
 

 

If the announced purpose of school reform, to 
educate everyone well, is taken seriously, then a 
different, more critical discourse (which we call 
Discourse II) must precede and guide reform 
(Aronowitz, 1994; Fullan, 1988; Kilmann et aI., 1985). 
It must prepare a cultural ground for change. The 
most serious question facing substantive school 
reform is how to create Discourse II in school 
cultures.  

 

Schools are a major part of society's institutional 
processes for maintaining a relatively stable system of 
inequality. They contribute to these results by active 
acceptance and utilization of a dominant set of 
values, norms and beliefs, which, while appearing to 
offer opportunities to all, actually support the success 
of a privileged minority and hinder the efforts and 
visions of a majority.  

 

 

 

National dissemination systems emerged in the 1970s 
to allow local school districts to have access to the 
newest and best educational research and 
development. Newly developed innovations were 
believed to be excellent and have potential for 
substantially changing the outcomes of America's 
schools. Many, if not most, of these new programs 
were superior to existing ones and could have been 
effective in educating everyone well. There is no lack 
of well-known and effective solutions. If we have 
effective solutions and if we know, as some suggest, 
effective organizational change processes, why is it so 
difficult to produce substantial and lasting change in 
schools?  

The purpose or reason, the substance of the thing, 
that is discussed as the reason for attempting to 
change must not be superficial. It makes a difference 
what is identified as needing change! Practitioners 
often understand and implement the mechanics of 
the process but not the implications and 
consequences of a new idea. Training and workshops 
are often identified as being for improved practice. 
This does not carry a message of changing something 
significant but rather of improving what is already 
occurring.  



 

Symptoms often get identified and treated as causes 
and the problems persist. For example, children do 
not turn in their homework assignments, which drives 
many teachers to distraction. The homework problem 
will get identified as something within the student 
and/or home conditions. Different policies will then 
be employed that reward or punish doing or not 
doing homework. What will seldom be considered is 
the idea that the relationships and conditions of 
learning in the school and classroom are major 
contributors to why children do not do homework. 
Such things are not considered because teachers and 
principals are coming to school every day "doing their 
work" in ways that are acceptable within the culture 
of schooling. Thus it cannot be anything they are 
doing.  

Elites not only rule through informal consent, 
incentives, or even the use of force but rather often 
through taken-for-granted, accepted social 
conventions or practices' that define and constitute 
what is "natural," "normal," and the "way things are" 
or "should be." Hegemony, then, preconditions a 
social discourse that allows the powerful and those 
who use the discourse to blame outsiders and 
subordinates for their own oppression and "failings."  

Systemic change must be understood to be related to 
what is troubling us, i.e., the hegemony. The use of 
existing cultural ways promotes symptomatic issues 
like attendance, dropouts, discipline, low test scores, 
and low grades. Often in cultural organizations like 
schools, we exchange one cultural way for another 
that maintains outcomes that sort by race, class, and 
gender. (The new discipline policy has much the same 
effect as the old discipline policy.) We simply follow 
"the change process" and implement something 
adapted to the old cultural ways (how we do things 
here). A fundamental belief in process is part of 
school cultures. If we followed the process and 
nothing changed, then the explanation must be in the 
thing being implemented. It did not work.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Do the people have a Discourse I or a Discourse II 
colloquy? Words like "staff development," 
"inservice," and "school improvement" are terms that 
have meaning in the existing school cultures. They 
have invariably come to mean that people in schools 
can go through a process that appears to be change 
oriented but, in fact, has not resulted in any 
substantial improvement of student learning. These 
processes are cultural ways to maintain the status 
quo without appearing to be unresponsive to outside 
demands for improvement (Parish & Arends, 1983). 
These standard processes have become a primary 
part of a Discourse I in schools.  

Discourse II conversations tend to be about 
uncomfortable, unequal, ineffective, prejudicial 
conditions and relationships in a school. Discourse II 
processes create demystified schooling eventually. It 
is not that some of the more conventional terms 
could not be about substantive change. It is that they 
already have these other meanings and thus are 
difficult to consider in a different light. Is the 
discourse about conventional and traditional teaching 
and organizing or does it relate to creating a 
transformed school that is about learning, not only 
for students but for everyone there?  

What we want to consider here is, can Discourse II 
schools be created? What is the substance of 
Discourse II and how do we get such a 
transformational agenda in schools? How do we get 
practitioners in school cultures who accept existing 
cultural ways to deconstruct and demystify their 
beliefs about their work? How do we create a 
Discourse II dialogue without creating anger, 
defensiveness, blame, guilt, and denial?  

 

Current authors who discuss critical theory argue that 
schooling should actually be a process that 
demystifies the cultural reproductive role of schools 
(Giroux, 1991; Aronowitz, 1994; Freire, 1970; Apple, 
1993). These scholars assert that schools should be 
about assisting all students to be developed to the 
point where they are free to understand and make 
their own life choices.  

 

 

 

 



 

It took me well into my first year of teaching before I 
saw that schools were a part of this sorting of people 
(Bowles & Gintis, 1986; Anyon, 1980; Kozol, 1991; 
Oakes, 1986). We teachers are conditioned to be 
instruments of this sorting of children according to 
their "appropriate" condition. Nobody tells us this 
when we begin to learn about teaching.  

 

We blame each other, we blame "downtown," but 
mostly we blame the children and their families. We 
blame everyone and everywhere except where the 
problem probably largely lies-in a social/economic-
cultural system that requires and "needs" to create 
persons of poverty to preserve a well-protected 
system of social privilege (Fine, 1990). Adam Smith 
(1776) said that in order to create persons of wealth 
to advance civilization, it is necessary to create 
persons of poverty. Six hundred to one was his ratio. 
In America today the ratio may be a little higher.  

 

 

 

 

There have developed, in these urban school cultures, 
code words and phrases to express their racism, 
classism and anger. Chris Argyris (1982) calls this the 
"undiscussables in organizations." Edgar Schein 
(1985) discusses them as hidden cultural ways in an 
organization. They prevent organizational cultures 
from changing or identifying problems that block 
them from accomplishing their stated purposes and 
becoming more authentic organizations. The code 
words allow for denial, or, at least, set the 
parameters of action. However, everyone 
understands what is being said. The denial is for 
outsiders and their own self-esteem.  

 

They regularly, in the name of some acceptable 
cultural value, develop policies that result in 
continued sorting by race, class, and gender. School 
boards, administrators, and teachers can thus deny 
any official-intentional racial practices. They practice 
them informally on a daily basis in terms of who they 
hire, who they promote, who gets suspended, who 
gets educated well or less well, and often who gets 
resources.  

 



 

Those who support/promote American cultural ways 
do not trust just anyone to be smart enough to create 
a better, more equitable society. Those who rule fear 
the creation of a new set of losers out of the old 
winners. It is a fundamental cultural hegemonic belief 
of capitalism and racism that if those who have little 
get better, then those who have much will get less. It 
is the Adam Smith model.  

 

These are the hidden ways that maintain Discourse I 
ideas: the code words that promise but do not deliver 
change. In Missouri, we have identified seventy-five 
academic benchmark standards that will enable us to 
compete economically with Europe and Japan. World 
class standards is the language. This is essentially a 
Discourse I paradigm. The only thing being changed is 
the number of benchmarks. There will probably be no 
meaningful Discourse II reform in such a schooling 
agenda. The challenge before us is how to go about 
changing the work of schools. How do we change so 
that the work and convenience of the adults, i.e., 
Discourse I, takes second place to learning, for 
everyone? How do we help those in schools cut 
through cultural myths without making them feel 
defensive, guilty, or at fault?  

The length of time in leadership roles is decreasing in 
America's schools. If people have to keep starting 
over, they never get very far. Changing leadership 
regularly is one way to keep starting over. Part of the 
dynamics that maintains the sorting machine is that 
urban type schools are often not allowed any 
continuity when they do get good leadership. The 
mean term of service for urban superintendents is 
two and a half to three years. Organizations do not 
get very far when they are continually required to 
start over all the time.  

 

So we argue very strongly that any real effort to make 
substantive (systemic) change must begin with a 
Discourse II dialogue in schools, one that blames no 
one and deconstructs what is really going on (Smith, 
1994). It must have leadership that asks smart 
questions and leadership that creates discourse so 
there is sufficient dissatisfaction with what is, among 
not only the staff, but the community and students as 
well. Once that Discourse begins they can all move 
forward together to implement changes that will 
transform their school.  

 



 

Discourse II paths are full of land mines and 
ambushes. It takes courage, intelligence, guile, 
determination, sensitivity, patience, caring, and time. 
We do not fully understand how to develop, prepare, 
cajole, or entice the type of people to lead and carry 
out a Discourse II agenda, especially in urban schools, 
but we are looking and trying to find these ways 
because we are convinced that anything else is just 
Discourse I window dressing.  

 

This is our issue and dilemma: Where are the people 
who are willing and committed to engage in the 
struggle? The ones who will find joy in Discourse II 
paths to Discourse II schools? That is, people who will 
claim Discourse I as their terrain of contestation. 
Given the contest, Discourse II becomes an overriding 
project of possibility and hope for change. If, as Alice 
Walker (1992) suggests, resistance is the secret of joy, 
then we seek the joyous people.  

  


