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Abstract
Using a learning design perspective on No Child Left Behind (NCLB), I 
examine how accountability policy shaped urban educators’ instructional 
sensemaking. Focusing on the role of policy-rooted classifications, I examine 
conversations from a middle school mathematics teacher team as a “best case” 
because they worked diligently to comply with the NCLB. Using discourse 
analysis, I identify instances of torque in their conversations: when educators’ 
compliance with accountability logics pulled them away from humanistic goals 
of education in ways that stood to exacerbate existing educational inequality. 
This article contributes to documentation on unintended consequences of 
accountability policies while identifying features that contribute to torque.
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Introduction

The architects of No Child Left Behind (NCLB; U.S. Congress, 2001) sought 
to increase student achievement in public schools. Through annual testing of 
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all students, the impact of teaching on student learning could be laid bare for 
appropriate rewards and sanctions. The consequences for not performing  
satisfactorily—in the jargon of the policy, not “making AYP” (adequate 
yearly progress)—involve a loss of autonomy via reconstitution, chartering, 
or state takeover. In this way, NCLB sorts schools into categories that have 
consequences for educators, students, and communities.

NCLB requires schools to show performance improvements within differ-
ent student subgroups, demarcated by children’s racial, linguistic, poverty, 
and special education status. Perhaps not surprisingly, urban schools have 
been disproportionately affected by NCLB’s harsher classificatory conse-
quences (Darling-Hammond, 2007). Due to demographic shifts, U.S. cities 
are more segregated than they were 50 years ago (Ware, 2002), resulting in 
hypersegregation that leaves children of color overrepresented in many urban 
schools. As testing bias frequently results in distorted reports of learning, the 
policy’s requirement that children from historically disenfranchised groups 
do not get “left behind” paradoxically increases the likelihood that their 
schools will face sanctions (Milner, 2012; Sunderman, Kim, & Orfield, 
2005). Meanwhile, economically privileged communities have the means to 
insulate themselves from these harsher consequences (Malen, 2011, as cited 
in Trujillo, 2013), exacerbating the very inequality that NCLB seeks to rem-
edy. Given these conditions, it is no wonder that scholars use words like 
“irony” (Darling-Hammond, 2007), “contradiction” (Gay, 2007), and “para-
dox” (Beachum, Dentith, McCray, & Boyle, 2008) to describe NCLB’s 
impact on urban schools, as the policy often intensifies the problems it pur-
ports to address.

The purpose of the present analysis is to point to one critical site where 
NCLB’s paradoxes manifest, where color-blind, techno-rational policy dis-
course makes contact with teachers’ and students’ lives. In particular, I look 
at how NCLB classifications shape mathematics teachers’ instructional sen-
semaking at an urban school whose leaders worked diligently to comply with 
the policy’s mandates. My goal is not to set up these educators as straw men 
and set them aflame but rather to examine a school where NCLB’s logics 
were carried out with fidelity in ways directly linked to problematic instruc-
tional decisions. By understanding how a faithful implementation ultimately 
worked against the purported aim of increasing educational equity, this “best 
case” highlights the gaps in policy design and implementation, identifying 
sources of these contradictions.1

Classification is a productive site for analyzing NCLB’s impact on teach-
ers’ work because it is a hallmark of bureaucratized systems, a ubiquitous 
feature of modern life, and a place where institutional logics meet everyday 
practice and sensemaking. As Geoffrey Bowker and Susan Leigh Star (1999) 
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argue in their book Sorting Things Out, to classify is human. However, clas-
sification systems are not neutral, rational tools for simply organizing the 
complex mess of reality. Instead, they carry values, silences, epistemologies, 
and, in many cases, material consequences to individual lives. Through mod-
ern institutions, classification systems have become so commonplace as to 
become invisible, often putting them outside of our analytic reach. Yet their 
potential to collide with biographies and contribute to oppressive systems 
makes their analysis imperative for those who want to better understand how 
social systems and individuals interact.

NCLB’s classificatory infrastructure has become especially consequen-
tial in the lives of mathematics teachers, who work in a frequently tested—
and frequently troublesome—school subject. As a result, the policy’s 
contradictions are pervasive in their work, making it a productive place to 
locate this analysis. By closely examining moments of classificatory colli-
sion, as mathematics teachers make decisions in an accountability frame-
work, the current mechanism for instructional improvement via 
NCLB—increasing rates of proficiency on standardized tests—reduces 
teaching’s “endemic uncertainty” (Lortie, 1975) by eliding a fundamental 
purpose of education: namely, its critical, humanizing goals (Gay, 2007). 
This shift away from a view of teaching as humanistic work toward a view 
of teaching as technical work results in frequent distortions—what Bowker 
and Star call torque—by incentivizing less responsive forms of instruction. 
The consequences of this move may be particularly detrimental to urban 
students from historically disenfranchised groups, who already bear undue 
burden in the institution of schooling (Ladson-Billings, 2013). This, in turn, 
increases the oft-noted ironies within an accountability policy that—in name 
at least—strives for equitable outcomes. The framework offered here for 
connecting accountability policy and instructional decision making stands to 
inform other accountability policies, such as Race to the Top and Every 
Student Succeeds.

NCLB as a Learning Design for Educators: Policy 
as Learning Design

Policies can be seen as an intentional attempt by members of one group to 
influence the practices of members of another group (Coburn & M.K. Stein, 
2006). Analysts increasingly recognize that educational policy implementa-
tion involves active sensemaking by teachers and other practitioners, thus 
implicating their extant understandings of core aspects of education, such as 
content, teaching, students, and learning (Spillane, Reiser, & Gomez, 2006; 
M.K. Stein & Nelson, 2003).
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Cobb and Jackson (2012) take these observations about policies and sen-
semaking a step further, proposing a learning design perspective on policy. 
They suggest that, analytically, policies’ underlying theories of action can be 
looked at for how they organize learning related to changes in practice. In 
particular, they suggest that we can examine the why, what, and how of poli-
cies to understand their possible supports for learning. As these adverbs sug-
gest, the why concerns the rationale for enabling policy implementers to 
change, the what entails envisioned outcomes, and the how addresses sup-
ports for achieving them.

Looking at NCLB from a learning design perspective, the why is self-
evident: The policy’s architects sought to remediate longstanding inequities 
in educational outcomes in the United States. Likewise, the what is fairly 
straightforward: These remediated inequities would result in increases in stu-
dent achievement.

The how of NCLB, as it turns out, is the source of many contradictions and 
is therefore a productive place to untangle NCLB’s snarled web of learning 
supports. The policy’s how is, from a learning design perspective, at once 
overly narrow and alarmingly underspecified. At the one extreme, standard-
ized tests are the sole means for documenting student learning, narrowing not 
only the instruments for but also the possible narratives of successful teach-
ing. At the other extreme, the means for improving student learning are com-
pletely indeterminate. Pragmatically, this instructional agnosticism keeps the 
federal government out of heated (and often highly political) debates about 
best teaching practices (see, for example, Schoenfeld, 2004). In the end, how-
ever, the highly specified measures coupled with unspecified instructional 
practices form a powerful set of countervailing forces for educators to 
negotiate.

What the How of NCLB Specifies: Educational Inequality as a 
Technical Problem

Because it implicates standardized test performance without direct supports 
for instruction, NCLB effectively treats unequal educational outcomes as a 
technical problem (Gutiérrez, 2013). To be sure, some aspects of NCLB’s 
how were patently clear: Annual standardized tests would document student 
learning and, by extension, school performance in remedying inequality. 
Schools failing to show progress would then face oversight or penalties such 
as reconstitution. The mandate for annual testing undid the compensatory 
nature of the earlier Elementary and Secondary Education Act (U.S. Congress, 
1964), with any potential for changes in instruction remaining largely 
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unfunded (Darling-Hammond, 2007). Instead of investing in instructional 
improvement systems, then, the incentive to improve rested on the threat of 
sanctions for failing to meet performance targets—all stick and no carrot. 
This design left the most economically vulnerable schools at the greatest 
mercy of the accountability regime (Diamond & Cooper, 2007).

From an equity standpoint, the reliance on standardized tests in itself 
opened up a host of problems. As many scholars have noted, NCLB’s techno-
rational rhetoric masks the underlying reasons for the underperformance of 
students in urban schools on these measures. First, standardized testing itself 
has a troubled history in regard to race and class (Au, 2007, 2013). Early on, 
IQ tests were regularly used to track African American students into voca-
tional education by European American teachers, thus rationalizing students’ 
low academic performance (Stoskopf, 1999). Relatedly, the ostensible objec-
tivity of these tests appeals to a naive sense of meritocracy while ignoring the 
“educational debt” owed to underserved students in an unequal educational 
system (Ladson-Billings, 2013). The underlying logic rests on a premise of 
valid and reliable psychological measurements for learning potential, which, 
as a consequence, naturalizes structures like tracking as well as results like 
unequal student outcomes. Although standardized tests differ from IQ tests in 
that they do not purport to account for intelligence, they do claim to provide 
“objective” evidence of student learning—despite well-known validity and 
reliability issues in generalizing across all student populations. For example, 
validity threats to standardized testing include schools’ unequal resources 
(Darling-Hammond, 2007), linguistic and cultural bias in the instruments 
themselves (Gándara & Baca, 2008; Jencks & Phillips, 2011), and stereo-
types about ability that influence performance (Steele, 1997), all of which are 
exacerbated in the case of underserved youth. The focus on individuals’ per-
formance effectively erases these broader systems at play, supplanting con-
cerns about equity with deracialized discourses about educational achievement 
(Leonardo, 2007) while reinstating the narrative of educational meritocracy 
(Au, 2013). Leonardo describes this irony pointedly, explaining that “by 
ostensibly giving public schools a chance to show progress, NCLB gives 
whiteness the license to declare students of color failures under a presumed-
to-be fair system” (2007, p. 269).

This “declaration of failure” and its consequences are often keenly felt in 
mathematics classrooms. Standardized measures assume all students start 
from the same point in their measurements of “growth.” This premise is 
flawed for a number of reasons. To begin with, there is a shortage of strong 
mathematics teachers in urban schools (Ingersoll & Perda, 2010), an issue 
that cumulatively limits many children’s learning opportunities year after 
year. Even beyond school staffing challenges, technical issues abound in the 
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measures themselves. First, proficiency cut points are arbitrary in that they 
are not linked to validated notions of learning, and they are politically influ-
enced (Ho, 2008). In addition, the idea of having all children become “math-
ematically proficient” remains a questionable goal if it is based on 
measurements alone. Using a definition of proficiency linked to the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), the most constant measure we 
have of student achievement in the United States, Linn (2003) calculated that, 
even at the fairly brisk rate of progress made during the 1990s, it would take 
about 61 years to get “all students proficient” in Grade 8 mathematics and 
166 years in Grade 12. Whether viewed from a perspective of unequal 
resources, testing bias, or technical flaws, the proficiency game is rigged. 
Linking proficiency targets to standardized test performance only intensifies 
the gatekeeping role that mathematics plays in the school curriculum. The 
techno-rational how of NCLB, then, is particularly problematic for urban 
schools striving for educational equity.

What the How of NCLB Does Not Specify: Equitable 
Mathematics Instruction

NCLB’s how leans heavily on standardized test performance without specify-
ing instructional means. Ironically, the specified how of standardized testing 
may in fact drive teachers away from identified equitable practices in mathe-
matics instruction. For instance, teaching approaches shown to increase math-
ematical access focus on student sensemaking (Boaler & Staples, 2008; 
Gutstein, 2003; Horn, 2012; Tate, 1995), a practice often at odds with the strict 
adherence to pacing guides designed to align instruction and testing blue-
prints. As pacing guides focus teachers on issues of “coverage” over “under-
standing,” topics get superficial treatment, as educators keep an anxious eye 
on standardized test performance. As a result, teachers eschew the richer 
mathematical tasks that support deep sensemaking (Gutiérrez, 2013; Gutstein, 
2003; Horn, 2012; Moses & Cobb, 2001; Tate, 1995). In addition, equitable 
mathematics instruction engages students’ sense of self (Battey, 2013; Boaler 
& Greeno, 2000; Wilson, Nazemi, & Jackson, in preparation) with an eye 
toward positioning children as competent (Dunleavy, 2015; Gresalfi, Martin, 
Hand, & Greeno, 2009; Gutiérrez, 2013; Horn, 2012). The pervasive labeling 
of children via proficiency categories stands to supplant richer views of math-
ematical competence with discrete results from standardized test performance. 
In addition, the color-blind discourse of NCLB masks racial stratification, 
supporting narratives of mathematics as “culture free.” Yet researchers have 
documented how students experience mathematics classrooms as racialized 
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spaces, where some students are positioned as more competent than others as 
soon as they step through the door (Martin, 2009; McGee & Martin, 2011; 
Nasir & Shah, 2011), making teachers’ deliberate efforts to resist deficit 
notions of race, ethnicity, language, poverty, and mathematical ability central 
to equitable mathematics instruction.

This suspected erosion of equitable instructional practices as a response to 
NCLB has been identified in other studies. In direct opposition to these equi-
table mathematics pedagogies, NCLB and its threat of sanctions have nar-
rowed curriculum and teaching in many urban schools (Au, 2007; 
Darling-Hammond, 2007; Ellis, 2008). Loveless (2013) also found a steady 
increase of tracking in upper elementary school mathematics that may be a 
response, as NCLB’s design serves to “focus educators’ attention on students 
below the threshold for ‘proficiency’ on state tests” (p. 20) and provide justi-
fication for grouping struggling students.

NCLB as a Learning Design: Classificatory Infrastructure and 
Educators’ Sensemaking

Many of the tensions resulting from the how in NCLB can be seen in the way 
its classificatory infrastructure operates in the daily work of schools. The 
practices around NCLB categories shape educators’ work and their sense-
making (Horn, 2007).

Bowker and Star (1999) define a classification system as,

a spatial, temporal, or spatio-temporal segmentation of the world. A 
“classification system” is a set of boxes (metaphorical or literal) into which 
things can be put to then do some kind of work—bureaucratic or knowledge 
production. (p. 10)

The authors analyze a multitude of classification systems, from the 
International Classification of Diseases (ICD) to the classification of race 
under South African apartheid. They argue that such categorization practices 
cannot truly meet the abstract ideal of sorting things out. The world is too 
messy and full of cases that can only be given classificatory placeholders like 
“other,” and these exceptions can often bear the brunt of a bureaucratic 
system.

Like other classification systems, NCLB’s classifications have become 
bureaucratized and ubiquitous. They have material and symbolic manifesta-
tions, as when schools failing to make AYP goals get reconstituted or char-
tered. Schools’ AYP status comes out of another set of test-based 
classifications, the sorting of students based on standardized test scores. 
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These assessments, per the policy, sort children into categories like growth, 
bubble, proficient, and commended, with students in the latter two categories 
deemed as having met learning targets measured on the tests. The growth 
category indicates that a student has a long way to go before he or she will 
become proficient.

A central thesis of this analysis is that NCLB’s materially consequential 
classificatory scheme has normalized triage in teachers’ work even though, 
from a perspective of humanistic education, these practices are often highly 
problematic. Triage refers to the disproportionate investment of instructional 
resources squarely on students close to proficiency cut points—the bubble 
kids—potentially at the expense of other students and their educational needs.

Reinstating Work Practice: Educational Triage Versus 
Humanistic Education

Why is triage raising concerns among educators? In the framework I propose 
here, there is an epistemological clash between the classificatory scheme of 
NCLB and the ideals of humanistic education. By humanistic education, I 
refer to the stance that education should reach beyond the transmission of 
knowledge into the development of full human beings. In a democratic soci-
ety, this form of education aims to develop students’ empathic capacity as 
they learn to weigh alternative perspectives and develop a sense of agency in 
the world (Bruner, 1961). Teachers, in this view, should foster children’s 
intellectual, moral, and ethical potential while respecting and affirming their 
cultural identities (Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Milner, 2010).

The situated nature of humanistic education brings with it a deep uncer-
tainty, having been described as not lending itself to prescriptive instruction 
(Ladson-Billings, 2011), full of “dilemmas” (Ball, 1993) and “predicaments” 
(D. K. Cohen, 2011). Humanistic education, then, has an epistemology of 
ambiguity, which bumps up against the techno-rational positivism of NCLB’s 
classification system and related practices. As I shall explain, these conflict-
ing forces work together and contribute to educational torque.

Educational torque. Bowker and Star describe what happens when individual 
trajectories fall prey to torque, as people’s biographies become twisted in 
response to the distorting forces of classification. To look at the interaction 
between individuals and classification systems, Bowker and Star expand on 
Strauss and Corbin’s (1997) representations of the relationship between body 
and biography in illness. The body’s trajectory is tied to but is not always 
completely aligned with the identity trajectory of a patient. They used the 
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graphical representations shown in Figure 1 to represent the ways different 
kinds of illnesses can shift biographies, with chronic illness having a different 
shape than a sudden, catastrophic illness or an acute illness followed by a 
recovery.

Bowker and Star expand on this representation by adding a third trajec-
tory: the trajectory of categories. Using the case of tuberculosis patients, they 
show the interplay of biography, body, and disease classification (Figure 2). 
Of particular interest is the influence of the latter. When a patient’s disease 
gets reclassified, regardless of the symptoms he is experiencing, this has an 
impact on biographical trajectory through increased or decreased restrictions 
on activity or new courses of treatment.

Similarly, NCLB classifications can become a source of torque in the stu-
dent, teacher, and school trajectories over time. In one instance, New York 
City built the Teacher Data Report (TDR), a rating of the city’s teachers 
based on test scores using NCLB categories. It did not take long for the New 

Figure 1. Strauss and Corbin’s body-biography chains in three different illness 
scenarios: chronic, catastrophic, and acute with recovery.
Source. From Star and Bowker (1997).
Note. The body and the self are connected but not always tightly coupled.
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York Post to stake out the house of Pascale Mauclair of P.S. 11, the teacher 
with the city’s lowest ranking, under the headline “Queens Parents Demand 
Answers Following Teacher’s Low Grade” alongside her picture and annual 
salary (Roberts, 2012). Outrage ensued. Bloggers quickly came to the teach-
er’s defense, quoting her colleagues and principal as deeming her “an excel-
lent teacher” (Casey, 2012). The school’s principal, Anna Efkarpides, was 
quoted as saying, “I would put my own children in her class.” As a post on the 
United Federation of Teachers Edwize blog reported,

Mauclair is an ESL [English as a second language] teacher, and over the last 
five years she has had small, self-contained classes of recently arrived 
immigrants who do not speak English. Her students arrive at different times of 
the school year, depending upon that date of their family’s migration; 
consequently, it is not unusual for her students to take the 6th grade exams 
when they have only been in her class for a matter of a few months. Two factors 
which produce particularly contorted TDR results—teaching the highest 
academic need students and having a small sample of students that take the 
standardized state exams—define her teaching situation. (Casey, 2012)

The classification of Mauclair’s teaching, which carried the weight of 
“truth” through “empirical” testing data, torqued her teaching identity. (See 
Figure 3 for a schematic representation.) Her colleagues and principal saw 

Figure 2. The topology-typology twist shows tensions among bodies, biographies, 
and classification.
Source. From Star and Bowker (1997).
Note. The topology of the body-biography gets pulled by the trajectory of classifications, 
as people work to fit and resist their own experiences with that scheme. The dotted lines 
represent the negotiations.
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her as a “good” teacher, and yet this description of her collided with a head-
line on the front of a hometown newspaper identifying her as the city’s worst 
teacher, based on an NCLB classification scheme.

Stories of unmerited public shaming in the name of accountability abound, 
all with themes of the erasure of context and history through NCLB’s classifi-
catory infrastructure. Aside from the potential validity threats to standardized 
measures coming from highly mobile students or students learning English, 
other distortions come from the previously described flaws in the measure-
ment schemes themselves. I conceptualize these distortions as coming from 
classificatory collisions, which I identified throughout my data set. In this 
article, I examine the consequences of classificatory collisions not at the level 
of individual biographies but at the smaller grain size of teachers’ instruc-
tional decision making. The educational torque arising from the countervail-
ing forces in NCLB’s how—narrow standardized testing working in 
conjunction with the indeterminate modes of instruction—derails the human-
istic purposes of education while rendering problematic forms of triage as 
commonsense in teachers’ work.

Background of Study

Research Context

I came upon these classificatory collisions in the course of a larger research 
project looking at instructional improvement in mathematics in urban school 
districts. Since 2007, the Middle School Mathematics and the Institutional 
Setting of Teaching (MIST) project has investigated large-scale support of 

Figure 3. A schematic representation of the torque in Pascale Mauclair’s teaching 
identity trajectory upon the introduction of the classification scheme introduced by 
the TDR.
Note. The flat line at the bottom represents the introduction of the classification “worst 
teacher in New York City.” TDR = Teacher Data Report.
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teachers’ development of equitable mathematics instruction. Our research 
team identified urban school districts investing in viable strategies to meet 
these goals. The project examines mechanisms for instructional improvement 
from the district central office to schools and classrooms, collecting a variety 
of qualitative and quantitative data to document this work. We chose District 
B as one of our partners because of its investments in high-quality mathemat-
ics curriculum and intensive teacher professional development.

District B serves approximately 80,000 diverse students, of whom approx-
imately 50% identified as Latino, 25% African or African American, and 
15% European American.2 More than 25% of all students are classified as 
English language learners (ELLs). The majority of the students qualify for 
free or reduced-price lunch. District B’s student achievement patterns in mid-
dle school mathematics look similar to those of many urban districts. On the 
annual state assessment for the year of this study, 50% of the African 
American students met mathematics standards, compared with 70% of the 
Latino students and 80% of the European American students. About 50% of 
the ELL students met standards in mathematics on these tests.

As a part of its efforts to improve mathematics achievement, District B 
invested in developing an interim assessment instrument and a curriculum 
framework, as well as providing teachers with collaborative time. The assess-
ment instrument, which I call the ABC, was linked to the curriculum frame-
work. Written by mathematics specialists in District B’s Curriculum and 
Instruction department, this document specified which standards should be 
taught at each grade level, accompanied by an instructional pacing guide. The 
ABC provided accountability for the curricular framework by evaluating stu-
dents on standards that corresponded with the previous six weeks’ instruc-
tion. Mathematics coaches and teachers wrote the test items on the ABC over 
the course of several weekends. As a tool, the ABC assessments did not go 
through the same development process as the state test, lacking both field-
testing and psychometric validation, yet they were highly consequential in 
practice. District personnel monitored schools through ABC reports.

Creekside Middle School: Concerted compliance with NCLB. Creekside Middle 
School caught my attention because of its concerted compliance with NCLB’s 
accountability logics. A strong administrative charge to improve on AYP pro-
ficiency targets shaped the norms and values of Creekside’s seventh-grade 
math teacher workgroup. Having worked as Creekside’s principal for 5 years, 
Mr. Russell attended the workgroup’s weekly meetings and often emphasized 
this goal. The accountability press extended beyond the workgroup meetings 
and into the broader school environment, from the introduction of all-day 
Saturday Math Camps to Mr. Russell’s morning announcements reminding 
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students to have a “good breakfast” on testing days. Creekside employed a 
full-time data manager to produce and monitor reports of both the ABC and 
state test. Representations of data and students’ progress were displayed 
throughout the school, including on classroom walls labeled with children’s 
names. The reports broadcast their stories everywhere, underscoring a strong 
orientation toward their narratives of student learning.

The schools’ student and teacher demographics reflected those of the dis-
trict, with a diverse group of students served by primarily European American 
teachers. Creekside’s students were roughly split in thirds among students 
identified as African American, European American, and Latino. About 60% 
of the students qualified for free or reduced-price lunch.

The teachers described Mr. Russell as highly involved in their classroom 
instruction. In interviews, they all reported that he observed them at least 
once during the school year, with the majority of these visits being informal. 
Formal observations were accompanied by written feedback, creating a sense 
of instructional accountability. Mr. Russell worked closely with the school’s 
mathematics coach Tiffany. Together, they reported identifying mathematics 
teachers in need of support, and these people became central to Coach 
Tiffany’s classroom-level work. As we found with other coaches in the MIST 
project, Coach Tiffany did not work with all mathematics teachers due to 
their own resistance, perceived need, or her limited time (Gibbons, 2012).

Focal data and research approach. Creekside’s seventh-grade math team con-
sisted of eight mathematics teachers, a special education assistant, Coach Tif-
fany, and Principal Mr. Russell, who led the meeting. Both Mr. Russell and 
Coach Tiffany facilitated the weekly grade-level team meetings, which lasted 
about 35 min during the school day. The seventh-grade mathematics team 
had more experience (n = 8, M = 5.3, SD = 7.6) than the department as a 
whole (n = 12, M = 4.4, SD = 6.8). About two thirds of the teachers self-
identified as White, whereas the other one third self-identified as African 
American, Latino, or Pacific Islander.

In interviews, teachers reported that these meetings usually focused on 
planning and reflecting on lessons, sharing resources, and looking at ABC 
data to talk about getting scores up. As our project sought to understand 
instructional sensemaking across the various settings of the district, we vid-
eotaped four of the team’s weekly team meetings to understand teacher work-
groups’ contribution to professional learning over the course of the school 
year.

In my research, I look at data using precepts from ethnomethodology 
(Garfinkel, 1967) combined with methods from sociolinguistics (Saville-
Troike, 2008) to understand meaning-making in conversation. To support this 
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work, I parse conversations into episodes of pedagogical reasoning (EPRs) to 
analyze how educators make sense of instructional problems (Horn, 2005). 
EPRs are moments in teachers’ talk where they share an instructional deci-
sion and provide a rationale for making it. These episodes can be brief, such 
as a teacher saying, “I don’t do that activity because that content is not on the 
test.” The more interesting EPRs involve multiparty conversations, as these 
typically involve a negotiation of both practice and the reasons for it, reveal-
ing educators’ sensemaking. In this analysis, I found moments of classifica-
tory collision by identifying extended EPRs where educators’ conversations 
treated problematic practices as commonsense and used accountability as a 
justification. By problematic practices, I was specifically interested in forms 
of instruction that stood to undermine the vision of humanistic and equitable 
mathematics education.

Findings

In this section, I present three instances of teachers’ instructional decision 
making characterized by classificatory collision and that can be viewed as 
educational triage. Although the educators leading the discussions had high 
commitments to their students’ success, the classificatory infrastructure of 
NCLB permeated their work practice and led to educational torque. Through 
these examples, I show three things: (a) triage happens, (b) triage affects 
children who are objects of the activity as well as children who are not, and 
(c) the epistemology of testing has, in some instances, naturalized itself as a 
form of commonsense.

Excerpt 1: Naturalizing Categories, or Triage Happens

In a meeting on January 26, 2012, Mr. Russell had the data manager list all 
the seventh-grade African American students alongside their scores from last 
year’s state test and the three interim ABC assessments from the current aca-
demic year. Students’ performances on each of the assessments were coded as 
either growth, bubble, proficient, or commended. These lists were then disag-
gregated by teacher, printed up, and distributed in the meeting. Mr. Russell 
asked the teachers to use their “perception data” alongside the “hard data” on 
the printouts to predict which of the “AA students” would pass the end-of-
year test. Mr. Russell explained that this would help them identify bubble 
kids to target for “personalization” in the classroom, as well as extra tutoring 
and spring break math camp.

In the end, the teachers’ “soft” perception data lent a more generous sort-
ing of the students, generally moving students toward higher achievement 
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categories and putting more students in the pool of bubble students. Mr. 
Russell responded positively to the new sorting:

You guys think more kids you can get over the hump, and that’s encouraging, 
very encouraging because I think the lowest number besides Mr. Floyd was 
somewhere in that 27% range and so on. So, you guys are saying, you know, 
that number’s probably closer to 60, 65% of kids that we can go get either, you 
know, bubble, passing, or commended kids and that’s encouraging news, 
especially with our most difficult sub-pop.

There are several points to be made here about NCLB as a classification system 
and its naturalization into practice. First, as Mr. Russell’s words indicated, this 
activity was indeed an example of educational triage. Although large-scale 
investigations have alternately confirmed (Lauen & Gaddis, 2012) and discon-
firmed (Springer, 2008) triage as a practice, this observational data show us that 
triage does in fact happen. Second, as a classification system, the epistemology 
of NCLB invites a stance of certainty. With the testing technologies of statistics, 
distributions, and cut points, the data reports carry a weight that invites a posi-
tivistic take on the stories they tell about teaching and learning (Horn, Kane & 
Wilson, 2015). Although the certainty of the test data was mitigated by the ambi-
guity of the teacher’s “perception data,” the role of the latter was mainly to 
provide slight shifts in the classification dictated by the former, not a radical 
reorganization of categories. The introduction of “perception data” could be 
taken as a way to humanize the test-based classification system; however, this 
attempt gets little traction as it collides with the hard-and-fast sanctions the 
school will face if they do not address the test-based sorting of their students.

Mr. Russell’s last utterance about the “most difficult sub-pop” illustrates 
what is perhaps the most troubling naturalization of the classificatory infra-
structure. NCLB’s provision to hold schools accountable for the progress of 
subpopulations of students was, in many ways, its boldest innovation and its 
gesture toward ensuring the education of all students. In practice, it has had 
the uncomfortable effect of reifying existing narratives of race and achieve-
ment, what has been called “gap gazing” (Gutiérrez, 2008; Ladson-Billings, 
2013; Milner, 2012), referring to the painting of static pictures of inequities 
in schools. Consonant with the way classification creates indeterminate pasts 
and creates standard narratives that appear universal, achievement gaps, as a 
narrative, become naturalized in schools through test-based accountability. 
Although Mr. Russell’s intention in this activity is to focus teachers on what 
they can do for their “most difficult sub-pop,” there is a paradoxical way in 
which the very act of disaggregation reinstates the unequal achievement of 
the school’s African American students as inevitable.
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The potential for equitable teaching was also limited by a concern about 
resources. Specifically, Mr. Russell said,

[W]e have to worry about resource allocation, let’s make sure we’re getting the 
right kid in Camp that’s gonna behave correctly. I mean, I know that’s difficult, 
but definitely something we have to focus on at a large school with limited 
resources.

This statement put a threshold on which bubble kids merited these scarce 
resources, charging the teachers to “make sure [they’re] getting the right kid 
in Camp that’s gonna behave correctly.” Because NCLB is a mostly unfunded 
mandate (Darling-Hammond, 2007), Mr. Russell’s concern about resources 
is understandable. At the same time, given the unequal scrutiny applied to the 
same student behavior for Black and White students (Finn & Servos, 2013), 
this threshold does not create richer instructional opportunities for all  
students—not even all African American “bubble kids”—bounding access to 
these resources based on teachers’ assessment of student behavior.

Notably, over the course of 27 min, the mostly White teachers did not take 
up what it would mean for them to motivate and individualize their instruc-
tion for their African American students, making this conversation color-
blind (Yoon, 2012). The reinstatement of student deficit narratives and 
simultaneous glossing of teachers’ possible contributions to underachieve-
ment exemplifies the kind of everyday racism at work in schools and math-
ematics departments (Martin, 2009).

A humanistic response, in contrast, might dig deeper into the sources of 
the African American students’ underperformance, providing narratives of 
student competence, raising questions about the standardized testing mea-
sure, and supporting a critical reflection of teachers’ relationships with the 
children in their classes. Under the policy’s logics, however, this conversa-
tion provides no outward pushback, even among teachers who revealed in 
interviews a critical lens on the accountability regime.

Excerpt 2: Excellence for Some, or Leaving Children Behind

In another meeting of the Creekside seventh-grade team on April 3, 2012, the 
state test was just weeks away. Coach Tiffany led the meeting to discuss a 
number of logistical issues, including an upcoming series of Saturday Schools 
and an all-day Math Camp, both forms of supplemental instruction for the 
bubble kids. Math Camp was to take place on a regular school day, but the 
attendees would be pulled out of all of their classes and only do math. This 
structural reorganization, clearly a form of educational triage, led to new 
dilemmas that Coach Tiffany brought up with the teachers:
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So next week obviously, there’ll be 2 days where we’re kinda without our kids, 
some of us. Those of you that are staying behind, what do y’all want to teach 
the kids. Because it, it can be kind of like a, a mini-review for them, sort of like 
a mini-camp. So the kids that are gonna be left behind, you have to consider, 
are the really, really struggling children and then your kids that don’t need 
camp. So you kinda have your, a big gap of kids that are staying.

Once again, the production of Math Camp and its related dilemmas are 
clearly an outcome of NCLB classifications. In the context of the policy with 
its emphasis on percentage proficiency, Math Camp and Saturday School for 
bubble students make perfect sense.

From the view of humanistic education, however, it is easy to see this as a 
misguided solution. As Gay (2007) has pointed out, NCLB has led to a situa-
tion wherein

important knowledge, attitudes, values and skills needed for learning how to be 
morally, ethically and emotionally healthy human beings, caring community 
members and worthy citizens in a culturally pluralistic society and world are 
being woefully neglected. (p. 291)

Math Camp, Saturday School, and other forms of triage work against 
these broad and varied notions of excellence within a humanistic education 
framework. Instead, these activities can be seen as a finer-grained system of 
tracking wherein the bubble students are visibly removed from their class-
rooms, leaving a drastically heterogeneous group (the “really struggling 
children” and the “kids that don’t need camp”) behind for a regular school 
day.

As with any form of tracking, status issues inevitably arise for students, 
especially when achievement levels are so publicly visible. The students who 
attended the Math Camp surely knew that they were being targeted for 
improvement. The students left behind could likewise figure out where they 
stood in the NCLB classificatory system. As Rosenholtz and Wilson (1980) 
demonstrated, students are usually able to size up ability grouping with high 
levels of agreement: They know who is “smart” and who is “dumb.” 
Separating children in this obvious way reinforces academic status (E. G. 
Cohen, 1994; Horn, 2012) which in turn sets students’ and teachers’ expecta-
tions of achievement, often leading to self-fulfilling academic prophecies. 
Instead of positioning children as mathematically competent (Dunleavy, 
2015; Gresalfi et al., 2009; Gutiérrez, 2013), this social arrangement further 
conflates test achievement with ability.

The radical heterogeneity of the students left behind also poses instruc-
tional challenges for the teacher. Because of the amplification of status 
problems, even a teacher highly skilled at differentiated instruction would 
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find an inordinate challenge in coming up with meaningful activities. Not 
only is the idea of individual excellence compromised, so too are mean-
ingful instructional environments. The collision, in this case, comes from 
the exclusive focus on getting supplemental instruction for bubble kids 
and a disregard for the consequences to the remaining students and 
teachers.

Excerpt 3: Reducing Uncertainty, or Testing Trumps Teaching

This final example comes from the same April 3, 2012 meeting described in 
Excerpt 2. Coach Tiffany and her colleagues pursued the idea of what to work 
on with the students left behind while the bubble students were at Math 
Camp. Then Tiffany thought that perhaps “more data” would help them iden-
tify useful topics to reteach on those days. She proposed asking Mr. Russell 
to let them “shut down” instruction to administer a full-day benchmark test 
that would yield data on what to work on. This plan would require having all 
their math classes devote an entire day to additional testing.

Floyd, a senior teacher, hesitated, and the following discussion ensued:

1 Floyd: I don’t know the (3-s pause). Would it serve any purpose for 
us to gather any more data? Would it serve us to know any 
more than we already know? And are we willing to exchange 
instruction time for shutting down and, and testing again?

2 Tiffany: I think until we=3

3 Erica: =I would rather, if we, if he would let us do it like in one day, I 
would rather that, that way, then we just lose one day.

4 Tiffany: Well yeah cause then it’s a full test mode. I think until the kids 
sit through—because when they took the, what did the 8th 
graders, they Benchmarked in math when they took, the 
practice, the mock =

5 Erica: =7th grade, I think yeah=
6 Tiffany: =that’s what it was, the mock writing, okay?
7 Regina: The Writing Benchmark.
8 Tiffany: Mhm. So until those kids can sit down, have the timer up on 

the board, only be given what they’re gonna be given, learn 
how to ask for scratch paper, “Here’s your timer, when it’s 
done it’s done, if you’re bubbled in, great.” We had a lot of 
8th graders that didn’t bubble in, in time, and they learned, 
“I’ve really gotta bubble in as I go because I’m not gonna be 
done.” Until they’ve had that practice, they don’t know how 
they’re gonna do. (2-s pause). That’s my opinion.
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Floyd questioned the premise of Tiffany’s notion of exchanging instruc-
tional time for testing time. When he voiced his concerns in turn 1, his col-
leagues presented their rationale. First, Erica seemed to disagree that the loss 
of instructional time was substantial (turn 2, “just one day”). More expan-
sively, Tiffany, with contributions from Regina and Erica, countered Floyd’s 
concern by illustrating the value of “full test mode” (turn 4) using hypotheti-
cal student and teacher dialogue about the importance of correct bubbling to 
support her view that students did not know how to test well (turn 8).

Floyd questioned this argument, saying that Tiffany was describing test-
taking skills. She pushed back once again and claimed that her proposal went 
beyond that: The data were important to show them what to reteach. Floyd 
continued his effort to challenge the proposed instructional shut down: “Are 
you gonna test all of the kids, even though you have kids within that group 
who you know what they know?”

Floyd claimed that he, as a teacher, knew what most of his students knew. 
Coach Tiffany, however, countered once again:

Yeah. The 8th grade teachers liked having that data because they said, “Okay 
on”—I think it was Pythagorean Theorem, 60% of the 8th graders did not come 
close to mastering that, where the teachers thought they had, because in class 
they were doing it (snaps finger). They thought they knew it, they didn’t know 
word problem or on that test they bombed it and so they were like, “Okay, we 
really, we thought we were doing really good on this, we need to back it up.” 
And we added that to our Camp, so it was, for them it helped them see, “Okay 
we thought they had this mastered, they have no clue what this is.” They didn’t 
think they had mastered volume and they all did really good on volume. So it 
was, it was good for them, kind of an eye-opener.

In relating the story of the eighth-grade teachers’ data-induced “eye-opener,” 
Tiffany communicated that the tests’ knowledge of student learning was more 
accurate than the teachers’ knowledge of student learning. The eighth-grade 
teachers’ misjudgments went in both directions: The students did not know 
the Pythagorean theorem, and they really did know volume. Tiffany’s story 
became an argument for the epistemology of testing over the epistemology of 
teaching, with the certainty of the data beating out the ambiguity of the 
classroom.

Tiffany and her other colleagues’ enthusiasm for shutting down instruction 
for testing over signals a triumph in this setting of NCLB’s relentless pursuit 
of hard evidence. To be sure, effective instruction requires knowledge of 
what learners know. Yet in the story about the eighth-grade teachers’ inaccu-
rate inference of their students’ geometry knowledge, the test measures 
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themselves remained opaque. The misalignment in judgment is assumed to 
be entirely because of their misreading and not because of a flaw in the test—
questions that were either too hard or too easy, miscues, or confusing distract-
ers. The testing technology was not doubted, and neither were the narratives 
of students knowing and not knowing it produced. In this case, teachers’ pro-
fessional judgment about students’ understanding collided with a deep seated 
faith in standardized testing instruments.

Discussion and Conclusion

NCLB provides a classificatory infrastructure rooted in techno-rational dis-
courses to teaching and moves instructional decision-making away from the 
values of humanistic education—a phenomenon I call torque. Rather than a 
direct line from the threat of sanctions to deliberate instructional improve-
ment, the requirement for immediate and measurable growth on narrow (and 
often problematic) instruments, coupled with undefined instructional values, 
encourages the triage documented here to meet the policy’s goals. In fact, 
when proficiency rates are the target, triage is a sensible response, as it opti-
mizes resources and effort while focusing squarely on the desired outcome.

The classificatory infrastructure of NCLB leads to torque in the lives of 
students, teachers, and schools—an especially burdensome consequence for 
urban schools. As the Creekside educators worked deliberately and arduously 
within the logics of the policy, uncomfortable things happened. The principal 
narrated African American students as the “most difficult sub-pop,” reinforc-
ing negative academic stereotypes, in his efforts to support their education, 
whereas avoiding the harder, more uncertain discussion about potential rea-
sons for students’ underachievement. Even the supplemental education 
offered was limited to “well-behaved” students, a fraught category in most 
schools when it comes to Black and Latino students, whose behavior is often 
unfairly scrutinized compared to that of White and Asian students (Finn & 
Servos, 2013). An instructional coach orchestrated a scheme to actually leave 
some children behind while others—the “bubble kids” —got intensive math-
ematics instruction, a situation that made academic status highly visible in 
the school, undermining richer and more varied notions of excellence. The 
coach and most of her colleagues decided to favor testing time over instruc-
tional time, invoking the certainty of test data over the ambiguity of class-
room assessments

From a policy as learning design perspective, the torque came out of ten-
sions in the how of meeting the policy’s requirements, rendering these prob-
lematic teaching practices commonsensical. The demand to increase test 
scores foreclosed any attempts to bring in other visions of education into the 
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teachers’ decision making, as happened in Excerpt 3 when Floyd suggested 
additional instruction would contribute to student learning more than addi-
tional testing. His appeal for humanistic values could not overcome the 
techno-rational appeal of testing.

The educational research literature offers examples of places that resist 
torque and adhere to humanistic values, despite policy pressures to do other-
wise. Maintaining a commitment to equity in the humanistic sense lead 
teachers to work around bureaucratic structures, as they prioritize students 
and their learning over rules and regulations—what Sandra Stein (2002) 
called “thoughtful noncompliance” in her study of Title 1 implementation in 
urban schools. Responsiveness and thoughtful noncompliance place high 
demands on teachers’ professional judgment as they make sense of their 
instructional decisions day-to-day.

In the case of Creekside, torque came from dutifully meeting the policy 
demands, as teachers negotiated instructional decisions. In these excerpts, I 
showed existing stereotypes being reinstated (Excerpt 1), academic achieve-
ment getting narrowly reified (Excerpt 2), and valuable instructional time 
being traded in for additional testing (Excerpt 3). NCLB, as a policy, medi-
ated these educators’ activity and rendered it sensible.

Although these instances of torque may seem surprising to some, the time-
line and underlying assumptions of NCLB play into these events. First, the 
demand for immediate evidence of improvement may work against teachers’ 
development. Responsive and rich instruction, a possible endpoint for 
improvement, is a particularly complex and rare form of teaching, demand-
ing the marshaling of expertise, learning over time, and challenging interpre-
tive work. In aiming for this kind of instruction, improvement may involve an 
initial backslide, as teachers grapple with new practices—a backslide that 
may not be deemed worth the risk, as it would be brought to light through the 
surveillance mechanisms of NCLB. Indeed, more often, schools under threat 
of AYP sanctions are more likely to retreat to narrow curriculum (Au, 2007; 
Darling-Hammond, 2007) and less meaning-centered forms of mathematics 
instruction (Ellis, 2008), to the possible detriment of students’ sense of math-
ematical competence (Gutiérrez, 2013; Horn, 2012). In addition, the episte-
mology of NCLB, with its positivistic overtones of certainty, works against 
the epistemology of responsive teaching, which is more ambiguous and situ-
ated with the complex ecology of the classroom. In light of these obstacles, 
the teachers’ workarounds make sense.

Returning to Bowker and Star (1999), the authors caution against classifi-
cation systems that favor epistemologies of certainty. In discussing the exam-
ple of apartheid, for instance, they point out that a “purified system of 
categories” yields “many ironies and much individual suffering” (p. 219). 
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Sorting the complex topography of student learning into the four categories 
of growth, bubble, proficient, and commended certainly carries with it the 
hope of such purity—and, along with it, ironies and suffering. There is no 
commendation, for instance, for the student who enters Creekside achieving 
two grade levels below his age and who, by his own hard work and dedication 
of his teachers, manages to end the year only half a grade behind. He still 
would not be viewed as proficient despite this enormous accomplishment: the 
category of growth collides with the reality of his tremendous achievement, 
torquing the narrative of what was taught and learned. The instruments are a 
technology, and an imperfect one at that. Yet the techno-rational appeal of 
data turns the interpretive work of teaching into a naively positivistic one, 
which, in many ways, is the hope of the policy itself.

A simplistic reading of this article would lead to the conclusion that classifi-
cation is inherently bad or accountability is untenable. Neither is a foregone 
conclusion here. Classification is inevitable, but systems need to provide 
humane treatment of individuals through nuance and feedback into the mecha-
nisms of classification themselves. Pascale Mauclair, in other words, should not 
have been deemed “the worst teacher” when plenty of evidence indicated other-
wise. The hypothetical student whose prodigious learning goes undetected by 
standardized testing should have the means to be recognized. However, at 
Creekside, as in other sites under the thumb of NCLB, the instruments’ decree is 
final and uncontestable. Alternative ways of showing competence or learning 
are not built into the classificatory infrastructure, let alone modes of critique and 
feedback for the means of classification, other than the continual shifting (or, 
one might say, gaming) of proficiency cut points. The hope of this analysis is to 
highlight the unintended consequences of the current form of school account-
ability as they play out in educators’ pedagogical reasoning. In this way, we can 
learn from it and design systems less fraught with contradictions to better sup-
port the development of urban students, teachers, and schools.
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Notes

1. Although the focal school was beholden to No Child Left Behind (NCLB), the 
local education authority also had linked standardized test scores to teacher evalu-
ations, similar to the provisions in Race to the Top (2009), the accountability policy 
that followed NCLB. Although I limit my discussion to NCLB, many of these con-
tradictions are likely to be found in similarly formulated accountability policies.

2. All names are pseudonyms. Numbers are rounded to prevent reverse look up of 
research sites.

3. The = in the transcripts indicates latching, or the quick succession of turns that 
signals speakers building off each other’s ideas.
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