. I wondered if my peers’ seemingly natural ability to make small
talk or articulate an argument could be learned.

To be a successful student requires a lot of background knowledge,
not just about facts and figures, but also about what is appropriate to say
and do. Sociologists of education have argued that schools operate under
a set of middle-class, White (dominant) norms that favor children who
have acquired the requisite social, cultural, and linguistic competencies at
home.5 For children whose knowledge, skills, and behaviors do not match
those expected in the classroom, school can be a disorienting experience.
These students can have their actions and intentions misinterpreted by
teachers and school administrators, particularly by those whose back-
grounds differ from their own.® Teachers’ perceptions of students have
consequences for students’ academic achievement, as teachers assign
higher grades to those who display skills like attention, engagement, and
organization and, conversely, have lower expectations for, and give poorer
evaluations to, students whom they view as disruptive, dressed “inappro-
priately,” and lazy.” As misunderstandings multiply, young children may
come to unconsciously sense that school is not a place for them, and ado-
lescents may actively resist school.®

As a sociologist, I had read many studies about the role that cultural
capital played in shaping students’ experiences and outcomes in school,
but I had seen few studies that looked at whether or how this cultural
know-how could be taught. That’s why I was intrigued when I heard about
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SLANT. It literally spelled out what students needed to do to conform to
school expectations for showing attention—they needed to sit up, listen,
ask questions, nod for understanding, and track the speaker. I thought it
was clever. Intrigued, I decided to see for myself how and why no-excuses
schools were teaching students to SLANT and whether they were success-
fully transferring cultural capital to the predominantly low-income Black
and Latino students they served.

Yet the more time I spent inside Dream Academy, the more I won-
dered whether Dream Academy’s rigid behavioral scripts equipped stu-
dents with the tools to successfully navigate middle-class institutions. To
teach what the school considered “middle-class” behaviors, Dream Acad-
emy used scripts, which I define as detailed and standardized behavioral
codes or procedures. Students at Dream Academy were given exhaustive
scripts for how to dress, how to complete a homework assignment, and
how to clap in an assembly. They were given scripts for how to walk down
the hallways and how to sit at their desks. They were given scripts for how
to interact with teachers—no eye-rolling, no teeth sucking, no refusing
a teacher’s directions, and no talking back, even if wrongly accused. The
rigid scripts students were taught to follow, however, left little room for
them to develop what I call tools of interaction, or the attitudes, skills, and
styles that allow certain groups to effectively navigate complex institutions
and shifting expectations. Would the behavioral scripts the school worked
so hard to teach transfer to a different setting? As students reached the
targeted goal of college, would they be able to adjust to a less structured
environment? Or had no-excuses schools like Dream Academy, in their
eagerness to get students to the college door, inadvertently failed to pre-
pare students with the cultural capital they would need for life success and
upward social mobility?

Scripting Success at No-Excuses Schools

The language that we use in teaching sometimes is “scripting the moves.”
You've got to script the moves for students. You have to narrate the
experience so students understand exactly what the outcomes are. . . .

It’s really not that different with teachers. If you want teachers to look
thoughtfully at student work, you have to script the moves for them.

—PRINCIPAL, URBAN ASSEMBLY SCHOOL FOR LAW AND JUSTICE?

In 1994, David Levin and Michael Feinberg, two young White Ivy League
graduates, had recently completed their stint with Teach for Amer-
ica, a Peace Corps—type program that places recent college graduates in
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hard-to-staff, underresourced schools for a two-year commitment. Eager
to do more in the fight against educational inequities, Levin and Feinberg
decided to try their hand at starting their first two charter schools, one in
Houston and one in the South Bronx. At that point, charter schools were
still newcomers to the educational landscape, the first charter law having
been enacted in Minnesota in 1991. Charter schools, which are indepen-
dently run public schools that offer families alternative options to their
district school, are now established in forty-five states and serve over three
million students.1® Although they continue to generate controversy, char-
ter schools receive bipartisan support and have become a central com-
ponent of education policy, particularly because they are seen as a way
to help low-income families access better schools for their children.!! As
schools of choice, charters generally are open to any student in the dis-
trict who wishes to apply and are required by state law to enroll students
through a random lottery process. Charter schools are concentrated in
urban areas, with more than half located in cities (compared to a quarter
of traditional public schools).!?

When Levin and Feinberg founded their first two KIPP schools, they
could not have anticipated their eventual success and impact. For its first
eight years, KIPP Academy Houston was recognized as a Texas Exemplary
School, and KIPP Academy New York was rated the highest performing
public middle school in the Bronx for eight consecutive years.!? By 2020,
KIPP was serving more than one hundred thousand students in 255
schools nationwide.** Of the students KIPP serves, 95 percent are Black
or Latino; 88 percent are low-income students.!® The U.S. Department
of Education has declared KIPP “one of the most promising initiatives
in public education today”6—a claim echoed by media outlets including
the New York Times, the Washington Post, Newsweek, Forbes, The Oprah
Winfrey Show, and 6o Minutes.'”

KIPP would become a model for a group of mostly young, White “edu-
cation entrepreneurs” starting new charter schools in the 1990s and 2000s
and embracing market-based education reforms that emphasize choice,
competition, and accountability (see chapter 5).1® Many of these new char-
ters would come to replicate KIPP’s successes. Although charter schools
on average have performed no better than traditional public schools on
statewide standardized assessments, urban charter schools that follow
KIPP’s “no-excuses” model have fared better.!® Over the past decade, a
number of methodologically rigorous studies that compare the outcomes
of students who apply to the charter school lottery and are not admit-
ted with the outcomes of those who apply and are admitted have found
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