
UC Santa Cruz
UC Santa Cruz Electronic Theses and Dissertations

Title
Against Disposability: On Alternative Schooling, Silence, and Abolition

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/5p53b7vh

Author
Anderson-Zavala, Chrissy

Publication Date
2019
 
Peer reviewed|Thesis/dissertation

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/5p53b7vh
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


 

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA  
SANTA CRUZ 

 
AGAINST DISPOSABILITY:  

ON ALTERNATIVE SCHOOLING, SILENCE, AND ABOLITION 
 

A dissertation submitted in partial satisfaction  
of the requirements for the degree of  

 
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 

in 
 

EDUCATION 
 

with emphases in 
FEMINIST STUDIES  

and  
CRITICAL RACE AND ETHNIC STUDIES 

 
by 
 

Chrissy Anderson-Zavala 
 

June 2019 
 

The dissertation of Chrissy Anderson-
Zavala is approved: 
 
Professor Cindy Cruz, Chair 
 
Professor Ronald D. Glass 

 
Professor Gina Dent 

 
Professor Felicity Amaya Schaeffer 

 
Professor Erica R. Meiners 
 

 
Lori Kletzer 
Vice Provost and Dean of Graduate Studies 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright © by 

Chrissy Anderson-Zavala  

2019 

 



 

 iii 

Table of Contents 
 

Abstract .......................................................................................................................... v 

Dedication ................................................................................................................... vii 

Acknowledgements ................................................................................................... viii 

Prologue ......................................................................................................................... 1 

Introduction: Silence and Schooling ............................................................................. 6 

Chapter 1: Unstudents: Embodying Difference and Deficit in School ....................... 44 

The Slacker .................................................................................................................. 86 

Chapter 2: From Citizen-Workers to Juvenile Delinquents ........................................ 97 

The Dropout ............................................................................................................... 170 

Chapter 3: Suspension and Segregation: Towards A Theory of Nonwork ............... 174 

“Blackout”/Found Poem ............................................................................................ 245 

Chapter 4: When I Walk Through School Gates I Want to Feel Free: Abolitionist 

Imagination and Schooling ........................................................................................ 246 

Conclusion: Reading To Render (Im)Possible .......................................................... 292 

Epilogue: Ecosystems and Silence ............................................................................ 300 

Appendix A: Collaboration, Place, and Practice ....................................................... 303 

Appendix B: Materials .............................................................................................. 311 

Appendix C: About Cityscape ................................................................................... 312 

Appendix D: On Writing ........................................................................................... 319 

Appendix E: Work: A Song of Triumph—By Angela Morgan ................................ 326 

Appendix F: Divergent Youth ................................................................................... 329 

Appendix G: True Alternative Schools ..................................................................... 331 

Appendix H: Opportunity II High School Philosophy .............................................. 333 



 

 iv 

Appendix I: Cityscape Student Poem ........................................................................ 335 

Bibliography .............................................................................................................. 336 

  



 

 v 

Against Disposability: On Alternative Schooling, Silence, and Abolition 
 

by 

Chrissy Anderson-Zavala  

 

Abstract 

 

Against Disposability: On Alternative Schooling, Silence, and Abolition 

explores how deficit figures of young people inform the limits and possibilities of 

schooling. This dissertation utilizes participatory ethnographic and archival methods to 

engage: (a) the enduring narratives of “trouble” and “troubled” young people; (b) 

continuation high school students’ experiences of structural violence within schools; 

and (c) what students’ insights reveal about alternative visions of schooling. 

Throughout their history, continuation high schools have operated under shifting 

mandates to work with the young people that mainstream schools struggle or refuse to 

serve. Informed by education scholarship concerned with deficit narratives about 

young people who “do not fit” in school, abolitionist critiques that denaturalize the 

“known” other, and feminist scholarship that traces everyday structural violence, this 

research asks: what do figures of youth deviance, deficit, and delinquency reveal about 

how the American school system structures difference? What are the pedagogical 

implications of the limits of these figures? I argue that hypervisible figures of young 

people as “trouble/d” foreclose young people’s personhood through historically 

embedded and persistent racist, sexist, ableist, and ageist notions of deficit. I further 



 

 vi 

explore how such deficit subject positions require young people to perform immaterial 

and material forms of labor as “delinquents” or un-value in school spaces. I 

denaturalize these figures to both mark the limits of schooling in its current form, but 

also to call for alternative visions of education based in relationality. Therefore, this 

dissertation explores two sides of how to write young people: 1) the manners in which 

young people, especially young people of color, have been narrated—or “written” 

upon—in school spaces; and 2) how we might move toward pedagogies of 

relationality—or writing and teaching that is an invitation to be with. I call for a 

pedagogy of relationality that works against eclipsing figures and enables us to imagine 

toward futures not characterized by punishment, hypervisibility, and differential access 

to childhood. Against Disposability invites those in the field of education to challenge 

the persistent, ready-made narratives imposed on young people who “do not fit” in 

order to move toward more just and liberatory visions and practices of education.  
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Prologue 

 

I think about the school bus. Vinyl seats with words and symbols cut into 

them—thick black vinyl paint sweeping across what is written beneath. The stale sun-

streaked air seeping through the grooves between glass and window frame. The bus 

tumbled up and down well-worn country roads—in the mornings we all cool and tired; 

in the afternoons our bodies seemed to grow against the military green seats, hot and 

sticky. The younger we were, the further to the front we would sit unless bold and 

blessed—and I will try to tell you. I will tell it in a way that does not groove it deeper 

in my memory, does not take away from all the hope of good jobs and stable futures 

that our mothers packed us up with each day for school—I will tell it like this. The 

school bus was where we decided who we were and who we were not. I heard the cool 

guys yell, “hey retard,” and something about my brother’s skin, his clothes, and 

“fucking retard,” and I gone all rage blind looked back to where he was, my brother, 

and he met my eyes and shook his head once—no. The words wild on their tongues; 

the no rattling down my spine and guiding my eyes to his and the subtle—there are 

some things you take so it does not get worse.  

And then the final school bus ride with my brother years later, when he was in 

the way-back laughing. I remember because he did not come much anymore, but he 

came to see me into high school before transferring to continuation high school. And 

then he was gone. School’s not for people like me—he and his friends would repeat. 

Not for people like me. And I knew what they meant—the tiny daily nicks of being told 
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who you are and are not—who gets to be a student and who does not. How you have 

to be, if you are going to be somebody and not a nobody—and I remember saying, 

Don’t let the figures get you. Don’t let the teachers and your friends and the daily 

indignities steal you. And he would say, It’s only for people like you. And I said, 

‘criminals’ and ‘retards’ and ‘idiots’ and ‘at-risk’ and ‘bad students’—are myths; they 

are figures attaching themselves to you and your teachers didn’t create them (even 

when they did) and you didn’t create them (even when you did) and our family didn’t 

create them (even when we did)—but this system... This system did, but our family 

fought to be here—for us to go to school. We have to claim it or it’ll claim you. But 

what I really said was, You can do it. I know you can. And then the brief eye contact, 

no, of siblings that know better.  

I have always gauged the day by forehead furrows and the tremble or not in 

voices finally speaking. My unwillingness to speak was an issue. My mother would be 

called into the elementary principal’s office to discuss teacher’s concerns about my 

shaking when asked to answer simple questions out loud, or when asked to say, “No,” 

when the firemen came to teach the word to us. For years, my mother would turn to 

me, I would answer her and the principal or whoever would look shocked. The mixture 

of fear and confused legacy that drove me to be so silent, to refuse to speak in classes, 

that continues to creep up and make me flush red and watch the words fall from my 

mind, informs this work. I’m guessing that we all have our first lesson in silence. I was 

quiet, obedient, and too sensitive but better too sensitive than too stubborn. Silence 

served me until it didn’t and when it didn’t something still had me, would still push on 
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my chest and it didn’t matter how many prizes or smiles or punishments a teacher 

would offer, I would still stare silent.  

I didn’t know what it was exactly that pushed me to near tears at the thought of 

being seen and heard, or not being seen or heard. I didn’t start learning that until much 

later. Instead, I learned to watch, to pay attention, to thrive on paper, to relish the word 

“shy” as a shield. And, when, years later, I lunged at a teacher for saying she knew me, 

knew my family, silence shapeshifted, dressed up as the meaning behind this young 

girl, who was always so good, so quiet, breaking. And why did I ever need to speak? 

For a moment, I had this brother, these brothers, who would fill our house with laughter 

and MTV. I had a father, silent as the camera panning the room of his hearings, staring 

forward next to an animated lawyer. I had a mother managing the house like a business. 

I had friends who used the intimacy of the violence surrounding my home as prime 

gossip. All I needed, I thought, was to be silent enough, to blend in enough, until I no 

longer could.  

When I found June Jordan’s Poetry for the People, as an undergraduate at UC 

Berkeley, my whole relationship to silence shifted. I was thrilled to learn that there 

were living writers, that writers could be working class and Chicana and queer and 

speak about longing and struggles for justice in our day-to-day lives. The core course 

was taught by a group of Student Teacher Poets, including myself, and we would come 

together each week around our poetry and the common language of workshop honed 

over the life of the program. Silence became the breath of a line break. Learning to 

listen to story, to unlearn the watching—the spectacle. It was to slice silence apart, to 
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use it only to point to undecipherability, to summon rhythm, to bring immediacy. My 

first job out of college was teaching creative writing with WritersCorps, a program that 

placed writers in community settings. As a teaching artist, I would travel from 

classroom to classroom each week unpacking my poems, pencils, and paper, then 

passing out student journals, and begin the hour or so of poetry. My first year was at a 

middle school and I worked in four teachers’ classrooms with hundreds of students. In 

one classroom, I was assigned a small built-in cabinet for the journals. I would put all 

the journals of the students who had been missing for more than two weeks on the top 

shelf. Some students moved away, but not most. One day, a teacher suggested in 

passing that I could just throw them away, “No point keeping the memory around.” 

Transitioning to the continuation high school, a “last chance” high school for young 

people critically behind in units towards graduation, to teach poetry became a 

heightened experience in left behind journals as many students cycled through the 

school. And what would be left would be the pieces of story, the celebration of self and 

love, the harsh light of self-doubt and loathing, or words so tentative that even the 

reader anticipated the test. 

The first time I asked the students at Cityscape High School, a continuation 

high school, to write about school the air in the room changed. The students went a bit 

quiet and the writing came easy. The language of deficit dominated the poems about 

how teachers or school staff saw them at the high schools they came from, worn out 

tropes of slackers, criminals, and distractions. Many of the poems referenced some 

moment or series of moments that they wished they could do over. Some asking if they 
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didn’t talk so much or enjoy the company of their friends so much or if they did more 

homework, then maybe it all could have been different. And others pinpointed the 

moment that they became that student, unable to shake the label once assigned to them. 

The labels were micro-stories, shorthand for, it was their fault, period. Everything else 

a background to these tropes of failure.  

This is a dissertation that traces silence and rejects disposability. It is about 

silence that perpetuates and silence that limits. It is about the violence of insisting that 

my story is only mine and yours only yours. To say that my story is not my brother’s 

story. That my story is not one of being pushed out of school because that is his and 

mine is pushing to the ends of schooling, which is not his. To say that my story of 

teaching poetry and imagining a world without cages with young people deeply 

impacted by the carceral state is not related to my father’s story of abusing his power 

as police. To say that my grandfather dying at 61 from cancer after a lifetime of working 

in pesticide-thick strawberry fields has nothing to do with my mechanic brother 

breathing in the exhaust of semi-trucks which has nothing to do with the dividing of 

young people into productive and unproductive, deserving and undeserving. To say 

that the young peoples’ stories of attending continuation high schools, like my brother, 

is not also the story of those who are never made to prove their salvage-ability, their 

worth, their fit. Silence severs dignity from dignity until it is just each young person, 

ripped from context and legacy, and whether or not they’ve made it.  
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Introduction: Silence and Schooling 

 

Silence cannot be without the contours of story that it does not name. In Kaitlin 

Trataris’ textile installation for the 2015 exhibition at SOMArts, “Today is the Shadow 

of Tomorrow: Dia De Los Muertos,” cotton yardage hung as negative space creating 

the silhouettes of three figures. Each figure stood in a casual position, weight settling 

to one heel. A stark contrast to the adorned and vibrant dedications I was used to, the 

white cotton hung in front of a white wall with light pencil sketches that hinted at 

location. For Trataris, this installation “came out of a specific need of mine to talk about 

and essentially bring back the friends and peers I have known who died too young…”1 

Perhaps because my work is so concerned with the ease of disappearance of young 

people from traditional high schools into alternative spaces, and perhaps because I 

experienced the disappearance of my friends and family and later students from high 

school as a profound loss, that these ethereal figures of youth and loss felt like school. 

The stance and posture, the institutional sterile white, and the figures filling the space 

with one next to another and one a few feet behind recalled youth and a school hallway. 

It recalled the young people who were once waiting in those halls, aching in stiff chairs, 

or reaching for a backpack lying against the desk’s metal leg, and the time after that in 

which the student is gone and what remains is a silhouette of story and silence.  

                                                

1 Kaitlin Trataris, “Email Regarding Today Is the Shadow of Tomorrow: Dia 
De Los Muertos Exhibit,” 2017. 
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Something about the large swaths of cloth creating these outlines of young 

people and lengths of almost imperceptible thread holding the figures in their stances 

and form reflected the complicated relationship between silence, memory, and all that 

surrounds it. Silence is the negative space around the figure that holds it up, the blank 

cloth and thread; silence is the “common sense” surrounding them. It is common sense 

that school is good and staying in school is a central goal. It is common sense that 

young people are no longer in school because of “home life” or they didn’t care about 

school or they didn’t work hard enough or they were trouble or school was just not for 

them, but what is meant is they were not for school. This was the offered inevitability 

of my high school and so many high schools across the United States. As freshmen, 

our entire class was brought into an auditorium to sit in metal chairs and look to our 

left and right and imagine absence. A classic clichéd pep talk, they asked us to consider 

the numbers of us that would not be there by graduation. By then my brother was 

already gone. An already vacant seat where now sat this present figure of absence. We 

were told to work harder, to focus, to persist, to be not them, these outlines of young 

people who did not make it.  

But they didn’t vanish. The young people who are pushed out or leave 

traditional high schools end up somewhere. And the somewhere that is at the heart of 

this project, continuation high schools—“last chance” high schools for young people 

critically behind in credits toward graduation—are often described as bad places where 

students go when they are going nowhere. While deeply understudied, continuation 

high schools are some of the most Known unknown places in California and the young 
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people attending them even more so. This place for young people that are “trouble” 

and/or “troubled” is premised on the notion that there are some young people who just 

do not fit. The storytelling about those young people, often damage-centered,2 often 

deficit-based passes on the baton of loaded labels from one generation to the next, 

language shape-shifting so that we no longer say “pauper” or “uneducable,” but “at-

risk” and “problem.” How this baton is passed, who passes it, who created it, and what 

it might mean to break it, is the project considered here.  

Against Disposability considers the policies, practices, and institutions that 

have been built to sort young people as a kind of structuring silence. Individualizing 

stories that create white noise over stories of collective and interconnected experience. 

“At-risk,” “criminal,” and “problem,” are all white noise cloaking certain young 

people. When a young person is absorbed into the story of being “at-risk,” that student 

is made to contend with decades of story that have nothing to do with them but 

everything to do with how schools and other institutions have created, responded to, 

and managed that presumed “risk.” That story, decades in the making, is now common-

sense. Some children are not book smart. Some are problem youth. They are bad kids 

from at-risk communities. The education system and attendant systems just need to 

make more branches, more separate rooms for them. There are annual stories gathered 

around graduation time about the triumphant young person who overcame all obstacles 

                                                

2 Eve Tuck, “Suspending Damage: A Letter to Communities,” Harvard 
Educational Review 79, no. 3 (2009): 409–428. 
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to go to some grand university with perfect grades. There are the young people who 

never get such a spread unless they are told as a moral to a persistent story—they were 

“at-risk” after all.  

In order to combat these narratives of totalizing success and failure, asset and 

deficit, counter-narratives are told. Young people’s stories are uplifted or touted. 

Programs are designed to surround students with messages of success and triumph. 

Programs are designed to bestow young people with voice. I will admit that I have been 

seduced by much of these attempts. I was a teaching artist working with young people 

across the Bay to tell their stories through poetry and essay. I was a nonprofit 

administrator working with teaching artists and gleaning the evidence of impact and 

empowerment when the annual fundraiser approached. I started graduate school to 

uplift the stories of the young people I worked with over the years in continuation high 

school. I felt the deep personal transformation of writing and was (am) eager to share 

that gift. Over time though, I began to worry that such attempts were pointing the 

spotlight in wrong direction, that such valiant (or not) attempts were intensifying the 

surveillance and hypervisibility of young people.  

When George Zimmerman was standing trial for the murder of Trayvon Martin, 

the spotlight was squarely on Martin. Racist arguments about hoodies, low grades, and 

cannabis particles swirled. In response came the important reclamations of his 

humanity. He wanted to be a pilot. He was a son. His grades were decent. I was teaching 

students of color at Cityscape, a continuation high school, whose grades or other 

measures of performance in school could not be pointed to as redemptive. What was 
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all of this saying about their deserving to live? Would they have deserved to be 

murdered? It was not a hypothetical question. Reflecting the national dialogue about 

police violence, the questions that structured the classes at Cityscape were inflected by 

the context of police and other-wise state-sanctioned murder and messages of 

disposability. What made me think that making young people further visible to the state 

could help? What persistent stories would the students’ experiences be assigned to? 

Which rumors of deservingness and undeservingness, salvage-ability, and unsalvage-

ability?  

Undergirding these persistent stories, this common-sense is profound silence. It 

is this silence that young people are made to swallow that I am most interested in.3 It 

is the silences within the stories. It is the deep shame many students and their families 

feel when finding out they have to transfer to continuation high school. It is the 

messages about who fits and who doesn’t, who is valuable and who is worthless, who 

is a student and who is a distraction. It is turning off the spotlight to let the eyes adjust 

to the surroundings. It is to take stock of the project of schooling and the material 

impacts of the logics that structure it. It is to imagine and work toward what schools 

and classrooms could be by contending with these imagined young people, the figures 

of deficit and trouble, and imagining schools that embrace, rather than enclose all 

                                                

3 Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider (Berkeley, CA: The Crossing Press, 1984). 
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young people.4 It is to read systems with young people, rather than read on young 

people. Against Disposability seeks to identify (1) the enduring narratives placed on 

youth who “do not fit” in schools; (2) how these narratives materialize in the everyday 

experiences of young people attending continuation high schools; and (3) what student 

insights into educational structural violence reveal about alternative visions of 

schooling. 

Abolitionist Imaginaries 

My work tracing lineages of deficit narratives and exclusionary policies in state 

and local archives has been informed by prison abolitionist scholars and activists.5 

Prison abolition has been central, not only as a site of political inquiry in curriculum 

with Cityscape high school students, but as a critical methodological, pedagogical, and 

political path to consider parallel institutions to schools, such as continuation high 

schools, as sites of containment and enclosure.6 While the criminalization of young 

people is certainly central to the proliferation of “parallel institutions,” the relationship 

                                                

4 Damien M. Sojoyner, First Strike: Educational Enclosures in Black Los 
Angeles (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2016). 

5 Angela Y. Davis, Are Prisons Obsolete? (Seven Stories Press, 2011); 
Gilmore, Golden Gulag; Erica R. Meiners, For the Children?: Protecting Innocence 
in a Carceral State (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2016); Dylan 
Rodríguez, “The Disorientation of the Teaching Act: Abolition as Pedagogical 
Position,” Radical Teacher: A Socialist, Feminist and Anti-Racist Journal on the 
Theory and Practice of Teaching 1, no. 88 (2010): 7–19; David Stovall, “Are We 
Ready for ‘School’ Abolition?: Thoughts and Practices of Radical Imaginary in 
Education,” Taboo: The Journal of Culture and Education 17, no. 1 (May 6, 2018). 

6 Sojoyner, First Strike. 
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between constructs of “criminality” and “problem student” do not stop with their 

relationship to explicitly carceral institutions and policing. Prison abolitionist 

scholarship, even that which is not explicitly concerned with schools, engages and 

rejects the underlying ideological and historical roots that permit certain people to be 

commonly accepted as disposable. Abolitionist scholarship is informed by: (1) methods 

of reading and imaginings into (and against) an institution like schools, including 

tracing the roots and tentacles of the institution7; (2) unsettling the “common sense” on 

which these institutions are founded and thrive8; (3) cultivating an imagination that is 

beyond unlearning to what we might learn and create; and (4) organizing and 

persistence—rejecting and challenging traces and buttresses of the carceral state in 

schools. 

Abolitionist imaginaries of education reject the American myth of schooling 

that is invested in the disposability of young people, reflected in the “carceral-cultural” 

policies and practices, including the material classifications and figurations of 

“student.”9 Abolition offers a way to proceed that challenges us to critique, reimagine, 

and leverage schools as sites of liberation or, at least, contestation by:  

• Tracing the ideological, historical, and material interests in the 
disposability of young people;  

                                                

7 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1977); Davis, Are Prisons Obsolete? 

8 Erica R. Meiners, “Trouble with the Child in the Carceral State,” Social 
Justice 41, no. 3 (137 (2015): 120–144. 

9 Rodríguez, “The Disorientation of the Teaching Act.” 
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• Asking how schools operate within the broader ecosystem of carceral 
control, including collusion with the policing, surveillance, and 
imprisonment of young people;  

• Identifying the practices and policies that treat young people as 
disposable;  

• Unlearning stories about the state’s relationship to safety and violence; 
and  

• Enacting practices that resist collaboration with the state, as well as 
build toward schools as a site of freedom. 
 

Abolition calls for a critique that moves beyond piecemeal reforms to a more holistic 

and structural understanding in order to challenge how schools are upholding and 

dependent on oppressions. This approach further names and traces institutional 

investments in exclusion and uplifts radically inclusive and transformative visions of 

society and systems.10 Rather than seeking to resolve this tension by extending the 

material arrangements of the few to more students or to absorb young people into the 

productive project of schooling—thus participating in the “unfreedom of others”—

abolitionist imaginaries turn toward pedagogical possibilities of the imagination, “the 

impossible.”11  

Scholarship concerned with the school-prison nexus has proliferated in 

academic and policy circles over the past two decades.12 The term, “school to prison 

                                                

10 Meiners, For the Children? 

11 Rodríguez, “The Disorientation of the Teaching Act.” 

12 Erica R. Meiners, Right to Be Hostile: Schools, Prisons, and the Making of 
Public Enemies (New York, NY: Routledge, 2007); Stovall, “Are We Ready for 
‘School’ Abolition?”; Patricia Krueger, “It’s Not Just a Method! The Epistemic and 
Political Work of Young People’s Lifeworlds at the School–Prison Nexus,” Race 
Ethnicity and Education 13, no. 3 (2010): 383–408; Rodríguez, “The Disorientation 
of the Teaching Act”; Maisha T. Winn, Girl Time: Literacy, Justice, and the School-
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pipeline” refers to the increasingly punitive policies and practices, such as zero 

tolerance policies, surveillance, and increased police presence in schools, that push 

young people, predominately youth of color, out of schools and toward incarceration.13 

The “school-prison nexus,” on the other hand, denotes the deep relationship between 

schools and prisons in policies, structures, and practices that reflect the entrenchment 

of White Supremacy and carceral-cultural control in schools.14 Through this 

scholarship the boundaries of the landscape of school have been redrawn to include the 

prison industrial complex (PIC), thereby demanding a reassessment of practices 

typically understood as outside any relationship to incarceration, such as suspensions.15 

Expanding the landscape of schooling into “the PIC asks researchers, activists, and 

                                                

to-Prison Pipeline. Teaching for Social Justice. (ERIC, 2011); Connie Wun, 
“Unaccounted Foundations: Black Girls, Anti-Black Racism, and Punishment in 
Schools,” Critical Sociology 42, no. 4–5 (July 2016): 737–50; Garrett Albert Duncan, 
“Urban Pedagogies and the Celling of Adolescents of Color,” Social Justice 27, no. 3 
(81 (2000): 29–42; Pedro A. Noguera, “Schools, Prisons, and Social Implications of 
Punishment: Rethinking Disciplinary Practices,” Theory into Practice 42, no. 4 
(October 1, 2003): 341–50; Russell J. Skiba and Kimberly Knesting, “Zero 
Tolerance, Zero Evidence: An Analysis of School Disciplinary Practice: ZERO 
TOLERANCE, ZERO EVIDENCE,” New Directions for Youth Development 2001, 
no. 92 (December 2001): 17–43. 

13 Annette Fuentes, “Arresting Development: Zero Tolerance and the 
Criminalization of Children.,” Rethinking Schools 26, no. 2 (2012): 18–23; Johanna 
Wald and Daniel J. Losen, “Defining and Redirecting a School-to-Prison Pipeline,” 
New Directions for Youth Development 2003, no. 99 (2003): 9–15. 

14 Rodríguez, “The Disorientation of the Teaching Act”; Stovall, “Are We 
Ready for ‘School’ Abolition?”; Meiners, For the Children? 

15 Erica R. Meiners, Right to Be Hostile, 3. 
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educators to consider . . . the [PIC’s] tentacles in policies, practices, and informal 

knowledges that support, naturalize, and extend relationships between incarceration 

and schools.”16  

By thinking together, the institutions of schooling and prisons through the lens 

of the PIC in its current and historical context, we are able to ask how these structures 

have been driven by racialized ideologies that center the pursuit of profit, and who 

benefits from ideologies that structure “delinquency.”17 We are further able to ask how 

the attendant schooling policies and practices, “ontologically disqualify increasing 

numbers of students of color who are produced through schools as undereducated, 

underemployable, and frequently ‘dangerous’ and in need of surveillance and 

containment.”18  

Reading & Refusing to Be Known 

This dissertation bridges a participatory ethnography in a continuation high 

school with critical feminist reading practices to “track the figure” of “trouble/d youth” 

historically and in current education discourse.19 The journey from participatory 

                                                

16 Meiners, Right to Be Hostile, 4. 

17 Davis, Are Prisons Obsolete?, 84; Charles R. Acland, Youth, Murder, 
Spectacle: The Cultural Politics Of" Youth In Crisis" (New York, NY: Routledge, 
2018). 

18 Citing Gilliam, Meiners, Right to Be Hostile, 4. 

19 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Toward a 
History of the Vanishing Present (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999). 
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ethnography—reading young people’s experiences with young people—to tracking the 

figures of young people and the weaving between the two is central to this story. This 

study began at Cityscape High School, a continuation high school in the San Francisco 

Bay Area. The curriculum and writing reflected in this study were part of three larger 

classes co-taught by teachers, Mr. Belvedere and Ms. Brent in 2012–2013 and Ms. 

Brent and Ms. Sanchez in 2014–2015. At the time of this study, I had been partnering 

with Ms. Brent and Mr. Belvedere at Cityscape for over six years as a creative writing 

Teaching Artist, primarily teaching poetry and spoken word.20 I bridged this previous 

work with my new role as a researcher through creative projects that focused on a 

collective investigation of the students’ experiences with the education system.21 

Paramount amongst these was the experience of being labeled and/or treated as 

“disruptions,” “slackers,” “criminals,” “statistics,” and “waste”—amongst other deficit 

figures.  

On one of the final days of class during my first year as a researcher, I asked 

the students to write how they would and would not like me to describe them in this 

research. While many of the descriptions were warm, vulnerable, and complicated, a 

number of students challenged and brushed away the question. The students, classroom 

teachers, and I had spent the semester thinking through student constructs, unpacking 

the hidden curriculum of schooling, articulating the demands that the students would 

                                                

20 See Appendix D for a meditation on writing. 

21 See Appendix A for description of participatory ethnography at Cityscape. 
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make of schooling if given the venue to do so, and reflecting on our individual and 

collective experiences in school.22 It made a lot of sense then that when I asked about 

how the students would want me to describe them, a fundamental and problematic 

dissonance in my project would emerge. This dissonance reflects what I want to think 

about as an ethnographic slippage between setting out to study structural violence in 

schools but in practice, contributing to the surveillance and documentation of young 

people who are already hypervisible. Or as Paulo Freire writes, “…the danger lies in 

the risk of shifting the focus of the investigation from the meaningful themes to the 

people themselves, thereby treating the people as objects of investigation.”23 If I wanted 

to study the limits and possibilities, violences and joyful inquiries of schooling for 

young people who traditional schools struggle or refuse to serve, if my goal was to 

uplift what a particular group of young people in continuation high school had to say 

about traditional schooling, then what role would these descriptions play? What kind 

of “Knowing” about students would this cultivate? How might this add fuel to the 

process of categorizing and buttressing the adult gaze of “Knowing” young people?  

Suzy, whose self-description follows, was one of the students who refused, 

answered, and welcomed the question of how she would and would not like to be 

                                                

22 Jean Anyon, “Social Class and the Hidden Curriculum of Work,” Journal of 
Education 162, no. 1 (Fall 1980). 

23 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York, NY: The Continuum 
International Publishing Group Inc, 2006), 107. 
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described as an invitation into poetry. She told me, “I wrote it as a poem,” and 

continued: 

Describe me as outgoing, but don’t describe me as the overdoer. 
Describe me as a work in progress, but don’t describe me as a complete 
train wreck. Describe me as a rose growing, with every petal you count 
comes the good in bad of everyday life. But do not describe me as a 
daisy because even though the sun shine doesn’t mean I will always 
bloom or take in new things everyday. Rambunctious, cautious & full 
of life and knowledge. But don’t describe me as a trouble child that’s 
fully grown but barely enjoys life. Describe me as bein someone you 
just met on the bus overhearing my conversation with the arguments 
come an I love you, while you look back and see a young dumb girl in 
love waiting to be saved, you can see the hurt in my eye but can’t 
imagine how we make the best couple. Then you smile as you turn 
around. But don’t describe me as the girl that’s gettin all the attention, 
the girl that knows everybody that girl that knows it all or something 
smart to say. Because you really can’t define the shoes I walk in 
everyday or the stuff I go through, cause in reality I’m too much I can’t 
be described. 24 
 

This poem is resolutely partial, rich and complex. It rejects as much as it embraces. It 

troubles essentializing descriptions and rejects being described as heroic or victim, or 

described at all. Suzy’s poem offers a direct challenge to the project of categorizing 

and fixing a subject in time and place, central to the project of social science research 

and schooling.25 Suzy writes that she wants to be described as not in stasis, but 

                                                

24 When available, I place the student’s self-descriptions in a footnote after 
their pseudonym.  

25 See Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason; Eve Tuck and K. Wayne 
Yang, “R-Words: Refusing Research,” Humanizing Research: Decolonizing 
Qualitative Inquiry with Youth and Communities (2014): 223–248. 
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“growing, bein, and a work in progress” and therefore rejects the description of a daisy 

that will “always bloom or a trouble child that’s fully grown.”  

The poem centers how a lived life moves and reminds the reader, the researcher, 

that the speaker cannot be known and that their knowledge, my knowledge is 

fundamentally temporary, “someone you just met on the bus overhearing . . . ” This 

meeting is not a relational introduction but an accidental, “on the bus,” detached gaze, 

“overhearing” only part of the conversation, her conversation. She describes the person 

“overhearing,” “looking back to only see a young dumb girl in love waiting to be saved” 

and turns around with the pleasure of “knowing” her as such, “Then you smile as you 

turn around.” A person fixing her as not child, but damaged, victim.26 She challenges 

the arrogance of thinking that she can be described at all or as either of two dominant 

ways that young people are often figured through deficit, “young, dumb,” and trouble, 

or as heroic, triumphant, exceptional, and “will always bloom.” Rather than offering 

an alternative narrative, she ends with the insistence that “you can’t define the shoes I 

walk in everyday or the stuff I go through, cause in reality I’m too much I can’t be 

described.” 

Suzy’s poem puts a spotlight on the “glance” of the researcher, the teacher, the 

adult; a gaze that often renders certain young people “damaged” and only knowable 

                                                

26 Eve Tuck, “Suspending Damage: A Letter to Communities,” Harvard 
Educational Review 79, no. 3 (2009): 409–428. 
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through deficit, as well as the knowledge that is produced in spite of/because of it.27 

“Trouble child,” one of the descriptions she rejects, is not a child at all, but is instead 

“fully grown but barely enjoys life.” How might we consider this rejected description 

of a “trouble child” alongside the legacies of denying childness to children of color 

alongside the further denial that she will “always bloom”?28 This poem, in part, 

challenges the assumption that a truer dominant narration should be the goal. The 

assertion, “I can’t be described,” challenges the project of naming and fixing in place.  

This poem calls upon a different kind of reading and pedagogical relationality 

that centers “complex personhood” and unknowability that moves against the notion of 

schooling as aligned with, what Spivak calls, a coercive human rights norm, contingent 

on the “fit” righting the wrongs of the “unfit” and thus providing an alibi to those 

“dispensers of these rights.”29 This poem insists that she is not this “unfit” “young dumb 

girl in love waiting to be saved,” but rather argues for a relationality and reading 

practice in which what is read is not divorced from the relational and embodied 

consequences of the readings.  

                                                

27 See Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (San 
Francisco, Aunt Lute, 1999), 64; Tuck, “Suspending Damage.” 

28 See Michael J. Dumas and Joseph Derrick Nelson, “(Re) Imagining Black 
boyhood: Toward a Critical Framework for Educational Research,” Harvard 
Educational Review 86, no. 1 (2016): 28; Erica R. Meiners, “For the Children? 
Protecting Innocence in the Carceral State” (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 2016), 51. 

29 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Other Asias (Hoboken, NJ: Blackwell 
Publishing, 2008), 14.  
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A Different Kind of Reading 

The coupling of Spivak’s writing with student poetry helped me to better 

understand why ideas like “stereotype,” “trope,” and “deficit narrative” felt like they 

fell short when used to describe the students’ experiences of being labeled, disposed 

of, and ignored in manners that were reflected in stories about young people and in 

continuation high school’s institutional history as well. While important, these ideas 

individually seemed to miss the manner in which stories about “problem youth” persist, 

sometimes mutate and reappear, are embodied, are not resolvable within the current 

system, and are structuring ideologies of the system. When the solution is assigned to 

schooling, the focus on a truer narration misdirects attention from the system’s 

fundamental investment in the underlying ideologies, which themselves are neglected. 

The system is absolved and contradictions are absorbed into narratives of meritocracy. 

The “slacker,” for example, has mutated over time while keeping core features of its 

ideological roots. Some young people are assigned to the term “slacker” with limited 

impacts, others are deemed “lazy” or that they “don’t care about education” with 

devastating repercussions. If the solution is to invest more deeply in understanding all 

young people as productive or potentially productive, the underlying and deep 

historical investments of the state in determining value through obedience, war, and 

capitalism are reified. 

Spivak’s engagement with state violence through a humanistic lens and 

arguments for training and practice that resist “forgone conclusions . . . the material 
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that is used to fashion violence in the multiform global imaginary,”30 pushed me to 

consider how young people are made to embody an imaginary of deficit that normalizes 

inequitable educational, and thus life, outcomes. Here we might understand these 

foregone conclusions, a young person as totalized victim “waiting to be saved,” within 

the multiform global imaginary that fashions violence, “smile as you turn around.” 

Spivak continues:  

Here we stand outside, but not as anthropologist [“overhearing my 
conversation”]; we stand rather as reader with imagination ready for the 
effort of othering [“I’m too much I can’t be described”], however 
imperfectly [“because you can’t define the shoes I walk in everyday”], 
as an end to itself…This is preparation for a patient and provisional and 
forever deferred arrival into the performative of the other, in order not 
to transcode but to draw a response. Believe me, there is a world of 
difference between the two positions. In order to reclaim the role of 
teaching literature as training the imagination—the great inbuilt 
instrument of othering—we may . . . come close to the irreducible work 
of translation, not from language to language but from body to ethical 
semiosis,31 that incessant shuttling that is a ‘life.’”32  
 

“Othering” here resists the blanket/violent narrativizing of “Other,” often reflected in 

an anthropological (social science research) approach, and rather turns toward the 

irreducible other. Suzy’s poem highlights this outside stance, “you look back,” that 

transcodes “that girl,” and positions herself as irreducible, “too much to be described.” 

                                                

30 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Death of a Discipline (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2003), 13.  

31 See “Live Theory” interview, p. 110. 

32 Ibid, emphasis mine. 
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Spivak’s call to “not transcode but to draw a response” is a turn toward relationality 

and reading as “an imaginative labor that opens the way to a possibility.”33  

Spivak bridges literary reading with an expansive task, a reading that might 

offer a tool for the “effortful task” of displacing the asymmetries that categorize and 

Other, and make preconceived and more violent meanings.34 She challenges us to 

consider how this form of reading, or “effortful task,” moves beyond a recognition of 

(mis)readings assigned to particular bodies, but how the reading of those (mis)readings 

might open up the possibility for, and in fact demand, a different relationality within 

the classroom and beyond.  

When Spivak turns her project “to track the figure of the Native Informant 

through various practices…” and texts, she argues that, as demonstrated in the field of 

anthropology, the native informant is denied an autobiography.35 Robbed of life story, 

she argues, the native informant is thus placed in an ontological position of “a blank, 

though generative of a text of cultural identity that only the West (or a Western-model 

discipline) could inscribe.”36 As a “blank” required by the West to narrate upon, Spivak 

argues, the Native Informant marks a double-bind, the simultaneous introduction into 

and expulsion of the subject, and stands in for this “expulsion from the name of a 

                                                

33 Spivak, Other Asias, 50–51. 

34 Spivak, Death of a Discipline, 23. 

35 Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, ix.  

36 Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, 6. 
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Man—a mark crossing out the impossibility of the ethical relation.”37 As a manner of 

reading against ethnographic texts that celebrate this figure and take European as the 

“human norm,” Spivak offers a method of reading to “track the figure,” whether in the 

overt “typecase” of the “poorest woman in the South” or in the “unlisted traces.”38 

Rather than reading to create a counter dominant figure, she expresses a commitment 

“not to only to narrative and counternarrative, but also to the rendering (im)possible of 

(another) narrative.”39 Tracking the figure is to “read the logic of the metaphor,” to 

“dis-figure,” to work at the words.40  

Spivak draws on Nietzsche to think through figuration, the process of making 

figure—an act inherent in language—“a mobile army of metaphors,” as a process of 

forgetfulness within a “continuous sign chain.”41 While I am more interested in 

figuration as the violent making of the subaltern into an ontological blank to be 

inscribed, education post structural researchers’ use of figuration as a “cartographic 

weapon” and “not a graceful metaphor” is instructive.42 The figure as mobile army of 

                                                

37 Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, 6. 

38 Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, 6. 

39 Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, 6. 

40 Spivak, Death of a Discipline, 35, 71. 

41 Fredrich Nietzche, “Uber Wahrneit und Luge im aussermoralischen Sinne,” 
Werke (Leipzig, 1911), cited by Spivak, “Translator's Preface,” Of Grammatology 
(The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974), xxii. 

42 Elizabeth A. St. Pierre, “Guest Editorial An Introduction to Figurations-a 
Poststructural Practice of Inquiry,” (1997): 280. 
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ungraceful metaphors, as dance, as palimpsest, as haunting. The figure as trace, radical 

other, absence of presence, “track, footprint, imprint.”43 And figure as trace, “signifiers 

that have failed us refuse to go away; they linger in language like fugitives, witnesses 

who have information we still need.”44 The information we still need enables an 

analysis that centers how figures have material consequences. The consequences of 

persistent figures are both in the narrative that constitutes the figure and its generative 

circulation.45 Or rather, the stories that produce the figure (of “troubled youth” for 

example) impact the lived lives of (young) people as do the persistence of such stories 

across time and space (historically and across educational spaces).   

Engaging Figures in the Classroom 

How to engage the materials collected in the participatory ethnography and 

national, state, and local archives in a way that did not reify the categorizations of 

young people or reinforce the hypervisibility of “trouble/d youth” has been a central 

methodological concern. I modeled my reading of participatory ethnographic and 

                                                

43 Spivak, “Translator’s Preface,” xv, xvii. 

44 St. Pierre, “Introduction to Figurations,” 281. 

45 Claudia Castañeda, Figurations: Child, Bodies, Worlds (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2002). 
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archival texts after abolitionist and feminist scholars with similar methodologies.46 47 

These different reading practices challenge representation on at least two political and 

philosophical levels: (1) the act of “speaking for” and (2) the act of producing meaning 

and figures. Here the language of “tracking figures” is an intentional gesture to 

delineate between what is “read” on young people, young people’s material and lived 

realities, and the enmeshments therein. A “figure” is characterized by: 

repetition/persistence across space and time; disciplining subjects through differential 

power relations;48 and containing a core set of ideological features that take on 

differential impacts and substance based on context and relationship to power. This 

reading practice included putting student work in conversation with continuation high 

school archival data as different texts to identify when a figure appears, contextualize 

its appearance, and identify its core ideological features.  

In tracking the figure of the young person that does not fit, there are many labels 

and logics that accompany them, all context specific, all deeply generalizing. To track 

one is to risk losing track of another, of ignoring their interrelatedness. To track “The 

                                                

46 See Sara Ahmed, Willful Subjects (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014); 
Veena Das, Life and Words: Violence and the Descent into the Ordinary (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2007); Meiners, For the Children?; Spivak, A Critique 
of Postcolonial Reason; Wanda S. Pillow, Unfit Subjects: Education Policy and the 
Teen Mother, 1972–2002 (Routledge, 2004). 

47 See Appendix B for a description of materials considered. 

48 Michel Foucault, Discipline & Punish: The Birth of the Prison (New York, 
NY: Vintage, 2012). 
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Slacker” and its relationship to nation risks losing track of “The Immigrant” or “The 

Delinquent” or “Problem” or “At-Risk Youth.” It is to risk losing the threads of 

gender—the eclipsing visibility of young men within these labels that work on young 

women and non-binary youth as well, but are understudied within education histories 

and texts. It is to risk losing the multiple markers used by the state to differentiate and 

sort. It is to risk both the flattening of each of these labels into one figure and ignoring 

how these labels become one collapsed figure. Rather than understood as 

fundamentally separate, we might consider how these different figures are activated as 

assemblages of naming the “Other” that “sticks” to “some bodies as it reopens past 

histories of naming, just as it slides into other words.”49 Further, figures demonstrate 

the production of subjectivities, such as “The Slacker” or “The Criminal,” but a single 

subject is not produced through such discourses and institutions.50 Rather, there are 

many configurations informed by race, class, gender, citizenship, ability, location, and 

other contexts of power.51  

The work of challenging and undermining dominant figures of young people is 

part of the necessary work of challenging the oppressive logics that deny collective 

liberation through education. It is to ask, together, questions of persistent figures: (1) 

                                                

49 Sara Ahmed as cited in Jasbir K Puar, Terrorist Assemblages: 
Homonationalism in Queer Times (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), 185. 

50 Monica J. Casper and Lisa Jean Moore, Missing Bodies: The Politics of 
Visibility (New York: NYU Press, 2009), 180. 

51 Casper and Moore, Missing Bodies, 180. 
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What is the figure? (2) What is narrated as the ‘event’ or violence through the figure 

and what is obscured? (3) How are they operating as foundational and durative?52 (4) 

“What social fragilities needed repair so that this figure is summoned in its service?”53 

(5) What does the deployment of this figure authorize? (6) What and who is imagined? 

(7) How does the figure uphold carceral methodologies of the state? (8) What persists 

in spite of figuration? (9) How might we create the conditions for a different kind of 

writing and reading? To move against figures is to move toward the possibility of being 

in relationship with young people. It is to “affirm the possibility of life by removing it 

from the circulation of words gone wild—leading words home, so to speak.”54 It is 

moving toward a methodology that reads the categorizations and figures of young 

people as such, denying them without denying their persistence. It is a call to move 

from eclipsing readings of to an open effortful reading with.  

*** 

Working to disfigure the dominant narratives around “good” versus “bad” 

students, Mr. Belvedere, the classroom teacher, and I connected student resistance to 

South African Apartheid (the social movement focused on that semester) with “ideal” 

and “non-ideal” constructs of “student.” We asked the students to consider ideal/non-

                                                

52  Das, Life and Words.  

53 M. Jacqui Alexander, Pedagogies of Crossing: Meditations on Feminism, 
Sexual Politics, Memory, and the Sacred (Durham: Duke University Press, 2005), 
236. 

54 Das, Life and Words, 221. 



 

 29 

ideal student framings during resistance to Apartheid and in the United States today. 

During class presentations, the students talked about today’s “non-ideal” student with 

ease. They were very clear on this figure: wears baggy clothes, talks back to adults, sits 

in the back of the class, and stands up for themselves to teachers, staff, and peers. When 

I said, it would be good to think about why this was easier to define than the “ideal” 

constructs, one student, Javier said, That's because it's us. That's because it's talking 

about us. The significance of figures is in the space between it’s us, a figure of the 

“non-ideal” student, and it’s talking about us, the deployment of the figure as a forced 

naming, an acquiring narrative.55 How are young people acquired into these figures?  

A number of education scholars have critiqued the state’s imaginary of 

“deviant” young people as reflected in the field of education.56 These scholars have 

                                                

55 McDermott similarly demonstrates how the designation of “learning 
disabled” is produced within the classroom through constant reinforcement until the 
label has fully acquired the student. He describes how the process of ostensibly trying 
to help a child by designating them as “learning disabled” leads to the contradictory 
outcome of reinscribing deficit, while simultaneously reinforcing the need for the 
school’s “intervention.” R. P. McDermott, “The Acquisition of a Child by a Learning 
Disability,” in Understanding Practice: Perspectives on Activity and Context 
(Cambridge: Harvard Education Press, 1996), 269–305. 

56 Bianca J. Baldridge, “Relocating the Deficit: Reimagining Black Youth in 
Neoliberal Times,” American Educational Research Journal 51, no. 3 (June 2014): 
440–472; Ann Arnett Ferguson, Bad Boys: Public Schools in the Making of Black 
Masculinity (University of Michigan Press, 2010); R. P. McDermott, “The 
Acquisition of a Child by a Learning Disability,” in Understanding Practice: 
Perspectives on Activity and Context (Cambridge: Harvard Education Press, 1996), 
269–305; Erica R. Meiners, For the Children?: Protecting Innocence in a Carceral 
State (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2016); Pillow, Unfit Subjects; 
Richard R. Valencia, The Evolution of Deficit Thinking: Educational Thought and 
Practice (New York, NY: RoutledgeFalmer, 1997). 
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considered how the “child,” “at-risk,” “learning disabled,” “dropout,” and “teen 

mother” are constructs produced through policies and practices that shape institutions 

of schooling. Pillow’s analysis, for example, of racialized policy and practice discourse 

surrounding teen mothers serves to defamiliarize taken-for-granted constructs—to 

make “explicit what is often implicit in social science and political discourse.”57 This 

tracing, she proposes, “shifts the lens of analysis from the teen mother, and a reliance 

upon her to explain herself in ways we can understand, to the arena of social and 

political discourses that construct and define the teen mother.”58 Such analyses make 

clear distinctions between young people, the stories told about them, the attendant 

ideologies, and the material impacts and experiences of these narratives.  

While deeply informed by scholarship identifying and challenging deficit 

narratives, reading and tracking figures of young people is a methodological move that 

persistently considers how such narratives continue to be co-constitutive to the 

institutions and ideologies within which they operate. As such, the practice of tracking 

figures rejects that a recuperative, better, or counter dominant narrative would address 

underlying ideological and material conditions. Among these, is the assumption that a 

student who is “good” and “deserving” is synonymous with being a hard-worker and 

obedient. Tracking figures of “trouble/d youth” requires that we consider the 

institutional investments in these stories such that the idea of a linear and natural 
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progression in which more and more young people are being well-served, and thus that 

we are on our way to a moment in which all will accomplish a state of success, is at 

odds with such investments. Or rather, such a tracking requires not that more young 

people are made to fit as students in a system that is predicated on there being those 

who do not, but a deep reimagining of the system as a whole.  

Jenny, a Cityscape student’s, poem illustrates the interplay between two 

dominant figures assigned to young people of color who are relegated to institutions 

that run parallel to mainstream schools: triumphant overcomer or a statistic, problem, 

threat in the complex lived lives of young people. She describes some teachers seeing 

her as a “bright bubbly student” and “able to beat the statistics, make a difference” and 

“hopefully do better for myself & my family.” Some teachers, she writes have seen her 

as being able to be triumphant and overcome, while others have seen her as failing at 

such a duty, being always already guilty and a problem:  

But other teachers have seen me as a problem,  
Sitting in the back sleeping, doodling, making noise. They  
have seen me as a mirror image of my brother in more  
than one way, never cared about school, most likely will  
drop out, doing drugs. They have seen me as a nuisance, a  
waste of space, a typical minority caught up in gangs &  
drugs. They’ve seen me as the typical can’t handle life or  
school & turns to drugs & violence.  
In the eyes of these teachers Im headed nowhere, Im a  
ticking clock, getting closer to being on the streets,  
pregnant or shot. They’ve seen me struggle & fight against  
the odds, against the world,  
against myself. 
 

The lines, “They have seen me as a nuisance, a waste of space, a typical minority caught 

up in gangs & drugs,” reflect the persistent racialized, xenophobic, and waste-laden 
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narrative features of students defined through deficit that were repeated across the 

students’ poems and focus groups, as well as come up again and again in the archive.  

Narrating young people through figures within schools and society moves 

between assumed collectives—those kids, slackers, criminals, disruptions—and the 

individualizing narratives that undergird them. “When a structural problem becomes 

diagnosed in terms of the will,” Ahmed writes, “they become a consequence of the 

failure of individuals to will themselves out of situations in which they find themselves 

in.”59 The deployment of these figures pushes analyses and strategies away from 

structural accountability to individual responsibility. While a collective identity is 

applied through the “known other,”60 the ascribed identity hinges on supposed 

commonalities embedded in the individual student’s enactment of meritocratic 

individual choice. The myth of meritocracy, individualizes inequalities as attributable 

to “inevitable human differences in intellectual capacity and patterns of free choice” 

rather than the structural oppressions that are differentially shared across students 

assigned such figures.61 The differential impact of this double-bind—that young people 

are lumped into a group that at once denies collective structural critique, he’s just lazy, 

                                                

59 Sara Ahmed, Willful Subjects (Durham: Duke University Press, 2014), 7. 
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while forcing a collective identification, slacker—depends on the naturalization of 

deficit understandings of difference and the histories that made them so.  

Deficit Figures and Value 

Figures of young people such as “problem,” “dropout,” “at-risk,” “slacker,” and 

“threat” are commonly traded across school spaces.62 These figures are called upon to 

differentially contain, punish, control, shame, block, and categorize young people. To 

track, as Spivak outlines, “the figure of the Native Informant through various 

practices…” and texts within school spaces is to expose the narrating and narrations, 

the writing and reading of/on/beyond young people that are active and activating in 

daily practices of schooling and research.63 To track these figures is to track their 

meanings and how they have meant in enduring and differential ways across time and 

place. It is to consider how figures of young people as “trouble” or “troubled” are 

constructed or reified through education policy and practice, thereby requiring young 

people to embody them. It is to interrogate how such figures are drawn from a history 

of racist state policies and practices that individualize, while also collectivizing, 

systemic failure.  

Deficit narratives about young people, particularly young people of color and 

working class young people, have been well chronicled,64 however, theorizations of 

                                                

62 Castañeda, Figurations: Child, Bodies, Worlds, 3. 

63 A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, ix. 
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deficit narratives are often dependent upon the recuperation of young people into an 

asset-based framework. Positing the recuperation of young people into the present 

framework does not disrupt or alter it significantly, but rather leaves the comparative 

dichotomy of worth/nonworth, value/unvalue intact. Instead, we might take up Cacho’s 

argument for a “comparative analytic that assumes in the United States, human value 

is made legible in relation to the deviant, the non-American, the nonnormative, the 

pathologized, and the recalcitrant—the legally repudiated ‘others’ of human value in 

the United States.”65 She continues:  

The production and ascription of human value are both violent and relational, 
both differential and contextual. Value is ascribed through explicitly or 
implicitly disavowing relationships to the already devalued and disciplined 
categories of deviance and nonnormativity.”66  
 

As Cacho points out the ascription of human value reflects a dialectic between value 

and unvalue, normal and pathological. A “bad student” cannot exist without a “good 

student.” Institutional focus on contending with “the delinquent” or “problem youth” 

draws attention away from the centrality of this dialectic. However, the processes of 

identifying, pathologizing, and pacifying those who do not fit is central to the 
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65 Lisa Marie Cacho, Social Death: Racialized Rightlessness and the 
Criminalization of the Unprotected (NYU Press, 2012), 18. 

66  Cacho, Social Death, 18, emphasis added.  
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naturalization and further legitimization of institutional sorting and the relegation of 

certain students to its margins. 

Value and Work 

Historically no group is identified more as a (potential) threat as those figured 

through nonwork; those young people who have the potential of not working, those 

who will not be able to find work, and those young workers who will not fall in line 

with the capitalist order. In many ways, contemporary continuation high schools are 

marked by their relation to nonwork. From the presumed nonwork that led to their 

presence at the school to the mundane and hollow worksheets (“busywork”) that 

characterize the curriculum of many continuation schools to the figures of “slackers,” 

“waste,” and “dropouts” that circulate around the continuation school form, these 

institutions and the subjectivities of the young people attending them are structured 

through the contours of work and labor.  

Deficit narratives are caught in this dialectic in which certain young people 

serve as what I call the undeserving “unstudents,” buttressing the idea that those who 

do not deviate are valuable and deserving students. In a meritocratic framework, the 

deserving student deserves encouragement, care, high expectations, and opportunity in 

so much as the undeserving unstudent deserves punitive care, neglect, apathy, and 

punishment. What value is being drawn from young people labeled and treated as 

unvalue? How might “productivity” and work structure value? If “productive” labor 
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value cannot be drawn from (or developed in) young people, how might they come to 

embody immaterial and material value, as symbol and surplus?67  

Continuation high schools, as one of the first parallel institutions to manage the 

masses of young workers, immigrants, and “marked deficiencies” must be considered 

within the context of the broader ecosystem of schooling. While the focus of this 

dissertation is on continuation high schools, it is my intention to demonstrate how the 

processes in which the institution progressively becomes a site of disposal and 

containment reflects the broader school system and the logics therein. “Many 

historians… have argued,” Kincheloe notes, “that the infusion of poor, working class, 

immigrants into the high schools elicited a fearful response from many Americans. 

They were frightened by the possibility that these ‘social undersireables’ would 

undermine the prestige of high school.”68 A structuring contradiction of the 

continuation high school is that those targeted as potential “problem youth,” 

“distractions,” and “threats” to traditional schools were identified as threats precisely 

because they were/are potential nonworkers, noncitizens and non-compliant with the 

“moral” order, but the school itself became a site of the criminalization and 

stigmatization of nonwork and the warehousing and containment of young workers to 
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manage workforce competition.69 The investments in deficit subjectivities of young 

people is of central concern here, as well as how the valorization of specific forms of 

productivity and work structure value and possibilities for a meaningful education. 

How this process was enabled through the production of the “unstudent” will be 

discussed in Chapter 1 and in the historical Chapters 2 and 3. 

Value and Disposability 

One of the central relationships between incarceration and schooling explored 

here is how symbolic and material practices of disposability have worked in tandem 

with the dis-accumulation and containment of young workers through the purported 

alternative of continuation high schools. To write about continuation, or part-time, high 

schools is to write about how the school system, and broader society, manages, 

punishes, and contains difference and perceived threat. It is to write a history of 

workers, potential workers, nonworkers, and the values—economic, moral, and 

subject-rendering—that are entangled in who is positioned within each of these 

designations. Young people who attend continuation high schools might be understood 

as a “surplus population” in two enmeshed respects: the first is through the 

disaccumulation and criminalization of young (potential) workers from the labor pool 

(surplus labor);70 and the second is as young people who are the always assumed excess 
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to the mission of schools—those who it is assumed traditional schools cannot or will 

not serve (existentially surplus).71 Centering an analysis that forefronts the manners in 

which the school system has been dependent on and producing of these forms of surplus 

challenges recuperative gestures that are seeking a “representational fix for an 

ontological dilemma.”72  

Bridging Cacho’s comparative analytic of denial of personhood with existential 

surplus and surplus labor draws out underlying logics and practices of disposability. 

Central to these logics, I argue that three enmeshed forms of comparative unvalue are 

reflected throughout the history of the continuation education institutional form. First, 

surplus value or the value extracted through the dis-accumulation of workers. 

“Capital,” Gilmore explains, “must be able to get rid of workers whose labor power is 

no longer desirable…As systemic expansions of and contradictions produce and throw 

off workers, those idled must wait, migrate, or languish until—if ever—new 

opportunities to sell their labor power emerge.”73 Schools have been one strategy to get 

rid of workers, such as the expansion of compulsory schooling laws during periods of 
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labor surplus.74 Continuation high schools, or part-time education, were originally 

founded to enable young workers to meet compulsory laws while staying employed 

and receiving capitalist-influenced vocational training. However, due to decline in the 

demand for the labor power of young people living in urban centers, the vocational role 

of continuation ceased and moved to one of containment. Second, anti- or destructive 

value or the value extracted through the rejection of young people figured as always-

already-threats through non/compliance. This is reflected in the utilization of the 

“juvenile delinquent” as the figure against which “worth” is determined. Finally, 

recuperative value or the value based in a young person and community being in a 

perpetual state of remediation and boredom. I say recuperative because remediation 

and boredom enables the appearance of education while denying it. Reflected in the 

legacy of continuation high schools, these forms of unvalue underscore the investments 

in the deficit subjectivities of young people. These different patterns point to the 

manner in which forces of racial capitalism and the valorization of work structure value 

and possibilities for meaningful education.75  
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Dissertation Project 

Tracking deficit figures of young people as they have endured and shapeshifted 

became a core pedagogical and methodological practice. This arose out of the students 

pointing toward and challenging persistent deficit narratives within the context of their 

own experiences of schooling, while pushing me to track their roots. In the classroom, 

this looked like naming and analyzing the stories told about young people across 

current and historical contexts, as well as naming and reimagining how they and their 

peers have been narrated upon. Central to this process was creating opportunities to 

make connections across narrations and treatment to combat the individualizing of 

system’s failure. After the projects at Cityscape completed, I turned to primarily 

California state and school district archives to better understand how deficit narratives 

were built through and upon continuation high schools.76 Considering Cityscape 

students’ analyses and experiences as texts amongst the archival texts, I tracked the 
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production of young people as “unvalue” and disposable across student reflections, 

prominent deficit figures, and the history of California continuation high schools.  

Chapter 1, “Unstudents: Embodying Difference and Deficit in School,” 

considers the relationship between figures of young people and embodiment. Drawing 

on the history of the discourse of “waste,” I consider how the “unstudent” has been 

produced through the figure of the “juvenile delinquent” and is foundational to the 

American education system. I further draw on Cityscape students’ reflections to 

demonstrate how the labor of “delinquency” is normalized through parallel institutions 

to which certain young people are relegated and through material and symbolic 

investments in the “unstudent.”  

Chapter 2, “Citizen-Workers to Juvenile Delinquents: A History of Early 

Continuation High Schools,” turns to the foundational history of the institution (early-

twentieth century through the 1950s) as parallel schooling for young workers. 

Centering the institutional emphasis on young workers, this chapter challenges the idea 

that the institution’s mandate shifted over time but that instead how young people 

should be managed, who were previously understood as always-already-workers, 

changed. This chapter further considers the tension between work and “juvenile 

delinquency” that underpins who is marked for disposability and/or who is made to 

“fit” in alternative spaces.   

Chapter 3, “Suspension and Segregation: Towards A Theory of Nonwork,” 

traces the second and biggest continuation high school “boom” in 1965 and its 

relationship to the broader education system’s management of the socio-economic 
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contexts and civil rights gains in California. I consider, in part, what led to the 

proliferation of continuation high schools and how the institution has been used to 

manage young people—especially young people with disabilities, disenfranchised, 

working class young people, and young men of color—out of traditional schooling and 

“off the streets” in these often less-quality institutions. I further consider how the 

process of pushing young people out of traditional schools and toward continuation and 

carceral alternative education illustrates the containment of young people in spaces of 

nonwork and boredom. 

Chapter 4, “When I Walk Through School Gates I Want to Feel Free: 

Abolitionist Imagination and Schooling,” returns to the work at Cityscape high school 

to juxtapose how alternative imaginaries of the state are reimagined and challenged by 

educators and students. I draw upon an abolitionist framework, the continuation high 

school archive, and Cityscape student and teacher’s insights to take up different notions 

of “care” that foreclose, limit or cultivate freedom.   

Between chapters, I offer brief readings of two dominant deficit figures of 

youth: “The Slacker” and “The Dropout.” Rather than read these figures through the 

institution of continuation high school, I review some of the historical background to 

the rise of the figures nationally. I do this because, the figures are reflected throughout 

the archive and are not, as mentioned, mutually exclusive. Further, as I more deeply 

delved into archival documents about continuation high schools it became clear that 

the institution itself became, not only a receptacle of deficit figures but has been 

deployed as its own figure against and in-spite traditional schooling. For these reasons, 
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the figures appear between chapters in order to provide some context to their rise and 

to the discourse about “problem youth” reflected during different eras. The figures have 

been placed before the chapter that considers the history most aligned with it. “The 

Slacker” appears before Chapter 2 that explores the relationship between work, 

citizenship, and continuation education and the “The Dropout” before Chapter 3 which 

explores the 1960s which was the height of the “dropout crisis.” An analysis of the 

figure of the “Juvenile Delinquent” is integrated into the first chapter discussing the 

rise of the “unstudent” because it is, I argue, the foundational figure of “problem 

youth.” It is not possible to discuss “unstudents” without understanding how the 

“juvenile delinquent” was the figure that schooling was structured against. Finally, 

before the chapter on abolition and education I offer a found poem as an anti-figure.  
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Chapter 1: Unstudents: Embodying Difference and Deficit in School 

 

I feel like in the end [the education system is] just a factory cranking out 
the rejects or the people that will actually do better in life. 
—Lidiya, student interview 
 
When Daniel, a Cityscape student,77 wrote, “I have been the meaning of a latino 

drop out…” emulating June Jordan in a poem about how teachers have seen him I 

thought about this project of disfiguring, of pulling apart and tracing the contours of 

this figure that has everything and nothing to do with him, but has everything to do 

with legacies and practices of categorizing, sorting, and naming young people and their 

experiences. In drawing on the language of poet and activist, June Jordan’s (1989) 

“Poem About My Rights,” Daniel’s poem leaves the reader with a palimpsest of 

interconnected oppressions layered within his own poem about schooling. Daniel 

emulated Jordan’s poem:  

In the eyes of some teachers,  
I have been the quiet student, who they didn’t pay attention to  
I have been the student who they think won’t be anything in life.  
I have been the meaning of a latino drop out to some teachers 
I have been the student that says I can’t do the work and the teachers just get 
tired of it and start to accept me doing nothing  
I have been the dumb messed up kid living with a single mother 
In the eyes of these teachers I will be nothing working to barely get by  

                                                

77 “Define/describe me as someone who has changed for the better . . . as 
someone that is shy . . . as someone who tries to get out of work but ends up doing it . 
. . as a teen who cares now.”  
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The experiences of schooling that Daniel described in his poem along with the 

historical and lived oppressions, suggested in “the meaning of a latino drop out,” 

highlight the way that the deployment of figures puts limits on one’s personhood in 

schools.  

Cacho delineates between the “inability to conceive of certain people, 

specifically people of color, as entitled to personhood” (mis-recognition) versus the 

“refusal to see them as such” (transparent recognition).78 Citing Sara Ahmed’s work, 

Cacho explains that transparent recognition is “not just seeing a stereotype, not merely 

an act of misrecognition…” but rather “the other ‘fleshes out’” the figure—they are 

“known” as such.79 Daniel’s poem calls attention to not only being stereotyped or 

misrecognized as a “latino drop out”—an analysis that might allow the issue to be 

understood as individual teachers who wrongly categorized this young person, thus 

reifying such categories and camouflaging systemic analysis—but how he came to 

embody the meaning and its attendant oppressions. The eyes of teachers, as the gaze of 

state actors, literally position this embodied figure, “the student that”… “the meaning 

of”… as ontological blank, whose being is reproduced as a blank to be filled in with 

predetermined contents, of this given form. Daniel’s poem also points to a central 

contradiction. He is “the meaning of a latino dropout,” but he is in school. How might 

the ascription of being headed to and occupying a place that is a non-place (“won’t be 
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anything in life” and “doing nothing”) inform the dialectic of student/unstudent within 

and between schools? How might this denial of recognition distance and bracket the 

Other in a different time and place, a non-place where nothing is supposedly done, in a 

manner that upholds the value/unvalue structure fundamental to American schooling?  

Waste & Disposability 

It is difficult to consider an archive of youth as “trouble/d” in education without 

recognizing the specter of “waste.” There is something spectacularly banal about the 

appearance of waste, a normalized concept in students’ stories and poems, in policy 

briefs, and statements about education. The language in the students’ poems is fairly 

consistent of feeling like teachers have seen them as “a nuisance, a waste of space, a 

typical minority caught up in gangs & drugs,” “not worth shit but a wasted spot in 

school,” “a waste of the classes time,” “sitting in the back sleeping, doodling . . . a 

waste of space,” that “ima end up in a pot hole, maybe in prison,” and “nothing but a 

lost soul . . . nothing but a stare.” The idea of “waste” denotes a lost resource, something 

squandered, something done to no purpose.  

In historian Nancy Isenberg’s, White Trash: The 400-Year Untold History of 

Class in America, she challenges the mythology of a class-less America and traces the 

persistent oppression of the poor, including stigmatization as inherently “mean” and 

being of poor “stock.” Isenberg describes England’s colonial obsession with waste, 

especially wasted land and waste people reflected in the term “wasteland” to describe 
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the “New World.”80 The notion of wasted land in the “New World” was dependent on 

the erasure and elimination of native peoples; wasted land was considered by settlers 

to be idle and “empty.”81 Colonizers divided people into “entrepreneurial stewards of 

the exploitable land” and others “(the vast majority) as mere occupiers, a people with 

no measurable investment in productivity or in commerce.”82 “Waste,” Isenberg writes, 

“was there to be treated, and then exploited. Waste was wealth as yet unrealized.”83 

“Waste people,” she continues citing William Harrison, “like wastelands, were 

stagnant; their energy produced nothing of value; they were like festering weeds 

ruining an idle garden.”84 The American colonies were imagined as a way to get rid of 

the problem of waste people and their children: 

Whatever else their lives entailed, vagrants, children of beggars, and ex-soldiers 
who might be transported to the New World and transplanted onto its soil were 
thought to be fertilizing wasteland with their labor. Their value was calculated 
not in humane (or even human) terms, but as a disembodied commercial force… 
In the grand scheme, Hakluyt [a wide-read Oxford fellow and clergyman] 
imagined disciplined children of English beggars who survived in the colonies 
as nothing more than a future pool of soldiers and sailors . . . [O]ne cannot resist 
the conclusion that the children of the poor were regarded as recycled waste.85 
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The resentment, fear, and dehumanization of the poor through the language of “trash” 

and “waste” has persisted, Isenberg argues, while the history of class in the United 

States has been largely silenced. During these foundational periods, “waste” was linked 

to unproductivity in land and labor’s service to capital.  

Continuation high schools were in part founded as an answer to the 

management of “waste.” As compulsory schooling expanded, education reformers 

became increasingly concerned with efficiency. In 1916, William H. Dooley, the 

principal of Technical High School in Fall River, Massachusetts wrote, “The Education 

of the Ne’er-Do-Well,” a book on the “eliminated group of half-trained youth, the 

“school-quitters” that describes the fundamental difference between “abstract-minded” 

and “motor-minded” children, school failure, and the potential for the model of 

continuation high schools to meet the needs of this special “class” of youth.86  

There can be but little question that our public-school system has been very 
wasteful with the material it has been working with. If there is one word in the 
English language which thoroughly designates the spirit of the modern age of 
business it is the word “efficiency.” Manufacturers are not satisfied with the 
mere entering of raw material into the factory and the finished product leaving 
by another door. They desire to know the amount of waste, and are very uneasy 
if much raw material is wasted or placed in the scrap- heap. Waste is repugnant 
to us today. Apply the same principles of business management to our public 
school and we will see that the school system is only now entering upon the 
stage of efficiency which industry has long since adopted.87  

                                                

86 William Henry Dooley, The Education of the Ne’er-Do-Well (Cambridge, 
MA: The Riverside Press, 1916). 

87 Dooley, The Education of the Ne’er-Do-Well, 18–19. 



 

 49 

Dooley describes the future-continuation-high-school-student as “raw material” that is 

being wasted due to the limits of comprehensive schooling. The school system is also 

depicted as wasteful, making waste of resources. Lost from schooling, the young people 

are wasted. They are raw material, a potential product, placed in a “scrap heap.” Within 

this context, continuation high schools emerged as an institutional answer to the need 

to make the “ne’er-do-well” young people productive citizen-subjects. Rather than 

have an unintentional “door” or “scrap-heap,” the continuation high school 

institutionalized and normalized the traditional school system’s “waste” and the 

inability of most young people to be made productive by it or be made to “fit” into it.    

Youth-as-waste underpins many figures of youth: “The Juvenile Delinquent,” 

“The Slacker,” and “The Dropout.” These figures are figures of potentiality. Elizabeth 

Povinelli draws on Foucault to frame those whom are narrated upon as the “ethical 

substance,” or “the prime material . . . of moral reflection, conduct, and evaluation.”88 

While young people, in this case narrated through the language of waste, are framed as 

squandered potential, they are not the true target of the interventions. Rather, they are 

narrated for the future potential of other young people, those who have the potential to 

not be “made waste.” This “ontology of potentiality,” Povinelli argues, fixes the Other 

in place; they are made available to social projects.89 This social project is the 
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89 Povinelli, Economies of Abandonment, 14. 



 

 50 

movement of young people from being made waste to capitalism, to being made 

exploitable through a more pointedly capitalist design of schooling.  

A key tension within the notion of youth-as-waste is the relative relationship to 

exploitability and the potential to be recuperated. As is demonstrated in the following 

chapters, certain figures reflect the ability to be made productive and exploitable to 

capitalism as workers and “good citizens,” while others are made productive and 

exploitable through their disposability. Not unrelated to Povinelli’s discussion of the 

relationship between the production of “Europe and non-Europe” under late 

liberalism,90 certain young people are positioned as “a past perfect being—their already 

having been or, their potential to stop being what they are still in essence” and others 

“would be judged from their potentiality” or their future that is already deemed over. 

Disposability, or the symbolic and material practices of rendering young people as 

deserving of carceral care, neglect, apathy, and punishment, depends on the bracketing 

and naturalization of certain young people as always-already-disposable. Henry Giroux 

writes of the contemporary moment,  

What has emerged in this new historical conjuncture is an intensification 
of the practice of disposability in which more and more individuals and 
groups are now considered excess, consigned to zones of abandonment, 
surveillance and incarceration.91 
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While this period reflects an intensification of these practices of disposability, revealed 

starkly in the enmeshment of incarceration and schooling, the material and symbolic 

practices that enable their persistence are rooted in the legacies of sorting young people 

into “fit” and “unfit,” “educable” and “uneducable,” recuperable or threatening.  

“The Delinquent”: Roots & Ideologies of Threat 

The legacy of educational policy-makers and practitioners trading in figures of 

young people as “trouble” or “troubled” is foundational to the American education 

system and dominant notions of “youth.” The very “discovery” of youthfulness, or 

“adolescence,” by G. Stanley Hall, an American Psychologist during the Progressive 

Era (1890-1920s), categorized deviant from “normal” development that would thus 

necessitate treatment.92 The ideology surrounding adolescence constituted the nexus of 

class, race, and age relations, as Hall drew heavily on the pre-Darwinian law of 

recapitulation, in which life formed a series of successively higher forms that provided 

a justification for eugenics, slavery, imperialist exploitation, and colonial expansion.93  

With the increase in conceptions of adolescence as a stage of “Sturm und 

Drang” during the Progressive Era, the problem of the “wasted years” syndrome 
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emerged between leaving school and going to work.94 The notion of waste was deeply 

classed: “the ‘wasted years’ and juvenile crime of lower-class and immigrant youth 

were treated by harsh discipline and the juvenile court, while sexual excesses and a 

lack of discipline associated with middle-class youth could be treated with advice 

literature, in voluntary organizations like the Boy Scouts, or in school programs.”95  

Along with the transitional nature of adolescence, the construction of 

“normality” and the management of young people’s sexualities, especially young 

women, were central to the “discovery” of adolescence.96 Young people unable to 

adhere to or to proceed along a normalized developmental trajectory were and are 

bracketed within an individualized space of deviance requiring differential state-driven 

intervention, rehabilitation or punishment. “Pathology” and “deviance” were 

characterized by their difference from this “idealized image of ‘normal adolescence,’” 

namely white, heterosexual, middle class, Protestant, and able-bodied.97 The 

definitions, and exclusive boundaries around such definitions, of the child closely 

influenced the legal framing and institutional management of “deviant” young 

people.98 “Wasted youth” reflects the idea of “youth in crisis,” as Acland notes,  
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The unique aspect is that youth is the outside that is to become the inside; youth 
is what is alien to the central order of the adult economic, but only temporarily 
so. It is the process of transition, of normalization. It follows that wasted youth 
is a powerful caveat: the outside that was to become the inside but is no more.99  
 

The imperative became (and becomes) creating institutional structures that enable a 

continued distancing and containment of the Other, while ensuring the “waste youths” 

were (are) under control of the state apparatus.  

“Purifying” Potential Threats From Schools: The Not-Yet-Juvenile-Delinquents 

The “Juvenile Delinquent” is the education system’s foundational foil. The 

threat of the criminalized figure of young people unmanaged and unchecked, 

vulnerable and impressionable, nation-destroying and unsalvageable, has been a 

structuring narrative of those against whom value is determined. It is the anti-

expectation against which young people are “at-risk.” Continuation high schools did 

not create this figure. All education of the “masses” has been framed as juvenile 

delinquency prevention or intervention at one time. The Juvenile Delinquent is the 

unchild, drawn alongside the rise of the child and institutions built to manage the 

spectrum from child to unchild, student to deviant, educable to uneducable.  

Juvenile delinquency is the (nonevent) of failure. The point at which a young 

person is no longer “at-risk” but a fully recognizable other and government intervention 
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transitions fully to punishment. Care becomes containment and correction. The young 

person is constituted as the “crisis,” both the “ordinary” and “catastrophic.”100 They are 

juvenile delinquents, no longer at-risk of juvenile delinquency, the referent becomes 

the embodiment of, the inevitability of failure. The event loses its eventfulness, given 

over, not solely to the invisibility of daily violence or to spectacle, but to the production 

of anti-value onto young people’s bodies.   

A relationship to the so-called Juvenile Delinquent requires distancing; “The 

dynamics of recognition depend on a temporal suspension of judgment that manifests 

as a social spacing—a bracketing of the other in a no-man’s land of having been neither 

recognized nor denied recognition.”101 This bracketing “is not denying recognition to 

the people who are among you, but people who are in your past”; or rather that present 

lives should be bracketed on behalf of a “future from whose perspective their present 

suffering has already been mourned and buried.”102  

The juvenile delinquent represents the voluntary (“resistant”), maladjusted 

(“deviant”), and criminal (“educational needs can be made, if at all, only in the 

environment of a 24-hours custodial institution”) subject.103 While critical 
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criminologists trace the shifts in how the juvenile court understood the juvenile 

delinquent from child in need of treatment to “small criminal,”104 historically the school 

system understood its role in the prevention of delinquency but once a delinquent, the 

young person was often deemed “exempt” from compulsory schooling, and thus 

schools were released from their legal responsibility to provide an education. 

“Extreme” and “persistent” social and educational maladjustment signaled the limits of 

“alternative education” or education for those who “do not fit.” Rather, continuation 

education advocates continuously worked against the idea that their institutions and 

programs were made up of delinquents. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, continuation 

education acted as one of two institutional doorways through which a “maladjusted” 

young person would walk; the other was “custodial institutions.” Rather than acting as 

solely an alternative to mainstream schools, continuation also functioned as an 

alternative to incarceration, a different form of containment.  

The Unchilding of Children 

Okay. So, when I left [High School Name], I was 15. Right? So it was the end 
of my sophomore year. My counselor tells my mom ... She brings us into a 
meeting… He goes, “I think she's too mature for high school. I think she needs 
... I think she should just get her GED and move on to college.” And I looked 
at him like he was crazy. I was like—[whispers after a long pause] “I'm 15”… 
I'm just like ... I'm like, “Geez!” Like, I just hit puberty. Like--you know. Like, 
why are you trying to, like, make me grow up, you know?—Lidiya, Cityscape 
student,105 interview excerpt 
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When California continuation education—then “part-time education”—was 

established in 1919, the schools were not unique in their explicit role of preventing 

juvenile delinquency and the fear associated with keeping all young people from 

becoming “one of the army of unemployables.”106 The age of young people targeted by 

continuation high schools was identified as the point at which the future adult is 

concretized: 

During this period, the individual ceases to think and act as a child and begins 
to think and act as an adult. It is the period during which the characters of many 
are inevitably and unchangeably cast; and yet we have been permitting most of 
our youth of this age to drift away from the school, in many instances to make 
their adjustment with life without parental, religious, or other social guidance 
or control.107  
 

The emphasis on maturity and mental versus physical age of the criminalized child 

takes on additional meaning when put into the context of the systematic denial of 

childness in the protective sense to children of color. Reflective of the logics of racial 

capitalism, the child is differentiated and made salvageable only through their 

relationship to work, both as a purifying force and as work against becoming “one of 

the army of [not the unemployed but the] unemployables.”108 In the absence of work 
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and compliance, the 1920 statement in the foundational training literature on California 

part-time education describing continuation school students, “before you are wage-

earners, not school children,” becomes “before you are not school children.” Tracking 

the movement of "the juvenile delinquent" or young person as (potential) "criminal" 

and "threat" reveals how institutions and shadow ideologies have upheld the value of 

certain young people at the expense of others.  

As institutions dedicated to child- and youthfulness were gradually extended to 

the poor, immigrants, and young people of color, the focus turned increasingly to the 

carceral. Taking up the logics of “pauperism,” the distinction of certain poor people 

who were "undeserving" of charity,109 concerns about “delinquency” emerged from a 

“forceful critique of urban working-class family forms, child-rearing methods and 

cultural practices as distinctly inferior to the ‘civilized’ bourgeois norm.”110 The label 

of “juvenile delinquent” suggested the need for intervention “to shape and mold and 

form the youth into a responsible society member” and was “symptomatic” of a need 

for “treatment.”111 The “juvenile delinquent” was “a certain kind of potential adult—

one who will neglect or fail to perform the hard, honest work required by law and 
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duty.”112 Rural work was offered as a “cure,” but only in as much as so-called 

“biological origins” could be and could not be changed. The naturalization of this 

categorization was buttressed by eugenicist pseudo-science: 

From the medical profession, the child-savers borrowed the imagery of 
pathology, infection, and treatment; from the tenets of Social Darwinism, they 
derived their pessimistic views about the intractability of human nature and the 
innate moral defects of the working class; finally, their ideas about the 
biological and environmental origins of crime may be attributed to the positivist 
tradition in European criminology and to anti-urban sentiments associated with 
the rural, Protestant ethic.113  
 

With intensified industrialization, the moral panic regarding “juvenile delinquency” 

was acutely felt by immigrant, young people of color (and those constructed as 

racialized “others”), and poor young people.  

Reforming and preventing potential or pre-delinquents and delinquents from 

fulfilling the assumed deficits of their surroundings, family, and heritage were central 

to projects addressing “juvenile delinquency.” When adolescence was “democratized” 

at the turn of the twentieth century “parallel institutions to accommodate the specific 

needs of youth” were established including prisons, courts, welfare agencies, protective 

legislation, and universal education.114 The expansion of the targeted youth population 
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and establishment of universalizing criteria of “normal youth” translated into “an 

expectation of failure to meet those standards, particularly for [lower] classes and 

ethnic groups.”115 Or rather the universalization of the imagined ideal of the “child” 

contributed to the institutionalization of differentiating and the unchilding of children.  

Parallel Institutions & Juvenile Delinquency 

During the Progressive Era in California, Chávez-García writes, “New 

approaches to determining and preventing juvenile delinquency—defined loosely as 

antisocial behavior and criminal acts committed by youths under the age of eighteen” 

along with progressive politics connected with the eugenics movement had profound 

implications for youth of color who had contact with facilities for “delinquent, 

dependent, or otherwise unwanted youth.”116 Fred C. Nelles, the Superintendent of 

Whittier State School, was a significant influence in the promotion of science, 

education, efficiency, and the assimilation of migrants and ethnic and racial minorities 

into the mainstream within juvenile justice in California.117 Central to his programming 

was the use of science to “transform delinquent boys into idealized productive white 
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male citizens and delinquent girls into model white women who were respectful, 

domestic, and marriage oriented.”118 

Richardson argues that the “purification” of delinquents, or those who needed 

to be reformed and were thus ineligible for mainstream schooling, was an essential 

precursor to compulsory schooling. Institutions, such as reform schools and asylums, 

were systematically founded before compulsory mandates to “purify” the school-age 

population.119 “Excluded or expelled from the common school,” Richardson explains, 

“delinquent children were incorporated into a separate educational system that 

paralleled public day schools: the state primary, reform, or industrial schools.”120 Such 

parallel institutions were established for “delinquents” who were “excluded or expelled 

from the common school,” and children with disabilities who were “exempted” on 

grounds that they were “uneducable.”121 The “juvenile delinquent” was “a certain kind 

of potential adult—one who will neglect or fail to perform the hard, honest work 

required by law and duty.”122 Therefore, policy responses were designed to shape these 
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children into the “civilized” bourgeois norm and instill an appreciation for work before 

they became like their perceived deficient parents. 

The practice of relegating young people to parallel institutions is obviously 

incomplete without a discussion of the segregation of young people color, including in 

boarding schools. The establishment of schools and juvenile incarceration institutions 

in California occurred within the context of settler colonization and shifting racial 

hierarchies.123 Part of the work of tracing juvenile delinquency is keeping track of the 

referents and non-referents, not only in terms of those who are never considered 

inherently “criminal,” but also those whose supposed criminality emerged within a 

denial of coevalness and the context of colonialism. The ascription of inherent 

criminality, vulnerability, and/or pathology to children of color during different periods 

informed the degree that state institutions segregated, refused, and/or punished young 

people of color.  

While white, especially middle- and upper-class, children were seen as 

“malleable” and “blank slates,” children and adolescents of color, specifically Black, 

Native, Latin@, and Asian young people, were viewed as “hard clay fit for manual 

labor and social control.”124 During the “child-saving movement,” young people of 
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color who were identified as “delinquent” were not understood as capable of 

“rehabilitation” or being “salvaged.” Rather, they were subject to sterilization and 

intensified incarceration, including placement in adult carceral settings long after white 

youth were subject to the juvenile system.125 Central to the targeting of children for 

preventative “treatment” was the emphasis on assimilating them to capitalism; once 

marked as delinquent, they were targeted for disposal.  

Unstudents 

Normalizing “student” through the expansion of the school system enabled the 

normalization of “unstudent.” The expectation and practices to ensure that working 

class and ethnic groups would fail to meet oppressive standards of “normality”;126 the 

violence of Americanization policies and practices;127 and the establishment of parallel 

institutions for the expressed purpose of “purifying” the school system,128 all point 

toward the institutionalization of the comparative unvalue of certain young people. 

Drawing on Cacho’s theorization of value, in a meritocratic framework the deserving 
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student receives encouragement, care, high expectations, and opportunity in so much 

as the nondeserving unstudent receives punitive care, neglect, apathy, and punishment. 

Put another way, just as constructions of the “good student” are defined against those 

of the “bad student,” there are also those whose identification as “student” is negated. 

These are the young people whose presence is not as an educable young person, but as 

“problems,” “threats,” and “waste.” The relationship between “good students” and 

“problems” is usually not narrated except through potential. That is, the potential (if at 

all) for “good students” to become “problems” or “problems” to become “good.”  

Central to this value/unvalue dialectic is that against which childness, fit, and 

deservingness is defined, or the “unstudent.” How might we consider the emergence of 

differential figurations of “wasted youth” and “youth-as-waste”—signaling 

recuperability or disposability—as foundational to the education system? What is the 

relationship between the value/unvalue dialectic and these figures of “student”? 

Reading the institution of continuation high schools within the expansion of the school 

system over time, reveals the comparative dynamic between “good” and “bad,” “ideal” 

and “non-ideal,” “fit” and “unfit” students. The value/unvalue dialectic is revealed in 

the very practice of sorting certain young people out of school and creating institutions 

for the purpose of relegating “unstudents” to parallel institutions. It is reflected in the 

students’ stories of being made to embody a warning or negative example to their peers 

still in traditional high school.  

In discussing the difference between their experiences at Cityscape versus their 

traditional high schools, a number of students recalled how they felt pushed out of their 
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traditional high schools because of assumptions that they were going “nowhere,” 

“You’re not going to college… If you mess up… they don’t care, they just want you 

out of the school so you’re not a problem to them, or a burden kind of.” Juan continued 

that it was not enough that he felt pushed out but that he also felt like a contagion 

needing to be contained,  

And they don’t want you there at times, too, at school, ‘cause they think you’re 
a bad influence to other people. They’re like, ‘Oh, since he has bad grades, he’s 
never there, other people that he talks to are gonna turn out like that, so… it’s 
like… they need to get rid of the people who they think are, or who are someone 
who influences others.  
 

Over time, across interviews, focus groups, creative projects, the archive, and policy 

briefs, emerged narratives pointing toward sorting young people within traditional 

schools, out of them, and into continuation. Related to the foundational process of 

tracking young people into academic and vocational programs within and between 

schools was the establishment, relegation, and containment of certain children to 

shadow pathways into shadow institutions, pathways to “nowhere” for non-student 

students. While the original shadow pathways to “nowhere” were for those marked as 

“uneducable” or “exempted,” over time those previously identified by education 

reformers as potential “hand-minded” workers became contained unstudents through 

the decline of available employment and the expansion of schooling.   

The production of young people as waste and problems, or unstudents, requires, 

as Povinelli argues, “a temporal suspension of judgment that manifests as a social 

spacing—a bracketing of the other in a no-man’s land of having been neither 
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recognized nor denied recognition.”129 This bracketing or denial of recognition “is not 

denying recognition to the people who are among you, but people who are in your 

past”;130 or rather that present lives should be bracketed on behalf of a “future from 

whose perspective their present suffering has already been mourned and buried.”131 

The notion of “youth-as-promise” is founded in the notion of being a temporal other, 

representative of futurity;132 the hopeful figure of the child resides in a space,  

‘Before maturity,’ ‘before responsibility,’ ‘before concern,’ ‘before the real 
(adult and economically productive) world,’ where ‘before’ connotes the 
incomplete, the existence of potential, and the possibility of failure. ‘Before’ 
also connotes the visible and present, available for the scrutiny and interest of 
the general culture, founded upon the presumed ‘obviousness’ of who counts as 
a member of youth.133  
 

Rather than “transitional subjects” or “always becoming,”134 unstudents are framed as 

fixed, “mourned and buried.” They are bracketed as disposable problems who must be 

cast off for the good of “true students,” those who represent affirmative futurity.   
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This comparative dialectic is reflected in the many histories of segregating and 

sorting young people that persist today.135 Notions of “fit” were called upon by 

educational reformers in order to efficiently sort young people, uphold power 

hierarchies, and justify inequitable outcomes. The rise of standardized tests to 

efficiently sort young people are emblematic of this relationship,  

At their origins one hundred years ago standardized tests were used as weapons 
against communities of color, immigrants, and the poor. Early concepts of 
aptitude and I.Q. were foundational for these tests such that, because of the 
presumed objectivity of standardized tests, Whites, the rich, and U.S. born were 
‘scientifically’ found to be biologically more intelligent than other groups –
thereby justifying the race, economic class, and cultural inequalities that existed 
then.136  
 

Au points out that standardized testing was built on eugenicist beliefs that certain races 

inherited deficient IQs that could not be changed through school instruction. He 

continues that Stanford Professor Lewis Terman, one of the “founding fathers of 

standardized testing” suggested that “Spanish-Indian and Mexican families in the 

Southwest and also…negroes” should be “segregated in special classes and be given 

instruction that is practical…” because “They cannot master abstractions, but they can 

often be made efficient workers.”137 Racism, classism, and ableism have been and 
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continue to be mutually reinforcing and collusive.138 They have been essential 

oppressive forces taken up to distinguish between “educable” and “uneducable” young 

people, shaping both the available pathways and institutional formations. Being made 

to fit into the institution of schooling has a long legacy of requiring young people and 

their families to deny their home cultures, languages, and names.139 “Fit” and 

“normality” have been established and defined through the production of the Other. 

Fit 

“Fit” is not only the ability to reflect a white-supremacist mold but also a young 

person’s acceptance of their role that is differentially ascribed in relation to power. In 

reflecting on the root of his and his teachers’ frustrations with his schooling 

experiences, Ricardo,140 a Cityscape student theorized:  

School is supposed to fit a mold, a student is supposed to fit in this certain little 
mold that only a few can fit in and I’m not one of those few, so I pretty much, 
I mean, I believe school is for people that think inside the box… I’m not one of 
those people and I’ve had a lot of struggle, a lot of stuff that it just would not 
fit with me… I speak my mind. People that fit that mold don’t care…about what 
they are learning, they’re just there to learn it and get on with their life. I didn’t 
care because it didn’t affect me, the curriculum that they were teaching, I just 
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felt like it didn’t affect me in any way so I wasn’t interested… People that don’t 
fit in that mold want to know why they’re learning about this… 
 

Ricardo uplifts the normalization of obedience and conformity required of certain 

students who are made to not “fit.” How Ricardo frames his engagement with learning 

as positioning him outside the mold of schooling echoes the differential punishments 

or interventions made available to young people based on race and class during the 

widening of the boundaries of adolescence. While these features might define an ideal 

or typical student in an affluent context, for Ricardo these features made him “unfit” in 

schools. In fact, in an affluent context not fitting or challenging schooling might 

translate to being treated as “special.” In his experience, the expectation to be bored, to 

obey, and not care about what he is learning were central to his ability to “fit.” 

Ricardo placed a bracket around the section of his poem that spoke to the 

negative ways that he has been seen by teachers and asked that I directly quote that 

content—quote this!—which follows: 

But other teachers have seen me as the class clown, disruptive, and the slacker. 
They have me as the person that has potential, but doesn't use it in a positive 
way. They see me as an annoyance, as a burden put on the unluckiest of 
teachers, and the one to put in the back of the class and ignore him. They see 
me as the one to come to school and socialize and leave. These teachers see me 
as able to get the job at McDonald's as a cook, live check-to-check and be a 
deadbeat dad to 5 kids . . .  
 
But some teachers are why I hate school, the motivation to cut school, to [put] 
down my family as if they were his family, to scare me with lies, to make me 
do work, to bring my mom in and make her feel as if she failed the world by 
bringing me in to it. These teachers have been the reason to my downfall, that 
I’m not worth shit but a wasted spot in school, a shame compared to the 
generation of family before me. They used the info of my secrets and turned it 
against me and turned me into a fucked-up child. These teachers were preparing 
me to be on the street dealing, stealing, and killing.  
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How might we think about this relationship between “fit” and “unfit” as more than 

classroom expectations, stereotypes, and limited curricular offerings, but as central to 

production of “the fucked-up child”? How might these divisions between young people 

who fit or do not fit the mold reveal persistent ideologies that create the conditions of 

possibility for disposability? As discussed in the previous sections, the supposedly 

neutral figures of “youth,” “child,” and “student” were constructed through the 

negation of the unyouth, unchild young person. Experience, as the negation of 

innocence, and therefore, as the negation of child-ness is central to who is afforded 

association with the protections affiliated with being a “child” and thus “worthy” of 

care.141  

While thinking through the relationship of “student” and “unstudent” provides 

a potentially helpful comparative analytic, it is not intended to be a simple binary. 

Rather it is a way to think about the relationship of the category of “student” to value 

(determined largely in relationship to capitalist exploitation) and to trouble the 

neutrality of the term itself when it has been and continues to be used to uphold the 

inequitable treatment and outcomes of young people. I am not pointing toward the 

notion of the unstudent to introduce another deficit figure, but to argue that there is a 

representational and material comparative relationship that is reflected in the 
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subjectivity of “the student” that needs to be denaturalized. It is further to argue that, 

just as hypervisible exceptions to deficit are made to further invisibilize the 

disposability of certain young people, hypervisible deficit figures of youth are defined 

through the explicitly value-laden figures of students who are understood as “good,” 

deserving of care and love, and the ideal.  

Though “unstudents” are treated as unvalued, this does not mean that there is 

not value extracted. The production of the unstudent and difference as deficit has been 

used to manage labor and to uphold oppressive power structures. In addition to the 

myriad of professionals needed to maintain parallel institutions and the associated 

community economies supported by ongoing state investments in them, material and 

symbolic value are extracted from positioning certain students as "waste" or 

“unstudents.” Hong describes the value of unvalue, “…today’s populations are not only 

surplus labor but are also merely surplus: existentially surplus… certain populations 

are not necessary to capital as potential sources of labor, but instead are useful for their 

intrinsic lack of value.”142 Unstudents are valuable as the comparative foundation for 

“students,” but also in the manner in which deficit figures are essential to upholding 

and naturalizing the denial of not only education, but life chances and freedom. 

Highlighting the comparative relationship of the unstudent is not about creating ever 

greater access to the existing power-laden contours of “student.” It is to push toward 

the conditions of possibility of education that embraces radical difference that it is not 

                                                

142 Hong, “Existentially Surplus,” 92. 
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merely about reinscribing unvalue but, as Spivak states, begs the “question of the 

formation of collectivities without necessarily prefabricated contents.”143  

Value & Getting Paid 

It was about half way through the semester when Miguel shared his journey to 

continuation high school. We were wrapping up an activity in which I read statements 

the students had written about school, as they shifted between different parts of the 

room signaling agree or disagree. One of the statements was that schools and teachers 

only care about getting paid. I’d heard this repeatedly over the years and—this time 

struggling to ignore the voice in my head mocking the idea that teachers are all about 

the money—said, “But really, you think teachers only care about getting paid?” The 

answers were a mix of “yes and” with statements like “not all” and “some care.” Then 

Miguel started to describe what it was like for him to go back to his comprehensive 

high school after a period of absence. He described sitting in class and the teacher 

handing out worksheets to every student but him. As he told us this, his head arched 

back to watch the phantom hand passing out the sheet to the student in front of him and 

then pass over him to the next. Miguel is so tall that his pantomiming hand passed over 

the small group of his peers, all of our heads craning back to watch his hand. When he 

asked why and for a copy, the teacher answered, “You’re not going to do it anyway.”  

                                                

143 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Death of a Discipline, The Wellek Library 
Lectures in Critical Theory (New York: Columbia University Press, 2003), 26, 
emphasis mine. 
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“Yes,” said another student, and two more shook their heads in familiar 

agreement, “When I’d come to class they were just waiting for me to fuck up to throw 

me out again.”  

Miguel then explained that this was one of the experiences that led him to 

advocate for himself to attend continuation high school. He had to fight to be in 

continuation high school. This was a substantial shift from conversations I had with 

students years before in which many students would initially relate to being sent to 

continuation high school as rejection, punishment and/or failure. He explained, “I 

didn’t want to just be there until I was 20, I wanted to graduate and get the help I needed 

and the principal said no, so I worked with my college counselor to help me come to 

Cityscape.” When I asked why the principal rejected his transfer, Miguel did not 

speculate and instead described his own knowing that Cityscape would help him and 

offer the support he needed to graduate, rather than staying at his comprehensive high 

school and continue to be at-risk of not graduating. He kept saying, “It was too late for 

me.” Later, he explained that his junior year, the same year when he was skipped over 

in class, he struggled to get in touch with his school counselor about attending night 

school. By the time he could get an appointment, it was too late to enroll. He then asked 

to transfer to continuation high school—an option he knew would allow him to feel 

supported and graduate. The principal, Miguel continued, said no, “he didn't want me 

to leave North High. He wanted me to stay an extra year, and do an extra year at North 

High.” On the map of his experiences at North High, he wrote that he received “no help 

from teachers” and “felt insignificant.” Miguel then worked with a counselor from his 
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sophomore year to petition the district directly to transfer to Cityscape without the 

principal’s permission.  

One of the Cityscape classroom teachers told me that the school district had a 

new informal directive that incentivized comprehensive high schools to keep students 

behind in units an additional year. There was a significant impact on the attendance 

numbers at Cityscape, which declined by about a third, from 252 students in the 2012-

13 school year to 178 students in the 2014-15 school year. It was within this context 

that Miguel had to advocate his way to Cityscape. It was also within this context that 

he and his peers pushed me to consider how linking student attendance to school 

funding creates a relationship between the school and young people that is a rooted in 

a financial transaction, in which particular young people’s attendance is less about 

student’s education than about “getting paid.”  

Material Investments 

While I will further discuss the symbolic value of unstudents and Chapters 2 

and 3 will discuss institutional investments in unvalue, here I want to address the 

students’ assertion that schools are only about getting paid or rather to consider how 

young people are made to embody unstudents through investments in warehousing and 

containment. During a focus group with students at Cityscape in 2013, Francisco put 

the material value of their absence from school and resulting forced absence this way—  

Francisco: I was bout to say it seems like the teachers only want like the students 
to go to school because I was always told if you don’t go to school, the school 
loses money.  
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Kia144: Yeah.  
 
Jenny: Yep. That’s why they call the police.  
 
Selena145: That’s why they kicked me out.  
 
Lidiya: Yah, they don’t really care about you so… 
 
Francisco: So that’s all they care about is not getting money. 
 
Calvin: Yeah. 
 
Francisco: Then they don’t teach us to really learn so it’s like they just teaching 
us bull. 
 

The students underscore the contradictory impacts of how requiring presence results in 

absence. If you don’t go to school, the school loses money. If you don’t go to school, 

they might call the police or kick you out. Your absence costs, your presence is about 

getting money. If the school continues to lose money, you need to be out. 

State school funding in California is calculated through Average Daily 

Attendance (ADA) in which funding is based on the total days of student attendance 

                                                

144 “Describe me as the fun, loud-mouthed girl that loves speaking her mind. 
Describe me as a roaring lion that protects thyself from all the danger and negative 
things that surround my everyday life. The girl who loves to sing because it takes 
away the pain from past to present struggles. Describe me as the girl who doesn’t give 
2 fucks about how anyone thinks she dresses or how she walks. The loyal girl who 
forgive bus never forgets. And intelligent.” 

145 “Define mas as a leader, a girl who is and does her own. Describe me as an 
aspiring artist. My style is me-chic. Define me as a dreamer.” 
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divided by the total days of instruction.146 On a fundamental level a student’s presence 

is in the financial interests of the school and district. While designed to create an 

investment in all students’ presence in school, students who are absent from school are 

framed as draining money that a district would otherwise have. In 2011, KPBS News 

featured how chronically absent students in San Diego County schools “cost their 

districts millions.” Describing the 1998 attendance-based funding law, Faryon writes 

that the “formula puts a bounty on the heads of students, forcing schools to 

meticulously track their absences – placing dollar amounts next to their names.” In 

2013, the Office of Attorney General began releasing annual reports on truancy and 

chronic absenteeism amongst elementary school children. The report warns, “The 

empty desks in our public elementary school classrooms come at a great cost to 

California. School districts across the state pay the price in the form of slashed budgets 

and diminished student achievement. Every taxpayer in California picks up the bill for 

absenteeism as it results in a tremendous burden on social services and the criminal 

justice system.”147  

Such funding formulas are designed to incentivize districts to be concerned with 

student absence.148 However, these policies are also entangled in the criminalization of 

                                                

146 Kamala Harris, “In School + On Track: Attorney General’s 2013 Report on 
California’s Elementary School Truancy and Absenteeism Crisis” (Office of the 
Attorney General, California Department of Justice, 2013). 
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young people and families. In the Office of the Attorney General’s report, this 

criminalization is reflected both through the perpetuation of the category of “truant” 

and in designating these children as potential future “criminals.” The report further 

states, “However we examine California’s truancy and absenteeism crisis – the 

economy, public safety or a child’s wellbeing – the price of elementary school truancy 

to our state is far too high.”149 The policies and practices that link attendance to funding 

has perpetuated the dynamic in which certain young people’s presence is the source of 

un/value, not as a student (or a person) but, as Miguel’s story illustrates, an unstudent, 

placeholder, number. The investment in certain students becomes centered on the 

“bounty” as rationale for attendance. 

 Miguel was being required by law and school leadership to attend a school not 

to be educated but to sit in those classrooms, to perform his delinquency. His was not 

only a “learning to labor”150 but performing a labor that had nothing to do with 

education or even graduating. Perhaps his affective labor was to show “proper” shame 

and repentance or to teach others about the validity of dominant embodied 

mythologies—hierarchies, equal opportunity, meritocracy, and delinquency. There is 

real labor in this guarded “delinquency”—sitting in the class period while time passes. 

Perhaps during the silence of peers writing on a worksheet and him greeted with 

                                                

149 Harris, 17. 

150 Paul Willis, Learning to Labour: How Working Class Kids Get Working 
Class Jobs (Routledge, 2017). 
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nothing but fake wood grain and time, were not only the feelings of rejection and 

invisibility but body against hard plastic, tapping a pencil against the table to 

accompany the clock’s third hand slowly pushing the seconds. Perhaps noticing the 

writing on the backpack stuffed under the chair in front of him, or another student 

looking for a friendly gaze to “distract,” to bide time, to pay it. 

But Is It Labor? 

Bodies are also the primary means by which capitalism does its job.—Peter 

McLaren151 

A number of scholars have framed the process of schooling as labor.152 Sidorkin 

argues that “school turned learning into labor” through compulsion.153 Once an action 

is no longer perceived as “play, pleasure, and satisfaction of personal curiosity,” he 

writes, “schools become labor.”154 Perception aside, compulsory schooling is bodily 

and mental exertion for young people. The labor of schooling is differential, 

multifaceted, and foundational to the compulsory coercive form. While philosophical 

debates about what does and does not constitute labor are outside the scope of this 

                                                

151 Peter Mclaren, “Foreword,” in Pedagogy and the Politics of the Body: A 
Critical Praxis. (New York, NY: Routledge, 1999), xiii. 

152 Au, A Marxist Education; Sidorkin, Alexander, “Human Capital and the 
Labor of Learning,” Educational Theory 57, no. 2 (2007): 159–70; Philip Wexler et 
al., Becoming Somebody: Toward a Social Psychology of School (Routledge, 2005). 
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project, I would like to underscore that young people’s labor in school is productive in 

the sense that it is made to support structural inequalities through the naturalization of 

tracking and categorizing young people. The stigma attached to a refusal to work and 

to disobedience eclipses the labor of “unstudents.” Thinking about labor and work 

alongside value is to interrogate the relationship between capitalist productivity as 

value and how unvalue is central to these processes of valorization.155 

I argue that the labor of schooling is performed by not only obedient and 

“productive” students, whose labor is inputted into the explicit learning processes of 

the school, but also by those who are framed as doing “nothing” and headed “nowhere” 

in schools. The common understanding that there are young people who “do nothing” 

in schools further brackets and obscures the “unstudents” and the material and symbolic 

investments in their containment and management. In part, this is the labor of being 

compelled to physically be in school regardless of whether learning or quality 

education is taking place. It is also the process of being made to mean and provide the 

unvalue to the meritocratic system.  

Thinking about embodying a figure of delinquency as labor challenges the 

invisibility, ideologies, and assumptions underpinning the idea that “nothing” is being 

done by young people “who do not fit” in schools and underscores the value that is 

extracted from young people who are constructed as unvalue. If Miguel’s experience 

                                                

155 Cacho, Social Death; Kathi Weeks, The Problem with Work: Feminism, 
Marxism, Antiwork Politics, and Postwork Imaginaries (Duke University Press, 
2011). 
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is framed as such, we can ask about the structural investments, as well as the labor of 

embodying a figure of delinquency. His example of a worksheet being handed to every 

other student except him was echoed in examples offered by others throughout the 

semester. In a focus group, Juan reflected on his educational journey, after he described 

enjoying elementary school, he continued:  

Juan:  Like in middle school they got you in trouble and all, but in high school, 
for me, the teachers, like over time, just started ignoring me after a 
while, and then even if I went it was like I wasn’t there. So I felt no need 
was for me to go there, and that’s how I ended up here as well.  

 
CAZ:  What do you mean it was like you weren’t there?  
 
Juan:  It’s like you have… Like, I was in class. You know how you pass out 

papers and stuff? They would pass them out but just skip me over. It’s 
like I wasn’t there. Even for reading time. You know, how you popcorn? 
I was also skipped as well. So it really didn’t matter if I went, because 
they didn’t really care if I was there or not. I was like whatever.  

 
Tina156:  They don’t even acknowledge you.  
 
Juan:  Yeah, so I felt like there was no need for me to go if there was no… And 

there was even no work for me to do in school.  
 
Tina:  And teachers be having like negative stuff to say. Like, if you don’t go 

to school like they’ll say a little, well, you don’t go anyway so what’s 
the point of giving it to you, or like say stuff like that.  

 
Melody157:  That’s true.  
 
Tina:  And I just be like what… That make you want to do some other… Or 

not even go. Like, why would you say something like that?  

                                                

156 “Smart, cool, out spoken, independent, confident.” 

157 “Motivated, indescribable, determined, independent, successful, creative.” 
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Unlike Miguel, Juan does not describe a process of returning to school, but a process 

of being ignored over time that led him to leaving. He questioned why he should go to 

school when “there was even no work for me to do in school.” Together the Cityscape 

students describe experiences of being actively and passively discouraged, of being 

pushed away from education while required by law to attend school.  

Tina raises an important question, “Why would you even say that?” What are 

the investments in maintaining the practices that treat certain young people as 

unstudents? Beyond the monetary investments in school attendance, the symbolic 

investments are potentially the most routine and illustrative of how the value of students 

is ascribed through unvalue/nonstudents,158 as well as how the nonstudents are “useful 

for their intrinsic lack of value.”159 Juan offered another example building on Tina’s 

question:  

This one teacher I had for English, one person I knew walked into class late, 
and then he was told, ‘oh where were you at,’ and he’s like, ‘I was late because 
of this,’ and he’s like, ‘watch, you’re going to be one of them kids standing over 
there at 42nd and Vierra on the corner all day.’ And we were just like what the 
hell… you’re already stereotyping him because he’s Latino. And we were all 
like… The kid got mad and cussed him out and walked out, and we were all 
like seeing how he was reacting as well.  

 

                                                

158 Cacho, Social Death. 

159 Hong, “Existentially Surplus.” 



 

 81 

The moment that Juan offers and the questioning and refusing young people’s 

participation in school reflect practices of investment in certain young people as the 

unstudents in a classroom.  

Here the “kids on 42nd and Vierra” are used as the symbolic unvalue, 

representative of an inevitable potential for a future of nonwork. The figure of the “kids 

on 42nd and Vierra” are also used to communicate to the broader class that to be, in 

this case, Latinx is to be always at-risk of becoming such a figure. They are used to tell 

a story that justifies punishment and exclusion. The student who was late is similarly 

made figure for their classmates and resists. The classmates receive this message and 

turn the gaze to the teacher, “we were all like seeing how he was reacting as well.” 

Much like the early institutionalization of young people who were deemed “at-risk” or 

“potential delinquents,” the racist investments in projected futures expressed through 

figures like the “kids standing over there at 42nd and Vierra” reflect the persistence of 

rendering certain young people as threat, as problem.  

In a different focus group years earlier, a student Jenny described an early 

morning class in which a geometry teacher would take pictures of the students who fell 

asleep and project the image to the class. Jenny continued that while the teacher’s 

intention might have been to be funny, “I felt like that made people not want to come 

back to the class or just skip… because that’s all he would do.” In another example, 

Sara described a teacher who would read grades out loud:  

He thinks putting them down would make them better… But honestly, they just 
stop showing up to class and just stop doing the work, and… And then even 
when they weren’t there, he would be like, ‘oh see, I told you the F students 
wouldn't be here by this day.’ 



 

 82 

 
The students highlight ways that certain young people are made hypervisible as 

consumable symbol and thus invisible as student in classrooms. The “kids at 42nd and 

Vierra” and “I told you the F students wouldn’t be here by this day” emphasize how 

even after the young people are no longer in school, after they have been passively or 

actively pushed away from school, they are still instrumentalized as figures of deficit 

and threat. 

Boredom 

Considering the labor of “delinquency” allows us to identify the investments in 

the symbolic and material value of treating certain young people as disposable, as well 

as the labor of being treated as such. The technologies invested in the labor of 

delinquency are absolutely reliant on how students made to reflect value and relative 

to those who are made to reflect unvalue,160 including grading, tracking, and punitive 

disciplinary policies, but also the quotidian—boredom, neglect, and low expectations. 

Boredom in schools is fundamental to investments in treating young people as 

disposable. Not boredom as in a student not being interested in a subject, or as an 

insistence that teachers must entertain all the time or some twisted notion of “relevant” 

education that denies the teaching of astronomy or pondering the curves and splashes 

of a painting. Nor do I mean boredom as restfulness, quiet, pause or reflection, but 
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boredom as in anti-education—passing time, busy work, education devoid of soul and 

love, and schools and pockets within schools as warehouses.  

Boredom is political—it is the most prominent reason young people give for 

why they decided to leave school;161 it is the groan of students that is rarely taken 

seriously; and it is an indicator that something else is going on, not education, not 

teaching or learning (at least not what is intended), but something else is being 

demanded of young people and the adults working with them. It is to perform school 

without education and to punish young people for resisting or expressing this suspicion. 

It is numbers and words stolen from context. It is the ache of sitting still for hours, 

asking questions until one day you stop, making a joke to breathe life into the space, 

the humming of a projector and gazing off into the distance.  

Conclusion 

In order to understand the relationship between deficit figures of young people 

and schooling, it is essential to begin with the broader context of how the value of 

young people has been produced through one’s relationship to labor and dominant, 

hetero-patriarchal and white-supremacist notions of “fit” and deservingness. It is within 

this broader context that parallel institutions were founded to explicitly contain and 

manage certain young people. I argue that parallel institutions and the hypervisibility, 

and thus invisibility, of certain young people are symptomatic of the foundational 

                                                

161 John M. Bridgeland et al., “Raising Their Voices: Engaging Students, 
Teachers, and Parents to Help End the High School Dropout Epidemic.,” Civic 
Enterprises, 2010. 
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dialectic of students and unstudents built through the figure of the “juvenile 

delinquent.” I further challenge the idea that “nothing” is being done in school spaces 

when certain young people are kept in a state of invisibility and boredom. I turn to labor 

to uplift the material and symbolic work that young people are required to embody.    

I wonder if a response to the students’ writing, stories, and the idea of 

“delinquency” as labor might be, “Well, were they a distraction or problem? Were they 

actually doing it? Aren’t they wasting their and other students’ time? Aren’t they 

headed nowhere?” My interest in thinking through the labor of delinquency, of being 

made to be unvalue, is not a semantic one. Nor am I interested in considering the labor 

of unstudents as a redemptive moralization of work actually being done. Rather, I am 

interested in troubling the neutrality and production these figures as normal and natural, 

as well as the manner in which such figures contain those students and omit their 

foundational relationship to enabling the normalization and naturalization of “good” 

students and schools. Thus, I am most interested in how to denaturalize the ideologies 

of “waste,” “fit,” and “contamination” that underpin deficit figures, including the fixing 

of young people into a space of disposability through enforced and/or voluntary non-

work.   

As will be discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, continuation high schools, as one of 

many parallel spaces in the ecosystem of schooling, progressively became sites of 

containment, permanent remediation, and boredom. There is labor to boredom—to 

doing supposedly nothing—in schools when young people are forced to be present (or 

face criminal charges), only to be a number or symbol. If Miguel’s experience is framed 
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as such, questions can be asked about the structural investments and the physicality, 

contours, and politics of boredom. I am not arguing against schools and teachers when 

I am arguing against the practices that naturalize the disposability of (young) people. I 

am arguing for education that moves against the warehousing of young people and the 

investments in it that lie beyond and are enmeshed in compulsory schooling mandates 

and practices reflected in the monetary and symbolic value extracted from young 

people. Questions can be asked about the investments in the persistent institutional 

practice of requiring presence while maintaining invisibility. It is here that the word 

boredom needs to be paired with others like “neglect,” “rejection,” invisibility” and 

“survival.” It is the invisibility and anti-education labor of embodying an unstudent. It 

is the everydayness of being skipped over, ignored, and rejected in schools. 
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The Slacker 

It is so flannel and slouch, ribbons of smoke, and sideways apathy that I 

suspected the term “slacker” came out of the ‘90s. I suspected that the term was 

somehow a kind of special label for my generation’s supposed soul fatigue. It is a bored, 

do nothing term for bored, do nothing youth. It is unspectacular. A day-to-day practice 

of not seeing, of writing off “another failing student, nothing special,” as reflected in 

Adam’s poem:  

In the eyes of some teachers, I have been the quiet slacker who doesn’t cause 
trouble. I have been the one who would always sleep in class. I have been the 
underachiever, the one who never does work, the one that never tries. In the 
eyes of these teachers, I’m headed to a dead end job, and will never go to a 4 
year college. In their eyes, I am someone who they’ll forget in 2 weeks, another 
failing student, nothing special, the kid who comes to school to sleep. 
 
But other teachers have seen me as a student with potential, a student who 
knows how to do the work but just needs to try. They have seen me as wasted 
talent, someone who could’ve been more than what he is. 

 

Adam’s poem underscores how the speaker’s gradual decline from traditional school 

is unremarkable. He is not a challenge to the status quo; he is seen as a “quiet slacker 

who doesn’t cause trouble.” He evokes something every day; he is seen as “someone 

they’ll forget in 2 weeks… the kid who comes to school to sleep.” He describes other 

teachers who view him as having potential, “who could’ve been more than what he is” 

but isn’t. Instead, he is unremarkably sleeping, forgettable, nothing special, another 

failing student.  

The term slacker is playful and painful. It is a label of nonwork that acts as 

costume and reprimand. It’s playfulness comes out of the ‘90s. In contemporary 
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popular culture, it was popularized by the 1985 movie, “Back to the Future,” the high 

school principal, Mr. Strickland repeatedly calls Marty McFly and his father, 

“slackers.” In the sequel depicting a dystopic 1985, an unnamed and racialized group 

of “gang members” commit a drive-by on Mr. Strickland’s home and he returns fire 

with a shotgun, yelling, “Eat lead, Slackers!” In 1991, the indie-film “Slacker” depicts 

a rolling parade of mostly college-age young people, wondering at or arguing for their 

conspiracy theories, rambling philosophy, and latest hustle. This film like many 

depictions of slackers represent overeducated social misfits, often white and male. The 

term’s resurgence in the ‘90s was born out of the inability of Generation Xers to find 

employment during the recession. The present-day slacker renaissance is reflected in 

representations of the slacker within a similar context of limited employment for so-

called millennials today.  

The figure of a slacker, like all the figures, shapeshifts based on its context and 

referent. Marty McFly and the parade of Austin misfits are deemed slackers because 

they are social nonconformists; while they have the potential to be included and to 

contribute, they are resistant. On the other hand, only in the dystopia of Back to the 

Future’s northern California town of Hill Valley is the category slacker extended to 

racialized characters but only as caricatures of cholos who are committing drive-bys 

against the principal, notably six years after the public school burned down. Similarly, 

in 1995’s film Dangerous Minds or 1988’s Stand and Deliver the students of color who 

are not complying are depicted as dangerous and similarly criminalized as caricatures 

of “gang members.” The stakes of noncompliance are illustrated in stark terms; once 
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ascribed to racialized others and within the context of limited state control slacker is 

supplanted by “criminality” and threat.  

The slacker is waste, noun made verb. Idle and apathetic, the slacker is an 

unstudent defined by one of the most pervasive terms across the students’ writing: lazy. 

The term reflects a state of nonwork and refusal to do so. It draws out notions of 

morality and deservingness; productivity and worth. Like slacker, lazy is a term of 

waste. The layered meaning of slacker is at its core about notions of laziness and the 

ignoring of some duty. The roots of the term can be found during the world wars of the 

20th century and reached its original popularity during the first to refer to young men 

avoiding conscription. Infamously, during “the slacker raids” private citizens, who 

were empowered by the Justice Department as the American Protective League, 

rounded up and attacked suspected draft evaders and antiwar activists. The slacker was 

defined comparatively as “the man who was too afraid, too lazy, too selfish or too 

unpatriotic to make the sacrifice of military service in his country’s hour of need” 

versus the “sincere objector, whose qualms were found worthy of state 

authorization.”162 The conscientious or sincere objector had to prove themselves 

against being a slacker, convincing friends and neighbors who made up draft boards, 

that they were not like one of them.163 The conscientious objector would be 
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begrudgingly tolerated but the slacker must be won over and punished.164 Within the 

identification of both slackers and conscientious objectors was the suspicion that 

education, “unorthodox political or cultural backgrounds,” and being an artist led to a 

rejection of societal norms and service.165   

A term drawn from the Navy, potentially referring to the slack sails when wind 

weakens, the slacker was a powerful figure deployed throughout the world wars to 

undermine pacifist movements and to discipline young people against challenging the 

war. Zeiger notes that feminist pacifist movements were considered powerful threats 

against the war effort and were thus targeted by smear campaigns and propaganda.166 

The Slacker, one of a number of short propaganda films supporting US involvement in 

World War I, reflected the gender coding of the time in which pacifist mothers were 

depicted as raising weak and emasculated sons, while young, prowar wives that pushed 

their husbands toward war were patriots. The focus on gender roles reflected anxieties 

within Wilson’s war administration about the lack of morale and war motivation within 

the U.S. Army. In 1917, Metro Pictures release of The Slacker was “voted the ‘Biggest 

Box Office Attraction of the Year’ by exhibitors at an industry trade show.”167 Highly 
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praised by the Army and used in recruitment efforts, the short film depicts Wallace, the 

educated elder son of a wealthy father who pursues marriage to avoid the call to war. 

When his wife, Margaret, “a spirited patriot,” discovers his plan, she calls him a slacker 

and coward. Reeling from this insult, Wallace sees a German man take an American 

flag from a little girl. Wallace attacks him, indicating his change of heart. The end of 

the film shows Wallace in uniform marching happily off to France.168 The audience 

learns that Margaret is pregnant, but she does not reveal this to Wallace since she too 

is enthusiastically supporting the war effort by making personal sacrifices.  

The features of the slacker as an educated, white young person from a wealthy 

family illustrates how the persistent referent depends on the assumed ability of the 

young person to be recuperated into the project of nation-building. Driven by “an 

undiscernible and undescribable something hidden in the heart and soul of man,” the 

status of conscientious objector, while subjective, is innate to their being, while the 

slacker is depicted as a choice against the nation.169 Significantly, the slacker is 

persistently depicted as privileged, their choice reflective of a “soft” upbringing, but 

ability to reengage is unquestioned.170 At the close of 1917’s The Slacker, Moving 
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Picture World (MPW) noted, “A representative from every race is shown on the screen, 

and then the heads of all, grouped together, dissolve into the fabric of an immense 

Unites States flag, the true ‘melting-pot’ of the nations.”171 The slacker is celebrated 

for rejoining the project of ‘melting pot’ nation-building; they are not a fundamental 

threat to its order, but are merely led astray. These representations of the slacker elide 

those whose political (specifically communists, pacifists, and anarchists), racial, or 

cultural differences make them targets of punishment for resistance, but not of 

recuperation. 

How might the Zoot Suit Riots be read as a story of the irrecuperable slacker? 

Reminiscent of the violence and logic of the slacker raids, the 1943 Zoot Suit Riots are 

an illustrative counterpoint to consider how extra-legal, state-sanctioned punishment—

while interrelated—was also differential. Government and media sentiment rendered 

the “zoot suit,” an outfit worn proudly by Mexican-American and Black youth, a 

symbol of anti-patriotism and juvenile delinquency. The California governor used the 

Sleepy Lagoon murder as a call to action against the rise of juvenile delinquency in the 

state. The public spectacle of the Sleepy Lagoon trial reflected the eugenicist sentiment 

of the time and connected blood lines with innate threats to the state. Shortly after 

sentencing a group of 22 young men to life imprisonment, a series of violent incidents 

took place in which uniformed US armed forces servicemen attacked Mexican-
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American youth in Los Angeles, Oakland, Delano, San Jose, San Diego, and 

elsewhere.172 For two weeks Los Angeles was dominated by servicemen, passively and 

actively aided by police, beating and stripping Mexican-American, Filipino, and 

African American young people.173  

The young Chican@s were narrated in a number of similar ways to slackers: 

resisting the social order, challenging American patriotism, and not fulfilling the duty 

of a being productive citizens. The figure of the slacker represents the relationship 

between work, nation, and schooling. A Mexican-American youth when connected to 

similar features of the “slacker” is transformed into a juvenile delinquent; the racialized 

figure of the “gang members” committing a drive-by on the principal’s home. The 

figure of the racialized juvenile delinquent was projected to be innate to Mexican youth, 

since criminality was supposedly part of their “Native blood.”174 A “juvenile 

delinquent” is the unredeemable slacker, as opposed to those slackers who have merely 

lost their way. Both the Sleepy Lagoon defense and prosecution emphasized 

conscription in their arguments surrounding Mexican and Mexican-American youth. In 

a report submitted to the Grand Jury in reference to the Sleepy Lagoon case titled, 
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“Statistics,” sheriff’s Captain Edward Duran Ayres suggested that “gangs” be “taken 

out of ‘circulation’” and “All those eighteen years of age and over should be found a 

place in the armed forces of our country at this time.”175 Likewise, the high profile 

defense committee argued against the inherent racism of the prosecution by 

highlighting the utility of Mexican soldiers on the front lines, “We need them now to 

take the place of our boys gone to the fighting fronts.”176 The prosecution framed 

conscription as not only punishment, but military service as parallel to the rehabilitative 

power of work and school (more on this below). The defense committee’s argument, 

however, that Mexicans need to “take the place of our boys gone to the fighting fronts” 

considers death the recuperative ideal. Young Mexicans are defended because of their 

potential to stand in, in the most dangerous and violent situations, for “our boys,” not 

because they are our boys.  

While the anti-slacker propaganda of World War I brought both young men and 

women into the nation-building project, the gendered dynamics of the Sleepy Lagoon 

trial illustrate how young men were not only centered, but young women were wholly 

excluded as defensible subjects. The young men’s defense attracted national attention, 

including from actors, artists, and interest groups, and with a powerful coordinated 

response to the conviction all of the young men were freed within a year on appeal. The 
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young women, however, who refused to testify received no trial or defense. They were 

sent to the Ventura School for Girls, a women’s reformatory, where they completed 

their sentence until the maximum age of 21 years old.  

During World War I, too much education was framed by government officials 

as a liability that increases the potential for questioning the status quo and choosing 

alternative lifestyles with the figure of the slacker referring to an often college educated 

and well off young people. Within the example of the “pachucos,” referring to young 

Chican@s embracing their hybrid identities, education and work are framed as 

rehabilitative punishment, reflecting the practice of sentencing young people to work 

to prevent or address delinquency. In Ayres report, he suggested that “all those under 

18 who will not attend school should work, and even if they do work, if they resort to 

criminal acts as evidenced lately by these gangs, then they should be incarcerated where 

they must work under supervision and discipline.”177 Once they are 18 years-old, as 

noted, they should be sent to the military. Whether in school, work, incarceration, or 

military, the recommended sentences for all Mexican-American youth was state 

control. Basic education was framed not as creating a potential threat to the status quo 

but rather a tool to uphold it. The quality of education and the economic opportunities 

that were available during this time to Chican@s is significant. The Sleepy Lagoon trial 

took place five years before the 1947 Mendez et al v. Westminster School District 

brought about an end to legally sanctioned segregation of children of Mexican descent. 
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The practice of segregating Mexican children in separate schools or classrooms and 

incarcerating Mexican children in reform schools was often framed around their 

“special educational needs.”178 The schooling, therefore, that Ayres argued for would 

have been fundamentally different and subpar compared to the education ascribed to 

redeemable slackers. School is not an alternative to incarceration and work but a 

category of incarceration and work.    

Across these emergent examples of the slacker is the undertone of a fear of 

losing the susceptible younger generation to the threat of radical politics. Elided by 

dominant narratives about slacker raids and the zoot suit riots is the driving role that 

squashing political organizing, especially amongst pacifists, communists and 

anarchists, played. The anti-slacker propaganda of WWI was aimed directly at pacifist 

organizing, especially amongst women, and the slacker raids targeted communists. 

Two years after the slacker raids, FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover orchestrated 

simultaneous nation-wide raids by former American Protective League agents 

(American militia men who conducted the slacker raids) to deport immigrants affiliated 

with the communist party.179 During the Sleepy Lagoon trial, zoot-suiters were cast as 
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both affiliated with and vulnerable to communism.180 Underpinning this was the 

presumption that young Chican@s would not be able to identify the systemic racism 

under which they were living without external influence.181  

The commission investigating the zoot suit riots found that, rather than the 

servicemen and police being responsible for the attacks, the root of the attacks on young 

Chicanos was juvenile delinquency and radical politics.182 The figure of “the slacker” 

when racialized as “the juvenile delinquent” provided an alibi for both state-sanctioned 

and extra-legal violence as well as the wayward-slacker. The young people framed as 

“gang-members” by Ayres were suggested to be in need of state-supervision through 

schooling, military, or incarceration. It was assumed that they were not in school, but 

he said, if they were and that was not curing their delinquency, then they should be 

incarcerated and made to work. They must be forced into being productive subjects. 

Schooling, for young people who were not the elite, was to instill productive work and 

integrate them into the existing hierarchal system.  
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Chapter 2: From Citizen-Workers to Juvenile Delinquents:  

A History of Early Continuation Education 

 

The youth in industry seriously needs to be put into social relation with the 
community and state and kept there.—Vierling Kersey, the California 
Superintendent of Public Instruction in the 1930s, 1922 
 
No one experienced in education can doubt what would be the actual effect of 
a system of schools conducted wholly separate from the regular public schools, 
with a totally different curriculum, and with teachers and pupils responsible to 
a totally independent and separate school administration. –John Dewey, 1913, 
“An Undemocratic Proposal”183  
 
Thank God for a world where none may shirk,  
Thank God for the splendor of work!—Angela Morgan184 185 

 
My brother cycled through a continuation high school on a blink of highway 

101 behind a tiny liquor store that was once the center of everything. All I know is that 

he had worksheet packets and a teacher who taught stained glass. He said he was going 

to make me a horse galloping. And it sounded great, except even at 13-years-old I 

wondered what the continuation high school was doing. Is the plan that he would 

become a stained glass artist? Obviously not. But for a hot second he was excited about 

it. And I wanted to believe that pieces of colored glass, strips of lead, and heat could 
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really be something for him. I would imagine that maybe he could be the one out of 

how many that would be a stained glass artist. That he would make windows painting 

the world and refracting light. How many shards of glass were cut smaller from pieces 

left behind? I wonder if there is a window somewhere with sunrays that look something 

like the mane of a horse caught on the wind.   

Introduction 

This chapter considers continuation education’s explicitly vocationally-focused 

history and how centering the emphasis on young workers might shift the 

understanding of continuation high schools (including the typologies ascribed to them) 

and the “difference” they have been mandated to manage. While continuation 

education scholars situate vocational education as the focus of a fixed moment in the 

progression of the institution, I argue that continuation high school’s vocational focus 

on managing young workers was not displaced by the focus on “adjustment education” 

or “dropout prevention” but rather the focus of what to do with young people that were 

previously understood as always-already-low-level workers changed. I read 

continuation high schools as a history of schooling for young potential workers when 

their labor is no longer maximally useful to capital and for young people who present 

a threat as potential nonworkers.  

I further consider the tension in the relationship between work and “juvenile 

delinquency” that underpins who is marked for disposability and/or who is made to 

“fit” in alternative spaces. Rather than relegate continuation high schools to the margins 

of educational thought as a marginal space for a minority of young people, the history 
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and present of continuation high schools reflects an intensification of the education 

system’s logics, including who is educable and deserving of care. Considering the 

relationship between delinquency and work enables an analysis that begins to trouble 

the production of the “citizen-worker” and those who are figured as unstudents through 

nonwork.   

Institution as Figure 

In this and the next chapter, I consider how the history of continuation education 

and production of the continuation high school student reveals, not only how deficit 

figures are produced, but also how the framing and supposedly shifting mission of the 

institution reveal the state’s logic of managing and constructing difference within and 

between schools. Focusing on the relationship between the evolution of the institution 

and the figuration of young people helps focus on the state’s logics rather than 

following only figures of young people (potentially reinscribing them) and losing sight 

of the material consequences and implications of figurations. 

Continuation high school researchers have put forward a typology of the 

institution that reflects commonly used language of continuation advocates historically: 

a safety valve, providing a mechanism for sending schools to get rid of “failures and 

misfits” without holding the mainstream school accountable for the consequences; a 

safety net, providing a true alternative to traditional schools to meet the needs of 

students that the mainstream school cannot or will not meet;186 and a dumping ground, 
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a space of “structured failure.”187 This typology reflects the history of the institution’s 

relationship to traditional schools, but also the manner in which continuation high 

schools have themselves been figures, not only sites of young people labeled with 

persistent figures. Policy makers, education reformers, and educators persistently 

ascribed the institution with contradictory coupled characteristics/goals of absolute 

deficit (nowhere, dumping ground, “waste-basket of compulsory education”) and 

hopeful alternative (relevant). It has been tasked with and framed as a solution—

whether as containment, training, remediation, or alternative—to a range of educational 

issues that largely relate to the idea that there are some young people who just “do not 

fit” in traditional schools.     

Work 

Since the turn of the 20th century, work has been a central organizing principle 

of American Schooling.188 Work is reflected in almost all aspects of schooling. This 

includes emphases on job preparedness, discourse that links learning with labor 

(worksheets, homework, classwork, “good work”),189 the stratification of students as 
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to-be-workers,190 and the moralization of a productivist work ethic. Work is both the 

goal and process. Before the 20th century, pioneer Protestant ministers conducted many 

of the California schools driven ideologically by the moralizing function of work.191 

The Protestant work ethic “preached the moral import of constant and methodological 

productive effort on the part of self-disciplined individual subjects.”192 Breaking the 

rules of Protestantism “is treated not as foolishness, but as forgetfulness of duty.”193 

Neglecting to work within schools, therefore, is about more than worksheets and being 

“on task.” It is also about the enmeshment of citizenship and capitalism.  

The legacy of the Protestant work ethic constitutes the paradoxical figure of the 

worker who at once achieves independence through waged work and is subordinated 

to employers.194 When work is moral then economic achievement or lack thereof is 

reflective of one’s character, thereby, rationalizing and legitimizing the processes of 

exploitation and inequality.195  
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The moralization and valuation of work is central to the processes that integrate 

individuals into capitalist society and frames work as the basic obligation of 

citizenship.196 The promotion of work as transforming “subjects into the independent 

individuals of the liberal imaginary…[and] treated as a basic obligation of citizenship,” 

is in constant tension with “the economy’s dependence on a permanent margin of 

unemployment.”197 Thus, while work constitutes the individual as deserving, moral, 

independent, and productive citizen, notions of nonwork constitute the undeserving, 

immoral, dependent, and wasteful non-citizen subject (who nonetheless must still 

work, though in informal economies). Such a productivist ideological framework is 

reflected in the education system as a whole and is especially true in the history of the 

continuation school’s roots in vocational education.  

Manual Education 

Vocational education evolved out of the manual education movement, which 

focused on moral training through work. Manual education sought to better connect 

schooling to society by providing hands-on education to prevent young boys from 

leaving school. The practice of manual education was reflected in the original juvenile 

incarceration institution, “Houses of Refuge,” premised on the idea of removing poor 

young people from their homes and placing them in a rural atmosphere where they 

would be rehabilitated through labor. The children targeted were those who were 
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deemed in danger, or in contemporary language “at-risk,” of growing up to be 

“paupers” and “criminals.”198 After the Civil War, the enforcement of compulsory 

manual labor as a central tool to address poverty, crime, and vice—which was 

foundational to the “reform of juvenile delinquents”—was more generally applied to 

the social problems of industrialization.199 “As the South moved to consolidate its racial 

caste system,” Lazerson and Grubb argue, “manual—usually referred to as industrial—

training became prominent as a special form of education for blacks…It assumed that 

education’s social utility was defined by its ability to increase the individual’s labor 

value and that the primary educational issue for blacks lay in how to instill the values 

of hard work in a race made indolent by slavery.”200 Argued to be of particular 

relevance to African Americans, and the urban poor, “manual education was expected 

to introduce practicality into schools, preserve traditional values, and enhance 

industrial progress.”201 The practice of manual labor to address “criminality,” and to 
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ensure docile workers, continued and disproportionately targeted young people of 

color.202  

Proponents of manual labor as an answer and remedy to societal issues claimed 

that it had a moralizing influence, while it was used to provide education within the 

context of second class citizenship of the poor, immigrants, people with disabilities, 

and people of color.203 American part-time education—later continuation—schools and 

programs were inspired by German and English continuation high schools that focused 

on integrating young workers into the workforce. The 1906 Massachusetts Commission 

on Industrial and Technical Education, or Douglass Commission, which laid the 

groundwork for the rapid expansion of vocational education and part-time education 

drew on the history of manual education for African Americans, the “feeble-minded,” 

and “delinquent” children to argue for expanded vocational education: 

The broader-minded students of education…see that this sort of training is used 
in the education of the feeble-minded, in the reformation of wayward and 
vicious children at reform and truant schools, and that it is being used to elevate 
the colored race in the south; and they ask why it may not be equally efficient 
in stimulating and directing the higher orders of mind, in preventing as well as 
curing juvenile delinquency, and in improving the social conditions of white as 
well as black children.204 
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Drawing on the practice of establishing separate “schools” for those assigned to 

second-class citizenship, the Douglass Commission proposed the establishment of 

independent and separate public trade schools.  

Manual education advocates highlighted young people of color as targets of 

manual education. Stratton quotes the O’ahu College President Walter Maxson Smith 

on the goals of public schooling, which underscores the differential ascription of 

manual training of “nonwhite” children in Hawaii, “The Hawaiian white child will need 

to do less, the Hawaiian nonwhite will need to do more.”205 In 1913 Native Hawaiian 

parents objected to the practice of “placing boys in the service of cane cultivation” 

through vocational education at “Lahainaluna School, a Maui vocational school… the 

only one of its kind in the territory.”206   

The Douglass Commission reflected the transitioning dominant philosophy of 

common schooling to one that “re-enforces the demands of productive industry by 

showing that that which fits a child for his place in the world as a producer tends to his 

own highest development . . .”207 Keeping the methods, content, and justification for 

manual education, vocational education only shifted in purpose from training “the hand 
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in order to perfect a general cultural education” to intending “to prepare students for 

specific jobs.”208  

The Rise of Vocational Education & Continuation High Schools 

The Progressive Era marked a shift in the rhetoric from educational evangelists 

speaking of societal “evils” to administrative progressives framing “problems” that 

needed to be solved by experts.209 Progressive Education assumed: “(1) a dynamic 

curriculum grounded on the interests and needs of students should replace the 

traditional curriculum; (2) school learning should be based on student activities rather 

than rote memorization; (3) the purposes of schooling should take social conditions 

into account; and (4) the solution of social problems is a primary aim of schooling.”210 

Progressive educational reformers generally fell into two groups: Business Efficiency 

Progressives arguing for stratified and scientifically managed schools and Democratic 

Deweyian Progressives arguing for a unified system that would include both vocational 

and academic forms of knowledge for “the masses.”211 Consolidating and wresting 

control from wage earners, ethnic communities, and small businessmen, progressive 

educational reformers tended to be social elites and corporate capitalists; “Schooling 
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was seen as a means of producing the new forms of motivation and discipline required 

in the emerging corporate order.”212 The capitalist elites of the time looked toward 

schooling to pacify and integrate workers into corporate capitalism.213 Central to this 

integration was the emphasis on individual improvement and buttressing claims of 

meritocracy, rather than changing the structure of the workplace or the economic 

system.214 Their reforms marked the start of an era characterized by “tight top-down 

control, paramilitary discipline, and substantial independence from popular control.”215  

Young people who left school early were repeatedly framed as “waste” in 

national hearings on vocational education. The 1912 Report of the Committee on 

Industrial Education by the influential National Association of Manufacturers, argued 

that, just like “property—lands and machinery, stocks and bonds…” human capital in 

the form of American children were extremely under developed: “With new eyes, it 

sees the waste and wreckage of the schools—that fifty per cent of all the children of 

the nation are not educated, a percentage of waste and wreckage inconceivable, and 

unapproached in any other line of human activity.”216 Under the subheading, “The 
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Value of Daily Toil,” the Report of the Committee on Industrial Education offers the 

quote, “The latest gospel in this world is, ‘Know thy work and do it.’ All true work is 

sacred. In all true work, be it but true hand labor, there is something divine.”217  

The initial financial backing for the vocational education movement was funded 

by leading capitalists.218 Vocational education was one strategy used by employers to 

break workers’ control over the apprenticeship system and thus diminish the power of 

unions.219 The vocational movement garnered great suspicion amongst unions that they 

were designed to be “scab hatcheries,”220 an attempt to sanction less costly child 

labor,221 and would create a stratified school system that restricted social mobility.222 

While unions fought the vocational education movement’s ascent, by 1917 under the 

swift momentum of the Smith Hughes Act, certain branches of organized labor sought 

to join the movement to gain some influence over its direction.223  
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The 1917 Smith-Hughes Act, providing federal funding to vocational 

education, was the first federal funding law that dedicated support to K-12 education. 

With federal funding, individual states passed part-time education laws to provide 

educational opportunities to employed and unemployed young people not in school.224 

The Smith-Hughes Act was chiefly responsible for the rapid growth of the compulsory 

continuation school movement.225 Smith-Hughes was created as part of a response by 

the capitalist elite to dramatic shifts in the structure of work and increasing 

immigration, as well as growing militancy amongst workers and the rise of 

revolutionary theories of radicalism and socialism. Social unrest was claimed to be due 

to a lack of training and fit, which would battle the alienation of industrialized work.226 

Tyack and Hansot argue that literature on vocational education “is a fascinating index 

of the way in which the new educational managers could perceptively diagnose the 

severe problems created by the new forms of corporate capitalism and then provide 

paltry remedies.”227  
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Irrelevant Schooling and Failure 

Vocational education advocates represented traditional schools as offering 

irrelevant curriculum to the working class, a direct challenge to the vision of common 

schooling, and represented working class young people as failing and unfit. The 1912 

Report of the Committee on Industrial Education by the influential National 

Association of Manufacturers, characterized the issue of industrialization as children’s 

rejection of alienating labor, “Today, our factory children look upon a shop too much 

as upon a jail. There has developed among a considerable part of the adult factory 

workers a dislike, almost a hate of work.”228 Vocational education advocates “further 

documented the ill-paid and deadening character,” Tyack and Hansot note, “of the 

subdivided and routinized work available to those on the bottom of the system . . . . But 

at the same time few suggested any fundamental changes in the character of work for 

adults or thought of altering the balance of power . . . . They placed their hopes on a 

better system of vocational training that would help workers be more productive and to 

understand the larger significance of the work they performed.”229 Rather than look 

toward a reimaging of an inclusive education system, capitalist interests in containing 

young workers and the practice of “efficiently” sorting students supported an 
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institutional mechanism to put young people in “rightful” relation to the community, 

state, and industry. 

The propaganda surrounding the vocational education movement was centered 

on the acknowledgement that schools could not and were not meeting the needs of all 

young people, as well as the destructive threat of young people lacking training in 

citizenship. The relevance of traditional schooling to the masses was a central point of 

contention for vocational education advocates, as were the reasons young people left 

school—was it the “incompetence” of these early school leavers or that of traditional 

schools? In 1914, the California Commissioner of Industrial and Vocational Education 

framed the school system as alienating young people from their school work; most 

young workers left, the Commissioner argued, “not because they were incompetent, 

but because they had no adequate motive actually for doing the work… it was pointed 

out that lack of interest in school work was usually due to the failure of the child to 

connect it with his concept of daily life.”230  

Vierling Kersey, the California superintendent of Public Instruction in the 

1930s and a powerful advocate for California part-time, later called continuation, 

education completed his master’s thesis in 1922, “An Analysis of Part-Time 

Organization and Administration.” Contradicting the California Commissioner of 

Industrial and Vocational Education, he writes,  
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In a consideration of the personal reasons for dissatisfaction with 
school, we may include them under the terms of restlessness, and the 
independence of the adolescent age. Principally, however, the school 
condition causing most students to drop out is that of retardation. 
Seventy per cent of the children who leave our schools are the failures. 
Like the rest of humanity they are tired of the things in which they 
fail.231  
 

A 1919 report by the Children’s Bureau of the Department of Labor found that nearly 

half of all children who left school early did so “in order to go to work because they 

are tired of school.”232 Regardless of whether it was framed as personal or institutional 

deficit, continuation high schools would provide the answer by offering an education 

that was more flexible to working young people and individualized to the specific 

(often framed as deficit-based) human needs and to the needs of industry. The regular 

school, Kersey argued, “does not seek out the boy with the need and apply itself as a 

remedy directly to supplying this need.”233 Continuation high school would be the 

remedy.  

The site of disconnection between education and young people’s lives was 

posited as being fundamentally a lack of mutual interest between capital and schooling, 

which was purportedly resolved through fusing such interests. Contradictorily, the 

vocational education movement and the California part-time education law were also 
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part of the movement to address and enforce child labor laws. The California Part Time 

Act of 1919, included that all enrollees of part-time education have a work permit and 

that employers were forbidden from engaging the services of children who did not hold 

a work permit.234 While child labor laws were to be enforced through part-time 

education, keeping certain young people in a position as manageable worker or future 

worker was paramount to its function.  

The California Part Time Act and vocational education were to differentially 

put young people in right relation with industry. In a number of states, including 

California, continuation high schools, or part-time schools, were tasked with managing 

child labor, including inspecting working conditions and knowing parents and 

employers. Not all forms of labor, nor the young people associated with the labor, 

required protections under the Act however. Exceptions were made for the special and 

powerful agricultural interests of California and to uphold the expectation of feminized 

labor:  

Section 14. Nothing in this act shall be construed to prohibit the 
employment of minors at agricultural, horticultural, or viticultural, or 
domestic labor during the time the public school are not in session, or 
during other than school hours.235 
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The vocational educational structure assumed a young worker who only needed proper 

introduction to and identification with occupational fit, neglecting the structural 

limitations brought about by ethnic and class discrimination and thus reinforcing 

them.236  

Vocational education was a capitalist answer to the xenophobic and classist 

fears accompanying compulsory schooling mandates by establishing a separate system 

to control and train young workers. It did not address the intergenerational and systemic 

limits of social mobility and purportedly assumed an individuated worker who was free 

of all social and economic constraints. All that was needed was guidance and 

supervision. However, it was not just that the assumed youth workers were those who 

would not face ethnic and class discrimination, but that differential life outcomes based 

on ethnic, gender, and class backgrounds were normalized. The idea was to adjust and 

assimilate the young person to their rightful position in the social order. 

The Vast Majority of Youth 

The continuation high school was the largest program under the Smith Hughes 

Act both in terms of budget and enrollment.237 The founding of continuation high 
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schools occurred during the dramatic increases in high school enrollment due to 

compulsory schooling laws. Between 1890 and 1930, the percentage of all fourteen- to 

seventeen-year-olds attending public high school rose from 4 to 47 percent.238 Rather 

than targeting a minority of students, continuation high schools were originally 

addressed to the vast majority. In the “Syllabus of an Introductory Course on Part-time 

Education,” Robert J. Leonard warned that, “The five-sixths of our population that 

leave school before completing the high school course, and especially the half that does 

not complete the elementary school course are an ever ready prey for those who would 

sow the seeds of social destruction.”239 This influx of “children of plain people” and 

the “masses,” the “dropout problem,” and the impact of business on educational 

reformers, were taken up by educational reformers to call for vocational education to 

address young workers “wasted years.”240  

As central to the broader vocational education movement, continuation 

education was framed as “drop out” and “delinquency” prevention. However, from the 

beginning there were those against whom the institution was structured. The 1914 

Report by the Commission on National Aid to Vocational Education, the most 

influential document of the vocational education movement, was consistent with 

aligning claims of vocational education’s effectiveness with criminalized children and 
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those “retarded” by early school leaving. However, the Report specifically stated that 

the vocational schools were not intended for “the primary purpose of dealing with slow 

or retarded children.”241 Likewise, while manual education was highlighted as effective 

in reforming “wayward and vicious children,” “elevating the colored race,” and 

“preventing and curing juvenile delinquency” in carceral settings, continuation 

education reformers did not assume that continuation would replace such settings.242 

They persistently argued that there were certain populations of young people beyond 

the continuation high school mission. This remained a vexing issue for continuation 

education advocates as the institution became progressively associated with and 

responsible for those deemed “ineducable,” through racist and ableist ascriptions of 

criminality and/or denials of education.  

Continuation high schools were on the surface founded for several purposes: 

(1) an autocratic function to enable working young people to adhere to compulsory 

schooling laws, (2) to provide citizenship training, and (3) to provide vocational 

guidance and training. The institution was to improve the lives of young workers 

through opportunities for social mobility and self-help in a paltry 4 hours per week. It 

was to better young workers lives through “improving the individual, by providing 
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skills, knowledge of the industrial system, and stronger motivation—not by changing 

the structure of the workplace.”243 

While continuation education was founded under a vocational focus, the total 

number of hours spent in school was limited. The mandated school week was four to 8 

hours, most commonly 4 hours.244 The only curricular stipulation of the Smith-Hughes 

Act was that 40 minutes of the 4 total hours per week must be dedicated to citizenship 

training. In a 1921 edition of Vocational Arts Magazine article, “Organization and 

Administration of a Continuation School,” E. M. McDonough, the acting principal of 

Boston Continuation School noted,  

Compulsory continuation schools are the direct result of a concerted 
attempt in education to make employed minors efficient producers, 
economical consumers and contented members of society. They are 
training children to ultimately take their places as industrial and civic 
units in our scheme of social society. They are offering to all employed 
children equal educational opportunity to improve their status in the 
industrial, commercial and agricultural world; and to eliminate the 
economic waste caused thru non-production of unemployables whose 
vocational adaptability has never been determined.245 
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The traditional school would work on the basis of groups, courses, semesters, and 

yearly progress, but the continuation part-time school would work on the basis of the 

individual present or future worker.246  

The Smith-Hughes Act was emblematic of the move away from a common 

vision of schooling to the “imperative of producing a labor force for corporate 

enterprises.”247 In addition to the common school vision was being supplanted by 

pressures to make schooling relevant to the economy and to produce efficient and 

contented members of society. Curricula were generally categorized as (1) general 

continuation education with a focus on general subjects and some vocational guidance; 

(2) trade preparatory or pre-vocational with a focus on general studies, guidance, and 

an opportunity to try out certain job-related tasks for young people who are working in 

“blind alley” positions; and (3) trade-extension, which reflected the German model of 

offering each student the opportunity to develop skills in his specific industry of 

employment.248 Trade-extension, the smallest of the categories, and pre-vocational 
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programs were insignificant in comparison to the higher priority general educational 

and citizenship training goals.249  

J. Edward Mayman, an educator at the East Side Continuation High School in 

New York City described the continuation curriculum within the context of demands 

for expanded educational access to traditional high schools:  

. . . already groaning under its unprecedented load of registration. The 
educational diet provided therein was distasteful to many a son and 
daughter, and distressing educational dyspepsia inevitably ensued. 
Nevertheless, the demand for more schooling was unabated. A cure had 
to be found. While others asked for palliatives, wise educators, taking 
advantage of the moment, insisted on permanent remedial measures 
which were calculated to produce individually satisfying and socially 
useful results. Among these measures the continuation-school 
movement loomed large.250  
 

Mayman’s description reflects the double-talk of continuation education advocacy. It 

was at once propped up as an answer integrating young (potential) workers into the 

school system through vocational education, while clearly manifesting as a designated 

space of permanent remediation.  

In 1920, R. J. Leonard, on leave from the University of Indiana and acting as 

regional agent for the Federal Board of Vocational Education took on the job of 

promoting teacher-training for and working with districts around California to promote 
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part-time education through the University of California. In this role, he offered courses 

in vocational education and detailed the training in the Introductory Course on Part-

Time Education.251 In the training document, Leonard detailed the implications 

justifying part-time education: 

a. Every employed youth is a potential citizen… 
b. Work and working are the great socializing agents of democracy. 

Work is the badge of citizenship… 
c. The untrained worker is a social menace as he is likely to become a 

casual employee, and ultimately one of the army of 
unemployables.252  
 

The imagined ideal young person was a “citizen-worker,”253 defined through 

employment and socialized through part-time schooling in an attempt to prevent the 

state from “permitting most of our youth of this age to drift away from school, in many 

instances to make their adjustment with life without parental, religious, or social 

guidance or control.”254 The unideal threatening young person was a criminalized 

nonworker, who challenged the state through resistance to the capitalist system and/or 

conscription. 

                                                

251 Warner, “A History of Education Programs in California,” 112, 144. 

252 Leonard, “Syllabus of an Introductory Course on Part-Time Education,” 
24. 

253 Imber, “The Continuation High School 1910-1940: An Historical Case 
Study of an Early Work Study Programme in the United States with Implications for 
Current Practice,” 50. 

254 E.R. Snyder, “Foreword,” in Syllabus of an Introductory Course on Part-
Time Education (University of California in co-operation with the State Board of 
Education, 1920), 9. 



 

 121 

Marketed as an educational alternative for “a great majority of youths” who 

“leave school because they find it uninteresting and that continued attendance would 

net little in the way of monetary returns,”255 part-time education's ideal imagined and 

targeted young person was the young (potential) worker and citizen, who could be 

pacified from challenging the interests of capitalism. Vocational education was framed 

as “education for the masses,” a Cincinnati principal stated, “It is just as important that 

the few should devote themselves to the classics and keep alive for us the sacred fire of 

pure taste, as it is that the many should be fitted for some active labor.”256 While the 

few could “devote” themselves to study, masses should be “fitted for some active 

labor.”  

Riskiness and volatility were ascribed to young people through the figure of the 

continuation school student during the institution’s founding; revealed in the extensive 

list of descriptors: restless, independent, failures,257 “insistence on personal rights, gang 

spirit, independence, analysis, wanting to know the reason why of things, intense 

restlessness and insistence on receiving a ‘square deal,’” being part of the “herding” 
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immigrant population,258 and “marked deficiencies.”259 In spite of the attempts to 

regulate youth work and education, “some minors were still not fully served by the 

state educational system. These were the drop-outs, early school leavers, non-

conformists, juvenile delinquents, and unemployed youths, who could not find their 

vocational opportunity because of a multiplicity of reasons. It was for these young 

people that the part time continuation education school gradually developed in later 

years.”260 The focus was on the training and management of young workers to “remove 

their deficiencies” but also to remove young people who are “marked deficiencies in 

common school branches.”261 Thus a key role of continuation high schools has, since 

their founding, been caught in the dual purposes of integrating young people into the 

job market and segregating young people from the common school system.  

While some young people would be students in traditional schools, others 

would be workers. In 1918, the University of California entered into an agreement with 

the California State Board of Education to lead teacher trainings for vocational 

education. In 1920, the year that the part-time compulsory education law took effect in 

California,262 the University of California released the “Syllabus of an Introductory 
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Course on Part-time Education,” for use by those enrolled in short courses on part-time 

education across California. It outlines the purpose, structure, and examples of 

vocational education in response to the Smith-Hughes Act. In a section of the training 

materials, “The Individual and the Course—Methods of Instruction and Standards of 

Accomplishment,” Robert J. Leonard, a professor of vocational education for the 

University of California, warned that the sources of instructional material must reflect 

the vocational interests of the youth because “the teacher has before him wage-earners, 

not school children.”263 Leonard cautioned that these wage-earners were at-risk of 

being “vastly below their potentialities as producers” and that if permitted to be so, “the 

waste involved, though unmeasured as yet, is tremendous.”264 These were, vocational 

education advocates argued, “motor-minded” children.265 Even before the decline of 

vocational schooling, the continuation high school student was positioned as at-risk of 

being unproductive to the capitalist nation-state and therefore associated with waste. 

Likewise, the structure promoted the notion of opportunity, while neglecting structural 

constraints, in an attempt to neutralize workers’ demands.  
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Americanization, Democracy, and Control of Citizenry (1920s) 

When we look at these differential narrative structures we find that 
although all people may belong to nationalism, not all people occupy 
the same tense of nationalism. —Povinelli266  
 
Work is the badge of citizenship.—Leonard, 1920 
 
The emphasis on training for citizenship was not unique to continuation, but 

was understood as central to the role of American schooling. The emphasis on 

citizenship was aimed at both children of foreign-born parents, who were significantly 

over-represented in continuation high school during the 1920s and 1930s,267 and 

working children who left school early. In both cases the concerns centered around the 

threat of being vulnerable to and advocating for “radical politics,” resistance to war, or 

the United States governmental and economic systems. In a 1921 Vocational Arts 

Magazine article, “Organization and Administration of a Continuation School,” E. M. 

McDonough, the acting principal of Boston Continuation School, wrote, 

In spite of Americanization campaigns which are attempting to obviate 
the bane of the present herding according to nationality, these 
immigrants insist on living as nations and classes within a nation . . . . 
Their children then are handicapped from birth by difficulty to think 
clearly and quickly in the English language, being as they are products 
of non-English speaking parents. In their homes conversations are 
constantly held in their native tongue and foreign newspapers are read, 
reeking as they are with radical theories. These children handicapped 
both by birth, environment, and previous education...Forced out of 
school as these children are, and compelled to earn a livelihood by the 
cruel mandate of poverty which has determined to a great extent their 
future career, they find themselves in free America, which boasts of 
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equality of opportunity, facing handicaps which can only be overcome 
thru efficient instruction in part-time schools.268 
 

The issues of poverty and education were to be addressed through an extension of these 

Americanization campaigns through an explicit focus on full citizenship, which was 

defined by obedience and production. The “handicaps” referenced by McDonough 

setup the continuation high school as a dam against the “bane of present herding” and 

reifies the notion that the issues of poverty and inequity are due to lacks—lack of 

training, lack of education, lack of “breeding,” lack of English proficiency—rather than 

as foundational to the system itself. This focus on addressing “present herding” and 

“reeking…radical theories” reflected the xenophobia, anti-semitism, and classism that 

was underlying the focus on molding and controlling the future citizen-subject by 

taking on the role of state-as-parent through state-wardship. It further reflected fears of 

the “‘subversive’ tendency to join labor unions—an activity sometimes described as 

both anti-Christian and anti-American.”269  

Democracy and defending democracy were highlighted repeatedly by 

vocational education advocates. In the National Society for the Promotion of Industrial 

Education Bulletin, Harvard University President, Charles W. Eliot (1908) stated, 

“Does democracy mean that all people are alike? Does it mean that all children are 
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equal?... If democracy means to try to make all children equal or all men equal, it means 

to fight nature, and in that fight democracy is sure to be defeated.”270 E. R. Snyder, the 

first California State Commissioner of Vocational Education, drew out the focus on 

citizenship, “the spirit and purpose of the [Smith Hughes] Act,” in the foreword to the 

1920 “Introductory Course on Part-time Education.”271 He similarly defined 

democracy through its limits, “the practice of democracy can never reach its ideals but 

can only gradually approach them through the slow, painful process of experience.”272 

The longest of the explanations under the principals of democracy, Snyder wrote: 

The rationalization of the ideals and the purpose of democracy . . . are 
changing and that the practice of democracy can never catch up with its 
ideals; that while the main function of democracy is to protect the weak 
from exploitation, it has failed in many specific instances in doing so; 
that the history of democracy shows that the weak are being better 
protected as democracy gains more experience; that further protection 
of the weak can be secured only by the lawful orderly changing of the 
democratic government now existing and that the destruction of 
government means the annihilation of civilization.273 
 

Democracy was held up as defining the nation, at-risk, and thus the fabric of what is to 

be defended and taught. A central anxiety underlying the foreword is between the ideals 

of democracy and its practice, between the educational opportunity and control. Snyder 
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noted that the compulsory Part-Time Education Act was “enacted by the people of the 

state, because they realized the danger that democracy runs in permitting these children 

to pass through the most critical period of their moral development, in most cases 

without the guiding hand competent or willing to give them the instruction that will 

make them safe for themselves and for democracy, and making democracy safe for the 

world.”274 He largely rejected any limits of the state as a feature of the shifting ideals 

of democracy and focused on the importance of social and economic control. This was 

made possible through the general neglect of the inequalities produced through 

capitalism and instead focusing on the idea that part-time education can create the 

conditions for fair competition amongst workers and employers.  

Snyder continued that in addition to providing a “preconceived educational 

context” for children not in attendance of regular full-time school, the “part-time school 

contemplates assisting these children to interpret their experiences gained in contact 

with the everyday affairs of life.”275 While explicitly stating that there should be no 

universal standards for the curriculum offered by such schooling, as mentioned, the 

singular standard was that 40 minutes of the 4 required school attendance hours per 

week must be dedicated to citizenship training. With section titles such as, “Act Drawn 

in Interest of Children and Public,” “Compulsory Features Aimed at Economic 

Conditions,” and “Public Demand for Better Citizenship Brings About Legislation” 
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Snyder takes aim at traditional schooling, defends part-time education against 

accusations of being autocratic, and argues that part-time schooling was a direct 

response to needs for citizenship training. 

Snyder contextualized the role of part-time schools in terms of controlling the 

citizenry post-World War I. “The experience of the country,” he wrote, “passing 

through the war resulted in a powerful social consciousness of our deficiencies in the 

matter of education for citizenship. We have met and for the time vanquished the visible 

enemy of democracy, but the invisible enemy still remains.”276 The “invisible enemy” 

is, he continued, a movement “on foot to destroy all existing government” that directs 

“the attention of the prospective convert to [democratic government’s] failures to 

protect in all cases and at all time, the interests of the weak.”277 The young people that 

do not finish high school or elementary school, the document warned, “are an ever 

ready prey for those who would sow the seeds of social destruction.”278 This population 

was described as ignorant of the fact that the ideals of democracy are in its 

unattainability in practice. He followed that “the average citizen who perhaps has 

himself suffered or who has observed the suffering of others from wrong and injustice 

and oppression inflicted by other individuals, or by circumstances,” was susceptible to 
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and unskilled in their ability to challenge the logic of “those who would destroy our 

government.”279  

In part the "seeds of social destruction" referred to by Snyder was resistance to 

World War I by social reformers, socialists, and some labor organizations that were 

linking war with domestic economic and social problems.280 As noted, resistance to 

conscription in World War I by “slackers” and to war in general was a significant 

concern for the federal government. Vocational education was part of President 

Wilson’s preparedness campaign and the Smith-Hughes act was passed two months 

before the United States’ entry into World War I. Snyder highlighted a number of the 

central anxieties of the time mapped onto young people reflected through the “principal 

duties of citizenship,” which included: “Obeying social law and custom,” “Producing 

successfully a commodity needed by society,” “Being prepared and willing to defend 

the society of which he is a part,” “Being considerate of the privileges of others and 

tolerant of their harmless variations,” and “Being a real democrat in ideal, in thought, 

and in action.”281 Training for citizenship, then, was about producing an obedient 

worker, ready for military service, tolerant of differing levels of privilege, and being a 

“real democrat.” These different aspects of citizenship, Snyder continued, were not 
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equal in importance. When teaching about democracy traditional school emphasized, 

he argued, history and civics with specific emphasis on voting and elected 

representation. These concerns, while important, should be of “secondary importance 

when compared with morals and economic independence.”282 Education for obedience, 

health, and production were to be the emphasis of citizenship training.  

In addition to defining democracy through its limits and the obligation of an 

obedient citizenry, vocational education also redefined democracy’s relationship to 

education by defining its role as controlling labor and managing difference. In 1908, 

Professor of Education, Edward C. Elliot stated to the National Education Association, 

“In fact, ‘equality of educational opportunity’ bears every stamp of academic and 

philosophic abstraction. It never was, nor never will be, an ideal capable of 

realization.”283 Elliot continued, “Vocational education for all is no more likely to yield 

larger social results than the traditional, pseudo-cultural, static education of the present, 

unless it becomes consciously selective, unless it consciously fits the square industrial 

worker into the square industrial hole, the round worker into the round hole, the 

triangular worker into the triangular hole.”284 Lazerson and Grubb argue that the 
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redefinition of democracy in education was one that reframed education rights not as 

the right to a common education but:  

every pupil had the right to, and the state was obligated to provide, 
education commensurate with his abilities and occupational future. 
Essential differences among children-socio-economic background, 
needs, abilities, aspirations—had to be recognized and instruction 
adapted to these differences; hence the differentiation of the curriculum 
into multiple occupational categories became necessary. In essence, 
curricula differentiation, categorization of students by future economic 
roles, and the adjustment of the curriculum to the economic demands of 
the marketplace became the defining characteristics of public education. 
Only in this way could individuals on the fringes of society—the poor, 
racial minorities, the ‘manually-motivated’—be integrated into the 
educational system and then into the labor force; vocational education 
was first justified, then glorified, as the only basis upon which a mass 
educational system could be made democratic.285 
 

Vocational education, Lazerson & Grubb further argue, redefined the purpose of 

schooling and equality as primarily invested in the preparation of young people for 

occupations, leading to the normalization and institutionalization of differentiated 

curriculum and the growth of vocational guidance, educational testing, and junior high 

school as the point of sorting students into particular tracks.286 Democratizing 

education, then, was not based on expanding access and curricular offerings but was 

fundamentally based on the notion of fitting young people into the role for which they 

were supposedly destined, and employing the technologies of the time to reinforce that 

“fit.”  
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Dual & Parallel Systems of Schooling 

The Smith-Hughes Act’s sharp delineation between vocational and academic 

education, Lazerson & Grubb argue, strengthened and legitimized the evolving dual 

system of education.287 Continuation high schools were one of the original parallel 

institutions, which reflected and perpetuated racist, sexist, classist, and ableist social 

and economic stratification. Social guidance and control, as reflected in the production 

of an ideal citizen-subject, dominated the “spirit and purpose of the [Smith-Hughes] 

Act.”288 While vocational education was secondary to the focus on citizenship 

education, they were not mutually exclusive. Stratified work that upheld oppressive 

hierarchies was central to the production and maintenance of the non-threatening 

citizen-subject. Young people from sixteen to eighteen years old, Snyder stated, pass 

“from boyhood or girlhood into manhood or womanhood…It is the period during 

which the characters of many are inevitably and unchangeably cast.”289 He continued, 

“the underlying and most important purpose of part-time education is to provide for 

this group social guidance.”290  
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Gender and Citizenship 

Part of the socialization and guidance offered by part-time education was the 

reinforcement of gendered roles and hierarchies. Vocational education curriculum for 

the first four decades of the twentieth century, was extremely gendered and involved 

“restraint, not opportunity” for young women.291 Out of fear that vocational education 

would undermine traditional roles for women, training focused on “distinctly feminine” 

occupations and courses centered on home economics or domestic science.292 When 

industrial training for young women existed, such as in continuation education, it was 

limited to specific industries (assumed to be temporary) such as training to be a “sales-

girl,” millinery, dressmaking, and machine operating and was accompanied by home 

economics for the eventual role of “wife.” Established as the counterpart to industrial 

education for boys, home economics was a central form of vocational training for 

young women.293 Further, as noted, domestic labor was explicitly exempted from child 

labor laws, which reinforced the devaluation and expectation of work traditionally 

performed by women.  
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In the 1930s, girls began to outnumber boys enrolled in continuation classes.294 

Kelly argues that this shift could be accounted for in several ways: (1) married young 

women and mothers had previously not been allowed to attend regular high school; (2) 

girls may have left comprehensive high schools in greater numbers in order to work 

during the Depression; (3) a disproportionate number of boys went into New Deal 

programs; and (4) continuation education leaders began to de-emphasize vocational 

training for younger students while encouraging the enrollment of adults, which may 

have made the program less attractive to young men.295 Shifting the focus of 

continuation education from job placement and training to “vocational guidance,” 

“Guidance for girls involved preventing or modifying sexual behavior that seemed to 

challenge the middle-class family form (heterosexuality, female virginity, 

marriage).”296   

Segregation and Early Continuation Education 

For a number of reasons, including a lack of state-wide racial census in 

California until 1966 and the shifting racial categorization of Latinx students, finding 

early continuation high school documents that reference race directly is challenging. 

However, continuation high schools should be, as argued, understood as one of an 

assembly of parallel institutions founded during the expansion of compulsory schooling 
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laws to manage the “masses,” young people who were made to not “fit” academic 

tracks and who were instead marked for work. Therefore, we can easily find explicit 

connections between part-time, class-based, gender-differentiated, and racially 

segregated schools. Principal amongst these is the explicit focus and relegation of 

children of color, poor children, and immigrant children to vocational education, 

characterized by training for manual labor and Americanization programs.  

As reflected in the history of the rise of continuation high schools, the expansion 

of compulsory schooling translated to de facto and systematic segregation in California. 

The vocational education movement had a deep impact on communities of color in 

California, including Mexican communities. The foundational period of continuation 

high schools coincided with calls for the segregation of Mexican children. By 1916, 

communities with significant Mexican and Mexican-American populations commonly 

pushed for segregation in order to contain the “contagion” of Mexican immigrants.297 

Petitioners for segregation noted that their request was not inspired by “any prejudice 

or unfriendly feeling toward the Mexican people,” but because they feared “that the 

health and the very lives of their children” were endangered.298  
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Vocational education was from the start the focus of segregated schools for 

Mexican children.299 When the federal government first subsidized vocational 

education through the Smith-Hughes Act, Los Angeles received more funds than any 

other city in the nation and the programs were largely developed for Mexican 

students.300 Occupational training addressed the labor needs in industries and 

occupations open to Mexicans.301 “Thus, by the late twenties,” Historian Gilbert 

Gonzalez writes, “counselors in the Los Angeles area carried out ‘surveys of the 

occupations suitable to and firms employing Negro, Mexican, and Jewish help.’”302 

Gonzalez further points out that de jure segregated schools were given a vocational 

emphasis,  

In 1923 the principal [of San Fernando, Los Angeles, elementary 
school] requested that the school, “attended entirely by Mexicans” and 
totaling 600 students, be officially transformed into “a Mexican 
Industrial School.” The superintendent of schools and the Board of 
Education were favorably disposed to such a change, which they 
thought would “better fit the boys and girls to meet their problems of 
life in future years” . . . “The girls will have more extensive sewing, 
knitting, crocheting, drawn work, rug weaving, and pottery. They will 
be taught personal hygiene, homemaking, care of the sick. With the aid 
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of a nursery they will learn the care of little children. The boys will be 
given more advanced agriculture and shop work of various kinds.”303  
 

Vocational education upheld both gendered and racialized occupations as central to fit. 

This vocational focus in elementary school was defended by citing low college entrance 

rates and high “dropout” rates at the high school level.304  

While some African-American youth in California attended partially integrated 

high schools in the 1920s, employment was limited to menial and service 

occupations.305 Vocational education represented potential training but also threatened 

to entrench existing educational and occupational stratification for African Americans. 

When a “well-equipped trade and technical school for the training of artisans” was 

proposed by African-American educational leaders in the declaration of principles of 

the Niagra movement, the goal became a lightning rod of interest amongst California 

African-Americans.306 Most African-American leaders, Hendrick notes, “saw a 

profound danger in establishing any precedent for what surely would amount to a 

segregated technical school.”307  

Throughout the late 1920s and 1930s, intelligence or IQ testing became the 

means of efficiently segregating and sorting young people, most intensely experienced 
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by young people of color.308 The advocates of vocational education cited these tests 

and the ableist and racist assumptions undergirding them to justify differential 

placement and outcomes. These tests drew on eugenicist ideas and practice to 

“scientifically” prove the inferiority of young people of color, immigrant, and poor 

youth. In 1916, Stanford University researcher Lewis Terman built upon the Binet-

Simon test used to measure the ‘mental capacities’ of soldiers entering World War I.309 

“Terman alleged,” Stratton writes, “that feeblemindedness pervaded the ‘Spanish-

Indian and Mexican families’ and that schooling did little to correct inherited 

deficiencies. He did, however, argue that they could still become efficient workers, a 

mantra that fit rather well within pedagogical approaches in African American, Native 

American, and Hawaiian schools.”310 The late 1930s marked a shift away from 

explicitly racist eugenicist arguments toward considering the environment as the source 

of “deficiencies” for Mexican young people. However, this did not translate to different 

school policies but often buttressed calls for segregation, exclusion, and tighter 

immigration policies.311 
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During the 1940s, vocational programming increasingly focused on differential 

curriculum based on the ascribed occupational fit for communities of color. The 

California State Department of Education designed vocational programming that:  

integrated the special occupational needs of minorities, apart from those 
of the majority, into its overall program guide. Consequently, the 
highest levels of educational administration also segregated the 
vocational program, reinforcing the practice of allocating specific 
curriculum to Mexican students. In reference to minorities and 
vocational education, the California State Department of Education 
Bulletin of 1937 stated that the trends in the population of minorities 
“would seem to present a problem of which educators must take 
cognizance, that a minority group . . . may receive appropriate 
instruction, especially in reference to their probable vocations.”312  
 

Compulsion and Continuation Education 

While continuation education advocates depicted the schools as an answer to 

students’ feelings of disconnect with the “irrelevance” of traditional schooling, 

maintaining student interest was a paramount problem.313 In contrast to the 1912 Report 

of the Committee on Industrial Education by the influential National Association of 

Manufacturers depicting boys attending continuation high schools as “happily 

absorbed in the ordinary industrial pursuits of the classroom…,”314 the students 

attending school upon the opening of Berkeley’s part-time school were described by 

those at the classroom-level as “a rebellious group caught up by a law they had no voice 
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in passing” and transforming them into “a working, contented, cooperative student 

body was… a titantic struggle.”315 Further, the “unwilling” and “listless students” 

doubted the economic benefits of vocational training as the economic outcomes failed 

to materialize.316 

In 1923, the Commissioner of Industrial and Vocational Education released a 

report exposing that not one part-time school was established under the Smith-Hughes 

Act. It was not until the California Part Time Education Act of 1919 gradually 

expanded compulsory attendance guidelines and the passage of compulsory attendance 

laws for young people over 16-years-old that a part-time school was established in 

California.317 As reflected in the anxieties of educational reformers about unsupervised 

young people, vocational education was positioned as an extension of state wardship 

and a solution to the “drop-out problem.”318 Vierling Kersey depicted the relationship 

between compulsory attendance laws and continuation education as citizenship and 

civic training:  

Prominent in legislative enactments in every state in the United States 
during the past few years has been consideration of further extension of 
state wardship over minors . . . . Primarily, this legislation is directed to 
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the raising of citizenship and social civic standards . . . . Secondary 
consideration is given to general academic continuation education and 
vocational training.319 
 

Part-time education reflected state wardship policies that emphasized education for 

one’s “appropriate fit” within the social order and fidelity to it, such as with the central 

purpose of identifying a potential occupation or “occupational finding.” However, the 

creation of an obedient citizenry took precedent over vocational training. “Fit,” then, 

was invested primarily in the acceptance of one’s place in the social order determined 

by the state-as-parent. Central to the Progressive Era was parens patriae, which became 

the legal foundation of the juvenile court in 1899. The underlying and explicit 

connotation of parens patriae was that a young person’s existing family and 

community are “unfit.” The state was the ideal parent. Public school advocates urged 

judges to place both reformatories and public schools “under the safeguard of the 

parens patriae doctrine, and to establish once and for all time that the state’s provision 

of education for the poor was the legitimate exercise of its police powers.”320  

With the growth of other federally funded vocational programs and secondary 

school enrollment and the decline of youth employment opportunities, the enrollment 
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in general continuation high school dropped dramatically each year.321 As mentioned, 

the late 1930s also marked the shift away from job-placement to “vocational guidance.” 

In the early 1930s, the state of California began to approach the average continuation 

school through “life experience” by centering the student’s employment, economic, 

civil and social, home, and health problems, and general interests.322 The shifts in the 

economy strained one of the core functions of the continuation high school:  

After fifteen years of continuation education in California, the year 1935 
found that the schools were serving their communities in ways far 
different from those planned in 1919. The service to industry, the 
paramount need to bridge the gap between school and work of the early-
school leavers, these and others were anticipated at the very beginning 
of the program. But much of the work of the continuation schools was 
now being changed due to the lack of employment opportunities for the 
young workers. The social and advisory services of the continuation 
schools increased each year. With the encouragement of adult 
attendance in the continuation school an adult program was developed, 
thereby conserving the skills which trained workers had acquired or 
helping to increase those skills while awaiting the opportunity of 
employment.323 
 

The perception of continuation students also shifted; young people’s employment 

status was now seen as secondary to continuation students’ shared “characteristic which 
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was related to lack of adjustment in full time school.”324 “As periods of unemployment 

lengthened during the depression years it became evident . . . ” Shaffer writes at the 

start of the chapter “Our Problem or Theirs?,” “[that] many who left full-time school 

for a job on the pretext of economic need were in no greater financial difficulties than 

others who relied upon after-school employment. Lack of adjustment to the program 

or the environment of the regular full-time high school led these youth to drop out and 

secure full-time employment . . . as a socially acceptable substitute for an unsatisfying 

school experience.”325 No changes were made in part-time education law until 1929, 

the year the stock market crashed, when the California Legislature enacted the 

continuation education law that added a provision that part-time pupils who could not 

give satisfactory proof of regular employment were required to attend special 

continuation classes for not less than three hours per day during the period of 

unemployment.326 This law, also known as the “anti-loafing law” was passed to 

“prevent ‘idle minors’ from competing with unemployed adults for work.”327  
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By the late 1930s, it was clear that the grandiose visions attributed to vocational 

education fell far short. In a national committee to review the development of 

vocational education by President Roosevelt in 1936, the two labor leaders evaluating 

industrial education found “both employers and unions convinced of failure: industrial 

training failed to correspond to available jobs, while a ‘caste system’ relating to social 

class and school curriculum had developed.”328 Employers, it was found, preferred to 

hire students who received a general education because they “learned better and were 

better behaved.”329 Professor of Education John D. Russel and associates (1938) stated, 

“The program in vocational education has to some extent disregarded this American 

ideal of a single system of schools, and has encouraged the creation of a dual or separate 

school system for the education of workers.”330  

By 1940, “the continuation school of the 1920s was almost extinct” 

nationally.331 Even though many adults turned to the continuation education program 

for help, part-time education enrollment numbers dropped as the industrial economic 

depression cut employment down considerably.332 In California, Imber argues, the 

                                                

328 Lazerson and Grubb, “American Education and Vocationalism,” 43. 

329 Lazerson and Grubb, “American Education and Vocationalism,” 43. 

330 As cited by Lazerson and Grubb, “American Education and 
Vocationalism,” 151. 

331 Imber, “The Continuation High School 1910-1940: An Historical Case 
Study of an Early Work Study Programme in the United States with Implications for 
Current Practice,” 55. 

332 Warner, “A History of Education Programs in California,” 72, 191, 193. 



 

 145 

survival of the institution depended on expanding its focus to young people who were 

assigned due to “truancy, legal probationary status, sub-standard performance, ill-

health, and newness to the city.”333 While Lazerson and Grubb argue that the 

foundational claims of manual training’s efficacy with “reforming criminals” did not 

stigmatize the work but rather moved toward applying work to the reformation of 

society as whole,334 the swift shift of continuation education from explicitly vocational 

training for working youth to guidance for “delinquent” and “pre-delinquent” youth 

underscores the slipperiness in terms between young workers, “pre-delinquents,” and 

those otherwise marked as “unfit” for traditional high schools. It further underscores 

the slipperiness between those marked for work and thus “unfit” for traditional 

schooling and those who are positioned as disposable to the traditional school system. 

One teacher at the Snyder Continuation high school of San Diego commented that the 

institution had shifted from the creation of citizen-workers to being “the waste-basket 

of compulsory education.”335  

In addition to the anxieties about the creation of a dual system and “relevance,” 

the quality of continuation education was always an issue. Reflecting the features of 
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being “paltry remedies” in response to the severe problems of corporate capitalism, 

continuation education school programs faced administration problems, limited 

financial support, a lack of qualified teachers, limited textbooks, and inadequate 

facilities from the start;336 “Any structure and any location were considered adequate 

for part time class.”337 Per pupil spending was about 1/5 of that of a standard secondary 

school.338 

During World War II, worker enrollment in specific vocational education for 

the war effort increased dramatically.339 After the war attendance in part-time education 

in California declined from 41,200 students in the 1943-1944 school year to 15,411 

students in the 1951-2 school years—340 a level that persisted until the 1960s. In the 

1950s, vocational education shifted from “vocational guidance” to “Life Adjustment 

Education” which underscored two continuing themes: “(1) America’s schools were 

failing to educate a majority of its youth, in this case the sixty per cent who were neither 

being prepared for college nor for skilled trades under existing vocational programs, 

and (2) the school could only correct this condition by redirecting education toward 
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more practical ends.”341 As reflected in the drop off in enrollment, vocational education 

was either “on the defensive” or was not considered in educational debates.342  

In a 1954 dissertation, D.O. Brillhart, the first coordinator of summer work in 

the Part Time Continuation Department of Oakland in the early 1920s, is quoted as 

reflecting the thinking and situation in California communities of the 1950s:  

A certain number fall naturally into our special classes, but many seem 
to have tried different jobs with indifferent success. They dislike school 
and they are at work which has little teachable content . . . here are thirty 
girls from our department stores. They do not want office training; they 
do not care for salesmanship; if they must come, give them sewing or 
millinery . . . possibly half of our pupils fall into classes they need, 
which are administratively possible . . . Another problem is that of 
obtaining the interest and cooperation of the pupils. A picture of the part 
time school, as a nest of young birds, greedily opening wide their 
mouths to devour the worm of wisdom dropped by the teacher, may look 
well in an advertisement for part time teachers. Many youths do 
welcome the opportunity to gain further training, but there are many 
more who are extremely hostile . . . indifferent . . . 343  
 

Vocational Education, Exemption, and “Teenage Terror in Schools” (1950s) 

Though Brown v. Board of Education in 1954 brought a legal end to school 

segregation and Mendez v. Westminster brought an end to legally sanctioned 

segregation of Mexican children in California in 1947, racial isolation continued 
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largely uninterrupted in California schools and in schools across the US.344 Walker 

argues that while historians have documented the moral panic surrounding juvenile 

delinquency in the 1950s, few have looked at the intersections between discourses of 

delinquency and desegregation.345 Emblematic of this intersection is the 1955 film, 

“The Blackboard Jungle,” which reflected and fed the racialized moral panic about 

youth deviance and specifically juvenile delinquency in the Post-World War II era.346 

Based on a semester of experience teaching at a vocational high school under an 

emergency credential, Evan Hunter depicted Rick Dadier, a novice teacher who tries 

to connect with unruly vocational high school students.347 Dadier is disillusioned in the 

face of inadequate facilities, apathetic teachers, the limits of his own teacher training, 

and defiant students.348  

The classroom scenes feature diverse young people and violent “gangs,” who 

jump, rob, and attempt to rape teachers. The film begins with the disclaimer, “We in 

the United States are fortunate to have a school system that is a tribute to our 
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communities and our faith in American youth. Today we are concerned with juvenile 

delinquency…We are especially concerned when this delinquency boils over into our 

schools. The scenes and incidents depicted here are fictional. However, we believe that 

public awareness is the first step toward a remedy for any problem.”349 While credited 

as being part of the emergent “juvenile delinquency film genre,” “The Blackboard 

Jungle” also mirrored the popular educational discourse of the time and the filmmakers 

intended to produce a “dramatized documentary.”350  

This portrayal of “teenage terror in the schools” was deeply controversial and 

explicitly linked the failing vocational school and delinquency.351 The principal of the 

thinly veiled vocational school that the book and later film was based on called the film 

libel against the teachers and students of New York vocational high schools.352 Though 

the film features a young Sidney Pointier as essential in helping the teacher transform 

his peers, the depiction of a diverse student body of knife-wielding teenagers was used 

by politicians in the South to invoke the perils of integration.353 In the final fight scene 

a group of students, led by Pointier, pins one of the armed students with an American 

                                                

349 Richard Brooks, The Blackboard Jungle (Los Angeles, CA: Metro-
Goldwyn-Mayer Studios, 1955). 

350 Golub, “They Turned a School Into a Jungle!,” 21, 24. 

351 Brooks, The Blackboard Jungle Trailer. 

352 Golub, “They Turned a School Into a Jungle! How ‘The Blackboard 
Jungle’ Redefined the Education Crisis in Postwar America,” 26. 

353 Walker, “‘Blackboard Jungle,’” 1912. 



 

 150 

flag after the student exclaims that he does not want to end up in reform school. While 

the two unredeemable “juvenile delinquents” in the film are white and Italian, the 

condition of being a juvenile delinquent was taken up by segregationists as the 

contamination of white children through integrated classrooms. Walker further links 

the relationship between discourses surrounding delinquency and integration in the 

expansion of reform schools due to white fears generated by Brown.354  

Educating “Those who do not ‘fit in’” 

The close of World War II marked the reemergence of connecting leaving 

school with labor markets.355 The issue of school leaving during WWII waned as child 

labor laws and school attendance laws were relaxed to meet the need and the labor 

shortage was filled by women, youth, and people of color.356 While the roots of 

vocational training in delinquency prevention might not have initially stigmatized 

vocational education and its spread into comprehensive high schools,357 this legacy 

continued to inflect the meaning ascribed to explicitly vocational schools, such as 

continuation education, and continuation advocates continuously fought against this 

association. Continuation school officials and advocates perpetually worked against the 
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stigma attached to continuation education through the disavowal of the juvenile 

delinquent.358 Even so, the stigma and moral panic around “the dropout” as already-

assumed “juvenile delinquent” generated the public-perception, often reflected in 

practice, that continuation spaces constituted, not alternatives for young people, but 

alternatives for the system to offload unwanted students.  

The resistance to this stigma was in contradiction with the fact that the 

California Continuation Council Legislative Committee backed a failed attempt (AB 

2382) to change the compulsory continuation education attendance law so that pupils 

could be threatened with arrest if truant.359 Warner wrote that “California continuation 

education schools did not originate as truancy schools,” but the relationship between 

compulsory schooling laws targeting working and unemployed youth and continuation 
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high schools produced a relationship between the figure of the “dropout” and the 

institution.360 The institution became the carceral setting for those newly understood as 

“truants” under expanded compulsory schooling laws. Framed as having gone to work 

“because of mental or temperamental deficiencies, and a lack of interest in school .... 

The majority of these students desired to be left alone, and the realization that they 

were now forced to attend another school caused resentment and bitterness. This has 

held true during the thirty-five years that the continuation education law in California 

has been in effect.”361 

The shift to adjustment education signaled a move toward “less academic and 

more concrete fields” and “an opportunity for personal adjustment.”362 Life adjustment 

education was concerned with encouraging young people to remain in school and 

focused on “practical applications of school learning, on fulfilling the specific needs of 

individual pupils, and on democratic practices designed to lead pupils towards effective 

citizenship.”363 The shift also reflected the characterization of the “dropout” as 

“troubled,” while those who were “eager to grasp the educational opportunities which 

remain open to them” and “Youth whose early school leaving is motivated solely by 
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genuine economic necessity are, so long as they remain employed, the drop-outs who 

occasion least concern in those who are troubled about the drop-out problem . . .”364  

On the other hand, of concern were young people who were “in some cases . . . 

dropped out” and “extreme adjustment cases.” Continuation education would now 

“help to prevent their development by providing individualized instruction in a 

permissive and guidance-centered learning environment for youth who need an 

extraordinary amount of understanding and guidance.”365 The employed student who 

was required to attend school four-hours a week, Warner warned, “is the first 

consideration of the continuation education program. That if such a program becomes 

a dumping place for the student who does not conform to the regular full time school 

program the meaning of continuation education will be lost.”366 The initial shift away 

from vocational education to adjustment education maintained the emphasis on 

working youth, while consciously attending to the threat of continuation being rendered 

a “dumping place” for non-conforming young people.  

In 1951, an administrative committee came together to plan for the future of 

San Francisco Continuation High School and produced a report for the district. The 

intended pupils were once again described in the report as those whose needs are not 

met in the traditional high school. However, earlier debates around whether young 
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people left out of economic necessity or out of personal “deficiency” were now fused 

into one deficit figure of the young person who did not fit that reflected the intersections 

of ableism, classism, and racism. Rather than seeking to offer alternative education to 

the masses, continuation was now to address itself to individuals and their adjustment 

to society. “When all attempts to fit a pupil into the group patterns and offerings of a 

school have failed, it may be said that his needs cannot effectively be met within the 

existing program. In keeping with its responsibility for the education of all young 

people, the school district should provide for these people.”367  

The continuation program was identified as “for those who drop out for 

economic reasons or don’t speak English” and different groups “who do not ‘fit in’ 

elsewhere” should also be considered.368 These groups included: 

Pupils who are retarded in school;  
Older pupils too mature to be in classes with children their own grade 
level;  
Pupils needing individual adjustment in basic learning skills beyond 
the scope of the remedial classes in regular schools;  
Pupils with little interest in the regular school program;  
Pupils returning to school after long periods of absence;  
Pupils who enroll late;  
Pupils with limited physical capacity;  
Pupils needing special guidance and understanding; 
Juvenile court cases; 
Habitual truants; 
Behavior problems; and 
Health problems. 
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The report repeatedly reiterated that the focus of the school should be on an 

individualized basis. With the focus on adjustment education attention turned to the 

language of needing more care and understanding, which justified less educational 

content. Instruction, the report recommended, should be “freed from the limiting 

factors of the traditional secondary school pattern.”369 The students who attended 

continuation high schools were identified by their fundamental difference from the 

regular high school’s student body and from one another. Under “The Curriculum” the 

report’s authors stated, “One characteristic will be true generally for most of the 

students in a continuation class. They will have a record of failure and inability to adjust 

in the normal high school program.”370 

By the 1950s, the young person in the role of “worker” carried a stigma, in part 

reflecting the normalization of young people attending schools with the shift in the 

percentage of the teenage population attending and completing high school, and in part 

reflecting concerns about young people working to buy cars. In 1955, E. Evan Shaffer, 

Assistant Director of Research and coordinator of Vocational Guidance, San Diego 

City Schools, directed a study of continuation high schools, funded by the Rosenberg 

foundation, for the Bureau of Adult Education, California State Department of 

Education, and the California Committee on Continuation Education. The document 

considered the institution’s organization and administration, the continuation 
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population as seen by teachers, students’ and principals’ opinions, the relationship 

between “juvenile delinquency” and “dropouts,” and made specific 

recommendations.371  

Reflecting earlier tensions between placing blame on the institution or an 

individual young person and defining young people through failure, Shaffer wrote, 

“Each of these drop-outs represents a dual failure. The high school has failed to provide 

an appropriate educational program or learning environment for the individual, and the 

individual has failed to contribute to the school his potential capacity for sharing social 

experiences and for learning what he must learn in order to become an effective 

member of society.”372 While Shaffer concluded that students’ affirmation that more 

“kids quit school than used to” in spite of enrollment patterns that indicated otherwise 

was due to “attempting to paint a more acceptable picture of their withdrawal from 

regular schools,”373 it is likely that the students were also responding to the increasing 

popular discourse around “the dropout crisis.”  

The Shaffer study marked the explicit shift of continuation high schools to 

“adjustment education” in California and argued that the two were synonymous.374 In 
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the concluding recommendations by the California Committee on Continuation 

Education, Shaffer wrote:  

We believe . . . That the popular concept of continuation education as a 
program for working youth should be broadened to the concept of the 
program serving not only minors under 19 but also all other youth who 
do not stay in high school until graduation or until age 18; that an 
effective and constructive educational program can be developed for 
these latter youth only by recognizing their more basic characteristic—
inadequate adjustment, especially in relation to the full-time school 
environment.375 
 

Continuation advocates recommended renaming continuation schools to erase 

“continuation” during the 1950s. A dramatic about face from its foundational 

objectives, continuation programs also at times made “a point of avoiding course titles 

implying any particular or limited economic or social status, such as might be suggested 

by adjectives like ‘worker’ or ‘job.’”376  

The shift away from the identification of continuation high school students as 

workers reflected the broader national shifts for young people from work to school, 

and, as Dorn argues, gave “high schools an explicit role in warehousing teenagers away 

from labor markets.”377 Even so, the curricular emphasis remained in many 

continuation schools on worker education. The San Francisco Continuation High 

School required full time working students to take “Worker Goals” and in separate 
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continuation classes in traditional high schools students were required to take a course 

on “job adjustment.”378 In the Los Angeles city regular high schools’ separate 

continuation classes such as “Self-management” and “Job Performance” were 

commonly given.379  

Continuation education was structured as either separate schools, separate 

classes in a traditional high school, or (least commonly) the designation of a young 

person as “continuation” within a traditional high school. “Students segregated in 

special classes, rooms, or programs,” Evan Shaffer, director of study for the California 

Committee on Continuation Education and Coordinator of Vocational Guidance, San 

Diego City Schools, wrote, “soon become conscious of and frequently resent such 

segregation. Special continuation classes in or on the grounds of regular school 

buildings often become identified as ‘dumbbell’ or ‘bonehead’ classes. In the separate 

continuation high school there are no such invidious distinctions within the school. 

Continuation students are not a questionable minority, an unassimilated group distinct 

from the dominant in-group, but are themselves the in-group, learning among their 

educational peers.”380 Segregation into the continuation school purportedly created a 

space free of distinction and judgement; a school which could be tailored to the 
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individual needs of the student. The differentiation of young people between “dominant 

in-group” and “questionable minority, an unassimilated group” was not framed as the 

issue, but rather that they are not completely segregated from the “in-group.”  

Counter to Shaffer’s depiction of happily segregated continuation students, the 

1953 study by the Sub-Committee on Counseling and Guidance of the Governor’s 

Advisory Committee on Children Youth found:  

Approximately 30% of our students drop out . . . these young people 
represent serious adjustment problems. They attend continuation 
school—if there is one—because they must and are frequently resentful 
and dissatisfied. School administrators are frequently reluctant to 
assume responsibility for them because they do not fit the pattern and 
often seriously disrupt the regular classes. They have in many areas 
become the ‘forgotten children’ of California.381 

 
Who were these “forgotten children” of California? “The language of delinquency,” 

Dorn writes in his tracing of the “dropout problem,” “often served as a substitute for 

the language of race in the dropout debate.”382 Racial assumptions in the literature 

about dropouts almost always originated with the menace of juvenile delinquency; 

rather than garnering the moral response granted to middle class dropouts, poor 

dropouts were presented as a menace.383 Within this context a “Study of Continuation 

Education in California” released by the California State Department of Education 
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takes on racialized meaning, “What becomes of these youth? The approximately 16,000 

who attend continuation schools and classes each year represent only a fraction of them. 

We know that many of them are not employed, that many are delinquents or potential 

delinquents.”384 In contextualizing the low number of Mexican youth in continuation 

high schools in the 1920s, Warner wrote, “These figures clearly indicate that many 

Mexican children were evading the continuation education school law. Considering the 

tendency of Mexican children to drop out of school at the earliest age possible…”385 

This retrospective commentary anticipated the manner in which young people of color 

would be funneled toward the continuation system in later years.  

Contamination, Exemption, and Ableism 

Teachers were asked as part of a 1955 study on continuation high schools to 

describe the students they designated as not served at all by continuation education. 

One teacher wrote, “Naïve, sensitive, nondelinquent girl (who is apt to be 

contaminated).”386 The idea of certain young people threatening to contaminate the 

“rightful students” echoes Richardson’s argument about the “purification” of 

delinquents through parallel institutions half a century earlier.387 “Juvenile 
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delinquency,” “ability,” linguistic and cultural differences, and rejection of schooling 

were increasingly treated as pathogens that could be spread and must be contained, 

purified out of the larger whole. This reflected the general medicalization of 

educational and social phenomena. 

Conner and Ferri argue that despite external measures after Brown vs. Board of 

Education (1954), the internal restructuring of schools effectively maintained 

segregation.388 They write:  

Perhaps above all, an increase in the use of testing to determine the 
Intelligence Quotient (IQ) of students served to justify the academic 
tracking of students according to “abilities.” In addition to tracking, a 
response to the integration of students of color was the increase in 
special classes, located in different parts of the school building, and even 
in separate schools.”389  
 

This led to the disproportionate placement of African American students in separate 

special education classrooms.390 One of the landmark legal cases, Larry P. v. Riles 

(1971-79), contesting biases inherent in standardized public testing in the San 

Francisco Public Schools, revealed that “school personnel, tests, and testing practices 

played a major role in deciding who received the label of ‘disabled’ and were thus 

responsible for the disproportionate placement of racial and linguistic minorities in 
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separate special education classes”391—a disproportionality that persists to this day.392 

During the “adjustment” era, juvenile delinquents were framed through a medical 

model of being “socially handicapped.”393 Conner and Ferri point out, “Terms once 

used such as ‘delinquent,’ and ‘culturally deprived’ have been shed in recent years in 

favor of the term ‘emotionally disturbed.’”394  

The need to identify, treat, and then contain “delinquents” or “pre-delinquents” 

runs throughout the continuation archive. Juvenile delinquency was understood during 

almost all eras of its deployment as inevitable and increasing. The continuation school 

often functioned as an alternative “option” relative to incarceration or a transition point, 

but was not structured to be its replacement. Shaffer warned that, “the schools can never 

make correctional institutions unnecessary no matter how intensive their program of 

therapy for pre-delinquents… the State cannot build twenty-four-hour institutions fast 

enough to meet the increasing need.”395 Juvenile delinquents were often those 

exempted from compulsory education and therefore deemed uneducable; the 
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distribution of exemptions could come from probation and parole officers and local 

school boards. Exemptions for “youth authority wards” were “automatic upon 

request.”396 One probation department in the 1955 study of continuation schools 

reported requesting an average of one exemption per week September to June.397 

Exemptions, however, were not restricted to “adjudged delinquents.” They were 

also used as a tool to dispose of young people deemed disciplinary problems.398 In the 

1968 testimony before the Assembly Interim Committee on Education on “Compulsory 

Attendance, Suspensions, and Continuation Schools,” Dennis Clifford with the 

Alameda County Legal Aid Society stated:  

Until this May, Oakland handled all serious discipline problems by what 
they called ‘exemption.’ What they would do is when a student got in 
trouble he would immediately be suspended, and his parents would 
receive a notice in the mail about a week later, saying under the laws of 
California you have been exempted from public school. You are not 
eligible to attend any public school ever again. Period. We brought a 
lawsuit…and they are now back to suspension and expulsion as 
remedies. Last year, they exempted over a thousand students and 
expelled eleven . . . . Suspension and school transfer are their two main 
techniques for dealing with lesser disciplinary problems. Either the kid 
is suspended for twenty days, or assigned to continuation schools 
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voluntarily, or transferred to another high school or grade school. 
Sometimes the kid finds it quite upsetting. The student never ever 
receives any hearing, any notice, anything. They are just dealt with.  
 
A gentleman this morning was saying that when a child goes to a 
continuation school, he is reviewed by a committee and they decide 
what’s in a child’s best interest. Well, the notion of deciding what’s in a 
child’s best interest is rampant throughout the Oakland School Board.399  
 

Clifford continued that he didn’t think Oakland’s expulsion practices, in lieu of 

exemption, are unique and that the Black community considered these actions to be 

racially motivated. He outlined how the racial dynamics of Oakland in the 1960s were 

playing out in classrooms and schools, “…in a place like Oakland, where there is racial 

change in these schools…a lot of the teachers want to show that they are not going to 

let these black students push them around. They don’t want the white students in white 

pants moving to Hayward so they have to get tough. The black parents feel quite 

resentful that their kids are singled out with the minor incidence of laying down the 

law.”400 Clifford further stated that the “paternalism” of the school administrators 

“acting in the student’s best interests” undergirded the emphasis on punishing Black 

students. Suspensions and expulsions became stand-ins for exemption from schooling 

based on uneducability. The racialized figure of the “delinquent” had to be punished, 

even this advocate conceded, in order for the figure of the “white student in white 
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pants” to stay. He did not say that the idea that the teachers “have to get tough” was 

racist, but that the issue was due process, leaving intact the assertion that with 

integration some young people would necessarily have to be excluded. 

The slipperiness that the continuation advocates navigate, saying that 

continuation is not corrections, not for the juvenile delinquent, but for those previously 

deemed “predelinquent” or unable to fit, reflects the material and symbolic 

arrangements between “corrections” and continuation. While continuation advocates 

were careful to distinguish their work from corrections, Shaffer slipped in his 

discussion of continuation education and delinquency, “The continuation class may be 

viewed by some as the principal instrument for the schools’ control of the delinquent. 

However, to wait until youth are sixteen or older to begin corrective measures is to 

build a paper dam against a flood.”401 He revealed the reality in the double-talk of 

“corrections” and alternative. Corrective measures were “instrument[s] of the schools’ 

control of the delinquent”; prevention was revealed as containment—a real dam against 

the flood. Continuation was aligned with corrections, not as alternative to, but in 

concert with. This relationship was fundamentally structural. The California Youth 

Authority, probation, and police were partners to the education system in their mission 

of curbing “juvenile delinquency.” A 1950 “community council” meeting in Richmond, 

for example, to consider “teen-age problems” initially included only school, probation, 

and police officials before inviting other organizations for “broader agency 
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representation.” The direct outcome of these discussions was the establishment of a 

separate continuation high school.402  

The figure of the juvenile delinquent created a symbolic synthesis of the 

structural relationship between (continuation) schools and policing. Shaffer was careful 

to note that “while 25 per cent of continuation students are ‘delinquent’ by one 

definition because of their probation status,” as opposed to 2 per cent of the total 

juvenile population, “to label continuation youth as delinquents… transfers the onus of 

the term ‘delinquent’ completely from the regular school students to the continuation 

student, entirely clearing the one and damning the other.”403 The mapping of the 

juvenile delinquent onto continuation education operated both in structuring the 

everyday realities of young people targeted by the carceral state, but also in creating an 

institutional receptacle to dispose of systemic failure. Rather than support this mapping 

and reflecting early connections between “corrections” and education, “delinquency” 

prevention and rehabilitation programs were again extrapolated as good for all children. 

Shaffer drew on the work of psychiatrist James Plant to argue that, “‘delinquency is 

one of the ways of coming to terms with reality…Thus we see the truant and the 

delinquent as doing their best to tell us of the places in our social structure that need 

change—changes that would be for the benefit of all children.’”404  

                                                

402 Shaffer, “A Study of Continuation Education in California,” 68. 

403 Shaffer, “A Study of Continuation Education in California,” 61. 

404 Shaffer, “A Study of Continuation Education in California,” 66. 



 

 167 

Conclusion 

Since the founding of California part-time education in 1919, the program was 

informed by the ideas that (1) there were certain young people who were not served by 

traditional schooling, (2) these young people needed more focused control by the state 

and to be explicitly differentiated from the rest of the school age population, (3) that 

carceral care (by modeling programming after programs in juvenile carceral 

institutions) reflected efficient and effective educational practices, and (4) that the role 

of education was to fit the “unfit” young people to their prescribed occupational and 

societal place. 

Whether the issue was deemed structural or individualized, the “juvenile 

delinquent” persisted in being the figure that structured the individualized “problem,” 

while an institutional alternative was persistently offered as the “solution.” First, the 

“juvenile delinquent” was rendered the original target of manual education to “purify” 

society. Later, the “juvenile delinquent” was employed as the evidence of effective and 

efficient educational reform. Finally, the “juvenile delinquent” became the target to be 

purified out of traditional schools and into carceral alternatives spaces, such as 

continuation. Fundamental to the process of figuration of “juvenile delinquents” was 

the undermining of organized labor and of the identification of young people as workers 

in a collective sense.  

The relationship between vocational schooling and continuation education 

offers insight into the foundational rendering of certain young people, understood as 

“workers” and “potential workers,” from “not school children” needing “hand-minded 
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education” to children who do not fit and must be quarantined into a parallel system or 

exempted completely. While vocational education moved into comprehensive high 

schools, the discourse of vocation and fit remained within the institution, which is 

replete with characteristics of “unstudents.” There were those who were identified as 

the worthy and recuperative “unstudents,” who were willing to “adjust” to their 

occupational and societal place, but there were also those who were characterized as 

persistently rejecting their relegation into a system that promised much but held little 

economic or societal benefit. The continuation high school reflects the intensification 

of the production of “unstudents” as compulsory education expanded. These children 

were characterized as restless, independent, failures; “insistence on personal rights, 

gang spirit, independence, analysis, wanting to know the reason why of things, intense 

restlessness and insistence on receiving a ‘square deal,’” being part of the “herding” 

immigrant population, “marked deficiencies,” those who “do not ‘fit in’ elsewhere,” 

“non-conformers,” and “(pre-)delinquents.”405 There is evidence of children and 

families who rejected schooling, but this rejection must be put in the context of 

schooling as the structural “fitting” within a context of second class citizenship and 

stratification within and beyond schools.  
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The production of “unstudents,” as reflected in the history of continuation high 

schools must be measured within the context of racist, sexist, ableist, xenophobic, and 

classist social stratification and the need to keep certain young people in either a state 

of non- but potential-work, incarceration, labor (as with the exemptions to child labor 

laws), and/or fundamentally separate and quarantined from the traditional school 

population. This practice was also reflected in traditional schooling practices that 

pushed young people into specific “tracks” within schools and school districts and/or 

out of school and into these invisibilized parallel carceral tracks.406 The practice of 

exemptions as a white supremacist answer to desegregation in the 1950s anticipated 

the role that continuation education would play in the 1960s and beyond, which is 

explored in Chapter 3.  
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The Dropout  

They’re not bad boys. These dropouts, not delinquents, not hoods, not 
yet that is. They may not even be stupid or backward or lazy . . . . What 
makes a school casualty? . . . Why is a dropout? School people in many 
American cities have been asking this question . . . thinking hard about 
so terrible a waste of youth, so big a leak in our manpower reserve, so 
great a failure in our educational system. —The Drop Out, 1962  

 
Peaking in the 1960s, early school leaving was identified as an issue from the 

beginning of common visions of schooling and compulsory schooling legislation. In an 

1872 report at the National Education meeting in St. Louis, the Superintendent of 

schools in St. Louis, “called attention to the ‘drop-out’ problem in the elementary 

schools,” which “stirred an interest in the problem of youth’s ‘elimination from 

school.’”407 Dorn argues that the emergence of “The Dropout” “marks the time when 

secondary education joined elementary schooling as a common expectation” and “a 

fundamental shift in rhetoric justifying education.”408 This common expectation was 

reflected in the shifting role of high school from educating a slim minority of young 

people at the turn of the century to the majority of teens enrolled by 1945. The shift 

away from identifying continuation high school students as workers reflected this 

broader trend toward high school graduation as the norm and away from full-time 

employment as it became increasingly rare.409 Continuation high schools have always 
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been focused on “The Dropout,” though the stigma associated with early school leaving 

shifted over time. Consistent with California continuation high school’s founding 

documents, continuation advocates in the middle of the 20th century echoed the failure 

of traditional schooling to meet the needs of all young people, but with a pointed focus 

on the failure of young people.  

While concern with “The Dropout” has been consistent, the figure was a 

dominant trope exchanged around schooling starting at the end of WWII and peaking 

in the early to mid-1960s. The 1962 film, The Drop Out, released by the National 

Education Association and the Mental Health Film Board opens with melancholy music 

as the camera scans a diner full of white teenagers. A group of teenagers excitedly talk 

about working to fund cars instead of attending school. The film follows Joe, a “drop 

out,” through his childhood and the classroom until he is a “fugitive from failure” and 

then “drops out of the world through the back door.” Reminiscent of early part-time 

education, the film highlights the expansion of education tailored to the “individual 

needs of the students” and “based on students’ interests,” depicted through young 

people working on cars, into the high school curriculum. It further describes “work 

experience education” in which young people are placed at a job site as apprentices. 

The film then returns to Joe and states, “…remember almost a million Joes drop out of 

school a year and are lost. Lost to their time. Lost to themselves.” Similar to Cityscape 

students’ descriptions of being framed as headed “nowhere,” Joe is depicted as a 

wanderer and, if not helped, destined to continue an “endless search.”  
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The discourse around “the dropout” is often connected with the language of 

waste and of the loss of a national resource. A 1962 article in the Saturday Evening 

Post is emblematic of this language, “We waste more than a million kids a year. As we 

once wasted natural gas and forests and topsoil, today we waste our most valuable 

natural resource—the productive power of young brains and muscles, the creative 

power of young imaginations and emotions.”410 Life, the first popular magazine to 

describe dropping out as a national problem, also drew on this language of waste, 

“Leaving school is usually one more step on a treadmill of discouragement, failure, and 

escape. But the individual tragedy is also a national waste.”411 The language of waste, 

however, was not always attributed to the loss of a resource, but was also attributed to 

the disposability of certain young people and communities. The debates surrounding 

the dropout problem varied as moral outrage was often reserved for middle class, “high-

ability” dropouts and poor dropouts were presented as a menace.412  

The moral panic around dropping out was linked to concerns about 

delinquency, a code word of the time for young men of color, especially African 

Americans.413 Conant’s 1961 Slums and Suburbs is credited with calling the 

unemployed and unskilled youth in cities, “social dynamite” and explicitly cited 

                                                

410 As cited by Dorn, “Origins of the ‘Dropout Problem,” 363. 

411 As cited by Dorn, “Origins of the ‘Dropout Problem,” 362–63. 

412 Dorn, “Origins of the ‘Dropout Problem,” 366. 

413 Dorn, “Origins of the ‘Dropout Problem,” 366. 
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race.414 Onto “The Dropout” was mapped concerns about the job market as well as 

urban poverty and being at-risk of becoming a “juvenile delinquent.” “Lost in the 

1960s,” Dorn writes, “was any sense that the economy produced unemployment.”415 

The emphasis on urban poverty served to draw attention away from the school toward 

the young people and their families as sources of school and labor market failures.416 

                                                

414 James B. Conant, Slums and Suburbs: A Commentary on Schools in 
Metropolitan Areas. (New York, NY: McGraw-Hill, 1961). 

415 Dorn, “Origins of the ‘Dropout Problem,” 369. 

416 Dorn, “Origins of the ‘Dropout Problem,” 369. 



 

 174 

Chapter 3: Suspension and Segregation: Towards A Theory of Nonwork 

 
 
History is not kind to idlers.—A Nation at Risk, 19831 
 
Some continuation administrators state that the policy of 
handling the problem varies with the individual teacher: some 
permit no sitting idly, while others tolerate much, with the 
feeling that a complete permissive learning situation permits 
academic indigestion to run its course. —E. Evan Shaffer, 
Directors of Study of Continuation Education in California, 
1955 
 
There can be nothing more willful than the refusal to be 
aspirational, or at least, to refuse to aspire for the right things in the 
right way, a refusal to miss what you deemed to be missing. —Sara 
Ahmed2 

 
Continuation high schools provided an institutional alibi for the broader system 

during two foundational moments in American educational history. As discussed, they 

were founded with the explicit intent of pacifying young workers from challenging a 

capitalist nation-state and to provide a “safety valve” for common schools. Secondly, 

and explored in this chapter, they were rapidly expanded starting in the 1960s in 

response to civil rights concerns. These civil rights concerns are familiar in 

contemporary discourse around the school to prison pipeline. Young people of color, 

young people with disabilities, and poor young people were being systematically 

suspended and exempted from schools within the context of school integration, which 

                                                

1 Hunt and Staton, A Nation at Risk. 

2 Ahmed, Willful Subjects, 184. 
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formalized the “unstudents” relative to the true, deserving students. Not disturbing the 

assumption that there were certain young people who should not remain in regular 

school, continuation high schools were proposed as the answer. Considering alternative 

education, and specifically continuation high schools, during arguably its most pivotal 

moment in California educational history offers insight into the roots of the “school to 

prison nexus”3 in response to civil rights gains, including desegregation and the 

expansion of the expectation that all young people deserve an education.  

This chapter considers the persistence and growth of continuation high schools 

as a site of keeping young people in a particular “social relation with the community 

and state”4 and the movement of continuation to a site of containment and warehousing 

of “unstudents.” Building on the previous chapter, this chapter is animated by the 

following questions: What does it mean to be a branch of schooling founded for 

student-workers when there is no work, for vocational schooling when there is no 

vocational education? How might the evolution of continuation high schools into a 

place of nonwork for unstudents reflect the logics and practices of the broader 

educational system? How might the broader arch of continuation education history 

from the rise of vocational education vis a vis capitalist interests in controlling labor 

markets and political agitation to the expansion of the institution to answer civil rights 

                                                

3 David Stovall, “Schools Suck, but They’re Supposed to: Schooling, 
Incarceration and the Future of Education,” Journal of Curriculum and Pedagogy 13, 
no. 1 (January 2, 2016): 20–22. 

4 Kersey, “An Analysis of Part-Time Organization and Administration.” 
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concerns with a space of containment inform the subject formation of the continuation 

student? In the absence of work, the foundational binary between “wage-earners” and 

“school children” positioned continuation high school students as surplus—both as 

disaccumulated workers and unstudents. Beyond the references to continuation high 

schools as “dumping grounds” that permeate the archive and current discourse, the 

systematic process of removing or “purifying” certain young people based on their 

“unusual problems, situations, and responsibilities”5 from the vision of common 

schooling disappears the social problems by externalizing the issues onto those kids in 

those schools.6  

AB 1596: Long-Term Suspensions & Systematic Exclusion 

Just prior to the formalization of long-term suspensions in 1961, prominent 

national education journals featured California school policies concerning the 

suspension or expulsion of students who did not perform their student “duties.” The 

Bulletin of the National Association of Secondary School Principals printed a speech 

delivered over the PA system by Principal Schmaelzle of San Francisco’s George 

Washington High School in 1959. His warning was introduced by stating that “the old 

pattern of sending our undesireables, or problem cases” to continuation would end 

                                                

5 John W. Voss, “Handbook on Continuation Education in California” 
(California State Department of Education, Bureau of Elementary and Secondary 
Education, 1968), 4. 

6 Davis, Are Prisons Obsolete?, 16. 
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because “It was never meant to be a correctional institution or a penal establishment.”7 

He summarized his warning delivered to students, “Briefly then, if any of you 

consistently do failing work, are chronic truants, or become serious discipline 

problems, fail to improve after our efforts to help you, we will just drop you from our 

rolls. This is called exclusion. Severe? Not at all. This high school is not a loafing place 

or a shelter for undesirables. You make your record. We only keep it.”8  

The Clearing House: A Journal of Educational Strategies, Issues and Ideas 

published what the editors called “a student behavior policy with ‘teeth’” that was 

adopted by the rural Salinas Union High School district. In it the “failure of such student 

to be diligent in his studies” was included under grounds for expulsion. A diligent 

student shall, the policy stated, “(a) Complete all assigned work on time; (b) pay strict 

attention to the teacher at all times; (c) exhibit good citizenship at all times; (d) Do that 

caliber of work consistent with the student’s individual ability and grade level…”9 Both 

pieces share almost verbatim language around the limited right to school; they state 

that while education is a right, it is not an “absolute right.”10  

                                                

7 O. I. Schmaelzle, “The Seriousness of a High-School Education,” The 
Bulletin of the National Association of Secondary School Principals 43, no. 249 
(1959): 59. 

8 Schmaelzle, “The Seriousness of a High-School Education,” 60. 

9 Salinas Union High School District, “Student Behavior Policy,” The 
Clearing House 33, no. 6 (February 1959): 350. 

10 Schmaelzle, “The Seriousness of a High-School Education,” 58; Salinas 
Union High School District, “Student Behavior Policy,” 348. 
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Citing California courts, they underscore education as a “limited right” or 

“privilege.”11 The legal precedent for such a policy was found in Hardwick v. Board of 

Trustees in 1955, a California case in which parents protested the expulsion of their 

children because they did not want them to participate in dance physical education, 

which was against their religious beliefs. The courts ordered the children be readmitted 

because “neither the state nor any of its agents has authority to deprive parents of their 

natural and constitutional right to govern the moral and ethical conduct of their 

children.”12 The language from this ruling was used, however, to endorse the ability of 

schools to withhold education from those they deemed “divergent.” The Salinas 

discipline policy cites the following from the Hardwick ruling:  

To the end that the public school system may in full measure function according 
to its purposes there must of course be rules and regulations for the government 
thereof and these the legislature has either directly provided or has vested the 
school authorities with the right and power to prescribe the courses of study to 
be followed in the various grades of the system, and to maintain at all times the 
discipline indispensably necessary to the successful prosecution of the high 
purposes thereof. To all such regulations if they be reasonable or not violative 
of their fundamental rights or those of their parents or guardian, the pupils are 
bound to conform or suffer a denial of the right to attend the public schools.13 

 

                                                

11 Salinas Union High School District, “Student Behavior Policy,” 348. 

12 Hardwick v. Bd. of Trustees of Fruitridge School District, 54 Cal. App. 696 
(1921). 

13 Hardwick v. Bd. of Trustees of Fruitridge Sch. Dist., 54 Cal. App. 696 
(1921). 
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The separation of “fundamental rights” from the right to attend public schools and the 

positioning of non-conformity as grounds for the denial of schooling was taken up by 

the school districts as legal precedent for pushing certain young people out of school. 

The year 1959 also saw the passage of California Assembly Bill 2299, which required 

school districts “to adopt rules and regulations authorizing teachers, principals, and 

other certified personnel to administer reasonable corporal or other punishment to 

pupils when such action is deemed an appropriate corrective measure.”14  

In 1961, Assemblyman Winton, a former schoolboard member in Merced, 

authored California Assembly Bill 1596 to expand the allowable term for suspensions 

from 2 weeks to a full semester in order to more efficiently deal with “disciplinary 

students.”15 In a letter encouraging Governor Edmund Gerald “Pat” Brown to sign the 

bill, Assemblyman Winton wrote,  

AB 1596 would allow high schools to suspend a student for the duration 
of the semester in which he is suspended. In this way, it would be easier 
for the school authorities to get the chronic troublemakers out of the 
classroom, where they disturb others who want to learn, for a longer 
period of time. In addition, it provides for a more logical approach to 
the problem whereby a student is suspended for a semester, because if 
he is only suspended for two weeks, he will probably have little chance 
of passing his courses during the semester in which he is suspended 
anyway.16  
 

                                                

14 Fred G. Williams, “Report on Assembly Bill No. 2299,” June 13, 1959, 
California State Archives. 

15 Gordon H. Winton, Jr., “Re Assembly Bill 1596,” June 8, 1961, California 
State Archives. 

16 Winton, Jr., “Re Assembly Bill 1596.” 
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Assemblyman Winton’s authorship of this bill was in response to secondary school 

administrators who reported that a “de facto system of consecutive two week 

suspensions had become common and that this legislation would simply eliminate the 

excess paper involved in suspending an individual student every other Monday 

morning.”17  

Whether it was within the bounds of law for school authorities to issue 

consecutive suspensions without the recurrence of an offense, a 1964 study notes, was 

apparently not challenged.18 AB 1596 illustrates a number of central dynamics within 

the value/unvalue dialectic of schooling. There were certain non-student students who 

needed to be, it was assumed, kicked out in order to protect the true deserving students. 

The act of refusing educational access for an entire semester rather than two weeks was 

framed as in the best interest of the unstudent, or in the language of the time “divergent 

youth.”19 The problem was framed as being certain young people and the burden of 

bureaucratic restraints on school officials to remove them. Due process and the interests 

of the unstudent were subsumed by the inconvenience of paperwork.  

The results were predictable. Concerns about dropout and pushout rates quickly 

mounted. In 1964, the CA Assembly called for an interim committee on the sharp rise 

                                                

17 Assembly Committee on Education, “Staff Report on House Resolution 
330” (California Legislature Assembly, February 1965), 2–3. 

18 Assembly Committee on Education, “Staff Report,” 3. 

19 See Appendix F for California Assembly description of “divergent youth” 
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in suspensions in public secondary schools. Three years after the long-term suspensions 

bill was authorized, “reports and accusations were received by various members of the 

Legislature indicating that a number of these suspensions were not in the long-run 

interest of the public and, in the extreme, that school administrators were increasingly 

taking a course of suspending their ‘problems’ from school rather than attending to the 

needs of divergent youth.”20 The interim committee sent a questionnaire to all school 

districts on four broad categories of school removal: long-term suspension, exemption, 

exclusion, and expulsion.21 Officials responding to the survey included lengthy letters 

that they were “sincere in their attempts to (1) protect ‘normal’ students from 

encroachments on the learning process, and (2) to try to convince divergent youth to 

conform to the regular school program and rules and to ‘normal’ behavior.”22 

While the 1960s brought attention to the issue of “dropouts” and “pushouts,” 

such consideration was accompanied by the practice of disclaiming any concern for 

“divergent youth.” They will not be prioritized over the “protection” of “normal” 

students. The 1965 Assembly Education Committee found it necessary to write a 

statement of intent to open the report regarding the misuse of long-term suspensions: 

                                                

20 Assembly Committee on Education, “Staff Report on House Resolution 
330,” 3. 

 
21 Assembly Committee on Education, “Staff Report on House Resolution 

330,” 4 
 
22 Assembly Committee on Education, “Staff Report on House Resolution 

330,” 15. 
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The Assembly Education Committee wishes to emphasize that its 
concern for the personal and scholastic welfare of divergent youth in no 
way conflicts with its equally sincere desire that sound learning 
environments be maintained in elementary and secondary classrooms 
throughout California.  
 
The Committee believes that effective establishment of adequate parental and 
continuation classes, coupled with sympathetic and productive efforts by local 
school officials to find alternatives to the traditional high school program, can 
alleviate the problems of divergent youth while maintaining high standards of 
deportment and scholastic achievement in everyday school affairs.23  

 
The concern for the wellbeing of both “normal” and “divergent” students manifested 

in the upholding of the necessity of separation and segregation. Even in the opening of 

a report on the problems with the institutional practices of the exclusion, the 

“problems” were framed as “divergent youth” and the solution was institutional 

removal and separation. The term “sympathetic” is telling here. With the peak focus on 

“the dropout” in the mid-1960s, the approach to “divergent” young people was based 

on being responsive to difference through separate classes, practices, expectations, and 

institutions. This set the stage for later debates around the continuation high school 

form and the need for “relevant” education.   

The 1965 study ordered by the Assembly Education Committee found that since 

the passing of 1961 Assembly Bill 1596 long-term suspensions increased 7 times faster 

than normal expectancy due to increased average daily attendance (ADA) in secondary 

                                                

23 Assembly Committee on Education, “Staff Report on House Resolution 
330.” 
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schools, 84% versus 9% respectively.24 The majority of these suspensions were 

semester-long and were primarily for non-deportment (non-behavioral) reasons and did 

not reflect the statutes for suspensions outlined in the Education Code. Instead, over 60 

percent were suspended for either poor attendance or excessively low motivation or 

achievement. Students suspended for such reasons were less likely to return to school. 

Suspensions for low motivation and achievement increased by 76 percent over the three 

years since the passing of the law. Less than one quarter of these students had 

previously been suspended for this reason and about half had never been suspended at 

all. Overall, the students who were suspended for a long-term period had not been 

previously suspended for the same reason. Students suspended for deportment reasons 

made up 40 percent of long-term suspensions and 60 percent were likely to return to 

school. On the other hand, only 33 percent of those who were suspended for low 

attendance, motivation, or achievement would return to school. Deportment 

suspensions showed a steady decrease. The increase of suspension for non-deportment 

reasons reflected a shift in the conception of unstudents from primarily behavioral 

terms to an intrinsic divergence of the student.25  

Long-term suspensions enabled school administrators to eliminate students 

with ease rather than being answerable to oversight when having to make a formal 

declaration of truancy or going through the school board to pursue expulsion. 

                                                

24 Richardson, Common, Delinquent, and Special, 1446: 88. 

25 Richardson, Common, Delinquent, and Special. 
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Significantly, going through the school board for an expulsion hearing meant that the 

students’ statutory right to attend school would be raised.26 Parent conferences also 

showed a significant decline. Long term suspensions, it seemed, were being used as “a 

major disciplinary weapon after counseling and threats have failed.”27 One 

superintendent, whose district reported low suspension rates, detailed his practice of 

giving students over 16-years-old a choice between quitting and being suspended. This 

raised the question of whether the survey in fact reported low estimates of actual 

removals from school by direct and indirect methods.28 Expulsions, which required 

governing board action, decreased “absolutely and relatively.” Smaller districts, 

specifically rural and semi-rural, were exceptions and made greater use of the formal 

expulsion process than larger districts. This difference could be attributed in part to 

concentrations of young people of color in urban districts and the educational 

exemptions given to young people performing agricultural work.  

Exemptions, which would categorize a young person as exempt from 

compulsory schooling laws and therefore eligibility for public schooling, for 

deportment reasons rose significantly. One quarter of exempted students were granted 

                                                

26 M.A. Eckstein, “Ultimate Deterrents: Punishment and Control in English 
and American Schools,” Comparative Education Review 10, no. 3 (October 1966): 
436. 

27 Assembly Committee on Education, “Staff Report on House Resolution 
330,” 9. 

28 Assembly Committee on Education, Assembly Committee on Education, 
“Staff Report,” 9. 
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exemptions to help support family and one quarter were transferred to another public 

agency, most likely a juvenile institution. “Hyperkinetic,” “antisocial,” and “aggressive 

behavior” accounted for 500 cases or 15% of all exemptions cases. This marked a 

significant increase as well. The report noted that, “Exemption, then, is not as serious 

a cause for concern as suspension. Well over half of the 3000 cases were for valid social 

or medical reasons, if not educational ones” (12).  

If we consider these exemptions within the context of the disproportionate 

labeling of children of color as “socially handicapped” and disabled;29 the targeting of 

young men of color in long-term suspensions; the targeting of African American 

students in the testimony before the 1968 Assembly;30 and the pathologization of 

disability that enabled exempting young people from schooling, then these cases reflect 

how the production of “unstudents”—here those who the Assembly deemed were 

within the margin of acceptable rejection from schools—has been deeply entrenched 

in the relationship between ableism and racism. Again, the focus was not on how the 

schools produced categories of ineducability and failure, but what institutional answer 

(or not) would be the bare minimum to fulfill the state’s obligations to provide 

education for these young people.   

                                                

29 Beth A. Ferri and David J. Connor, “Tools of Exclusion: Race, Disability, 
and (Re) Segregated Education,” Teachers College Record 107, no. 3 (2005): 453–
474. 

30 “Compulsory Attendance- Suspensions - Continuation Schools.” 
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The increase in exclusions, removing students whose “filthy and vicious 

habits,” contagious disease, or disability was “inimical to the welfare of other pupils,” 

rose significantly for pregnant students. The discourse of contamination or contagion 

and school-age mothers was a common theme across debates on school-age mothers.31 

The emergence of teen pregnancy framed as a national problem occurred in the late 

1960s-1980s when teen pregnancy was at its lowest.32 This came about in large part as 

a response to “the increase in unwed sexual activity, pregnancies, unwed births, and 

unwed pregnancy among white women,” Pillow continues, “While black women’s 

rates of unwed pregnancy were linked with inherent cultural weakness and thus yielded, 

at least initially, little attention, a rise in white unwed pregnancy was cause for concern 

and policy response.”33  

Who were these young people being suspended, exempted, and kicked out of 

school? Mainly 16-year-old, young men of color, but not Asian young men. The 

Committee found that this young person was generally doing very poorly in school, 

from a working class, single parent household.34 The vast majority of young men, the 

study noted, were suspended for non-behavioral reasons at exactly 16 years old because 

                                                

31 Pillow, Unfit Subjects, 63. 

32 Pillow, Unfit Subjects, 26. 

33 Pillow, Unfit Subjects, 28. 

34 Assembly Committee on Education, “Staff Report on House Resolution 
330,” 1. 
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this was generally the age at which school authorities would “react to this type of 

youth” in the “somewhat undefinable areas of motivation and achievement.”35  

Citing that the vast majority, four-fifths, of long term suspensions occurred in 

districts which did not operate continuation classes or schools, continuation education 

advocates identified continuation high schools as an institutional answer to the issue 

of how to keep young people in the compulsory system without keeping them in 

traditional schools. Though continuation education was “seldom if ever raised” by the 

school officials surveyed, continuation advocates jumped on the chance to underscore 

the connections between continuation classes and schools and low suspension rates. 

Based on these findings, the mandate that continuation high schools or programs must 

operate in every school district across the state was enforced and the number of 

continuation high schools skyrocketed from 13 to 183. 

Elder’s 1964 study of the attitudes of students of color and white students about 

continuation education at a west coast continuation school offers insight into the targets 

of continuation education and the differential risks involved with attendance in them.36 

Just before the legislation passed to mandate continuation high schools in each 

California school district, the study revealed that African American students found the 

risks associated with attendance in continuation high school to be greater than white 

                                                

35 Assembly Committee on Education, “Staff Report,” 8. 

36 “The Schooling of Outsiders,” Sociology of Education, 1966, 324–343. 
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students because the reputation of such schools would increase their already great 

likelihood for discrimination in the work world.37  

Almost half the students attending the school were students of color, 90% 

African-American, reflecting double the proportion of residents in the community who 

were “non-white.”38 White students were more likely to be in continuation because of 

academic failure or girls on probationary status (usually due to running away or a 

sexual offense), while Black students were more likely present due to being on parole 

or girls who were pregnant or married. While the author points to this being reflective 

of the “permissiveness” of the “large Negro section of the community,” he mentions in 

a footnote that this was also due to the variations in the response of law enforcement to 

Black youth.39 Much of the teaching, he writes, “is, in fact, of a remedial nature, there 

were no courses explicitly designed to be remedial, a deficiency that can be attributed 

to the school’s very limited budget.”40 Elder concludes his study, “Considering the 

characteristics of the school and the large number of Negro students enrolled, a civil 

rights group would have little difficultly in describing it as a ‘dumping ground’ for 

Negro students. Conversations with educational administrators on the local and state 

                                                

37 Elder, Jr. “The Schooling of Outsiders.” 

38 Elder, Jr, “The Schooling of Outsiders,” 327. 

39 Elder, Jr, “The Schooling of Outsiders,” 333–34. 
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level indicate much concern about the reputation of this type of school among 

Negroes.”41 

Long-term suspensions, it was found, were being used by school authorities to 

“knowingly or unwittingly, [shirk] their basic responsibility” in educating all young 

people.42 The majority of the young people being kicked out of school for long-term 

suspensions were those who had poor attendance and “excessively low motivation or 

achievement.”43 Rather than consider how the traditional schools were not meeting the 

needs of young people as a strategy to transform schools to be more inclusive, 

continuation high schools were offered as the space to contain differences or 

maladjustments. Containment in the continuation school became alternative to, but 

often felt by young people as, punishment.  

The Second Continuation High School Boom: 1965 

With the passage of AB 2240 in 1965, which provided a financially punitive 

mechanism to uphold the mandate that continuation high schools be established in 

every school district that had more than 100 students in the 12th grade, the numbers of 

continuation high schools grew rapidly from 13 to 183 in one year with another 

                                                

41 Elder, Jr, “The Schooling of Outsiders,” 341–42. 

42 Assembly Committee on Education, “Staff Report on House Resolution 
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approximately 183 continuation programs within traditional high schools.44 The 

passage of AB 2240 should be considered within the broader socio-political context of 

the time, including the global and domestic liberation movements, including 

desegregation and the Watts Rebellion. March of 1968, the year of the California 

Assembly’s review of continuation high schools, Chican@ students in East LA staged 

massive walkouts to protest the unequal conditions in the Los Angeles Unified School 

District high schools.  

While demanded for decades by Mexican communities, among the students’ 

curricular demands was the elimination of tracking, which funneled Chican@s into 

vocational education.45 By 1960, the vast majority, more than 80%, of the Mexican and 

Mexican-American population lived in urban areas.46 A report released by California 

in the late 1960s showed that 57 percent of Mexican American students in the eight 

largest school districts attended schools that were segregated according to the definition 

that the student body was not within 15 percent of the composition of the school 
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134. 



 

 191 

district.47 In Los Angeles, only one-fifth of Mexican American students were in an 

academic program compared to half of white children. Four out of five Mexican 

American children were in vocational programs.48 “About 90 percent of the African-

American students attended one of 117 predominately African-American schools, 

while two-thirds of the Mexican and Mexican-American students attend one of the 100 

predominately Mexican institutions.”49  

The year following the Civil Rights Act, 1965 was also the year that the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) was passed by Congress. ESEA was 

an expansive educational initiative dedicating resources to fund programs focusing on 

the needs of poor children. The Title I provision, 5/6s of the total funding allocation, 

was dedicated to educational programming for low-income young people in urban and 

rural communities. Title III allocated funding to plan, establish, maintain or operate 

enrichment programs and to provide a diverse range of educational experiences. This 

included, guidance and counseling, remedial instruction, and “services designed to 

enable and encourage persons to enter, remain in, or reenter educational programs, 
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including the provision of special educational programs…”50 During the 1968 

reauthorization, educational programs for English language learners were included 

under Title III. Title III funding was sometimes used to further support the development 

of continuation high schools, such as Operation REACH in later years.    

By the mid-1960s, continuation high school students were no longer identified 

as young people who needed to work, but rather the minority were financially 

motivated “dropouts” and the larger group of young people were unadjusted to the work 

of school; all classified as “having unusual problems, situations, and responsibilities.”51 

By 1968, 55%-65% of all continuation students were unemployed and 73% of those 

employed were placed in employment by the school.52 The special consultant to the 

Bureau of Elementary and Secondary Education, California State Department of 

Education, and author of the “Handbook on Continuation Education in California,” 

John W. Voss characterized potential continuation students as: those who do not or 

cannot attend regularly; those for whom a large school fails to provide a happy or 

constructive environment; those who do not benefit from group learning experiences 

and who may even limit benefits to others; those with little interests in the regular 

school program; students needing remedial work; students with limited physical 
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capacity; students returning to school; habitual truants; those involved in the juvenile 

court; those with behavioral problems; those with health problems; and those needing 

rehabilitation or readjustment training.53 Placed underneath the umbrella of alternative 

education as well as an answer to civil rights concerns surrounding the systematic long-

term suspensions of young people, this list reflects the awkward purported role of 

alternative for young people whose needs were not being met, while being structurally 

positioned as the last chance for a student after they have been kicked out of traditional 

schools.54  

Cautioning against using the continuation high school as a threat, Voss called 

the designation of continuation schools as dumping grounds “easy.”55 However, the 

1965 California legislation ordered that no student be suspended from school for more 

than ten days in a school year unless first transferred to a parental school (schools that 

according to a legislative study never existed in practice) or to a continuation education 

class.56 According to the California Department of Education, the law was enacted to:  

Support the maintenance of behavioral standards in the regular high 
schools through imposing limitations on suspensions 
Prevent the severance of minors who are suspended too frequently or 
who are dropping out of the comprehensive high school from losing 
necessary educational experiences and training 
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Clarify the role of continuation education in meeting the special 
educational needs of these students57  
 

The discourse drawn upon by continuation high school advocates was now fully 

focused on the “problems” or “deficiencies of the common school branches” that 

Leonard spoke to in 1920 and maintained a loophole for the broader educational system 

not meeting the needs of all students.58 

By this time, which marked the largest boom of continuation high school 

expansion and the vocational emphasis was being displaced, meaningful vocational 

education and job placement functions were identified by young people, administrators, 

and educators as essential to a commitment to the continuation school form. While in 

British continuation high schools the focus was on integrating young people into the 

labor force, the American continuation high schools focused on keeping young people 

in these often, less-quality schools. The director of a large vocational education institute 

stated, “We have learned that industry does not want employees under 17 or 18 years 

of age. It seems our educational system must offer complete school programs that retain 

students until they have reached age 20 or older. The mature graduates are always 

selected in preference to the 18-year-olds if their ability is even nearly equal.”59 Even 

though the vocational framing of the institution was being subsumed by a focus on 
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“divergent youth,” continuation advocates continued to point to the “vocational type 

training” and “relevance” as central to its additive difference from traditional high 

schools. 

Operation REACH, a program funded by the ESEA Title III grant in Imperial 

and Riverside Counties, operated a “Continuation Education System Development 

Project,” which released a widely read primer on the institution. The 1967 primer 

contributed to by continuation teachers, administrators, and Operation Reach 

leadership, “Orientation to Continuation Education,” was reprinted in 1968 due to the 

“steady flow of requests.”60 In it, continuation education is depicted as nonselective, 

which is in contrast to the programs that selectively cater to young people that have 

only one “divergent characteristic” due to a program’s desire to “achieve success.”61 

“By divergent youth,” the authors explain, “is meant those who have characteristics of 

personality which are at the extremes of a normal distribution curve. Individual 

continuation students might have a number of divergent characteristics. Example: 

ability, weight, social skills, motivation, appearance, reading achievement, etc.”62 They 

further clarify, “To put it in its simplest form the continuation school serves those 

students who don’t fit into the system. It serves those who are too abrasive, too 
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embarrassing, too late (new entrants) and too hard to teach.”63 Of all the characteristics 

attributed to continuation school students, “emotional disturbance” is associated with 

both the smallest percentage and “the hardest group of students to work with . . . the 

ones described as hostile, withdrawn, delinquent, hyperactive and immature . . . . They 

are the ones who are rejected by the comprehensive high school and they are assigned 

to continuation school.”64  

While “Life Adjustment Education” was largely dismissed by the late 1950s in 

traditional educational spaces, the philosophy persisted within continuation 

education.65 The Operation REACH primer states, continuation school is above all “a 

guidance and counseling institution” and an academic program should be made 

available to “selected students.”66 With this focus continuation staff, the primer argues, 

should have a “missionary spirit” and be more accepting and open to “divergent 

youth.”67 To motivate young people, the authors argue, the educator must establish with 

the young person why they are in the classroom: credits toward graduation, skill-

building, and to satisfy attendance laws, and try to adjust the curriculum to be 
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“relevant.”68 This relevance to the students’ needs was described as: immediate 

gratification to get the student excited about learning, relevance to a future test or credit, 

to please someone else, and social expectations.69 While the primer is explicit that 

instruction should be individualized, the issue of creating a “custom-made” curriculum 

for each student is “solved” through “instructional packets,” often called “contracts.”70 

These instructional packets were to provide the young person the purpose, instruction, 

and activities to pursue individually.71 The number of credits per activity were also to 

be noted.72 The first sample instructional packet provided is “An Orientation Contract” 

in which the student was asked to reflect on their school records to consider what the 

records and standardized tests on vocational fit and psychological adjustment said 

about them.73 

Assessing Continuation and Exclusion: 1968 

With the decline of vocational education and youth employment, the function 

of continuation schools narrowed to one of containment and warehousing, both 

implicitly and explicitly for working class youth, youth with disabilities, and African-
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American and Latinx youth. Continuation schools were part of California’s “dropout” 

prevention strategy, which through this emphasis and that of “adjustment” targeted 

working class and children of color.7475 Continuation education’s focus on “divergent” 

and “educationally handicapped youth” reflected categories that were 

disproportionately ascribed to African-American and Mexican American young 

people.76 This mission was justified under the banner of “relevant education” that 

emphasized counseling for young people who “did not fit.” By 1965, while 

prevocational courses may have been offered, in sewing, cosmetology, electrical 

repairs, stock work, etc., continuation schools were not eligible for state vocational 

education funding with exceptions for homemaking and to increase “civic 

intelligence.”77 This reflected the broader trend toward including vocational education 

within comprehensive high schools and continuation high school advocates working to 

keep the institution relevant.78  
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Due to the “welfare state,” the 1968 Handbook on Continuation Education in 

California released by the California State Department of Education stated, students 

leaving school for economic purposes was now far outweighed by students who were 

“unadjusted to full-time school.”79 However, continuation classes and schools 

continued to be addressed toward young people’s future vocations—“occupational 

orientation”80—and were but one part of the trifecta of programs for “divergent youth,” 

including opportunity classes and schools for “habitually truant” or “insubordinate or 

disorderly” students and regional occupational centers with a central focus on 

vocational training. Each of these programs focused on keeping “young people off the 

streets” and either returning young people to regular school (opportunity classes and 

schools) or emphasizing vocational training and orientation (continuation and regional 

occupational centers).81 While an emphasis was put on vocational programs to address 

the “social dynamite” of high unemployment among African Americans living in urban 

centers, “they were clearly more effective as warehousing mechanisms…keeping 

working-class and minority youth in institutional setting—than as training.”82 
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In 1968, the California Assembly Interim Committee on Education held a 

meeting to consider: (1) a resolution to study the means of upholding compulsory 

schooling laws and (2) a resolution to study the reasons and methods of removing 

students from school and whether continuation high schools were an adequate 

substitute for traditional school after removal. During the 1967–1968 school year, 138 

districts reported maintaining Continuation Education High Schools and 113 reported 

maintaining Continuation Education Classes.83 Two small studies conducted on 

continuation education reflect the shift in emphasis from training to the improvement 

of young people’s self-concept, while persisting with curricular hollowness.  

The written testimony presented by Robert E. Botts, President of the California 

Continuation Education Association and principal of Boyd and Reid Schools in Long 

Beach, California, contextualized the massive growth in continuation schools, “In three 

short years continuation education has accepted the challenge of working with the drop-

out or potential drop-out, as well as with other divergent youth, and is largely 

responsible for keeping increasing numbers of these students in school.”84 He 

highlighted the results of student interviews at two continuation high schools in which 

students felt that “they were being successful in school for the first time” and 
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“continuation had helped them.”85 The students felt that the schools needed broader 

curricular and vocational offerings, and “a significant number indicated that the 

community needed to know more about the good things going on in the school.”86 

Students “rated teachers as outstanding in the sense that they make a real effort to help 

and understand the student.”87 

In a study conducted by Stephen W. Brown, also with Operation REACH, 

continuation classes in two comprehensive schools were compared to three 

continuation high schools. The study found that students in continuation classes 

generally disliked their programs, felt bored, dropped out quicker, felt that they were 

not helped by the classes, would rather be in a different program, and had a higher rate 

of contact with law enforcement than young people in continuation schools.88 Brown 

concluded, “Continuation schools tend to be superior to continuation classes in the area 

of improving students attitude and self-image; particularly those in the area of 

perceived educational progress…Students tend to perceive the major advantages of 

continuation education as being outstanding teachers, short hours, and less discipline. 

Major disadvantages from the student’s point of view are: requires too long a time to 
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graduate; being labeled a continuation student; and boredom.”89 Parents concurred with 

their children’s assessment, including limited curricular offerings, but identified 

continuation teachers as non-sympathetic and the schools as offering a bad environment 

that was too permissive.90 

Brown’s study offers a window into the perspectives of continuation staff, 

including racist attitudes toward the increase in numbers of African American youth in 

the schools and classes. The study further underscored how continuation high school 

teachers and administrators characterized the continuation teacher through 

interpersonal descriptors, while no other pedagogical skills are mentioned. 31 teachers 

and 9 administrators, the vast majority of the staff at the continuation school, completed 

an open-ended questionnaire. When asked to specify the needed improvement of 

continuation education programs, teachers and administrators identified “Removal of 

the negro problem” alongside better programming and facilities.91 This racist proposed 

“improvement” also points to the presence of African-American young people in 

continuation during this period. The typical continuation student was described by staff 

as “Hostile,” “Withdrawn,” “Low-Average,” “Maladjusted,” and “Non-Conformist.”92  
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Continuation teachers, on the other hand (the majority of respondents) were 

described as being characterized by their understanding, patience, good attitude, 

warmth, and tolerance.93 Under challenges unique to the programs, teachers and 

administrators included: “Students are Different,” “High Attrition,” “Slow Learners,” 

and “Authority Syndrome.”94 While the two studies in some respects depict 

continuation schools as loved institutions, the limited sample size and Botts’ self-

assessed unfamiliarity with the experiences of Mexican- and African-American young 

people within continuation education raises questions about the studies being 

representative of the whole. Mrs. Shirrells with the NAACP of San Bernardino 

expressed in her testimony, for example, the desire that “a continuation school should 

have an air of a junior college rather than a house of correction.”95 She continued, 

reflecting on the experiences of young people in San Bernardino, “they are sent to our 

continuation school, not as an assistance to the individual but more or less as a sentence, 

a punishment.”96  

The California Assembly Interim Committee on Education 1968 hearing on 

compulsory attendance, suspensions, and continuation schools demonstrates how 

similar views about the limits of traditional schooling were taken up to authorize or to 
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speak against the continuation education system, as well as the stakes for communities 

of color. Testifying before the assembly members were representatives of school 

districts, leading continuation education advocates, and community advocates with the 

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and job 

training organizations. Significantly, the debates around the limits of traditional schools 

were taken up by state politicians and continuation advocates to authorize the relegation 

of certain young people to these marginal spaces with a newly formed mission of 

“counseling” and compulsory boredom.  

Furthermore, the transcripts also illustrate the continuous disclaiming about the 

quality of continuation high schools with the rapid growth of the institution. 

Continuation advocates, repeatedly admitted that continuation education was “not as 

good as we would like to have them be” and pointed to the near future as the point in 

which quality would be possible.97 Multiple testifiers also highlighted the manner in 

which being assigned to a continuation high school was stigmatized and experienced 

as “a sentence, a punishment.”98 The testimony reveals the radically different quality 

of continuation high schools, consistent with contemporary patterns, some offering an 

attempt at “a real…adjustment school,” while others were “just a dumping ground.”99  
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The first part of the Assembly hearing was concerned with the methods for 

compulsory education enforcement (House Resolution 428) and the second was 

concerned with the methods for removing young people from schools and whether 

continuation education was an “adequate substitute” with “acceptable quality 

education” (House Resolution 487) at the request of the NAACP.100 The compulsory 

education enforcement aspects of the hearing highlight the relationship between 

schools and police in upholding attendance, the concerns around costs of compulsory 

schooling enforcement, and state funding based on ADA. Central to compulsory 

schooling enforcement strategies was continuation education to work with “the 

dropout, the potential dropout, the push out.”101  

In introducing House Resolution 487, Assemblyman Dunlap recounted an 

exchange with someone involved in his political campaign who was concerned with 

university students and recommended expulsion when they went “hay-wire.”102 The 

lack of response to his retort, “Well, what happens to the child after you expel him?” 

confirmed for him that expulsion was not the answer to the “problem.”103 He continued, 

“We don’t dispose of the child by expelling him. He’s still in the community. I think 
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that’s why we are going to be looking into this inquiry. That’s all I have to say.”104 

Dunlap did not take issue with the “disposal” of young people but that they are not in 

fact disposed of and therefore need a container.  

In response to the question of whether Dr. Levine, a representative for the 

California Continuation Education Association, was saying that continuation students 

are unable to benefit from an academic education, he stated: 

I am saying that through the work experience and the vocational 
programs we try to develop a greater compatibility with their need for 
continuing their education, and I'm saying that most of the students, 
that's just my own opinion, most of the students that we have in 
continuation education are those who have been worked-oriented (sic) 
toward the will to work, or in some cases, those that the school 
determined should be in this category.105  
 

Levine’s depiction of continuation students as worker-oriented or “those that the school 

determined should be in this category” is reminiscent of “hand-mindedness” as innate, 

both those with the “will to work” and those who have been determined should be so 

by the school. The continuation education advocates continued to point to the 

difference of the young people when Assemblyman Cory tried to get at what makes 

continuation education’s curriculum different, he responded, “What everybody seems 

to be saying is that the system, because of the way it is designed and is being operated, 

has a certain amount of failures, that people just can’t adapt to the system, and therefore 

we need this other system. I’m just suggesting that perhaps maybe what we really 
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should do is correct the inefficient system that can’t cope with the original system. 

Maybe that’s what we should be talking about here.”106 Levine responded that he hopes 

continuation education “can point the way” by providing data on what works for 

particular students and implementing the programming in regular high schools.107 

However, the tension between placing blame on student difference versus system’s 

critique generally concluded on the side of reifying student divergence and the need for 

control.   

John Serrato, the community coordinator from United Community Efforts 

“representing the Mexican American” perspective, testified, “We feel in the Youth 

Training Project that one of the major causes for this tremendous amount of youngsters 

who drop out is this thing that you call continuation schools. We think that this is a 

farce in its present form. We feel that little door that these counselors have when they 

do not want to work anymore with the youngsters, they prod them, they encourage them 

to go into continuation school and, from there, the youngster, in very short order, drops 

out.”108 Assemblyman Cory successfully redirected Serrato’s protests to “home life” 

and away from the “consensus” that in traditional schools “they just don’t want to 
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continue with the problem child. They don’t want to exert themselves to do this extra 

job.”109  

Richard Stevenson, the Community Services Coordinator of the South Central 

Youth Training and Employment Project attempted to redirect the focus of the 

committee from the “home lives” of young people, especially young people of color, 

to think about the interconnections between the condition of comprehensive high 

schools and socio-economic conditions in poor communities. He argued that the model 

continuation high schools featured in the hearing were “guaranteed” only by the color 

of the students’ skin, home supports, and a differential system that favors them. On the 

other hand, continuation high schools serving communities of color, Stevenson argued, 

merely hide the fact of inequitable schooling for poor children and children of color. 

Cory’s response reflected his obvious racism and irritation with Stevenson’s argument 

that there was a systemic issue involved:   

Assemblyman Cory: I appreciate the problem of relating the institution 
to the environment, but at that point it seems you are with the decision 
of which way to go and presumably our high failure factor in, say, South 
Central Los Angeles, is that we are trying to impose honky schools on 
people who don't dig it, is that it?  
 
Mr. Stevenson: No, I don't think you are trying to impose honky schools, 
I wouldn't even use the terminology because I don't like it myself. It's a 
reactionary word and I don't like reactionary words. Mr. Cory, being fair 
to you, there is a difference between a honky school and a school. I think 
what needs to be imposed, what isn't being imposed, is a school that 
within itself is on the same academic level of the total city. Let me give 
you a point in reference. A kid that is an advanced student in a ghetto 
school is only as advanced as the curriculum, or as the IQ level of the 
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general school. He is not advanced toward the total structure of the city 
school system or the unified school system in which he is located. So 
here is an inequity, if you follow what I am saying right here… The 
continuation school, as you had pointed out once before, is nothing more 
than an admission of failure. Why in the black community and in the 
Mexican-American community has the city school system, the Los 
Angeles City School system, taken advantage of the NBTA Act, 
creating vocational skill centers for things which they could have 
logically done? Encompassed in those vocational skills, and I'm not 
talking about my agency, encompassed in those vocational skill centers 
are (1) basic education classes, (2) counseling, intensive counseling, and 
(3) vocational skills. You see, here to me is an admission, an open 
admission of failure. We knew, in fact, that to have to open continuation 
schools - it is an admission of failure.  
 
Assemblyman Cory: I'm still not sure if we are designing the ideal 
system. What kind of a school should we drop into the South Central 
Los Angeles or East LA?  
 
Mr. Stevenson: The same type that is in the good areas. 
 
Assemblyman Cory: I can say it should be relevant, but how do we make 
it relevant?  
 
Mr. Stevenson: The same type of school that is Pacific Palisades High 
School should be dropped into South Central Los Angeles. Here, I guess 
you have to focus it on the problem of the Los Angeles City School 
System, because it's a thing where a teacher is actually frightened to 
work with youngsters. I can give you points in reference when I say 
frightened... So here is the core of the problem. It's not the continuation 
school. If the structure of the normal day school is no good, then, for all 
practical purposes, the structure of the continuation school is no good.  
You talk about expulsion. All right. Let's get to some of the reasons why 
people drop out of school.110 
 

Stevenson’s argument against continuation high schools reflected a fundamental 

critique that was neglected in many of the official documents related to continuation 
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high schools. The traditional school system had been characterized as failing since the 

founding of continuation high schools. However, the critique was primarily based on 

the naturalized notion that there are some young people who inevitably could not be 

served by traditional schooling and therefore needed a more flexible, less rigorous, and 

worker-centered educational space. Stevenson echoed the failure of the system but 

refused to naturalize it. Within the exchange, he outright rejected the idea that the issue 

of school-leaving is about fit and recontextualized the issue as inequitable and racist 

resource allocation and racist and classist teachers who are afraid of their students. He 

pushed the Assembly committee to consider how continuation high schools are not the 

answer to school leaving, but rather symptomatic of the structural practices of 

relegating certain students to substandard schools.  

Assemblyman Cory’s pivot away from and inability to accept the clear 

argument about equitable resource allocation raises the question of how “relevance” 

had been used to maintain a system of education in which certain students have been 

relegated to a state of permanent remediation and warehousing. While Assemblyman 

Cory agreed in a previous statement that continuation education demonstrated the 

inefficiency of traditional schooling and that traditional schooling should therefore be 

the focus, this view was taken up without challenging the differential treatment of 

students. Chairman Green of the Assembly committee attempted to synthesize 

Stevenson’s testimony:  

What you are telling us is that what you want in the black community is 
not something different, but something the same as might be found, say, 
in Beverly Hills as a school system . . . . You would want not only equal 
physical facilities, but you would want, in terms of their dedication and 
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the terms of their own ability, the same kind of educational staff 
available in your community. You have also indicated to us that you 
recognize that there is a certain level of fear among some blacks who 
would teach, and among a far greater number of whites that might teach 
in such a community, which again suggests that there is something . . . 
to be fearful of . . .111  
 

Greene neglected to put the “fear” of would-be teachers with in the context of classism 

that Stevenson made explicit in his remarks. Instead, the anti-Black notion that there 

was something to be feared was reified. Stevenson’s final remarks forefronted that the 

“creative system” since 1865 had not changed and was just beginning to do so.  

“Dropouts who go to school”112:  
“Alternative” Schooling and Containment—1960s-1970s 

 
In a 1978 Memorandum to the Ways and Means Committee, The California 

Continuation Education Association and The State Advisory Committee on 

Continuation Education summarized the importance and role of continuation 

education, “Without doubt, continuation education is the greatest dropout prevention 

program in the state of California. It is probably the greatest dropout prevention 

program in the United States.”113 The radically different quality between continuation 

schools—some offering alternatives and others openly characterized as “dumping 

grounds”—persisted. The major quality issues faced by continuation education 
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advocates raises the question of the difference between keeping young people in school 

as a place of learning versus keeping young people in school as a place of containment 

and warehousing.  

The number of continuation students rose dramatically from 20,000 students 

before the 1965 mandate to 45,743 in 1968 to 93,000 in the 1976-77 school year.114 

Only 8 percent of the total enrolled students were regularly employed and attending 

continuation 4 hours per week. While overall enrollments in regular public elementary 

and secondary schools increased between 1960 and 1969 due to the “baby boom,” these 

enrollments actually declined by 1979, while the continuation high school enrollments 

continued to climb.115 Mitch Voydat, the state Department of Education director of 

continuation education stated that between 1970 and 1980, the percentage of 

continuation high school graduates rose dramatically, as did the number of employed 

youth, even as the economy sagged.116 The rise in continuation high schools in the 

1970s was due in part to the general rise of alternative schools. Alternative schools, 

Robert D. Barr, wrote in his 1981 article, “Alternatives for the Eighties: A Second 

Decade of Development,” had been successfully used in desegregation efforts; to 
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reduce school violence, vandalism, and disruption; to develop experimental curricula 

and to curb white- and middle class-flight from urban centers.117 The differential forms 

and targets of alternative schools is reflected within this range of purposes. On the one 

hand, some alternative schools were addressed to young people whose “not fitting” in 

traditional schools garnered the response of innovative approaches to schooling.  

On the other hand, other alternative schools were “misused” as “dumping 

grounds for students labeled as disadvantaged, deprived, disruptive, or dull. Some 

alternative schools are little more than grim detention centers.”118 Barr continued, “At 

their best, alternative schools have functioned as an exciting laboratory where unique 

and often daring programs are conducted and evaluated. At their worst, alternative 

schools represent some of the most unfortunate tendencies toward social tracking, 

pollical manipulation, and educational hucksterism.”119 While the term “alternative 

schools” encompassed more than 150 different types of schools, Barr wrote that the 

commonality was parent, student, and teacher choice. However, choice within the 

context of “dumping grounds,” traditional school pushout, and true alternatives 

complicates a unifying typology for continuation high schools. Instead, some students 
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chose to leave their traditional high school, while the majority were “dropouts” and 

“potential dropouts.”120  

Mary Anne Raywid, a Hofstra University education researcher on both magnet 

and alternative schools likewise stated that she refuses to label programs for disruptive 

students as “alternative schools.” In a 1987 edition of Education Week, she stated, 

“There is nothing chosen about them…It’s something to which one is sent as a form of 

punishment.”121 She argued that alternative programs should not be confused with 

magnet schools,  

The development of both types of programs . . . can be traced to “free 
schools” and “freedom schools” of the late 1960’s and early 1970’s. The 
former primarily serving suburban, white, middle-class youngsters, 
sought to simply provide a less restrictive, more stimulating educational 
alternative . . . . The latter, often operated by the National Urban League, 
were designed to help youngsters ‘for whom it was assumed schools 
never really worked.’122  
 

Raywid further speculated: 

Some schools began setting up these schools, instead, on the basis that 
these are a bunch of troublemakers and disruptive kids, and we’d like to 
get them out of here or at least contain them . . . . These kinds of 
programs got a boost with enrollment declines and increasing dropout 
rates…People began to worry about kids leaving schools and, rather 
than in-school suspensions, they thought, ‘Here’s a way to retain 
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youngsters and provide a disruptive kid with a better environment than 
being out on the street.’123 
 

While the framing of continuation education during the 1960s and 1970s embraced the 

language of the “alternative” with roots in the civil rights movement,124 there is little 

evidence that the majority of continuation high schools transformed in any significant 

way.  

In later years, the 1960s was referenced as a period of continuation high schools 

as “dumping grounds.” Rather a select number of a continuation school leaders 

transformed their schools.125 In the newspaper article, “Regular School Ain’t for 

Them,” the principal and students interviewed described Opportunity High of San 

Francisco as a successful alternative because of its flexible schedule, tailored 

curriculum that combined academic subjects with current social concerns, and 

understanding teachers, including small teacher-to-student ratios. 75 percent of 

Opportunity High students asked for help finding jobs and the number working ranged 

between 80 and 100 percent.126  
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The alignment of certain continuation schools with alternative education should 

not eclipse the broader patterns in continuation high schools and the economic context 

that deeply impacted young workers, which was most pronounced in the 1970s and 

1980s. In “How Do We Tell the Workers? The Socioeconomic Foundations of Work 

and Vocational Education,” Joe. L. Kincheloe writes that beginning in the mid-1960s, 

conservative policymakers responded to the increase in expectations built in the civil 

rights movement and the decline of opportunities for mobility by redefining freedom 

as “the right to compete and fail,” reflecting more of “an entrepreneurial liberty than a 

civil liberty.”127 With the entrance of “baby boomers” into the workplace, 

unemployment rates rose rapidly.128 As in previous generations, education policies 

were concerned with youth unemployment and with the decrease in employment 

opportunities for adult workers.129 When vocational education was being, once again, 

identified as lacking, “career education” became the new emphasis for traditional 

schools.  

“Obsessed with student and civil rights protests in the 1960s and the growth of 

a New Left counterculture,” Kincheloe writes, “President Richard Nixon was intent on 

restoring law and order to America after his inauguration in January 1969. One of 

Nixon’s strategies for accomplishing this goal was to streamline the manpower-
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channeling orientation of public schooling by linking the academic programs of the 

school to the labor market. As students were funneled into particular jobs, their attitudes 

could be concurrently adjusted.”130 

Criminalization of Young People & Career Education 

The 1970s and 1980s saw a marked shift from notions of “childhood innocence” 

to “criminal responsibility” in the juvenile justice realm.131 This shift was largely fueled 

by the focus of the Nixon administration’s “war on crime” and the “crisis of law and 

order.”132 This political and ideological “war” was largely in response to the significant 

gains of the Civil Rights Movement, and a so-called “permissive society” of the 1960s 

that was discursively mapped onto young people.133 Alexander argues that “two 

schools of thought were offered to the public about race, poverty, and social order” that 

characterized the late 1960s and early 1970s: social pathologists blamed culture (and 

specifically Black culture) as evidenced in the Moynihan report and terms like 

“culturally deprived” and “culturally disadvantaged,” and social reformists emphasized 

social conditions.134 Nixon’s emphasis on training, rather than employment, reflected 
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this emphasis on the need to “adjust” and “fit” young people who were identified as 

“culturally deprived,” neglecting structural contexts.  

In the 1973 Handbook on Continuation Education in California released by the 

California State Department of Education, “career education” is listed following 

“remedial education” as the forms of education offered under “Curriculum and 

Instructional Methods in Continuation Education.”135 In 1972, the California 

legislature permitted 16-18 year old students not in attendance in a comprehensive high 

school to attend continuation, a regional occupational center or program, or a 

combination, or take a proficiency test to leave school.136 The role of counselors at 

larger continuation schools and often teachers in smaller schools included “guidance,” 

“reprogramming,” and matching young people with work placement. The counselor’s 

role also included vocational guidance and to support career education.  

Career education was characterized as “a comprehensive program, beginning 

in early childhood and continuing throughout the adult years, which gives each student 

the opportunity to assess their personal attributes and aspirations, explore occupational 

opportunities, make an occupational choice, and receive the instruction necessary to 

develop saleable skills for entry into the world of work.”137 This was a necessary focus 

of continuation because many of the students “dropped out” of continuation once they 
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turned eighteen and a “large number” did not seek out additional training.138 

Prevocational training remained largely nonexistent in continuation schools because 

“few students are qualified.”139 Instead, the emphasis was on the assessment of personal 

aptitudes and occupational fit, but not actual training. Reading the 1973 Handbook 

today, it is clear that once again the emphasis on young potential workers remained 

paramount. After effectively funneling students of color and working class students 

into these less quality institutions the emphasis remained on vocation. 

While the counseling focus for the schools generally continued to be 

pronounced, the emphasis was on fitting or adjusting the young person as economic 

citizen subject—a potential worker or potential nonworker—to heteronormative, 

capitalist societal expectations. By 1973, emphasis was also put on young people’s 

appreciation and knowledge of their cultural heritage—further implying the growth of 

students of color within continuation education. In the California State Department of 

Education, “Handbook on Continuation Education,” the purposes of continuation 

education are outlined:  

To help the student know himself and understand his relationship with 
others 
To help the student acquire a high school diploma 
To convince the student that he can be self-supporting and can advance 
in salary and position through proper training and preparation 
To help the student practice money management by earning money to 
pay his debts promptly and to save money 
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To help the student develop principles for home and family living, 
including preparation for marriage 
To encourage the student to engage in wholesome recreation 
To encourage the student to practice good health habits and keep himself 
physically and mentally fit  
To encourage the student to participate in constructive civic activities 
and to obey the law 
To help the student to widen his knowledge and appreciation of his 
cultural heritage 
To help the student enter occupational training or find satisfactory 
employment140  
 

The emphasis on a diploma is underscored as essential to being a competitive worker 

who will not be disposed of with the decrease in “unskilled” job opportunities.  

Working Against Stigma & Affective Education: 1970s 

Throughout the 1970s, continuation advocates scrambled to address the stigma 

attached to continuation education, not around the name “continuation” or associations 

with “worker,” but with the institution’s openly referenced reputation for being a place 

of nonwork and containment. The 1973 Handbook on Continuation Education in 

California warned that regular and continuation high schools must keep a professional 

relationship and that transfers to continuation must be “the same dignified basis as 

transfers to and from regular schools.”141 Eales continued, “Continuation schools are 

not dumping grounds.”142 In a 1976 letter sent to all directors of continuation education, 

principals of continuation and all secondary schools, and superintendents on behalf of 
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the State of California Department of Education, the quality of continuation education 

was acknowledged as lacking, but turning a corner.143 Earlier in the decade, John R. 

Eales, the consultant authoring the letter, admitted, “some continuation schools seemed 

to be primarily babysitting operations and semester periods of credit were being given 

for little or no accomplishment.”144  

He included a letter and poems by young people to demonstrate that they 

“recognize,” “appreciate,” and “seem to understand . . . the efforts being made on their 

behalf.”145 The included student letter to the editor of an East Bay newspaper reads in 

part:  

Dear Editor: It all started when I was at my vocational training class. A 
discussion of ‘continuation’ classes came up. My instructor was saying 
that ‘continuation’ classes were for ‘cop outs’ who couldn’t hack regular 
school. He said that ‘continuation’ classes were where the teachers 
‘babysat’ the students while the students just ‘kicked back’ (fooled 
around).  
 
I am a continuation student . . . and the comments made by my instructor 
were true, perhaps, at one time, but things have changed and a 
generalization is unfair.  
 
When a “continuation” program first started in 1966 in Union City it 
became a holding station to keep kids off the streets (enrolled in 
schools). The curriculum consisted of art, ping-pong, cooking, checkers, 
and a variety of other nonacademic subjects. Smoking in the classroom 
and lack of respect were reflections of the loose atmosphere. 
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My purpose in writing this is to inform the community that 
“continuation” has changed for the better. It’s not a lower-level school. 
It is an ‘alternative’ school from the regular schools.146  
 

The narrative of appreciative students “who seem to understand” the benefits of 

continuation is a stark contrast to the casual recognition on behalf of the state that 

continuation schools were “non-academic alternatives,” “holding stations” and “baby-

sitting operations.” In 1978, a former substitute at a continuation high school in 

Sacramento wrote Assemblyman Greene a letter detailing the quality of instruction in 

the school, which Greene found “disturbing.”147 The students had experienced more 

than three months of substitute teachers. There were “dittos available that were to keep 

the students busy.”148 The former substitute wrote that she “was not there to teach but 

to keep order.”149 

Trying to work against the idea of continuation as merely warehousing of young 

people, student poems were included in the 1976 letter that emphasized understanding 

(“home”; “a place for me, and for others who want to feel free”); the upholding of rules 

and regulation (“We cannot leave school grounds . . . without a pass . . . . We cannot 
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eat, drink of smoke in class . . .”); self-esteem (“I learned with their direction to be 

proud I had a mind”), and individualized help.150 One student poem read: 

Madrone High School 
To Madrone I came, not caring if I ever went to school, 
For in the past my classes seemed a boring list of rules.  
The factory system there had me labeled, grouped and tried,  
And as a “truant-loser” I was left without my pride.  
But go to school I must—or end up at the Hall,  
And face hours of staring at nothing but a wall.  
So Madrone it was, or lockup; and I went with dragging steps, 
Unprepared and doubting the welcome that I met. 
… 
They were tough on my attendance, but this only showed they cared, 
And my feelings were now changing, for my troubles I could share.  
Today I care about my school—from its doors I hardly roam.  
From 9 to 12 each day I simply call it “home.”151 
 

While the importance of relationships and challenging the previous invisibility are 

reflected in the poems and referring to the schools as “home,” across all the students’ 

writing there is no reference to academic learning. I highlight this not to undermine the 

importance of practices that offer “home” to young people, but to illustrate the manner 

in which continuation education was framed a site of affective education, which 

subsumed academic education.  

While Eales argued that academic accomplishment was now evident in 

continuation schools, the student work he offered was used as an alibi of appreciation 

and a counterpoint to the stigma attached to the institution, rather than a reflection of 
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learning. Highlighting appreciation reflected the continued and heightened emphasis 

on affective education and a focus on relationships. In the absence of an academic focus 

or vocational education (the original emphasis of part-time schools), the continuation 

high school focus that remained was one of “guidance,” offering a place of 

understanding and interpersonal relationships, remediation, and/or mere containment.  

The educational purpose was not challenged in the claimed transformation of 

continuation education. What was pointed to was less “permissiveness,” more stringent 

rules around academic accomplishment in order to receive units, and an emphasis on 

the feelings of young people. Reflective of the previous decades’ emphasis on youth 

adjustment, structural or system’s change was supplanted by students’ affective change. 

“Most Importantly,” wrote The California Continuation Education Association and The 

State Advisory Committee on Continuation Education in a Memorandum to the Ways 

and Means Committee requesting personnel, “continuation education provides a 

vehicle for success for pupils with a history of failure. This success not only strengthens 

academic skills but also fosters what continuation educators believe to be their prime 

objective…the positive reinforcement of pupil self-concept.”152  

Producing “Risk” & Individualizing Failure: 1980s 

With the release of “A Nation At Risk” in 1983, the Reagan Administration, 

tapped into earlier notions of “cultural deprivation” with the quickly widespread use of 
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the term “children at risk”.153154 However, only once in the document is “at-risk” 

directly connected to the young people:  

The Federal Government…should help meet the needs of key groups of 
students such as the gifted and talented, the socioeconomically 
disadvantaged, minority and language minority students, and the 
handicapped. In combination these groups include both national 
resources and the Nation’s youth who are most at risk. 
 

Importantly, those “gifted and talented” youth have not endured as “at-risk” young 

people, but rather have remained as a “national resource.” Whereas, the label of “at-

risk” has ended for “gifted and talented” students, the label “at-risk” has endured for 

poor young people, youth of color, English Language Learners, and young people with 

disabilities. 

Echoing the era in which continuation high schools were offered, as a way to 

manage and train young workers and as a solution to the problem of traditional 

schooling, “A Nation At Risk” positioned the education (or lack thereof) of young 
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people for industry as both a threat to and future of the nation. Central to the context of 

the Business Efficiency Progressives was industrialization and the changing nature of 

work, under Reagan, the context was the mass deindustrialization of urban centers as 

factory jobs moved into countries with fewer worker protections and taxation. The 

prefix “at-risk” future mapped youth onto the nation and vice versa, “A Nation At Risk” 

begins:  

Our Nation is at risk. Our once unchallenged preeminence in commerce, 
industry, science, and technological innovation is being overtaken by 
competitors throughout the world. This report is concerned with only 
one of the many causes and dimensions of the problem, but it is the one 
that undergirds American prosperity, security, and civility.  
 

Whereas in earlier generations putting young people “into social relation with the 

community and state”155 resulted in the differential sorting of young people into parallel 

institutions with the expectation of reinforcing class divisions through vocational 

education, the 1980s emerged as a period of putting certain communities in relation 

with the absence of work. Similar to the response of Business Efficiency Progressives, 

the “problem” of schools was defined and decried as the lack of training, skills, and 

literacy that would lead to disenfranchisement in the new (“information age”) era.  

Neoliberal policies of privatization and disposability emerged.156 Ronald 

Reagan’s administration slashed social programs, including Aid to Families with 

Dependent Children, food stamps, child nutrition programs, social services, housing 
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programs, employment and training programs, and education.157 The conservative 

policies hinged on the figures of the “undeserving poor” versus the minority of 

“deserving poor.”158 Locating the “problem” within the “lacks” of young people and 

schools, and the persistent demonization of “idlers,” Reagan’s administration 

reinforced the dominance of training over employment programs as the core of youth 

policy, which assumed that unemployed youth lack only skills and the socialization, 

rather than it being necessary to contend with structural realities.159 Public employment 

programs were completely eliminated in favor of training, and grants for youth and 

adult training programs were combined, which pitted the stronger adult constituencies 

against young people.160 Unemployment amongst youth, especially youth of color, 

soared.161 Grubb and Lazerson argue that Reagan’s policies reflected an extreme of the 

assumptions that governed youth policy: “programs for youth should be subordinate to 

programs for adults, public efforts must remain subordinate to private labor markets, 
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and training rather than employment opportunities are the appropriate public response 

to youth problems.”162  

Also laying the groundwork for policies and laws that targeted young people, 

especially young people of color, was Reagan’s notorious “War on Drugs.” During this 

period “juvenile justice” was characterized by the criminalization of young people as 

“hard offenders,” which distanced these young people from constructs of childhood 

innocence through “a shift from treatment to punishment, from ‘welfare’ to [just] 

‘desserts.’”163 The policies under the “War on Drugs,” such as zero tolerance, led in 

part to the largest boom in prison history and became models for the policies that fuel 

the subsequent relationship between certain schools, policing, surveillance, and 

incarceration. This period was also characterized by renewed panics over school 

“dropouts” and youth unemployment.164 “Law and order” politicians responded to 

social and racial demographic changes with “get tough” policies to “crack down” on 

crime. These increasingly punitive policies persistently disproportionately impacted 

young people of color through the growing convergence of the juvenile and criminal 

courts.165  
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Media depictions during this period cultivated the idea that there existed a close 

linkage between young people of color, escalating violence, and crime.166 The 

racialized discourse of the New Right was largely embedded in notions of the 

“irresponsibility and permissiveness of youth.”167 While progressive reformers asserted 

notions of welfare and public obligation, this period was characterized by punitive 

policies that “reduce the state’s duty to intervene affirmatively and make youth more 

responsible and accountable for their own conduct regardless of their social 

circumstances.”168  

In their 1988 book, Broken Promises: How Americans Fail Their Children, 

Grubb and Lazerson discuss how the social constructs of youth, and the class biases 

reflected therein, create uncertainty about the treatment of youth.169 They distinguish 

between “obvious” concerns like “truly criminal behavior and unwanted pregnancies” 

and their impact on the young person’s adult life and problems that reflect the 

perceptions of adults, such as rowdiness and sexuality. These two strands of dealing 

with “youth problems,” they argue, must be considered since those policies invested in 

adult anger have “fostered a readiness to consider some youth—predominately lower-
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class and minority youth—as liabilities, to abandon much of the pretense of considering 

them ‘our most precious natural resource and worthy of investment.’”170  

Grubb and Lazerson assert that hostility to intermittent employment, school 

misbehavior, and “youthful crime” had led to socialization programs, demands on 

youth to work harder, and the expansion of harsher punishments and the juvenile 

system, rather than considering whether such programs improve the quality of jobs, 

why young people are bored in school, and what has led to the conditions of “crime” 

and how to reverse those conditions.171 They argue that if training programs work as 

designed they combine the state’s twin goals of rehabilitation and control—“in ‘saving 

the child’ they avoid the threats to social peace that unsatisfied and disillusioned 

workers present.”172 Even if training programs fail to meet vocational promises, Grubb 

and Lazerson write of dominant logics, they “may still be appropriate if they merely 

occupy students, keep them out of trouble, and try to teach them appropriate 

behavior.”173 This had led to the contradictory dual role of youth institutions—training 

young people for the labor market and warehousing young people to keep them out of 

the labor market.174 Among these programs to address the “youth problem,” they write, 
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were the juvenile incarceration system and training programs, such as vocational 

education and continuation education.175  

Warehousing “Disruptive Youth”: 1980s 

The focus on “dropout” prevention once again intensified in the 1980s. In 1985, 

a special hearing on alternative programs for “troubled youth” before the Committee 

on Labor and Human Resources, U.S. Senate, and Ninety-Ninth Congress focused on 

the need to significantly expand alternative programs to “address the problems of 

dropouts and delinquent youth in both the public and private sectors.”176 Embracing the 

language of “alternative education” within the context of parallel, often less-quality 

education, continuation high school and other alternative settings became a central 

strategy of the state. The passage of California’s proposition 13, limiting property taxes 

to 1%, in 1978 had a profound deleterious effect on California schools and other public 

services. By placing funding for education with the state, school funding has depended 

more heavily on the health of the state’s economy and put education in competition 

with other state services.177 Under then-Governor Ronald Reagan funds dedicated to 

poor and struggling communities were eliminated; “Community centers and teen posts 
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in place such as South Central L.A., East L.A., East Oakland, San Francisco’s Mission 

District and Bayview Hunter’s Point—wherever the poor lived and worked—were 

closed right and left. Youth were left with little or nothing to do.”178  

Articles from the period refer to this tension between true alternative schools 

and dumping grounds. Contradicting the notion that the 1970s and 1980s were a period 

of improvement, educational scholar Pedro Noguera describes a continuation high 

school in northern California. He writes that while the school was focused on offering 

a real alternative with small classes and an art-based curriculum in the 1960s and early 

1970s this was supplanted by the late 1970s with an emphasis on remediation: 

In effect, the school had become a dumping ground for students whose 
behavior, academic performance, or attendance rendered them unfit, 
uneducable, and undesirable in the eyes of administrators at traditional 
high schools… 
 
By the mid-1980s, East Side came to be widely perceived as a dumping 
ground for bad kids, and, in many cases, bad teachers as well—a 
repository for troubled students and teachers considered unfit for 
traditional schools. Its presence provided the district with a convenient 
means for dispatching students whose needs were perceived as too 
difficult to meet in other high schools. Indeed, East Side was little more 
than a temporary custodial facility for young people who seemed headed 
to futures of welfare dependency, prison, and deadend jobs. 179  
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Noguera observed students “bored and listless, occasionally filling out a dittoed 

worksheet or resting their drowsy heads on their desks.”180 The school was “almost 

exclusively” students of color; this racial imbalance was rationalized, Noguera writes, 

as “an unavoidable consequence of the need to provide these students with a specialized 

education in a separate facility.”181 Noguera’s description sets the stage for the 

transformation of the school under a new strong and visionary leader, supporting the 

notion that without strong leadership amongst teachers and administrators the schools 

default to “dumping grounds.” Importantly, he further notes that student opinions about 

the transformed school were mixed because they had been mandated to attend the 

school.  

The 1982 article, “Another Way: Schools for kids who don’t fit the mold” is 

consistent with earlier discussions of the strengths of continuation as alternative 

through its flexible schedule, teachers trained in counseling, and “family-like 

atmosphere.”182 Despite exceptions to negative images about the institutions, Mitch 

Voydat, the state Department of Education director of continuation education in the 

early 1970s, “continuation schools still suffer from its image as a dumping ground for 

program children.”183 The featured school had a 97 percent attendance rate even though 
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many young people were old enough to legally leave school. In the school’s student 

1982 handbook, the school is described as offering part-time job placement for 

regularly enrolled students. Half the day was spent in academic courses taught through 

worksheets and half the day was either supervised by a job counselor at their place of 

employment or students opted to volunteer in the field of their vocational interest.184 

Among the points of comparison offered in the student handbook between the 

“conventional high school program” and “continuation education program” were that 

in conventional high schools there are “many failures” and in continuation there are 

“very few failures; and that the school produced an atmosphere of success based on 

achievement.”185  

The following year, a local San Francisco newspaper released an article on a 

group of four “necessary small schools”—a funding designation—run by a single 

principal, including the 1982 featured school. Framed through their alternative 

structure emphasizing, again, counseling, personalized instruction, diagnostic testing, 

and career development, the schools (though they were continuation schools) were 

identified through the retired term of “part-time schools.”186 Centering the original 

                                                

184 “Downtown High Student Handbook,” 1982, San Francisco History 
Center/Book Arts and Special Collections. 

185 “Downtown High Student Handbook,” 5. 

186 Dan Borsuk, “Students Set Own Learning Pace at Smaller Schools,” S.F. 
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mission of offering a school structure that would enable young people to work, the 

principal of the four schools, Emil Anderson depicted the history of the institution, “But 

between World War II and 1965, the schools picked up a bad image. ‘Somehow 

educators moved away from the concept of the school’s initial purpose… The schools 

became abused and were used as dumping grounds for a lot of losers with discipline 

problems…The Sacramento legislators ordered that the schools shouldn’t be made up 

of losers.”187  

In a 1984 article about the school, “‘Drop-out’ Drops Back In,” again the term 

“continuation” does not appear, but rather it is described as simply, “an alternative 

school.”188 Similar to earlier decades in which continuation education was positioned 

against the “juvenile delinquent,” in the 1980s continuation advocates positioned the 

schools and their students through the negation of the designation “dumping ground” 

and its students “losers,” while also distancing themselves from the stigma associated 

with the label “continuation high schools.”   

The stark diversity of “alternative schools” is demonstrated in the 1987 paper, 

“Alternative Schools for Disruptive Youth,” released by the National School Safety 

Center sponsored by the Department of Justice—Office of Juvenile Justice and 

Delinquency Prevention. On the one hand, there are alternative schools described that 
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offer a “family-like atmosphere” and flexibility to its students. On the other, are 

alternative schools that demonstrate the entrenchment of the carceral state in 

compulsory alternative schools. For example, among the articles included under 

“resources” is one that calls continuation schools “havens” for “misfits.”189 Also 

included, however, is an article that depicts a “last chance” “learning center,” part of 

Connecticut’s special education program, as including: “a padded cubicle in which 

students are made to stand in a corner, hands at their sides. Speech and movement are 

not allowed, not even twitching fingers,” as well as a 16-year-old student lying on the 

floor and being restrained by eight staff members after he refused to hand over 

firecrackers, “One person held his right leg, another the left. A cupped hand covered 

his mouth, preventing swearing.”190 When asked what the “padded cubicle 

accomplished, the co-founder and administrator is quoted as stating, “It’s boring. It’s 

                                                

189 A 1987 article, “Continuation Schools Are Havens for Misfits” described 
educational experience of students in San Jacinto, California. In it, the refrain about the 
“bad rap” of continuation schools being “dumping grounds” because of practices in the 
1960s appears. The principal of one of the continuation high schools featured states, 
“People think we’re full of rabble-rousers who don’t learn. That’s not the way it 
operates. The state expects these kids to learn and we expect them to learn.” A quoted 
student concurs, “In the past…people thought we were all dropouts and loadies (drug 
users). I think it’s getting better now.” The article ends with a surprisingly affirmative 
tone when citing that only one third of their students earn a high school diploma. Darrell 
Santchi, “Continuation Schools Are Havens for Misfits,” Press Enterprise, May 9, 
1987. 

190 C.L. Smith Muniz, “Special Learning Centers Provide Last Chance for 
Troubled Students,” Courant, February 21, 1982. 
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punishing as hell. It’s total boredom…”191 He is further quoted as saying, “Keep in 

mind…these are the worst students in the school system.”192 

The paper’s title alone, “Alternative Schools for Disruptive Youth,” 

underscores the deficit characterization of young people and which of the “alternative 

education” constituencies are the intended targets. The document raises the question of 

student choice in “alternative education” and quickly dismisses the issue of using 

alternative education as a means of disposing of students who are deemed uneducable, 

“Although some educators view alternative schools as a way to eliminate problem 

students from the regular classroom, these programs more properly serve real student 

needs.”193 Likewise, the issue of student pushout is framed as needing a space to hold 

the young people, not of the policies and practices themselves; “Protecting the safety 

of students is the highest priority of all schools. But suspension or expulsion policies 

to ensure safety in the schools may put the local community at risk, and communities 

are now insisting on proactive solutions. This dilemma has led, in part, to the current 

wave of interest in alternative education.”194 Rather than identifying the problem 

leading to “dropouts” or claiming that the intention is to offer educational alternatives, 
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the focus is on containing young people both out of traditional schools and off the 

streets. The document states, “Whether problems are caused by the student, poor 

parenting, ineffective schooling or social alienation, the results are the same—high 

incidence of substance abuse, vandalism, crime and suicide. If schools are to be safe, 

alternative programs for disruptive youth must be developed, implemented and 

maintained.”195  

Anticipating the growth of alternative programs for “disruptive and at-risk 

youth” in the 1990s and aligning the alternative education movement with school 

choice,196 the document navigates the differing purposes and forms of alternative 

schooling:  

These programs promise to address a variety of needs for many students. For 
example, court schools, independent study and community school programs 
provide at-risk youth with alternatives to the traditional school setting. Such 
alternative placement is often required for juvenile offenders who pose a threat 
to the well-being of other students in regular schools. Students of diverse ethnic 
and social backgrounds, on the other hand, may simply require the 
individualized attention alternative schools provide. Other alternative schools 

                                                

195 “Alternative Schools for Disruptive Youth” (Department of Justice, 
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and programs focus on special education, school survival skill or employment 
preparation.197 

 

It is telling that “disruptive students” addressed by the alternative education programs 

outlined by the Department of Justice’s Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 

Prevention, include “students of diverse ethnic and social backgrounds” and point to 

explicitly carceral school sites as offering the “alternatives” for “at-risk” youth. 

Reminiscent of early schools emphasizing manual labor for children who were labeled 

“potential paupers” or “juvenile delinquents,” the designation of “at-risk” explicitly 

marks young people of color as targets of state intervention, including warehousing and 

containment.   

Conclusion 

Considering the boom of continuation education that started in 1965 helps gain 

an understanding of how the “unstudent” has been produced through an intensification 

of the containment and other management of young people assumed to be the always-

already-workers as the school population expanded. Significantly, parallel to the 

hearings concerning long-term suspensions, the production of “unstudents,” as 

demonstrated in the history of continuation education, has been most pronounced for 

poor young people and young people of color. Not unlike the parallel institutions during 

the Progressive Era and racialized special education designations, such as 

“educationally disabled,” after Brown v. Board of Education, continuation high schools 
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offered an institutional alibi to the project of integrated and expanded schooling. The 

targeted focus of the continuation high school on and against the “juvenile delinquent” 

mirrored the expanded integration of working class young people and young people of 

color into the broader system. “School deviance,” a term attached to the population of 

new students who could not pass easily through the graded curriculum, was initially 

dealt with through exemptions and the formalized policy of long-term suspensions. 

Exemptions and long-term suspensions targeted, naturalized, and institutionalized the 

“unstudent,” the young person identified by school officials as uneducable and the 

continuation high schools were deployed as an institutional answer to the conundrum 

of how to contain “unstudent” students within schooling. 

Rather than consider the relationship between continuation education and 

traditional schools narrowly, the history of continuation education demonstrates more 

than the mere normalization of “dumping grounds,” but how the broader school system 

and economy are dependent on the segregation of “unstudents” to provide “unvalue” 

within a meritocratic and capitalist framework. With a few exceptions, throughout the 

history of the institution and carceral “alternative” education more broadly, 

“unstudents” have been segregated into often-less-quality schools and carceral settings 

that emphasize punishment, individualism, and “relevance,” while denying an analysis 

and transformation of the broader system.  

Reagan’s and the subsequent U.S. presidents’ legacies left by the race to be 

“tough on crime” and the stripping of public services from the most vulnerable on the 
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life outcomes of young people has been well documented.198 Also well documented is 

the impact of these legacies on the criminalization of young people, especially young 

people of color, including the racist myth of the “superpredator” and the rise of “zero 

tolerance” policies that, while in response to a mass shooting perpetuated by white 

young men, disproportionately target young people of color.199 Between 1974 and 

1998, suspensions and expulsions nearly doubled.200 All fifty states passed required 

zero tolerance policies and “a large majority of states chose to go further by requiring 

the expulsion of students who commit drug, alcohol, and other school infractions as 

well.201  

The production of “unstudents” and its relationship to work must be considered 

within the broader context of how American public education has, as Meiners points 

out,  

. . . historically aggressively framed particular populations as 
superfluous to our democracy yet imperative for low wage work, or jobs 
available after full white employment. With First Nations residential 
schools, apartheid segregation, and chronically inequitable access to 
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state resources, public education has, and continues, to funnel targeted 
non-white and poor youth towards non-living wage work, participation 
in the street or the permanent war economy and prison.202  

 
The history of continuation education illustrates how the broader education system has 

used the institution to funnel young people framed as “not fitting” into a spaces of 

containment characterized by nonwork, permanent remediation, compulsory boredom, 

and punishment. Contemporary zero tolerance policies, the increasing presence of 

police in schools, and punitive school accountability measures might be understood as 

the most recent iteration of state-sponsored policies to rid traditional school of those 

deemed to “not fit” in traditional schools.203  

The moral panic around mass shootings, school violence, and concerns about 

“sending disruptive and potentially dangerous students ‘out on the streets,’ has 

spawned an increased interest in alternative schools and programs.”204 Within these 

policies, a similar issue has arisen across the nation as it did in the 1960s: what to do 

with young people who have been expelled from schools. Sounding a familiar alarm 

about the nation’s “dropouts,” the federal and state government are once again looking 

toward alternative education as a remedy to both provide so-called “training” for 
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employment and to contain “disruptive” young people out of traditional schools and 

off the streets. 205 As of 2001, 26 states required, by law, that school districts provide 

alternative education opportunities to suspended or expelled students; 18 states left it 

within the discretion of the school districts to provide alternative education.206 The 

history of California continuation education offers significant insight into the manner 

in which notions of deviance and deficit are reified through institutions of supposed 

alternative.   

Understanding continuation education within the context of a constellation of 

institutional mechanisms for exclusion that have been foundational and necessary to 

uphold the educational system as a whole demands that we consider radically 

alternative visions of education and society. Returning to this chapter’s opening 

questions of how to interpret the institutional formation of continuation high schools 

with the removal of its vocational purpose and the expanded focus on “dropouts,” 

continuation education reflects the contradictory entanglements of punishing the 

refusal to be productive in schools with the relegation of young people into spaces of 

nonwork and compulsory boredom. Among these alternative visions must be a 

rethinking of capitalist investments in “unstudents.” The manner in which educators 
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and young people have imagined these alternative visions within, beyond, and in-spite 

of the legacies of continuation education is the focus of the next chapter.  
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“Blackout”/Found Poem:  

1965 Assembly Committee on Education, Staff Report on House Resolution 330 
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Chapter 4: When I Walk Through School Gates I Want to Feel Free: 

Abolitionist Imagination and Schooling 

 

The first time I was introduced to the idea of prison abolition was through a 

poem. I was in June Jordan’s Poetry for the People at UC Berkeley, “a program for the 

artistic and political empowerment of students… motivated by the moral wish to 

mitigate the invisibility and imposed silence of those less privileged than we.”1 I joined 

two years after June Jordan had passed away and handed the keys to Junichi Semitsu, 

a brilliant, piano-playing, Pez-collecting, poet-lawyer who led P4P during my time in 

the program. Junichi wrote a poem inspired by Ruth Forman’s “Poetry Should Ride the 

Bus.” Perhaps it is because he was asked to not share those lines on NPR when 

recording a poem for Poetry Month, but I remember them, “Poetry should free Mumia 

Abu Jamal, Free them all, Free them all!” It was the first time that I ever heard anyone 

argue to free all incarcerated people. I remember being puzzled by the request to take 

out those lines and thinking about why they were such a threat. So much of the work 

that followed: teaching poetry to young people in the Bay Area for years, going to grad 

school to study the narratives we place on young people and the young people’s writing 

unsettling those narratives, and believing in the sacredness of our stories, comes out of 

my time in Poetry for the People.  
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I remember feeling bewildered at the dissonance between my students’ delicate 

and fierce, celebratory and mourning, specific and sweeping poems, and the strange 

questions I would be asked about them—Was I afraid of my students? And they were 

in middle school then, writing about a grandmother whose sweater smelled like Bounce 

dryer sheets and crafting odes to teddy bears, earrings, and soccer. I did not make 

connections between the request to omit those lines and the projected fears of my 

students. I was afraid of that fear though, worrying about how that fear would be used 

against them. That was the year, a student, also inspired by Ruth Forman’s poem, wrote, 

“Poetry should be hope within reach of a person’s mind.” I have come to believe that 

the possibilities of poetry, the act of imagining into time, whether past, present or 

future, the act of writing it so or not writing it is powerful. This is one of the places 

where my abolitionist imagination started before I had that language; it was in 

classrooms writing “hope within reach” with young people, writing against the fears 

waiting.     

The legacies explored and touched upon in the previous chapters are 

foundational to American education. These legacies of narrating certain young people 

as “unstudents,” as less valuable, less human, less educable, and less deserving persist 

in the caging of immigrant children on the border, the rapid expansion of suspensions 

and expulsions, the proliferation of prisons as college tuition skyrocketed, the murders 

of Black and Brown people at the hands of the police, and the continued gentrification 

of families from their homes, to name a few. While I have explored how the education 

system, specifically in California, has narrated young people in ways that eschew 
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dignity and opportunity to authorize interventions that relegate young people—

especially poor youth, young people with disabilities, and young people of color—to 

parallel often less-quality systems, I am also interested in how we might turn from these 

fearful narrations, or figures of young people, as a technology of managing difference 

in school spaces, to one that is grounded in relationality. One that requires a different 

relationship with young people, a departure from dealing in categorizations and tropes 

to one that instead does not assume to “Know” young people and instead offers an 

invitation to be in relationship with.  

In the following chapter, I return to the work at Cityscape high school. Within 

the context of the previous chapters, it is not possible to argue that the school is or has 

been exceptional to the legacies previously explored. While the school has been a 

leader in offering a true alternative for young people for generations, it exists within 

the ecosystem of schooling that often “shatters” young people and pushes them to its 

doors. Cityscape is not a perfect urban legend/pop culture kind of school where every 

teacher is flawless and all experiences transformative. The teachers struggled with 

some of the core contradictions of the space (some explored throughout this 

dissertation) and while the students overwhelmingly preferred and loved Cityscape and 

its teachers as reflected in interviews and focus groups, it is important not to gloss over 

the reality of the broader institutional relationships that informed the condition in which 

Cityscape operates. In many ways, Cityscape, with its project-based curriculum, social 

justice focus, and rejection of perpetuating the worksheet-to-credit mills reflected in 

other continuation high schools, is a model continuation high school. However, though 
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I want to lift up the insights drawn from Cityscape, I am not interested in uplifting the 

powerful work in a way that elides the complexity, contradictions, and context in which 

the day-to-day operates. 

With the continuing expansion of alternative education, it is tempting to look 

solely at the institutions themselves as a potential “remedy” or “disease”; however the 

institutions are only made possible by the broader education system and, as we have 

seen, other state agencies’ willingness to continue to relegate young people framed as 

not “fitting,” “delinquents,” “slackers,” “disruptions,” “problems,” and “at-risk” to 

parallel institutions (if available). The history of continuation education, and the 

expansion of alternative education nation-wide, has been driven by the relationship 

between young people and racial capitalism. As education expanded to include “the 

masses,” the concern of the state has consistently hinged on how to manage young 

(potential) workers. Within these dominant contexts, many educators and staff at 

Cityscape have worked hard to provide a real, meaningful educational experience to 

the young people attending the school. It is based in large part on the teachers’ 

dedication to providing a project-based curriculum that is engaging, rigorous, and 

stimulating, as well as considers intersectional oppressions, that the students, staff, and 

I were able to imagine into alternative practices of education. This chapter is guided by 

the Cityscape students’ alternative imaginaries, the alternative imaginaries of schooling 

across the history of continuation education, and abolitionist imaginaries of education.   
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“Alternative” Double Speak 

There are moments that offer a compelling story of the need for alternatives 

when moving through the documents that constitute a California continuation archive. 

Continuation advocates, including early corporate business leaders, decried traditional 

schools as failing the majority of young people and not providing a relevant education. 

They pointed to a number of features that persist today including student alienation and 

a generalized curriculum that fails to make connections to young people’s lives. The 

“alternatives” that were and are proposed, however, are entrenched in co-constitutive 

oppressions, including ableism, racism, classism, nationalism, and sexism, that have 

authorized the pushing of certain young people to separate, parallel institutions, 

programs, and classrooms. The history of continuation schools demonstrates the 

manner in which “alternative” within the state’s imagination relies on relegation, 

remediation, and minimal educational responsibility.  

Considering the history of California continuation high schools within the 

broader context of alternative education is instructive to thinking about how the idea of 

“alternative” has been distorted to signal the absence or impossibility of transformative 

alternative and/or change. Raywid offers the following typology of alternative 

education: (Type I) popular innovations, or alternatives that are schools of choice and 

reflect programmatic themes; (Type II) last-chance programs, or programs that have 

been likened to “soft jails” to which “students are sentenced”; and (Type III) remedial 

focus, which are programs with the intention of returning young people to mainstream 
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programs after social/emotional and/or academic remediation.2 While she argues that 

the Type I: popular innovations schools are capable of changing systems and young 

people, she notes elsewhere that the roots of these schools served primarily suburban, 

white, middle-class young people.3 These different forms of alternative schools reflect 

the limits of state-sponsored “care,” including carcerality, the reification of social 

hierarchy and access, and the answer of remediation to deep structural inequity. Citing 

Wehlage and colleagues, Raywid speaks to the manner in which alternative education 

has failed to achieve “institutional legitimacy” due in part to its “image problem.”4 This 

image, she writes, is due in part to the assigned label of “school for losers” to all types 

of alternative schools.5 Consistent with the way that continuation school advocates 

often defined the institution against the very figures of young people associated with 

it, the idea of alternative education is defined against the stigma rooted in the 

establishment of parallel institutions in the first place. Within this context, “alternative” 

became a marker to denote the different (often less quality) education for different 

(stigmatized) students.  
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The double-speak of offering an “alternative” within the context of differential 

relegation and containment for some, and innovation and engagement for others 

demonstrates how “alternative education” reflects the intensification of system’s logics 

rendering certain young people as students and others as “unstudents.” It is within the 

context of systematic neglect that continuation education teachers and administrators 

have reinforced or challenged the institution’s stigma and role in upholding the 

disposability of “unstudents.” While inextricably embedded in the broader system, the 

nourishing care and pedagogies demonstrated in the Cityscape classrooms and in 

glimmers across the continuation high school archive speak to the manner in which 

educators and young people have forged alternative educational imaginaries, and 

practices inspired by them, in spite of and to push back on the state’s imaginary of 

alternative and care.  

Deficit Figures & State Imaginaries of Care 

During one of the focus groups, I asked the students what questions they would 

ask if they were studying continuation high schools. One student, Maria suggested, 

“Why are you in continuation school? Were you learning something in your last 

school? Did your teachers care? Basically putting their heart into what they do?” If 

there is one word that I heard and read repeatedly it was “care.” When the students 

reflected on their feeder school experiences, teachers or staff members not caring and 

the need for care was overwhelmingly a pattern. Often the teachers at Cityscape were 

used by the students as an example of truly caring. On its surface, care is a simple 

concept. However, the reflections of the Cityscape students revealed a specific kind of 
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care that demanded more. Very few teachers would say that they don’t care. Teaching 

is, after all, supposed to be a “caring profession.” However, how care manifests is 

intimately connected to the figurations of young people and what exactly is read as 

being “deserved.”  

Care and relationships between teachers and students have been theorized as 

central aspects of schooling.6 In “Subtractive Schooling: U.S. Mexican Youth and the 

Politics of Caring,” Valenzuela questions how racism and authoritarianism contribute 

to the mismatch between teacher and student understandings of care that create “a 

mutual sense of alienation.”7 This “mismatch,” Valenzuela argues, creates a dynamic 

in which young people are expected to demonstrate that they care about school when it 

does not care for them and in fact treats the students and their cultures with contempt. 

This process impedes the development of authentic caring, she writes, and obliges 

students to “participate in a non-neutral, power evasive position of aesthetic, superficial 

caring.”8 Similar to Valenzuela’s argument focused on how schooling is subtractive 

and assimilationist of Mexican and Mexican-American young peoples’ resources, I 

consider how “caring” has been a technology of the state to uphold and normalize 
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Unjust World, Negotiating the Borders and Barriers in Schools (Albany, N.Y.: State 
University of New York Press, 1996), 1–12. 

7 Angela Valenzuela, Subtractive Schooling: U.S. Mexican Youth and the 
Politics of Caring (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1999), 24. 

8 Valenzuela, Subtractive Schooling, 25. 



 

 254 

inequities. Rather than write off “caring,” I hope to highlight the cooptation of “care,” 

different forms this cooptation takes, and consider how these different forms work 

together to reinforce the defensibility that care is involved. I place under the broader 

umbrella of “capitalist care,” three sub-categories of care: “carceral care,” 

“condescending care,” and “communal care.”   

From the founding of part-time, later continuation, high schools, educational 

reformers have engaged in capitalist care, care that is fundamentally interested in the 

management of young (potential) workers, offering to mold young people to the needs 

of capitalism, while leaving structural violence undisturbed. Capitalist care figures 

young people as potential workers, whose value is determined by their relationship to 

productivity, while simultaneously distancing young workers from a worker-centered 

identity. Capitalist care further understands (potential) nonworkers as “waste” and 

“slackers,” mourning a lack of productivity as tragic and authorizing the shuffling of 

young people to spaces of carceral, condescending, or communal care. Capitalist care 

enacts a “pedagogy of estrangement” in which, similar to estranged labor, the young 

person is alienated from the learning process, their bodies, and the world.9 Capitalist 

care embraces myths of meritocracy in which, whether college or incarceration, 

encouragement or punishment, engagement or boredom, young people “get what they 

deserve.”  
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Carceral Care 

Rooted in the parens patriae (state-as-parent) relationship to young people and 

communities, carceral care figures certain young people as anti-value, representing a 

threat that must be contained, controlled, and made disposable. Carceral care’s 

figuration of young people is characterized by “problem children,” “delinquents” or 

“potential delinquents.” Carceral care dictates that such young people deserve 

punishment and, at times, apathy. While continuation advocates often defined the 

institution against these figures, these policies and practices are demonstrated in 

incarceration as “alternative” and the 1982 article depicting the padded cell or “cubicle” 

that young people were kept in to enforce compulsory boredom and violently 

restraining a young person for not handing over fireworks.10 Carceral care is reflected 

in the withholding of “childness” as protection from young people of color, while 

ascribing “childness” onto communities of color to undermine sovereignty and self-

determination. It is also evident in the very idea of containment or warehousing that 

enforces compulsory boredom as an alternative to education or being “on the streets.” 

Under carceral care would be the idea of policies and practices being “for their own 

good.”  

                                                

10 Muniz, “Special Learning Centers Provide Last Chance for Troubled 
Students.” 
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Condescending Care 

Drawing on a “missionary mindset,” condescending care is care that degrades 

young people and communities by assuming that young people and their families are 

characterized by lacks that can only be addressed through uni-directional intervention. 

Condescending care figures young people as “at-risk” and as fixed in a state of being 

“behind.” Here, “being perpetually behind” is rooted in hetero-patriarchal, white 

supremacist, ableist, and capitalist notions of “normality” that fundamentally neglect 

systems-critique and rejects the notion that all young people deserve a quality and 

rigorous educational environment. Instead, condescending care suggests that young 

people deserve an education of permanent remediation, alternative education 

characterized by simplified curriculum and boredom.  

Rather than reflective of the limitations of practice, though, boredom is read as 

the lack of ability on the part of the students. Under condescending care “relevance” 

hinges on the idea that educational justice cannot be about a redistribution of power 

and resources, such as in the 1968 Assembly hearing on the methods for removing 

young people from schools and whether continuation education was an “adequate 

substitute” with “acceptable quality education,”11 but is an alternative arrangement that 

keeps existing power relations intact. The Cityscape students’ humiliating experiences 

of a teacher projecting pictures of students sleeping “to be funny” or being told they 

were “too mature” for high school as reasoning for transferring them out of the school 

                                                

11 “Compulsory Attendance- Suspensions - Continuation Schools.” 
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might fall under condescending care. In other words, in spite of practices of 

humiliation, neglect, and belittlement, “We know what’s best for you.”12  

One student, Ali,13 told me the story of where things went wrong for her in high 

school that illustrates the power of the absence of relationships and condescending care. 

At the end of her junior year, her counselor told her that she had one last chance to “get 

it together.” Ali said, “well, like I had this outlook on like my life, how I was gonna be 

like, I was gonna change up.” When she started her senior year, one of her close friends 

was dying. She explained through sobs, “I started skipping to go see him at the hospital. 

And… I lost all of my chances of getting it together.” Her counselor asked what she 

was going to do to bring her attendance up and while she said she’d try, she shared that 

she was depressed. Meanwhile, she was trying to bring her grades up in her classes and 

recounted an interaction with a world history teacher. He wouldn’t accept her work 

because it wasn’t indented and when she said she didn’t know that was required, he 

responded, “This is basic stuff. You should have learned this in first grade.”  

When she protested that other students also did not indent but their work was 

accepted, he didn’t yield. When she asked if she should redo it, he said that he did not 

accept late work. Soon after, the teacher saw her at her friend’s funeral, “And then like 

after that, he like, he kinda understood why I was skipping but he never like really 

                                                

12 Arisve Esquivel et al., “We Know What’s Best for You: Silencing of People 
of Color,” Counterpoints 209 (2002): 207–19. 

13 “Define me as: smart, a complicated soul, young, determined, motivated 
and independent.”  
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asked me about it. So he was just assuming that I was…skipping to, you know, go 

smoke or something…He made me feel the worst.” This story illustrates the complexity 

and violence of condescending care because within her story one can pick up on the 

teacher’s and counselor’s intentions to give structure. However, without real 

relationships with Ali, the messages she was receiving was that she was failing by not 

disassociating from her great trauma and, in the case of the teacher, she repeatedly said 

that he made her feel “stupid,” even though she saw that she was receiving inequitable 

treatment. 

Communal Care 

The core practice of continuation high schools since the 1950s has been framed 

as counseling. When continuation education advocates described the strength of 

continuation high schools, they centered the “family-like atmosphere” or communal 

care. I want to consider this as similar to the notion of “relevance,” that while 

relationships are central to liberatory care, they can also be built on condescension and 

interest convergence.14 Communal care figures young people as community members 

but loses track of their role as students. Communal care suggests that young people 

deserve a therapeutic environment facilitated by people with no real training as 

therapists and education that is superficially “relevant” based on flattening young 

peoples’ experiences. These classes collude in mediocrity; this is when a “liberal 

                                                

14 K Wayne Yang, “Discipline or Punish? Some Suggestions for School 
Policy and Teacher Practice,” Language Arts 87, no. 1 (2009): 55. 
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classroom takes a ‘killing me softly’ toll on youth subjectivity.”15 They excel at 

relationship building but stop there and instead shirk the responsibility of a meaningful 

education and do not disturb power dynamics.  

Abolition and Education 

In order to think about truly nourishing care, as opposed to care refracted 

through the state, I return to abolitionist politics and consider how it offers education a 

framework and pathway forward that challenges imaginaries of the state and builds 

toward true alternatives. The students also considered the implications of a prison 

abolitionist imagination of society and their schooling experiences, both past and 

present, through creative projects. Critical Resistance, a national organization working 

to abolish the prison industrial complex, defines PIC abolition as:  

…a political vision with the goal of eliminating imprisonment, policing, 
and surveillance and creating lasting alternatives to punishment and 
imprisonment. 
From where we are now, sometimes we can’t really imagine what 
abolition is going to look like. Abolition isn’t just about getting rid of 
buildings full of cages. It’s also about undoing the society we live in 
because the PIC both feeds on and maintains oppression and inequalities 
through punishment, violence, and controls millions of people. Because 
the PIC is not an isolated system, abolition is a broad strategy. An 
abolitionist vision means that we must build models today that can 
represent how we want to live in the future. It means developing 
practical strategies for taking small steps that move us toward making 
our dreams real and that lead us all to believe that things really could be 
different. It means living this vision in our daily lives. 
Abolition is both a practical organizing tool and a long-term goal.16 

                                                

15 Yang, “Discipline or Punish?,” 55. 

16 Critical Resistance, “What is Abolition?” Accessed January 3, 2019. 
http://criticalresistance.org/resources/abolitionist-tools/ 
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Drawing prison abolitionist politics into the classroom required the naming of the 

systems, structures, and histories that have made the intensified criminalization and 

incarceration of young people of color possible. Here an abolitionist imagination refers 

to the abolition of the Prison Industrial Complex as an extension of the work of ending 

racial capitalism in the United States, as well as the visioning that is required to imagine 

futures that would enable a world in which no one is disposable. By considering these 

roots, we moved into an abolitionist imagination from a place of addressing these roots 

as essential to a reimagining of schools and the broader society, while also looking 

beyond what has been made possible to the “impossible.”17 Abolition is “the creation 

of possibilities for our dreams and demands for health and happiness—for what we 

want, not what we think we can get.”18 The prison abolitionist movement dares to ask 

fundamental questions, How would we live without prisons?,19 what makes us safe?, 

what is justice?,20 and what are visions of community that are not refracted through the 

state?  

                                                

17 Rodríguez, “The Disorientation of the Teaching Act.” 

18 The CR10 Publications Collective, Abolition Now! Ten Years of Strategy 
and Struggle Against the Prison Industrial Complex (Oakland, CA: AK Press, 2008), 
xii. 

19 Walidah Imarisha, Angels with Dirty Faces: Three Stories of Crime, Prison, 
and Redemption (Oakland, CA: AK Press, 2016), 228. 

20 Meiners, For the Children?; Critical Resistance, “What Is the PIC? What Is 
Abolition?,” accessed January 3, 2019, http://criticalresistance.org. 
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Central to an abolitionist understanding of schools, David Stovall argues, is the 

distinction between schooling and education. Taking up prison abolitionist 

frameworks, schooling, he argues, is an ideological and material formation that is not 

connected to any project of liberation.21 Drawing on the work of Mwalimu Shujaa, 

Stovall writes, the intention of schooling is “to perpetuate and maintain existing power 

relations.”22 In “We Want to Do More Than Survive: Abolitionist Teaching and the 

Pursuit of Educational Freedom,” Bettina L. Love similarly argues that the education 

system has been built on the suffering of students of color who are left in what she 

calls, “the educational survival complex.” Love writes the following of how the 

“education survival complex” “spirit murders” children of color and keeps them in “a 

state of perpetual survival mode”: 

What I am describing is a life of exhaustion, a life of doubt, a life of 
state-sanctioned violence, and a life consumed with the objective of 
surviving. Survival is existing and being educated in an antidark world, 
which is not living or learning at all. It is trying to survive in, and at the 
same time understand and make sense of, a world and its schools that 
are reliant on dark disposability and the narratives necessary to bring 
about that disposability.23 

                                                

21 Stovall, “Are We Ready for ‘School’ Abolition?,” 52. 

22 Stovall, “Are We Ready for ‘School’ Abolition?,” 52. 

23 Bettina L. Love, We Want to Do More Than Survive: Abolitionist Teaching 
and the Pursuit of Educational Freedom (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2019), 39. 
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Education, on the other hand, is a “political exercise that seeks to end repression while 

simultaneously supporting the capacity of historically oppressed and marginalized 

peoples to think and create.”24 

Moving against anti-black, racist, ableist, classist, sexist, and xenophobic 

deficit figures of youth in the dominant “ethnographic imagination” is invested in a 

pedagogy of an abolitionist imagination.25 The difference between an abolitionist 

pedagogy and a typology is important here; a pedagogy is a practice and study of 

learning and teaching that transcends the classroom; “It is a way of life, a way of seeing 

the world, and a way of taking action against injustice.”26 It is not a typology that 

classifies and fixes in place, which forecloses the fundamental lived-ness of such work.  

Abolitionist Imagination 

I believe there is more than just this.—Alex, Cityscape student 

In the months before I started the semester at Cityscape in partnership with 

classroom teachers to develop curriculum about the “school to prison pipeline,” the 

criminalization of young people, and creative writing, a series of high profile police 

murders of Black and Brown men and children, including Tamir Rice and Eric Garner 

were on everyone’s mind. It was the year we found out that the grand jury would not 

                                                

24 Stovall, “Are We Ready for ‘School’ Abolition?,” 52. 

25 Robin D. G. Kelley, Yo’mama’s Disfunktional!: Fighting the Culture Wars 
in Urban America (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 2001). 

26 Love, We Want to Do More Than Survive: Abolitionist Teaching and the 
Pursuit of Educational Freedom, 89. 
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indict Darren Wilson for the murder of Michael Brown, an unarmed Black teenager in 

Ferguson, MI, and by the end of the semester police murdered Freddie Gray in 

Baltimore. The year before, Alex Nieto was murdered by police just miles from the 

Cityscape campus. Nieto was eating chips in a public park, in a neighborhood he had 

lived in his whole life when a white gentrifier, whose dog tried to attack Nieto, reported 

him as acting “suspicious.” This violence inflected the classroom conversations about 

experiences with schools and teachers and studying the institutions of schools and 

prisons. This context was at the forefront of discussions when we started to trace the 

distance between students’ experiences in school and those who came before, when we 

pulled apart figures of the “criminal” and “delinquents.” All of the students in the class 

were young people of color in a continuation high school, a “last chance” high school, 

so when we talked about the ways that young people are criminalized differently across 

race, class, gender, citizenship, sexuality, ability, and age, we were mapping more than 

stereotypes, more than hypothetical comparisons.  

As part of a project-based, interdisciplinary curriculum that engaged anti-

oppression frameworks and social movements (2012–2013) or conducted participatory 

action research into social issues (2014–2015), the Cityscape students envisioned 

different histories, presents, and futures. In 2012–2013, the curricular focus was on 

student resistance to South African Apartheid in comparison with the American school 

system one semester and on hip-hop as a social movement, imagining into “hip-hop 

high school,” the following semester. The accompanying assignments focused on 

naming and imagining their generation’s legacy, demands on society, and ideal schools. 
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The students participated in debates about oppression, social justice, and hip-hop. In 

the 2014–15 cohort, the assignments focused on abolitionist imaginings of the past and 

future, including the creation of artifacts from the future (2065) and letters from their 

future selves. In addition, the students applied an abolitionist imagination to their 

history with schooling by mapping out their experiences on a picture of their feeder, 

traditional high school and then reimagining their experiences on a newly annotated 

map. These activities supplemented the creative writing as an invitation to creatively 

approach, reimagine, and re-present their experiences.  

In 2014–2015, the students and teachers read Angela Y. Davis’ book, “Are 

Prisons Obsolete?”; created podcasts about their experiences with criminalization; 

worked through the history of schools and prisons, especially mass incarceration; and 

participated in debates about imprisonment and racism. In interviews, students said that 

studying prisons and the criminalization of young people created an explicit connection 

between school-learning and the world, and challenged the feelings of isolation of 

having family in the system or being in the system themselves. One student, Tara said 

that it helped her reflect on her experience of having family in prison and to relate to 

her classmates, “And us just talking about it, oh my God, it just made me realize like, 

you know, like, we’re not the only one . . . . Like, I'm not the only one going through a 

hard time. Like, you have people in jails, in and out of jails, on probation and stuff like 

that, so, it's like, you know, I'm not the only one. Everybody has felt that type of way, 

like before . . . ” This connection between the world, her peers, and the curriculum 

created an excitement for learning, she continued, “I’ve never learned so much about 
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what happen in and outside of prison, you know in the streets . . . I’ve never learned so 

much, you know. It just makes me want to learn more and more. I don’t know, I think 

that’s why I like this project . . .”  

The students explored their abolitionist imaginations through reimagining their 

schooling experiences. The students created before and after maps of the traditional 

high schools that sent them to Cityscape high, with their experiences as “before” and 

applying their abolitionist imagination as the “after.” Sal mapped his experience with 

black and white pictures. He circled the places where the police parked at the front gate, 

where the security favored some students over others, the location of the principal’s 

office, the spaces unused by students, and the gate he walked through handcuffed. On 

the “before” side, he placed his “Life Poem,” speaking to himself years ago at his 

former traditional high school. He writes, “tell him . . . when you reach the top all that’s 

gonna be left, is the next, person trying to represent for a city full of broken dreams and 

felons set to fail this test they put upon us to be brought down instead of brought up but 

how can they block us, the only way to stop us, is putting a bullet through my brain ...” 

This “test,” he writes, is designed for failure, “put upon us to be brought down,” but 

cannot “block us.”  

When applying an abolitionist imagination, his school is colorful and the 

labeling is no longer pointing to places of oppression and disconnect in school. Instead, 

the school is filled with art by the students, the facilities are being used by young 

people, students help in the front of the school rather than police, and the content of the 

classes is “something worth learning and having me looking forward to going to class.” 
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In the place he recalls being handcuffed and walked into the office, he writes, “When I 

walk through school gates I want to feel free.” It is a safe place without police. In this 

school, liberation is both the intentional and authentic engagement and excitement of 

students. It is the feeling of freedom, the “good vibes” before entering the school, the 

vibrancy of a campus constructed and loved by young people. 

Nourishing Care and Reclaiming Safety 

Ms. Brent, a Cityscape teacher, told me that when she was in the middle of 

teaching, one of her students who graduated the year before, DeAndre27 slipped into 

her classroom and sat at one of the back tables quietly. The year before he was one of 

the students in our classes that focused on student-led resistance to South African 

Apartheid and Hip-Hop Cosmologies. On a fieldtrip to see a Kehinde Wiley exhibit, he 

wrote in large bold print his Instagram handle and the suggestion, “Paint ME!,” in the 

guest log. And here he was appearing as if in a flashback at the back of Ms. Brent’s 

classroom. She finished giving the directions to the students and went to check-in with 

DeAndre, thinking he might have been just visiting. He told her that the police started 

chasing him and he didn’t know where else to go, so he came to Cityscape. Came to sit 

quietly in the place he knew he would be safe. 

Within the current context of calls for increased guns, police, and armed 

teachers as a way to protect children, it is fundamental that safety and what makes 

                                                

27 “Define me as intellectual, an overachiever, a young black man, one of the 
great ones.” 
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young people safe in schools is approached through an abolitionist framework. An 

abolitionist framework might demand that we consider not only how to create schools 

that are sanctuaries, but what must be dismantled and built so that sanctuaries are not 

required in the first place. It is from this perspective that I want to consider nourishing 

care.  

Keeping in mind the myriad ways that “care” can look, feel, and be oppressive, 

nourishing care—an abolitionist pedagogical stance—reflects certain features that are 

turned inside out by oppressive care, like relationships and relevance, but attempts “to 

generate new epistemic and intellectual approaches to meaning, knowledge, learning, 

and practice for the sake of life, liberation, and new social possibilities.”28 This 

relationship is reflected in the movement away from “caring” as “benign neglect” or 

missionary interventions—which are dependent on deficit understandings of young 

people and their families—to “caring” as a pedagogical stance in relation with young 

people to hold systems accountable and imagine alternative realities.29 Nourishing care 

does not relegate young people to fixed figures, but rather pushes to eliminate them, a 

concept I return to in the following sections.  

Here, nourishment is inspired by Alexis Pauline Gumbs meditation on 

cultivating abolition in Durham, North Carolina: 

What if abolition isn’t a shattering thing, not a crashing thing, not a 
wrecking ball event? What if abolition is something that sprouts out of 

                                                

28 Rodríguez, “The Disorientation of the Teaching Act,” 9. 

29 Kelley, Yo’mama’s Disfunktional! 
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the wet places in our eyes, the broken places in our skin, the waiting 
places in our palms, the tremble holding in my mouth when I turn to 
you? What if abolition is something that grows? What if abolishing the 
prison industrial complex is the fruit of our diligent gardening, building 
and deepening of a movement to respond to the violence of the state and 
the violence in our communities with sustainable, transformative 
love?30  
 

Nourishing care fosters the possibility of what is already there, what has always already 

existed in our communities and forging new imaginaries of what could be.31 To be 

nourishing and nourished is to be healing. It is to be the antithesis of the unhealthy and 

violent practices of the state which poison, contain, cage, bore, and punish young 

people. Nourishing care demonstrates that young people deserve a rigorous, joyful, 

meaningful, and engaging education, guided by practices that advocate for and enact 

love.  

Counter to a “pedagogy of estrangement,” Paulo Freire wrote of the centrality 

of love to create the potential of a dialogical classroom, “Dialogue cannot exist, 

however, in the absence of a profound love for the world and for people. The naming 

of the world, which is an act of creation and re-creation, is not possible if it is not 

infused with love. Love is at the same time the foundation of dialogue and dialogue 

                                                

30 “Freedom Seeds: Growing Abolition in Durham, North Carolina,” in 
Abolition Now! Ten Years of Strategy and Struggle Against the Prison Industrial 
Complex (Oakland, CA: AK Press, 2008), 145. 

31 Critical Resistance, “What is Abolition?” Accessed January 3, 2019. 
http://criticalresistance.org/resources/abolitionist-tools/. 
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itself.”32 Darder describes Paulo Freire’s view of love as a dialectical political force 

that simultaneously unites and respects difference, “a radical sense of lived kinship.”33 

This radical sense of kinship is essential, Darder writes, “if we are to effectively 

transform the social and material conditions of inequality and disaffiliation that are the 

hallmark of capitalism.”34 In “Teachers as Cultural Workers, Letters to Those Who 

Dare to Teach,” Freire centers the indispensability of love and joy to democratic 

educational practice, “We forge a school-adventure, a school that marches on, that is 

not afraid of the risks, and that rejects immobility. It is a school that thinks, that 

participates, that creates, that speaks, that loves, that guesses, that passionately 

embraces and says yes to life. It is not a school that quiets down and quits.”35 Josue, a 

Cityscape student, wrote that teachers in regular high schools don’t really care or 

stopped caring, giving up on students that need encouragement. Instead, he writes, “if 

they ‘love teaching’ so much they should be about it.” Nourishing love is a pedagogy 

that demands teachers “be about it” and that teachers are supported to be about it.  

Nourishing care that inextricably links relationships and education, without 

allowing one to be at the expense of the other, is central to the Cityscape students’ 

                                                

32 Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 89. 

33 Darder, “Pedagogy of Love: Embodying Our Humanity,” 96. 

34 Darder, “Pedagogy of Love: Embodying Our Humanity,” 96. 

35 Freire, Teachers as Cultural Workers: Letters to Those Who Dare Teach 
(Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1998), 45. 
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imagined schools. One student, Miguel, described this care as taking place in a space 

with discipline and good teachers who “really care about their students and really caring 

about doing a good teaching job and won’t never give up. The students would care 

because they would be treated with respect, the teaching teachers would try to be close 

to every student so they would feel good about the whole environment.”36 Nourishing 

care lays at the nexus of not carceral but affirmative discipline and relationships built 

on mutual respect and an investment in all young people.  

Nourishment supports growth and sustains. It is dependent on and creates 

connections to flourish and enable truly alternative visions of education. It creates the 

conditions of possibility for “one of the most important tasks of critical educational 

practice,” in which “learners, in their interaction with one another and with their 

teachers, engage in the experience of assuming themselves as social, historical, 

thinking, communicating, transformative, creative persons; dreamers of possible 

utopias, capable of being angry because of a capacity to love.”37 This engagement with 

experience allows students to challenge the state by examining the material and 

                                                

36 While this study is not specifically focused on teacher practice, I think it is 
essential to pause on discipline. While teaching with a project at Cityscape focusing on 
the School to Prison Pipeline, the issue of discipline came up repeatedly. Was it 
possible to have discipline in the classroom and not contribute to the School to Prison 
Pipeline? Yes. However, this can only occur when punishment and discipline are not 
synonymous, and when discipline is not an extension of the state apparatus of control, 
policing, and surveillance. Yang, “Discipline or Punish? Some Suggestions for School 
Policy and Teacher Practice.” 

37 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of Freedom: Ethics, Democracy, and Civic 
Courage (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 1998), 45. 
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ideological formations of schooling and that of the broader society rather than 

internalize it.  

Opportunity II High School’s, one of the continuation high schools in San 

Francisco in the early 1970s, school philosophy was collaboratively developed with 

students, school staff, and community members (including 21 community groups on 

the advisory board).38 The philosophy reflects nourishing care in its process, analysis, 

united beliefs about the limits and possibilities of schooling, and a centering of self and 

community:  

Opportunity II High exists for students of San Francisco who find 
conventional schools repressive, oppressive and insensitive to what they 
want to learn. We believe that a school should provide a creatively 
structured environment, one that encourages learning for self-
fulfillment and simultaneously builds basic skills—reading, writing and 
math. In order to realize these goals teachers and counselors must know 
the distinctive characteristics and needs of the school community: their 
interests, their tendencies and prejudices, their needs, their abilities and 
their hopes. In a healthy and humane atmosphere students will move 
towards self-direction. The students’ realization of his/her goals cannot 
be more genuine than the community in which the individual moves 
daily . . . 
 
Central to our most basic beliefs are the following concepts: 

We oppose stereotyped teachers and welcome teaching, learning human 
beings, who will conduct themselves in ways expressive of themselves, 
yet cognizant of the needs and sensitivities of those around them.  
 
We would like to be rid of the notion that educational institutions must 
have winners and losers and instead instill the thought that a student will 
locate and proclaim his/her own idea of a win. 
 

                                                

38 See Appendix H for full text. 
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We oppose categories of I.Q., age, sex, class ranking and encourage 
combinations of students who come together as a result of a common 
need.  
 
We dislike schools that make neutrality a fetish which inevitably forces 
conformity to status-quo thinking; instead we wish blatant 
confrontations of ideas which will stimulate political thought and action 
independently arrived at.39  
 

The Opportunity II school philosophy rejected dominant structures of schooling, while 

also centering expression, student-driven conceptions of success, “common need,” and 

“blatant confrontations of ideas which will stimulate political thought and action.” 

Central to the vision laid out by the Opportunity High II community was challenging 

the production of “unstudents” through sorting young people into hierarchies based on 

supposedly neutral categories, stereotypes, educational institutions’ reification of 

winners and losers, and conformity. Instead they demanded a vision of schooling that 

produces the conditions of possibility to transform, not only the school, but to put their 

confrontation with ideas into action.   

*** 

Rather than thinking about the following features identified by Cityscape 

students as emblematic of “nourishing care,” I think about these characteristics as some 

of the first steps toward nourishing care. And while they might not seem like radical 

                                                

39 San Francisco Unified School District, “Program Description and 
Evaluation of Opportunity II High School 1972-1973,” 1973 1970, 1G, SFUSD, San 
Francisco History Center/Book Arts and Special Collections. 
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interventions, they constituted fundamental experiences of being supported and loved 

in schools, and dreaming beyond what school is to what it could be.  

Challenging Invisibility and Cultivating Collectivities 

During interviews, I asked the students to share with me a time that they felt 

supported throughout their time in school. Every student spoke to experiences at 

Cityscape. Many students struggled to identify more than one or two supportive adults 

at their traditional high schools. One student, Aaliyah, said that she never felt supported 

at her traditional high school and felt invisible instead: 

The teachers be worried about other people than me. Like . . . if I needed 
help, they just walked past me. Like they never see me, like I was never 
there until like I would get an attitude basically. Show them that I really 
need their help by yelling, you know, doing all that. But here all I got to 
do is raise my hand and they will come. Like so I'm like . . . they was 
acting like they ain’t never seen the kids . . . they just act like they're a 
ghost. Like they're not even there. So. 
 

Another student, Raheem,40 told me that he was supported by 2 out of the 

approximately 12 teachers he had at his traditional high school. He, as did other 

students, expressed disappointment and confusion about why they were overlooked, 

neglected, and invisibilized in their experiences with certain teachers, “I honestly don’t 

know . . . I’m not rude . . . I don’t call the teacher out . . . I don’t say anything that’s, 

that can throw anybody off, you know? I’m always polite or polite as I can be.” Other 

students felt like the structural limitations of their traditional high schools, such as large 

student populations and large class sizes, were the issue. In spite of structural 

                                                

40 “Define me as: intelligent, creative, focused, enthusiastic, important.” 



 

 274 

limitations, however, it is important to note that when the students described supportive 

teachers and coaches, they were not highlighting grand and time consuming gestures. 

The students portrayed teachers who looked out for them by asking how they were 

doing, if they were going to class, and encouraged them to attend class more often.  

One major commonality of a supportive teacher at their traditional schools was 

simply noticing when the student had been gone, whether through asking if they are 

doing okay or saying they were missed, rather than further ostracizing the student by 

ignoring their return. This was a stark contrast to stories of being passed over and 

ignored in schools. Instead the students highlighted experiences of being recognized 

and acknowledged as an important part of the school community. They highlighted 

moments that communicated that their presence would be missed.  

Ms. Brent’s response to how she thinks about and defines care in her work at 

Cityscape demonstrates how challenging invisibility, relationship building, and 

dynamic learning opportunities are intertwined. After I asked her how she would define 

care at Cityscape, she paused and stated, “Just the opportunity to know them better.” 

Nourishing care is understanding relationship-building and getting to know young 

people as an honor and opportunity. And as she described, this opportunity is 

fundamental to building a dynamic educational space: 

Just the opportunity for me to know them better and to a certain extent, 
know members of their family . . . And having the design of the school 
that, especially . . . those first two years, it was me and [the students] 
and you. It's very much a part . . . of the project structure, is [the 
students] just have two teachers. The great opportunity to take them and 
do these off campus experiences together . . . And, that opportunity just 
like, “Hey, I'm going to share this with you in a really fun, exciting 
way.” And teachers all want to share, but just like that was a piece of it 
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also. And always the bus ride to and from places where you could sit 
down next to a kid and you can actually just have a conversation that's 
not about school. All those opportunities. That part is very much the 
design of the school. 

By framing care through these opportunities, Ms. Brent offers a definition of care that 

is in process, iterative, and day-to-day. It is grounded in a teaching process and structure 

that is not bound to formal content. Part of challenging invisibility was also challenging 

the individualism that leaves certain students behind in order to buttress meritocratic 

claims.  

While state imaginaries of care are not mutually exclusive and can shift in 

different moments relative to different individual relationships with young people 

mediated through figures of the Other, true nourishing care depends on developing and 

deepening collectivities. When asked about the differences between their traditional 

schooling experiences and their experiences at Cityscape many of the students 

referenced the centrality of challenging individualism in the classroom. As discussed, 

there were many stories of being passed over, ignored, and slipping through the cracks 

at their traditional schools. In addition to the way that the curriculum itself challenged 

the individualized silence around criminalization, the students recounted the way that 

Cityscape teachers and peers emphasized group learning and achievement. Miguel said 

that he knew Cityscape was different in his first project-classroom, which bridged 

environmental education with ethnic studies and social justice, because “you actually 

go through the material with your teachers, and if, like, if you don't understand, the 

whole class goes through it, you know. So, like, everybody understands. It's not like, 



 

 276 

oh, if I'm struggling, I'm going to get the help. It's like everybody, like, goes through 

with it… goes through it ... Like, everybody, everybody just goes through it.”  

Similarly, one student described his experience of playing dodgeball with the 

class. After describing the way that his peers were encouraging him, I attempted to 

clarify that perhaps what was supportive about the experience is that his peers were 

rooting for him. He responded, “Not just me, like everybody else. We just helping each 

other out.” That was, he continued, support to him. Ms. Brent pushed back on the idea 

of Cityscape being about “remediation,” but about inclusive teaching practices. Instead, 

she said, “I think it helps to think it’s just a mixed group. It’s totally mixed. So, I better 

have something, start from the very basics so that I know everybody’s on board and 

make sure that I end up someplace that it’s unlikely anybody has gotten to so that 

everybody will feel like it was worth their time [and would be able to say,] ‘Yeah, I 

learned something.’”  

Creating collectivities in schools requires challenging the isolation and lack of 

support for teachers as well as students. Both Ms. Sanchez and Ms. Brent reflected on 

the manner in which the traditional school structure, specifically the number of students 

that teachers work with over the course of a school day, makes it difficult to have deep 

relationships with students. Both teachers empathized that most traditional school 

teachers want to care for and know their students but are restrained by the structures of 

their schools. Cityscape allowed for close relationships with students and the flexibility 

to create a curriculum that addresses issues the students are facing.  
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Against Boredom: Project-Based Learning & Rigor 

Boredom is a social justice issue. The tedious, time torture of learning that 

school is a place of biding time. Boredom helps place schools in young people’s spirits 

as the antithesis of freedom. Again, I am not arguing that the opposite of boredom is 

entertainment, but that the opposite of boredom in schools is rigor, joy, and community-

engagement. In a poem about what school is framed as and what it should be, Craig, a 

Cityscape student, wrote: 

Education should be more than just passing 
time in the day, more than just a certain  
person or country’s history, more than just 
a place for people with the money can go,  
more than social statistics, more than  
basic education to get a low-wage 
job, more than a place to hide 
from the harsh realities of life . . .41 
 

Craig42 connects the time-torture of boredom to constraints of education being more 

than, as Bettina Love frames it, survival.43 This “more” that students pointed toward 

often involved, not just joyful, but community-engaged and rigorous education. 

Counter to the boredom of “the same stuff being repeated over,” Raheem said that his 

favorite part of school is learning something new, “Like every time you learn 

                                                

41 See Appendix I for full text. 

42 “Describe me as: Someone who can and will make it, a very successful 
student/promising, a kid on the right track, misunderstood, intelligent”  

43 Love, We Want to Do More Than Survive: Abolitionist Teaching and the 
Pursuit of Educational Freedom. 
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something new, it just like sparks up, sparks up your brain and like gives you that, like 

jolt of happiness.” 

While learning might seem like an obvious feature of schooling, for a number 

of students actually learning at Cityscape made the experience unique. Tina said that 

the difference is that at Cityscape “they actually, like, pay attention to you and really 

help you with your work and make…sure that you understand it, unlike a…regular 

school where they just give it to you, and make you do it, and don’t really care if you 

really understand or not.” For a number of Cityscape students, the transition to the 

school was one in which they were able to move from a rote relationship to learning 

that made, as one student pointed out “copying” a passable practice, to truly 

understanding what is being taught. Selena said, “Like in regular high school, if they 

taught me all this, I'd probably be reading on a textbook. I don't want a textbook. I'd be 

halfway learning everything. In here, like it's very hands on. It helps you remember.” 

Central to really understanding was upholding high expectations for students 

and offering rigorous educational experiences. Ethan described something that 

motivated him to work at Cityscape: 

How hard the work is. Cause like, the essay, that we’re doing for Ms. 
Brent, like I wanna do hella good on that because I never done like 
one of those type of essays on the book, like read a whole book with 
the class and do an essay about it. I never had that before. 
 

He continued that what made Cityscape stand out was that “everything was different” 

from the “caring teachers” to being taught how to “talk to the text” (annotate readings) 

to the variety of project assignments, such as podcasts. Cityscape, he explained, 

transformed his relationship to teachers from adults that made demands on him to “keep 
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doing you work, keep doing your work” and “told me what to do” to adults who would 

challenge him and then ask if he needed help or if he had questions. 

Cityscape is a project-based school. As mentioned in the introduction, the goals 

of the curriculum are to provide challenging academics with a real-world, applied, 

experiential, and interdisciplinary course of study for the students. The teachers, in co-

teaching partnerships, have the responsibility and freedom to develop thematic, self-

contained, and semester-long curriculums. This model came up repeatedly amongst 

students as allowing them to, as Paulo Freire and Donaldo Macedo described, “read the 

word and read the world.”44 The students described not only the centrality of being able 

to make real-world connections between school-learning and their lives but that their 

lives, the community, and the world became central to school learning. “It’s like,” Ali 

said describing the integration of current events rather than referencing textbooks, 

“they’re teaching us what’s going on in the real world.”   

Redistribution of Resources 

I want to return to the 1968 exchange between the Assemblymen and Mr. 

Stevenson, the Community Services Coordinator of the South Central Youth Training 

and Employment Project in Los Angeles. Stevenson argued repeatedly for an equitable 

redistribution of resources and the Assemblymen insisted on the idea of “relevance”:  

Assemblyman Cory: I'm still not sure if we are designing the ideal 
system. What kind of a school should we drop into the South Central 
Los Angeles or East LA?  

                                                

44 “Literacy: Reading the Word and the World,” Thinking: The Journal of 
Philosophy for Children, March 1, 1998. 
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Mr. Stevenson: The same type that is in the good areas. 
 
Assemblyman Cory: I can say it should be relevant, but how do we make 
it relevant?  
 
Mr. Stevenson: The same type of school that is Pacific Palisades High 
School should be dropped into South Central Los Angeles.45  
 

Here, the notion of “relevance” reflects the state’s alternative double-speak in which a 

structural analysis is subsumed by policies based on deficit-assumptions regarding 

“fit.” In line with the persistent establishment of parallel institutions, “relevance” was 

used to buttress the claim that young people—here working class young people of 

color—were so different, so unfit that the causes of educational inequity could not lie 

outside of the young people themselves. Stevenson’s argument, alongside the decades 

of arguments put forward by countless advocates pushing for educational equity, 

reflects a central aspect to an abolitionist vision of education that seeks to dismantle 

the entanglements of racism, classism, xenophobia, sexism, nationalism, heterosexism, 

and ableism. Central to this in education, and its position in an ecosystem of 

institutional formations, is the redistribution of resources.   

It is within the context of a redistribution of resources that I am comfortable 

speaking to the impact of “home life” on the educational outcomes of young people. A 

central strategy to neutralize structural critique as irrelevant continues to be students’ 

home lives. However, with a constellation of social services that could make up a web 

                                                

45 “Compulsory Attendance- Suspensions - Continuation Schools,” 85. 
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of nourishing care, such as mental health services, food and housing access, nourishing 

schools, transformative justice programs to address harm, job programs, and after 

school programs (to name a few), as well as the decriminalization of immigration, drug-

use, and harm, I believe “home life” would not hold such a pronounced place in 

educational discourse. I have made the active choice not to support the proliferation of 

narratives that define young people and their communities through trauma by 

illustrating what I learned about the students’ lives and to instead focus on the students’ 

insights into schooling.46 This is not to deny that trauma influences young people’s 

experiences but it is to assert that trauma should not provide an alibi for educational 

negligence and deep structural inequity. And while some students did reference what 

could be described as “home life” as part of the array of influences on their educational 

trajectories, these were experiences that made the disconnections between their lives 

and schooling more pronounced, they did not cause this disconnection.  

It was nourishing care, inspired by abolitionist organizers and scholars, that was 

reflected in the Cityscape students’ abolitionist imagination. The students created 

future artifacts proving that the prison industrial complex had been abolished because 

its roots had been addressed.47 Juan created a graph to show the decline of 

unemployment due to “community outreach programs that provide job training,” 

“gov’t projects that requires the creation of more jobs,” and transformed schools. 

                                                

46 Tuck, “Suspending Damage.” 

47 Evan Bissell, “The Knotted Line,” August 2014, http://knottedline.com. 
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Miguel created a universal health care card in which all the places where deductibles 

might be listed is replaced by the word, “FREE.” The card, labeled “Miguel’s 

GoldCross,” says, “We want a world where everyone can live comfortable and not 

worry about hospital bills. Our vision is to provide free services for all, no matter the 

social class…” Other students showed the increase in quality housing availability, 

services for people struggling with houselessness, programs focusing on parenting 

skills and nonviolent communication skills, the end to the policing of borders, and poor 

people not having to worry about feeding their families. Nourishing care, grounded in 

an abolitionist framework, was defined within and beyond the classroom to the broader 

context of fundamental needs being met.  

During the Cityscape project focused on hip-hop as a social movement and 

imagining into “hip-hop high school,” the students imagined their ideal schools. 

Inspired by the Black Panther Party’s 10-Point Plan and The Dream Yard A.C.T.I.O.N. 

Project 10-point education platform, written by a group of young activists from the 

Bronx, Cityscape students created their own 10-point plans.48 The students’ ten-point 

plans demanded teachers from their communities, experienced teachers, access to 

healthy foods, quality instruction in which no student is ignored, art classes, youth 

                                                

48 Jorge Rivas, “Bronx Students Occupy Public Education, Release 10-Point 
Plan,” Text, Colorlines, November 18, 2011, 
https://www.colorlines.com/articles/bronx-students-occupy-public-education-release-
10-point-plan. 
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representation in school decision-making, more group work and interactive activities, 

small class sizes, and extra-curricular activities. Lidiya’s Ten Point Plan reads in part:  

We demand that we learn about relevant  
topics, because we need to learn about  
things in the world . . . 
We demand that we learn about different 
Cultures and countries, because we need to  
look outside the box that is America. 
We demand that all teachers only 
Teach things that they have a passion &  
Interest in, because no one wants a teacher 
Who could care less about what they preach . . . 
We demand more new ways to learn 
Because textbooks are heavy & sick.  
We demand understanding teachers & 
Students, because everyone needs to get along.  
We demand better lunches, because we 
Can’t focus on empty stomachs, or bad food.  
We demand more classes to encourage  
People to help our community & world  
Because why have school if it can’t  
Keep our world clean & going.  
We demand easier transportation, because . . . 
sometimes you gotta go far . . . 
 

Reflected across the students’ reimagining of education is Mr. Stevenson’s argument 

in 1968 that what is wanted is that the “same type of school that is” in affluent 

communities “should be dropped into” these students’ communities as fundamental to 

achieving educational equity. This is a notion of relevance that centers all young 

people’s needs being met that are assumed for some children and denied for others, 

including access to healthy foods, dynamic curriculum, transportation, safety, and 

quality teachers.  
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Dream-Making Against Stigma 

Many students reflected on the immense shame and fear they felt when they 

found out that they were going to a continuation high school. The institution, Selena 

argued, is not what hurts you. “It’s just how like everybody else sees [Cityscape] and 

that hurts you, but they don't really see how it really is.” Often students followed 

statements about feeling shame with an embrace of their experiences at Cityscape and 

rejecting the misperceptions about continuation high schools. After Lidiya described 

the assumptions that people have about continuation high schools and the shame it 

initially brought up, I asked if she still felt that way. She replied:  

I mean no cause it's like people try to talk, like belittle me, and try talk 
like, “oh you're in a remedial school, like do y'all take the yellow school 
bus,” and stuff like that. I'm just like, you don't know. Like you don't 
know anything. Like if you were to come here, I bet you wouldn't get 
any of the material that was given to you. Like the only reason you're in 
school is because you get by, by like C grades so don't think you're like 
anything better than me . . . I just think, I think like it's funny how people 
look down on you because you're in a continuation school, when it's like 
. . . you're surrounded by like teachers that actually care about what 
you're learning and actually like . . . Like, [Belvedere], he's like hella 
smart. I could listen to him talk for days. Honestly, like he just, when he 
talks, I'm just like, oh like he knows what he's doing. Other teachers at 
regular schools are like… [shrugs]…[Belvedere], like when he talks, 
I’m just like damn like I’m learning like. I actually care, you know? And 
it’s like people don’t get that . . . 
 

Rather than arguing that Cityscape was like “regular” high schools, the students held 

up its difference as a huge benefit. Rejecting the definitions of the school through 

deficit, Cityscape students uplifted how the school enabled them to learn, achieve, and 

dream. Ali said, “…this is not even like putting my dreams on hold, it’s like helping 

me to get to it.”  



 

 285 

Against Narrative 

Ricardo, the Cityscape student who wrote about school and students fitting a 

mold, continued that an ideal student at his imagined school would be “something 

completely different,” someone like him. Someone that is not “passive,” not like the 

“ideal student” that he understands the traditional school system requires, but “a person 

that can engage. And you know have a debate or a conversation with his teacher about 

the subject that he’s teaching or her . . . and bring their thoughts together and actually 

get the work done in their own little creative way.” His imagined school became a space 

in which students would have to be “completely different.” With the historic context of 

the foreclosures of “student” explored in previous chapters, this difference might be 

read as an invitation to think “student” beyond these figures. Rather than a demand for 

inclusion, marking the impossibility of such an inclusion opens up the possibility of 

truly alternative imaginaries of school. This impossibility also raises a core tension of 

school’s entrenchments in structures of oppression, such as settler colonialism, anti-

black racism, and capitalism, with the pedagogical practices attempting to resist such 

structures, especially when considering an abolitionist pedagogical stance.49  

Challenging the ethnographic imperative to “Know” the “Other,” Gayatri 

Chakravorty Spivak writes, “we need a commitment not only to narrative and 

counternarrative, but also to the rendering (im)possible of (another) narrative.”50 Rather 

                                                

49 Rodríguez, “The Disorientation of the Teaching Act.” 

50 Spivak, A Critique of Postcolonial Reason, 6. 
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than a barrier to relationality, the intentional move against totalizing narratives 

(dominant or counter) forces us to consider how we “read” and “write” young people 

in ways that retain and reify violent figurations. A pedagogy that starts from the premise 

that, as Diana Taylor writes, “we do not understand each other—and recognize that 

each effort in that direction needs to work against notions of easy access, 

decipherability, and translatability” requires a relationality that not only recognizes the 

incompleteness of Knowing, but also actively moves against it.51  

Spivak writes of a classroom that is rendered a “changeful site” when it is open 

to the “most radical challenge of deconstruction” that “the blank part of the text [is] 

given over to a future” that is not merely a forced replication of our present but is the 

future to come.52 A relationship to the future in this sense suggests a radical open-

endedness and epistemic shift away from dominant modes of Knowing, such as the 

roots of figures of “student” and “child” that are embedded in colonial/racist 

teleological formations and the blurring of “care” with state logics of containment, 

condescension, and disposability. The persistence of figures of “problem” children 

create violent palimpsests with lived material and symbolic implications for young 

people and communities. Language used to refer to young people has changed but not 

the underlying meanings. State’s stories about certain young people are being rewritten 

                                                

51 The Archive and the Repertoire (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 
2003), 15. 

52 Spivak, Death of a Discipline, 25. 
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and retold through embedded education policies and practices, and these stories are 

getting in the way of imagining the “impossible” and being in relation with young 

people and communities.  

Instead of a dominant mode of “reading,” Spivak offers a literary reading as 

resisting the “transcoding” of peoples for the purposes of assimilation, but rather 

cultivates a relation:  

Our own undecidable meaning is in the irreducible figure that stands in 
for the eyes of the other. This is the effortful task: to displace the fear of 
our faceless students, behind whom are the eyes of the global others. 
Otherwise, who crawls into the place of the ‘human’ of ‘humanism’ at 
the end of the day, even in the name of diversity?53  
 

We might read “the fear of our faceless students” against the fears that I was asked 

about years ago. Was I afraid of my students? And my fear of what that projected fear 

might bring. Or how do we “displace the fear of our faceless students” and resist the 

recuperative narrative? How do we call for an ethical relation that does not render 

“knowable”? Gloria Anzaldúa speaks to the two-fold dilemma of women-of-color 

writers, “how to write (produce) without being inscribed (reproduced) in the dominant 

white structure and how to write without reinscribing and reproducing what we rebel 

against.”54 How might we move from the eclipsing readings to an open, effortful 

                                                

53 Spivak, Death of a Discipline, 23. 

54 Gloria Anzaldúa, Light in the Dark/Luz En Lo Oscuro: Rewriting Identity, 
Spirituality, Reality (Durham: Duke University Press, 2015), 7. 
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reading with? How might we write young people then, as an imaginative invitation, 

rather than a writing upon?  

Beyond imagining a dream school or reflecting on one’s past, the student 

visions of education through an abolitionist lens might be understood as generative 

rejections of the status quo and imaginaries that cannot be restrained there.55 Anzaldúa 

argues, “Creativity is a liberation impulse”; “a rereading and rewriting of reality—a 

rearrangement or reordering of preexisting elements.”56 Rather than a restraint, what if 

we understand “preexisting elements” as a reimagining of the collectivities of a 

classroom or school? How might we understand this reading and writing as “an 

uncoercive rearrangement of desires?”57 It does not assume a coercive reading—that 

of ‘human,’ or ‘student,’ or ‘youth’—or the “enabling violation” of interventionist 

practices,58 but rather desires—something like Ricardo imagining a student that would 

be “completely different,” or of Sal transforming the site of handcuffs with, “When I 

walk through school gate’s I want to feel free.” Something like writing a poem about 

poetry being hope within reach of a person’s mind. Giving the blank part of the text, 

                                                

55 Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, “R-Words: Refusing Research,” 
Humanizing Research: Decolonizing Qualitative Inquiry with Youth and 
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the space between line breaks over to “changeful sites.” The writing and living that 

persists in spite of fearful figures; something like an imagination reaching toward 

liberation in the lines you’re allowed to read and not. 

Conclusion 

In “Are Prisons Obsolete?” Davis writes, “. . . people tend to take prisons for 

granted. It is difficult to imagine life without them. At the same time there is reluctance 

to face the realities hidden within them, a fear of thinking about what happens inside 

them. Thus, the prison is present in our lives and, at the same time, absent from our 

lives.”59 Davis suggests that recognizing this simultaneous presence and absence 

begins “to acknowledge the part played by ideology in shaping the way we interact 

with our social surroundings.”60 For many of the students at Cityscape, making space 

to name, understand, and critique prisons, criminalization, and deficit figurations of 

young people broke through the silence of present-absence concerning carcerality in 

their lives. This was, as Davis argues, the opening to grapple with the power of 

ideologies that construct systems and structures impacting us. Abolition offered a 

language to name, challenge, and reimagine experiences of punishment and disregard 

in schools.  

The students’ critiques regarding their experiences in schools often hinged on 

notions of care. Juxtaposing the state’s imaginaries of “alternative” characterized by 
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capitalist care with abolitionist visions of care demonstrates the manner in which 

nourishing care requires the dismantling and restructuring of the material and 

ideological arrangements and investments of schooling. Drawing on the continuation 

education archive, student work, and abolitionist education scholars, I argue that the 

first steps toward nourishing care are: rethinking safety, challenging invisibility, 

cultivating collectivities, authentic relationships, collaborative leadership, project-

based learning, rigor, redistribution of resources, dream-making, refusing eclipsing 

narratives, and love. Nourishing care refuses invisibility, boredom, and structuring 

silences that naturalize notions of deficit, deviance, and disposability.  

What the focus on the “school to prison pipeline” on the one hand, and calls for 

“Education, Not Incarceration” on the other, leave us with is the tension between how 

schools can at once be spaces of liberation and social death61; spaces of promise and 

systems of sorting; a school can be a heart of a community and an institutional 

“dumping ground”; pages of dreams drawn in bright crayon and trying to fit those 

dreams in what the adults keep calling a “failing” school. Abolition calls for a critique 

that moves beyond reform to looking into how schools play a part in structural racism, 

classism, sexism, ableism, heterosexism, nationalism, and ageism, and asks the 

question of whether it is possible for schools to indeed be abolitionist sites. While the 

context laid out in this dissertation marks the limits to abolition within the school 
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system, there were a number of examples of educators, staff, and students committed 

to education as liberatory practice in spite of schooling.62  

A pedagogy of abolitionist imagination involves cultivating methods of reading 

and imaginings into (and against) institutions like schools, including tracing the roots 

and tentacles of the institution;63 unsettling the “common sense” on which these 

institutions are founded and thrive;64 cultivating an imagination that is beyond 

unlearning to what we might learn and create; and organizing and persistence—

rejecting and challenging traces and buttresses of the carceral state in schools. It is also 

the movement toward different epistemic and ontological possibilities of freedom. If 

we consider how an abolitionist imagination informs a “pedagogical stance,” we must 

center a different relationality from one that is built upon oppressive figures of young 

people and communities to one that is committed to interconnected liberation.65 This 

stance rejects the notion that some young people are disposable or that young people 

must internalize the logics of the state in order to thrive and instead fosters practices 

that enable young people to move toward collective freedom.  
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Conclusion: Reading To Render (Im)Possible 

After years of working as a teaching artist at Cityscape, I was interested in better 

understanding the educational histories of young people in continuation high schools 

in order to challenge systemic inequity within the school system. It was not until I 

started to work deeply with young people to trace the narratives that structured so much 

of their experiences in schooling that I became concerned with reifying the 

narrativizing of young people, especially those in continuation high schools or other 

alternative settings. Inspired by student provocations to trace “where it began” and 

abolitionist and feminist scholarship that denaturalizes and challenges ideological and 

material constructs upholding violent systems, I set out to track the deficit figures that 

characterize the “decontextualized and deficit-based” literature about continuation high 

school students and that were consistently reflected across student conversations and 

writing.1 

Tracking how these figures moved and were formed through the parallel 

institution of continuation education led me to argue that the foundational figuration of 

working class young people, young people with disabilities, young people of color, and 

immigrants, as threatening, potential waste, and ineducable, can be understood through 

the “unstudent.” The language of “unstudent” is intended to underscore the dialectic 

between the supposedly neutral construct of “student” and those upon whom “student” 
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is structured. If we understand the “unstudent”—and the deficit figures that fill out the 

narratives surrounding young people produced to “not fit”—as foundational to 

schooling, we can better understand how reforms that seek to recuperate all young 

people into schooling fail because they do not disturb the ideological and material 

investments in the differential management and outcomes of young people.  

Framing “unstudents”—structured through the specter of “juvenile 

delinquency”—as a form of labor enabled me to challenge the invisibility of young 

people made to embody unvalue. The “labor of delinquency” is dependent on the 

naturalization of boredom, containment, and punishment as synonymous to educational 

access. This labor further highlights the relationship between labor, capitalism, and 

schooling that has characterized the production of “unstudents.”   

This dissertation focused on different alibis for structural inequity: 

“unstudents,” “alternative schools,” and other “parallel institutions.” These alibis have 

been both an “open admission of failure”2 and used to justify the differential forms of 

“care” that characterize the broader education system. Alternative schools, such as 

continuation high schools, and other “parallel institutions” reinforce notions of choice 

and narrow the accountability of the state to provide a quality education to one of 

warehousing and containment. Continuation high schools’ autocratic function—they 

allow the school system to comply with compulsory schooling requirements while 

offering only minimal substantive education—was part of a multi-pronged strategy to 

                                                

2 “Compulsory Attendance- Suspensions - Continuation Schools.” 



 

 294 

create parallel systems of schooling for young people who “do not fit.” The production 

of these alibis were buttressed by eugenicist legacies of ability, educability, and 

“contagion.”3  

I was surprised to find myself so enthralled with the historical context of 

continuation high school and its relationship to the management of labor. Engaging this 

history required that I rethink my preconceived notions about continuation education 

being a “last chance” institution established for a minority of young people who “don’t 

do their work.” Instead, the archive required that I consider the broader implications of 

the institutions’ rise to address key moments of the expansion of schooling to the 

“masses.” The history of continuation education illustrates the formalization and 

institutionalization of “unstudents,” those who are required to be in school but are 

invisibilized, punished, and denied a quality education.  

Central to this institutionalization and offering important context to 

contemporary concerns about the “school-prison nexus” was the segregation of young 

people of color, young people with disabilities, and young immigrants. Continuation 

high schools ballooned in response to concerns about formalized school pushout of 

young people of color and working class young people in the early 1960s. Since 1965, 

continuation high schools continued to expand. With the renewed interest in 

“alternative education” for young people pushed out of schools, the history of 

continuation education offers an important illustration of how discourses of 

                                                

3 Richardson, Common, Delinquent, and Special, 1446: 54. 



 

 295 

“relevance,” “choice,” and “alternative” can be taken up to intensify practices of 

capitalist, carceral, condescending, and communal care, rather than challenge them.    

The labeling and sorting stories written onto young people and passed down 

through the education system and society point to the man-made-ness of these 

designations and of the limits and possibilities of schools. It is the fabrication of 

“common-sense” about young people, families, and communities that points to its 

possibility to be imagined otherwise. Abolitionist politics offers a pathway forward to 

both challenge and radically reimagine practices and policies impacting young people 

within schools and beyond. Teaching prison abolition as a way to rethink schools 

offered a reminder that the imagination is something that must be nurtured. Asking 

what schools, society, and the world would look like if no one were considered 

disposable demands a radical imagination. It requires both the denaturalization of 

disposability and practice at identifying and dreaming real alternatives for collective 

and nourishing care.  

Schools are spaces of contradiction and continuation high schools are no 

exception. They can be spaces of nourishing care and model excellent education. They 

can reflect back a mirror onto the traditional high schools, not that its failure begets 

more failure, but that its failure is not inevitable. It is structural, man-made, and 

therefore, can be undone and rebuilt with a different vision. It can reflect back to say, 

no one is disposable, to be put out of sight, to be policed, to be invisibilized. However, 

the role of continuation high schools in the broader system cannot be disregarded and 

unfortunately many continuation high schools merely offer an intensification of 
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traditional schools worst features. For the students at Cityscape, the school offered a 

fundamentally different relationship with school and learning. Paramount amongst 

these was being recognized and nurtured as young, critical learners, including turning 

the “gaze back upon power, specifically the colonial modalities of knowing persons as 

bodies to be differentially counted, violated, saved, and put to work.”4  

Tracking and challenging deficit figures of young people is to ask what figures 

swirl around classrooms, policy tables, and research projects, that structure what and 

who is imagined. It is to question how young people have been rendered powerful 

palimpsests, made hypervisible through race, ethnicity, class, gender, sexuality, 

citizenship status, ability, location, and age, and to whom. How might we dis-figure the 

foreclosure of “student” by asking questions about how these enduring figurations of 

young people—and their attendant ideologies about work, disposability, and the state—

structure how we can “know” young people? How might the disfiguring of these figures 

which persist across time and space enable us to be responsive to young people rather 

than responsible to the state? 

Limitations 

The methodological quandary at the heart of this project—how to challenge 

narrativizing young people by drawing on young people’s experiences—was not 

resolved. In part, this is because the study grew and morphed in response to the 

generative provocations of students during the initial study. I have attempted to keep 

                                                

4 Tuck and Yang, “R-Words,” 241. 
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the focus tightly on institutions of schooling and denaturalizing figures of young people 

by drawing on Cityscape students’ writing and insights as texts amongst other texts, 

rather than as fundamentally representative. To this end, I only represented the students 

as they asked to be represented and intentionally neglected to offer the demographic 

descriptions. However, taking up a reading of young people’s insights amongst other 

texts does not relieve the ethnographic slippage that I spoke to in the introduction.  

One of the tensions in this project that I would like to explore further is the 

limitations and possibilities of thinking about education through a framework of labor. 

While I attempted to decenter wage labor by thinking through compulsory embodied 

labor, I recognize that, as Denning points out, “to speak of labour is to speak of the 

already enfranchised.”5 Similarly, to speak of performing “unvalue” in and between 

schools is different from those that are normalized as “anti-value” and denied schooling 

all together, such as young people “exempted” from schooling. I believe that further 

work that more explicitly connects the histories of alternative education, settings of 

juvenile incarceration, and the management of young people with disabilities would 

generatively nuance the question of work and schools.   

Finally, I am not an economic theorist or historian. The focus on labor and value 

came out of the study with Cityscape students and the prominence of work in the 

continuation education archive. I hope to continue the development of a theory of 

nonwork in schools by more deeply engaging theorists of labor and education. I further 

                                                

5 “Wageless Life,” New Left Review 66, no. November–December (2010): 79. 
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hope to refine the history of continuation high schools so that it may more readily be 

put in dialogue with other parallel institutions and practices.   

Areas for Future Study 

This dissertation offers a number of potential areas for future study. I am 

interested in further studying the politics of work and educational exemption to 

consider the confluence of interests between controlling labor and compulsory 

schooling exemptions in agricultural communities relative to their urban counterparts. 

I am interested in comparing the role of California alternative school spaces and 

compulsory schooling exemptions to keep young Mexican agricultural workers in a 

state of labor to those which progressively contained young people of color in urban 

centers in a state of nonwork. These histories would enable the development of a 

comparative analytic to understand the enmeshment of race, labor, deservingness, and 

schooling.  

While outside the scope of this study, the relationship that arose in the 1980s 

between the voucher “school choice” movement and alternative education further 

points to the modern-day relationship between corporate interests and alternative 

schooling, including the investment in corporate charter schools, the neoliberal 

pressures to privatize schooling, and the criminalization of young people that funnels 

them toward carceral settings. This history offers promising insights into contemporary 

and neoliberal discourses of “choice.”  

Finally, while this study was primarily concerned with denaturalizing the state’s 

imaginaries of young people through deficit figurations, tracing abolitionist 
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imaginaries and practices of education is vital. While there were glimmers of 

community, educator, and student resistance throughout the archive, an explicit focus 

on how disposability has been challenged and rejected in these formally marginalized 

spaces and beyond can offer critical insights into how to dismantle and rebuild 

schooling so that it is truly nourishing to all young people.  
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Epilogue: Ecosystems and Silence 

 

This dissertation began with silence. What is said and unsaid and the violence 

of severing story from story. When I think about what brought me to this project and 

to an abolitionist imagination, I could start with my brother, teaching young people, 

Poetry for the People, graduate school, the rise of the Black Lives Matter movement, 

organizing around abolition and PreK-12 education, or with the increased visibility of 

critiques of the “school-prison nexus.” Each have profoundly impacted my 

understanding of the world and education, and my positionality in them. However, I 

feel like I cannot talk about what has drawn me to a prison abolitionist imagination 

without also talking about the connection between my story and my family.  

For the majority of my childhood, my father was a cop. I grew up in a very 

different context relative to police than many of my students. My last year living with 

him was the year that an investigation into his wrongdoing spread across the evening 

news. In retrospect, it was one of the first moments that I really grappled with the people 

that my father left each day to police and the young teenage boys who trusted him as a 

mentor in the police department. It was also the first time that I grappled with our 

tumultuous experiences with him as a father. The contours of my subsequent high 

school years, of watching my older brother being pushed out of school and toward 

continuation and then out completely; of my trying to figure out how to heal my 

relationship to my family, to my community, and to schooling, inform this text.  
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After many years of subsequent harm and healing, I feel like I can confidently 

say two things: 1. Enforcing and perpetuating the carceral logics and practices of the 

state creates harm, foremost for those targeted by them and secondarily for all those 

who live within the ecosystem of the enforcement and perpetuation of these logics and 

practices. 2. Being with young people, as a mentor, teacher, counselor, or elder, is 

sacred work. I say that this experience is essential to explaining my prison abolitionist 

imagination because within the context of losing family to cancer due to pesticides in 

the strawberry fields, my father’s investigation, my brother’s experiences with 

schooling, my mother struggling to find me community support after being violently 

stalked, I understood, without having the language yet, that our systems are deeply 

connected, violent, and so very lacking. I wanted ways to heal. It was in writing poetry 

that I first found healing. It was in poetry that I first named what was happening. It was 

in poetry that I learned to truly listen to my peers and to understand how connected and 

disconnected we were. It was through poetry that I built community, a lifeline, and 

politics. It was through poetry that I began the sacred work of guiding young people 

through their writing process. It was through poetry that I read and listened and invited 

young people to imagine far beyond what is to what could be.  

This dissertation is a call for an ethical relation that does not render young 

people “Knowable” by relying on or picking up persistent narratives. It is a call to write 

as an imaginative invitation, rather than writing upon. It is to trace the state’s 

imaginaries of “youth” and “alternative” and to cultivate truly alternative imaginaries 

in partnership with young people. There we can begin to consider the “unlisted traces,” 
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the carvings in the backs of vinyl seats on the school bus; the tellings that do not 

continue to reinscribe young people through these figures, but instead make way for 

futures not drawn from maps of the present.1 I will try to tell you in a way that does not 

groove the narrative deeper. There was the bus in which I did not speak and instead 

swallowed the words wild on their tongues and the whole of my brother’s glance that 

told me it was not safe. And then there was the bus that appeared in a poem to name 

the accidental “overhearing” that delights in the figure of “a young dumb girl in love 

waiting to be saved.” I will try to tell it like this.  

 

 

 

                                                

1 Spivak, Other Asias. 
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Appendix A: Collaboration, Place, and Practice 

Cityscape is a continuation high school, an alternative school for young people 

critically behind in units towards graduation, in the San Francisco Bay Area.1 The 

school-wide curriculum is project-based, has an interdisciplinary focus, and culminates 

in a public exhibition of student work. Every semester each project has a different focus 

on an aspect of oppression and resistance. The teachers I worked closest with over the 

years bridged physics with social movements, astronomy with mapping home, hip-hop 

cosmologies, robotics with hegemony, school-to-prison pipeline with student 

participatory action research, and so much more. The goals of the curriculum are to 

provide challenging academics with a real-world, applied, experiential course of study 

for the students. The teachers, in co-teaching partnerships, have the responsibility and 

freedom to develop a thematic, self-contained, semester-long, project-based 

curriculum. As in every school, there are differences in the quality of practice across 

the classrooms and staffing has shifted over the years. However, the practice that I 

witnessed demonstrated that Cityscape High School reflects in many ways a true 

alternative to traditional high school structures with its combination of progressive and 

social justice-focused curricular and relationship-centered practices. Continuation 

schools, though, do not operate in a vacuum. What does an “alternative” mean within 

the context of a “last-chance” institution? Continuation high school educators contend 

with the harm and limits of the students’ experiences of traditional schooling. 

                                                

1 See Appendix C for more on Cityscape 
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Belvedere, one of the teachers, described his work as, in large part, “harm reduction”; 

reducing the harm of systemic violence in the education system. The Cityscape high 

school staff works hard to offer a truly alternative educational experience. While it is 

possible that traditional school could treat their continuation high school as a “dumping 

ground” and the continuation high school could provide a true alternative and rich 

educational experience, this is rarely the case.2 Many, if not most, continuation high 

schools reinforce the notion of a dumping ground dominated by lifeless worksheets and 

little direct instruction. 

The curriculum and writing reflected in this study were part of three larger 

classes co-taught by teachers, Mr. Belvedere and Ms. Brent in 2012-2013 and Ms. 

Brent and Ms. Sanchez in 2014-2015 (pseudonyms). Mr. Belvedere and Ms. Brent’s 

project focused on a different historical social movement each semester and linked the 

social movement to a specific science subject. I had been partnering with these co-

teachers at this site for over six years as a creative writing teaching artist, primarily 

teaching poetry and spoken word.3 The first teacher I ever worked with at Cityscape 

was Ms. Brent, a teacher who, at the time of the study, had taught for 21 years. Ms. 

Brent is an expert science, media arts, and math teacher, who used complex instruction. 

She is white, calls her students “cherubs” and her co-teachers “comrades,” and has a 

kind warm sarcasm that is coupled with sincere care and concern for her students and 

                                                

2 Williamson, “Legislative History of Alternative Education,” 2. 

3 See Appendix D for meditation on writing. 
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co-workers. In interviews, students would, unprompted, speak to the manner in which, 

until working with Ms. Brent, they had never had math explained to them in a way that 

they could hold, that after working with her they might actually like math. During the 

2012-2013 school year, I worked most closely with Mr. Belvedere, a veteran teacher at 

the site for 9 years; we met consistently throughout the year and collaborated closely 

on curriculum. He was instrumental in organizing to bring Ethnic Studies to every high 

school in the district and facilitated a rigorous and engaging, inquiry-based classroom. 

The students often spoke about Mr. Belvedere as a challenging and engaging teacher, 

who, because of his educational background, could do anything but chose to work with 

them. He was in his early thirties, Black, and brought a crucial critical analysis to the 

classroom. Ms. Sanchez took over Mr. Belvedere’s partnership with Ms. Brent when 

he transitioned to graduate school. I worked with her for one semester during the 2014-

2015 school year. She was excited to focus on the school to the prison pipeline, though 

the focus also brought up questions about practice in the classroom. She developed 

close relationships with the students and supported them outside the classroom. She is 

Pinay, in her twenties, and shared warm laughter with her students. She worked at 

Cityscape for two years before transitioning to support students in a community college 

setting.  

During the fall 2012 semester, the class theme, “Revolution and Remix,” 

focused on the movement for the abolition of apartheid in South Africa, student 

organizing, the legacies of colonialism and resistance, and robotics. The final project 

focused on the creation of altered books, robots, debate, and remixed South African 
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protest songs. During the spring 2013 semester, the class theme, “Hip Hop 

Cosmologies,” focused on Hip Hop as a social movement, site of critique, and 

resistance, racial profiling, sexism, and education. The students imagined into “Hip 

Hop High School,” created education manifestos, curriculum overviews and discipline 

policies, wrote lyrics, kept music video logs, and experimented with the elements of 

Hip Hop. Once a week I taught a creative writing curriculum connecting the themes of 

the class to the students’ personal experiences. I created the first draft of the writing 

curriculum and then collaborated with the teachers to finalize and refine it. Mr. 

Belvedere and I met weekly to briefly discuss the classes’ progress and any upcoming 

curriculum planning questions.  

During the 2014–2015 spring semester with Ms. Brent and Ms. Sanchez, the 

focus was on the criminalization of young people, sexism, ableism, the history of 

schools and prisons, statistics, and imagining abolitionist alternatives. I previously 

taught a course through the Early Academic Opportunity Program at UC Berkeley for 

high school students and to undergraduates at UC Santa Cruz, “Youth, Schooling, and 

Constructs of the Criminal,” which served as a guiding syllabi for the semester. Twice 

a week, I taught about the historical context of schools and prisons, facilitated creative 

activities to reimagine schools through an abolitionist lens, and facilitated discussions 

about the connections between the class content and the students’ experiences. The 

students created podcasts reflecting on their experiences with criminalization, 

responding to current events, and interviewing people involved in the system; reflected 

on the representations of young people of color in the media; worked with a visual 
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teaching artist to create a walk-in installation of a prison cell with screen printed blocks 

of student images and places to imagine a world without prisons. I also met with Ms. 

Sanchez and Ms. Brent once a week to discuss curriculum progress and strategize for 

future sessions.  

From the larger cohort of students, a small subgroup of students participated in 

semi-structured focus groups to reflect on their own and their peer’s work.4 These focus 

groups were one of the most impactful experiences for me as an educator and beginning 

researcher. I watched the students’ very postures change as they engaged with their 

experiences and trusted that someone would hear them. These conversations were 

serious and playful, somber and joyous with moments of outrage, fear, and tenderness 

when talking across experiences. Here we could interrogate individual experiences 

relative to those of the group as a means of layering and drawing on one another’s 

experiences.5 The focus groups were held during the lunch period and lasted about 45 

minutes. I generated the initial questions and themes and the students were invited to 

focus on what they found to be the most pressing after an initial introduction, including 

IRB protocols. In the 2012-13 cohort, I conducted six focus groups; though we intended 

on doing three sessions, the students asked to continue based on interest. Due to the 

generative nature of these focus groups, I only conducted two semi-structured 

                                                

4 See Appendix A for further description of focus groups 

5 Jenny Kitzinger and Rosaline Barbour, Developing Focus Group Research: 
Politics, Theory and Practice (Sage, 1999); Michael Quinn Patton, Qualitative 
Evaluation and Research Methods (SAGE Publications, inc, 1990). 
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interviews with students who did not feel that they could fully represent their views in 

the focus group structure. In the 2014–2015 cohort, we conducted three focus groups. 

The students were more interested in individual interviews, so I conducted semi-

structured interviews with the students. These interviews focused on the students’ 

individual experiences with schooling and followed up on core themes of the class. The 

interviews also provided background to the students’ creative work and the class 

context. The questions focused mainly on the students telling the story of their time in 

school with follow-up questions to ask about emergent patterns across their 

experiences. Semi-structured interviews were held with the partner teachers. These 

interviews were meant to provide additional context and perspective.  

On Thursdays in 2012-2013, around seven students from the fall and spring 

semesters and I gathered at lunchtime for six weeks. The students would sit at a couple 

of tables so that my voice recorder would catch what they had to say. I brought in a 

writing-related activity each time and facilitated a student-driven conversation from 

there. Often they would eagerly add to what their classmates would say in agreement 

or disagreement. I kept expecting for the focus groups to become boring for the students 

and planned for only three sessions but they asked to meet again and again until the 

school year finished. Throughout the focus groups, students would ask about how this 

all started. How was it they there were these roles for “bad” and “good” students? How 

was it that their experience were so similar to each other and when did it begin? During 

the final focus group of 2012-2013, I asked the students if they had any advice for me 

as I continued to research the experiences of continuation high schools. Josie answered:  
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Keep in mind that’s there’s a system that we live in that’s not quite right and 
then it’s a cycle that’s been… I don’t know when it began but like the cycle that 
kids get themselves stuck on that like if your dad went to jail then you go to jail, 
that like if you’re not raised by both parents you’re going to end up dropping 
out of school being a little gang banger, it’s a cycle that you need to…because 
kids don’t go to school [and] they are affected by society…  
 

This moment, in addition to student writing that I will discuss in the coming chapters, 

led me down a path of asking “when it began.” At first, I tried to contextualize the 

students’ experiences in terms of broad educational history. However, educational 

histories focusing on the context of the West Coast are scarce, and histories about the 

history of schooling for young people of color on the West Coast even more so. 

Continuation high schools declined nationally at the very moment they rapidly 

proliferated in California. The scant engagements of the broader arch of the institution 

point toward its oppressive relationship to disability, race, gender, and vocational 

schooling, but do not engage an intersectional analysis that considers the relationship 

across oppressions.6  

Sociologist Diedre Kelly’s “Last Chance High School: How Girls and Boys 

Drop Out of Alternative Schools,” contains a chapter outlining the history of the 

institution that is heavily drawn on by continuation high school scholars.7 While 

offering a foundational history of the continuation high school’s historical periods 

nationally and in California, there are a number of questions about the relationship 

                                                

6 Kimberle Crenshaw, “Mapping the Margins: Intersectionality, Identity 
Politics, and Violence against Women of Color,” Stan. L. Rev. 43 (1990): 1241. 

7 Kelly, Last Chance High. 
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between traditional schools, continuation high schools, and the production of certain 

students as disposable that remain unanswered. While Kelly lays out key moments in 

continuation education’s historical trajectory, the implications and ideologies that 

undergird the creation and maintenance of a parallel institution for young people who 

“don’t fit,” especially as they relate to class, race, ability, and age, go fairly 

unquestioned. Coupled with the provocations of the students, this continues to feel like 

a profound omission. I, therefore, turned to archival research to better understand the 

form and function of California Continuation High Schools and how the institution 

might have informed and was informed by the emergence of figures of “trouble/d 

youth.” This turn, in addition to the representational conundrums and contradictions 

described in the introduction, fundamentally shifted my project from a participatory 

ethnography to an interdisciplinary methodology of tracking figures across historical, 

ethnographic, and popular materials.  
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Appendix B: Materials 

Participatory Ethnography 

• Field Notes and Teaching Journal: Participant observations during the 2012-

2013 and 2014–2015 academic school years.  

• Student Writing Analysis: The students’ writing and creative projects serve as a 

primary heuristic for the participatory ethnography. This included poems, 

stories, and group activities asking the students to engage with their experiences 

within the education system, analyze the logics of the system, and reimagine it.  

• Focus Groups: I conducted a series of six semi-structured focus groups in 2012-

2013 and three in 2014–2015. The students analyzed their writing and that of 

their peers, as well as discussed their schooling journeys.   

• Interviews: I conducted two semi-structured interviews in 2012-2013 with 

students who were particularly quiet in the focus group setting and ten in 2014–

2015; I also conducted semi-structured interviews with the three classroom 

teachers that I partnered with. 

Archival Research: 1913-1986 

• Government Materials: California State Department of Education archives; 

California Legislative archives; District education archives; and films 

• Secondary Research Materials: Dissertations and education journals  

• Popular Materials: Newspaper articles and films 
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Appendix C: About Cityscape 

 

This city, like all Bay Area cities, is expensive and undergoing population shifts 

due to gentrification and housing affordability. There is often a stark difference 

between the racial and ethnic makeup of the population of a school and that of its 

surrounding neighborhood. Cityscape High is no exception. The school rests near the 

crest of one of the many hills overlooking the rest of the city. Its art deco façade of 

static plaster flowers and leaves is hidden by overgrown emerald ficus towering over 

cars with their tires dramatically turned-in to avoid getting and yet another notorious 

parking ticket. Across the street there is a corner store where many of the students buy 

Flaming Hot Cheetos and Arizona Ice Teas. An elderly man watches sports on a small 

TV above the cash register and chats with the regulars. The rest of the block facing 

Cityscape consists of old Victorians stripped of their facades and now look 

depressingly pastel and modern. In one of these homes lives a resident that wrote a 

letter to the principal years ago, complaining of the “kind” of young people who attend 

the school; a letter that served as a starting point to talk about racism and ageism as the 

principal of that time walked from class to class reading it to the young people.    

As I fumble with the box of journals, my backpack, a coffee, and the occasional 

art supplies, I can see downtown (when I used to notice this), a myriad of buildings and 

streets, cars in perpetual motion beneath a stack of clouds and fog, power lines looped 

back and forth down the steep grade. The entrance to Cityscape is shaded by the trees; 

slate and small art deco daisy tiles frame the doorway steps. There is a campus staff 
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member in a black windbreaker, sitting at a fake wood grain desk with a walkie talkie 

directing visitors to the office to sign in, often in mid-laugh with a fellow staff member; 

each greeting becomes more and more warm with each day of recognition. Just in front 

of the entrance is the stairwell to the second floor where I head to teach after signing-

in at the main office. In the main office sits the school secretary with long thin blonde 

hair who says good morning rarely enough that any recognition feels triumphant.  

The first floor of the school became a blur of making copies, saying good 

morning, and running up the stairs to class. The stairwell has flyers for clubs and asks 

questions like “Want to quit smoking?” or “Want to learn to cook?” The walls have 

murals of social justice leaders from the past with a quote, a remnant left from the 

school’s previous life as a small high school with an international studies focus. At the 

top of the stairs is Rosa Parks smiling with the paint chipping slightly. Another staff 

member sits in the hallway between the bathrooms and nods. To the right are the 

library, computer lab, and two classrooms. There is a window at the end of the hall 

overlooking the city, but I have only made it over to that side of the school once or 

twice. To the left are the two classes I work with. The doors have the name of their 

class and small posters covering the windows in them so that students cannot look in 

or out and be distracted. The first room to the left is Mr. Belvedere’s classroom and the 

next is Ms. Brent’s. Their classrooms reflect their different and complementary styles. 

Mr. Belvedere’s class is a cluttered and busy space. Upon pressing down softly 

on the copper door handle, the wooden door creeks open and I try not to make any eye 

contact so that I don’t disturb the class in progress. I am always conscious of the door’s 
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position in the far right corner of the room, next to plastic bins where the students place 

their books, the rolling carts with vintage textbooks and nature books stacked in 

sporadic fans to be used to make altered books, a desk with plastic drawers with picked 

over office supplies, disheveled binder paper and plastic trays with handouts. The door 

is right next to the wall where “The Brief and Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao” by Junot 

Diaz is projected, revealing Belvedere’s pen following along as a student reads a 

particular passage and he models “talking to the text” (annotation) for the students.  

Without making eye contact, I walk below the projection with its loud constant 

exhale to place my backpack near the desk covered with papers, books, art supplies, 

and paper bags; leaning against it are particle board and running along the wall is even 

larger particle board and cardboard with strips of spray paint from the students’ graffiti 

projects. Above them is a giant corkboard that we covered with lines from the students’ 

poems every week last semester and a framed picture from a Public Enemy concert is 

hung. This semester it is where we keep “The Poet’s Toolbox,” a growing list of literary 

devices on butcher paper for the students to draw upon as they write their lyrics. 

Belvedere had the idea of spray painting “The Poet’s Toolbox” on the butcher paper in 

stencil to be consistent with the semester’s Hip-Hop theme. The words drip down the 

page in pink and purple at a student’s request. Along the wall are a tattered plastic bin 

of magazines for collage, more discarded books with broken spines for altered book 

making. At the front of the class is a large dry erase board with stained rags and spray 

cleaner leaning at its base. Above the board groundrules are posted such as “one mic” 
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and “respect.” To the right hangs a picture of Yoda with the quote, “There is no try. 

There is only do.”     

The students’ desks are organized in almost a closed circle with enough room 

for Belvedere to get in and out of the center. Belvedere sits in the middle on an office 

chair pushing off from his green Adidas to swivel between his laptop, the projector, 

and students who sit on the other side at large industrial desks with more fake wood 

grain plastic surfaces and silver legs. The chairs are black plastic and steel with the 

occasional worn office chair patched with duct tape. Each wall of the room is covered 

with bookshelves teeming with books about workers’ history, graffiti art, student 

artwork, and paper; posters with “resiste cuba,” “resiste iraq,” “genocide¹justice. We 

are not the enemy,” “By any means necessary” with Malcom X pointing beyond the 

frame, and a picture of the 1968 Black Power salute wallpaper the classroom; cabinets 

covered with student photographs of the city; and in front of all of this: stacks of books, 

art supplies, chairs, a computer the students occasionally make beats at during lunch, 

and a podium. The room feels well used and like somewhere between an artist’s studio 

and a teenager’s bedroom. 

When I arrive the students are finishing up reading in homeroom and will either 

stay in class for writing or switch to Ms. Brent’s class for astronomy or debate. The 

students come alive during this passing period of two minutes, talking, bursting into 

giggles and teasing one another. During this time Belvedere or I ask the students to 

grab their journals. We created journals from brown paper grocery bags with their 

names scrawled, carefully written, or drawn in graffiti letters across the front or back. 
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The students sometimes toss their journals onto their desks as if already tired of the 

activity to come, shove them aside and continue talking or place the journals carefully 

in front of them and wait for us to begin.  

Belvedere and I introduce the day’s theme and add to the “poet’s toolbox,” we 

pass out the poems and lyrics, and Belvedere introduces the hip-hop songs of the day 

with a brief background on the rappers and the moment in hip-hop history. We turn off 

the lights, which makes only a slight difference, and watch the music videos projected 

onto the wall. After discussing the lyrics and poems, we then ask the students to “talk 

to the text” and complete the writing assignment on the dry erase board. While the 

students write, the projector continues its hum and the students’ pencils make slight 

scratching noises against binder paper, a student sniffles, the students adjust their 

bodies in the seats, and a student sighs. Their pens and pencils tilt and skate across the 

page, walk down a student’s fingers or tap against the desk. The students make eye 

contact with me and look away, unless they need help and the gaze stays until I walk 

over. As I hover near the students’ desks to break down the assignment the occasional 

scent of candy sweet perfume or powerful cologne trails in the air.  

Ricardo, in a thick grey hoodie shifts his backpack further across the desk so 

that we have more room to look at his writing. One student with her black and brown 

streaked hair in a tight ponytail whispers to her friend in a buttoned floral shirt, skinny 

jeans and red flats. They giggle and watch Belvedere and me with sly smiles. Pencils 

and palms make beats against the table; another student leans into his desk, a foot 

twitches while he tries to figure out what to write. The student to his left leans on his 
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fist and stares down at his writing. Some of the students lean back in their chairs, some 

way back arm behind their head and heels in a nonchalant metronome.  

After lunch we gather in Ms. Brent’s class to prepare for the solar system walk. 

Ms. Brent’s classroom is bright and organized. There is a literacy chart on the wall with 

pink, green and yellow cards to chart student progress, Apple desktops line up against 

the wall of windows and in the back, and the top of the desks each have a different 

word like “Respect,” “Love,” and “Courage” painted in bright graffiti letters by the 

students last year. In the back corner, a small refrigerator is dotted with tilted donut and 

coffee magnets and two microwaves stack on top for the students and teachers to warm 

their lunches of cup of noodle soup and frozen burritos. Next to the microwaves is a 

coffeemaker always full of coffee for other teachers on the floor. The students write 

their names at the top of their yellow solar system worksheets and one student struts to 

the trashcan and back, smiling, and searching for eye contact. The students begin to 

talk and gather their clipboards. Belvedere sings, “You are the sunshine of our lives.” 

Ms. Brent directs everyone to the front of the school to start the walk.  

We walk down the hill and Ms. Brent tapes a yellow balloon to the busy street 

corner. She tells the students that we will walk the solar system—every two inches will 

be 100,000 miles. The students crowd onto the sidewalk surrounding each tiny planet, 

while a student reads their assigned presentation; the roar of semi-trucks and the smell 

of carnitas compete for attention. We continue and Ms. Brent keeps gesturing back to 

the sun a block, two blocks, three blocks away. The students are preoccupied with the 

fate of the balloon-sun; “If someone jacks it, I’ll…” with a laughing swirl of a punch 
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into the air. Around Saturn is an abandoned lot, a former stoop with ornate cracked 

tiles, the sidewalk now hard packed dirt and wild fennel. They tease each other, 

laughing, and a student shoves another lightly. The students groan at the distance of 

Pluto from Cityscape, the cool wind, and the blinding glow of the real sun, as we begin 

our long walk back.  
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Appendix D: On Writing 

 

On the first day of class, I asked the students to write me a letter to introduce 

themselves, ask any questions they have, and reflect on how they feel about writing. 

I don’t like to write and I especially don’t like to write poems.  

After a few weeks of introducing poems, prompts, and poetic strategies, I enter 

the classroom and, slightly shocked, and ask the classroom teacher if the class has not 

been divided today. Mr. Belvedere says, No, it’s that this is the best attendance I’ve 

ever had. Ever. And there’s no explanation for the shift, just every chair filled and the 

two of us scrambling to come up with enough supplies for everyone to have a journal. 

The students made the journals from paper grocery bags folded and cut to create 

pockets and a cover for the lined paper inside. The cover of the journals have collaged 

pictures, the students’ names, and/or notes from classmates, creating a pool of color as 

the students weed through them to find their own. There are a few blank and light 

journals for students who added mid-semester or who did not attend more than one or 

two sessions. The theme of the class this semester is, “Revolution and Remix.” 

I have mixed feeling about writing, I can write a lot and good,  

but I don’t want to.  

I write “REMIX” across the board and ask the students to write down what it 

means. A couple students shout out answers, but quickly begin to write as well. 

Everyone is quickly scribbling their definitions and after a few minutes, a student asks 

for more time. I ask for three volunteers to share and hands shoot up.  
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To take the original and make it better. To make something your own. Mixtapes. 

To put beats under a song and put the words in a different order. To put your flavor on 

it. I ask why someone would want to do this and the students burst with excitement, 

cuz you want to put your touch. your style. REEEMIX! Cuz you want to make it better. 

Make it about you.  

There was a time where I dislike writing about my feelings and things that 

would be on my mind. but when I got lock-up for 8 months I began to write 

about my feeling and spoken word it helped me let out my feelings and not 

always hold everything in. the way I feel about writing is hard to put in words 

being able to write my feelings and read them out loud is something very big to 

me. 

This semester the students picked out a single line from their writing or from the model 

texts that resonated with them and wrote it in bold letters on a single long strip of paper.  

These lines, arranged by a student or group of students would become the group 

poem posted on the wall. The day’s group remix. Teaching writing and the revisiting 

of remix reminds me of the ethical demands behind you-can’t-know-me-unless- and the 

you-can’t-know-me-punto that are beneath the poems. The urgency of the control of 

narrative and the rejection that it is possible.  Before turning to the model text, I review 

the different forms of power that Mr. Belvedere had introduced them to earlier in the 

week before analyzing the week’s poem. I ask if it is clear and Rashad says, No, not 

yet. Can you keep defining? It is one of those classes that is clicking. The students ask 

for more, more time, more explanation, Can you give an example? I understand the 
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story and that you’re talking about your home but I don’t understand the way you 

compare him to this place. Can you explain that?  

I don’t like writing a lot.  

We closely read poet and activist, June Jordan’s “Poem About My Rights” as a 

class and the students are silent for a moment. Is it true? Did this really happen? What 

is this poem about? Rape. Power. Her life. What makes you say that? Her dad wants 

her to be a boy. Her dad doesn’t want her to go to school. We read that section together. 

Why doesn’t he go into the school cafeteria? Because he’s Black. He embarrassed. 

Why does she talk about what was happening in Africa as well? Why compare the CIA 

assassination of these leaders working for a united Africa to her father not going into 

the school cafeteria? We begin to sketch the ideas on the board. Central to Jordan’s 

poem is how she has been produced as “wrong,” a categorization that she intimately 

links across time to different facets of her being and life, including international 

colonialism, sexual violence, anti-Black racism, and predatory capitalism, “I have been 

wrong the wrong sex the wrong age/the wrong skin the wrong nose the wrong hair 

the/wrong need the wrong dream the wrong geographic/the wrong sartorial I/ I have 

been the meaning of rape.”8 The students read and then cut pieces of the poem to remix 

it into their own.   

If I have to write I would but overall I wouldn’t write if I’m not told to. 

                                                

8 June Jordan, Directed by Desire: The Collected Poems of June Jordan 
(Copper Canyon Press, 2007), 309. 
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I like writing because it relieves stress and I can express myself.  

When we reach re-mixing, I give options of how to approach Poem About My 

Rights, some of the students leap at the assignment. The young women who lean into 

their boyfriends are now hunched over their journals, asking, Is anyone gonna read it? 

Greyshawn asks Jules, you want to write about the same thing? What? About race. 

Yeah. And there are students who want to know exactly how to remix it. How long? 

How many words? I don’t know if I can relate to all of this. Can I take a piece? Some 

of the students talk about what they want to write and Mr. Belvedere and I keep saying 

write it down, write it down, that’s great, write it down. Most of the students struggle 

to get five lines written and want to know if they have to keep going. It seems like 

everyone can relate to June Jordan’s opening lines,  

Even tonight and I need to take a walk and clear  
my head about this poem about why I can’t  
go out without changing my clothes my shoes  
my body posture my gender identity my age  
my status as a woman alone in the evening/  
alone on the streets/alone not being the point/  
the point being that I can’t do what I want  
to do9 
 

Most of the students write about not being able to wear certain colors, walk in certain 

neighborhoods, be alone. Is what I have okay? Idalia writes, I need to talk about being 

a mother. About how people talk about you. And asks if she needs more.  

                                                

9 Jordan, Directed by Desire, 309. 



 

 323 

I can writte a lot but sometimes I don’t get in the mood to writte a lot because 

English is not my 1st language.  

I stop and sit with students who are stuck. As we talk for under a minute, it is clear that 

most know what they want to write, but want to check if what they are thinking is right 

or talk quickly—a poem’s worth—and then write a single line carefully, calling me 

over to see if it’s okay. They are stuck on writing. The writing is a wall.  

And if I had a choice between writing and anything els I would choose 

anything els. 

Writing as a heuristic with young people who have been pushed to the margins 

of the education system is complicated and problematic. How might a pedagogical 

approach vested in the idea of writing as a remixing, a layering—of speaking back, 

about, and with—reflect this notion of multiple voices in dialogue, but independent as 

well?10 How might this approach allow for the complexities of today’s stories, which 

are at once interconnected and isolated?  

I feel writing is an expression of personality and an extension of your spirit 

almost as a sixth sense, that is connected to emotion and struggle.  

When a student asks me why I write and what sorts of things I write, I usually 

say that writing saved my life. I might say I went through stuff when I was a teenager, 

mention my parents’ divorce and stop there. I do not say that writing was the two or 

                                                

10 Mikhail Bakhtin, “Dostoevsky’s Polyphonic Novel and Its Treatment in 
Critical Literature,” in Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, translated by C. Emerson 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003, original work published 1984), 6. 
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three lines I wrote at night about feeling like I was underwater, about being the student 

with head down and asleep all through class. The lines would say, I want to hold on. I 

miss my brother. And then nothing for weeks. I know that those lines are my story of 

survival. I know that I was never asked to narrate our slim frames, only to distance my 

story from his. I know that when I asked whether I could get out of remedial classes, 

my brother was mentioned like a codeword, a curse. We know your brother. It was 

never clear if they were referencing his y’s twisted backward when writing his name or 

his head too weighed down with the night before to show up.  

I don’t like writing.  

Writing within the context of school, especially in a place like Cityscape, is 

somewhere between a test and testimonio. There is texture here, to the students’ 

writing, their feelings about it—I would choose anything els./connected to emotion and 

struggle/I am not so good at it./helped me let my feelings out/I don’t want to. The 

barriers to claiming writing reach far past this classroom, into the many ways that 

people of color and working class people have been forced to prove their personhood 

through writing. For some students writing has always been a yardstick to measure their 

proficiency; for whom a metaphor is a vocabulary word, a standardized test, and not 

your heart as a fist or a bomb as a giant whale falling from the sky. Linda Tuhiwai 

Smith states, “Writing can be dangerous because sometimes we reveal ourselves in 
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ways which get misappropriated and used against us.”11 For some students, writing is 

a way to inscribe yourself on the world. For others, writing is a burden.  

To be honest I’d rather draw. 

                                                

11 Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and 
Indigenous Peoples, 2nd ed. (London & New York: Zed Books, 2012), 37. 
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Appendix E: Work: A Song of Triumph—By Angela Morgan 

 

Work! 

Thank God for the might of it, 

The ardor, the urge, the delight of it— 

Work that springs from the heart’s desire, 

Setting the soul and the brain on fire. 

Oh, what is so good as the heat of it, 

And what is so glad as the beat of it, 

And what is so kind as the stern command 

Challenging brain and heart and hand? 

 

Work! 

Thank God for the pride of it, 

For the beautiful conquering tide of it, 

Sweeping the life in its furious flood, 

Thrilling the arteries, cleansing the blood, 

Mastering stupor and dull despair, 

Moving the dreamer to do and dare. 

Oh, what is so good as the urge of it, 

And what is so glad as the surge of it, 

And what is so strong as the summons deep 
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Rousing the torpid soul from sleep? 

 

Work! 

Thank God for the pace of it, 

For the terrible, keen, swift race of it; 

Fiery steeds in full control, 

Nostrils aquiver to greet the goal. 

Work, the power that drives behind, 

Guiding the purposes, taming the mind, 

Holding the runaway wishes back, 

Reining the will to one steady track, 

Speeding the energies faster, faster, 

Triumphing over disaster. 

 

Oh, what is so good as the pain of it, 

And what is so good as the gain of it, 

And what is so kind as the cruel goad, 

Forcing us on through the rugged road?1 

 

Work! 

                                                

1 This stanza was added to the 1961 reprint. 
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Thank God for the swing of it, 

For the clamoring, hammering ring of it, 

Passions of labor daily hurled 

On the mighty anvils of the world. 

Oh, what is so fierce as the flame of it, 

And what is so huge as the aim of it? 

Thundering on through dearth and doubt, 

Calling the plan of the Maker out; 

 

Work, the titan; Work, the friend, 

Shaping the earth to a glorious end; 

Draining the swamps and blasting the hills, 

Doing whatever the spirit wills, 

Rending a continent apart 

To answer the dream of a Master heart. 

Thank God for a world where none may shirk, 

Thank God for the splendor of work! 
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Appendix F: Divergent Youth 

 

“Divergent youth” were characterized by the 1961 California Assembly as those 

“who do not perform satisfactorily in a normal high school programs and are not 

easily assimilated in the mainstream of community life.” The highlighted “underlying 

reasons for youth divergence” were:  

1. The great population increase in California has resulted in mobility of 

families without roots in any community and often a lack of employment 

for the father so the family lacks economic or social stability.  

2. Any child who has experienced handicaps or hardships resulting from low 

economic status; broken or unstable families; minority; newcomer or 

transient status, or a combination of these conditions may become a so-

called “divergent” youth.  

3. Any child who has a language or reading disability, and some children not 

mentally equipped to succeed in a regular high school program may 

become a nonconforming youth. Children with any of the above problems 

are handicapped and need special attention.  

4. The increase in school population is often greater than schools can meet. 

There is a lack of physical space; sufficient well-qualified teachers, 
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counselors and guidance personnel; special education classes designed to 

meet the needs of youths who do not adjust to regular classroom teaching.2  

                                                

2 California Legislature Senate, Appendix to the Journal of the Assembly, vol. 
1, Journal of the Senate of the State of California, 1963, 54. 
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Appendix G: True Alternative Schools  

McKinley Continuation High School in Berkeley transformed “from a dumping 

ground for school rebels and failures into an innovative educational environment.”1 In 

the newspaper article, “Regular School Ain’t for Them,” the principal and students 

interviewed described Opportunity High of San Francisco as a successful alternative 

because of its flexible schedule, tailored curriculum that combined academic subjects 

with current social concerns, and understanding teachers, including small teacher-to-

student ratios. 75 percent of Opportunity High students asked for help finding jobs and 

the number working ranged between 80-100 percent.2 The students quoted in the article 

described traditional schools as “bull,” “brainwashing,” and hating it because “nobody 

talks to you.”3 The article made clear that, in the case of Opportunity High, students 

chose to attend and it was not a “put down.” The district’s evaluation of Opportunity 

High indicated that both students and staff were pleased with the success of the school’s 

philosophy, which was collaboratively created.4 The description of the school explicitly 

stated that the school was for students dissatisfied with their education and emphasized 

                                                

1 Ann Swidler, Organization without Authority: Dilemmas of Social Control 
in Free Schools (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979), quoted in Kelly, Last 
Chance High, 59. 

2 Dungan, “Regular School Ain’t for Them.” 

3 Dungan, “Regular School Ain’t for Them.”  

4 San Francisco Unified School District, “Program Description and Evaluation 
of Opportunity II High School 1972-1973.” 
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that it was for students who voluntarily sought an alternative.5 Decision-making was 

done in collaborative groups of students and teachers and there was a “School Without 

Walls Afternoon Program” in which students could more intensely focus on an area of 

study in the building, obtain a job, take a college course, and participate in class-related 

fieldtrips.6 The collaboratively created description and mission of the school began, 

“Opportunity II High exists for students of San Francisco who find conventional 

schools repressive, oppressive, and insensitive to what they want to learn. We believe 

that a school should provide a creatively structured environment, one that encourages 

learning for self-fulfillment and simultaneously build basic skills…”7 The school 

worked with 210 students and maintained a consistent waiting list of about 100.8 

                                                

5 San Francisco Unified School District, 1A. 

6 San Francisco Unified School District, 1B. 

7 San Francisco Unified School District, 1G. 

8 Donovan Bess, “A Downtown High School for Turned-Off Students,” 
Chronicle, April 4, 1972, SFUSD Box 58, San Francisco History Center/Book Arts 
and Special Collections. 
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Appendix H: Opportunity II High School Philosophy  

 

Opportunity II High exists for students of San Francisco who find conventional 

schools repressive, oppressive and insensitive to what they want to learn. We believe 

that a school should provide a creatively structured environment, one that encourages 

learning for self-fulfillment and simultaneously builds basic skills—reading, writing 

and math. In order to realize these goals teachers and counselors must know the 

distinctive characteristics and needs of the school community: their interests, their 

tendencies and prejudices, their needs, their abilities and their hopes. In a healthy and 

humane atmosphere students will move towards self-direction. The students’ 

realization of his/her goals cannot be more genuine than the community in which the 

individual moves daily.  

Most school philosophies are relegated to the file cabinets forever. These 

educational statements become a cover-up, stark evidence for hypocrisy, if not 

downright dishonesty. In order to develop a student into a more effective person, one 

who reaches outward, is self-motivated, less fearful, and is excited about life and 

learning, we must make our philosophy a vital and relevant part of the daily structure 

of the school.  

Our feelings are best summarized by a quote from Ghandi: “My life is a 

message”. Hopefully, our philosophy will be consistent with our actions.  

Central to our most basic beliefs are the following concepts: 
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1. We oppose stereotyped teachers and welcome teaching, learning human 

beings, who will conduct themselves in ways expressive of themselves, yet 

cognizant of the needs and sensitivities of those around them.  

2. We would like to be rid of the notion that educational institutions must have 

winners and losers and instead instill the thought that a student will locate 

and proclaim his/her own idea of a win. 

3. We oppose categories of I.Q., age, sex, class ranking and encourage 

combinations of students who come together as a result of a common need.  

4. We dislike schools that make neutrality a fetish which inevitably forces 

conformity to status-quo thinking; instead we wish blatant confrontations 

of ideas which will stimulate political thought and action independently 

arrived at.  (SFUSD Evaluation Office, Division of Educational Research, 

1973, 1G) 
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Appendix I: Cityscape Student Poem 

 

We are told schools belong to the white man  

in a suite that wants you to learn…work 

at one of his companies, or become a statistic,  

either ones fine with him.  

 

We are told our education would help us in life,  

makes you ahead of your class,  

that if you don’t have any education you aren’t able  

to amount to anything. But not every person is  

offered the same opportunities. 

 

Education should be more than just passing 

time in the day, more than just a certain  

person or countries history, more than just 

a place for people with the money can go,  

more than social statistics, more than  

basic education to get a low-wage 

job, more than a place to hide 

from the harsh realities of life… 
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