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power to give voice to the effects of policy in schools and classrooms that might not be known or 
anticipated by policymakers or school leaders.  Teachers’ ability to witness the harm that comes 
to students, their communities, faculty and schools may cause them to voice their concerns about 
policies and practices emotionally and passionately. Teachers may feel as though they are going 
mad when trying to exercise professional responsibility, but find that their efforts are viewed 
simplistically as self-serving or as literal nonsense. 
 
I am interested the effects of not being regarded as a reliable moral agent for teachers who 
believe that their professional roles imbue them with moral responsibility. The moral claims of 
teachers, I argue, are often not examined alongside the moral claims of leaders or policymakers, 
but are rendered irrelevant, and even immoral, by those with more institutional power.13  A 
feminist analysis of moral madness reveals one way the feminized subject position of teaching 
influences the experiences of many teachers, regardless of gender. In the U.S., public school 
teachers find themselves in a bind. They are exalted as moral exemplars and expected to be held 
to the highest standards of moral conduct while they are simultaneously rendered morally 
unreliable. They are told that their work is of the greatest social worth, but they are denigrated in 
the media and often face battles for cost of living salary increases.  
 
The lowest level of moral behavior is expected of teachers: rule-following or adhering to an 
eviscerated and externally-directed ideal of caring pales in cognitive, affective, and moral 
complexity compared to engaging in forms of autonomous and collective professional moral 
judgment. Public school teachers are on-the-hook morally 
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women, a feminine form of madness. Although hysteria once served as an actual diagnosis for 
women who did not assent passively to the limited social roles they were offered, it now operates 
as a dismissive slur. Hysteria suggests that both what a woman finds objectionable is in fact not 
problematic at all and that her reaction to the problem is outsized.  The label of hysteria 
undermines women’s attempts to exercise voice as well as their claims to knowledge.  Despite 
Cassandra’s attempt to prevent great harm through her warnings, she is ignored and the men in 
the vicinity attempt to silence her



9 
 

 

In 2014-15, the superintendent introduced a plan to reorganize the schools based on an 
instructional intervention model.  Teachers, including Monica, wanted to know more about the 
impetus for this reorganization, discuss the merits of the reorganization and understand how the 
reorganization would fit with the district’s priorities.  The previous academic year the district 
priorities had been set by an appointed group of stakeholders and had won broad approval across 
the district.  The priorities were: fostering creativity, supporting inquiry and building on 
students’ strengths. 
 
Rollouts of the reorganization provided no opportunities for this highly educated group of 
teachers (many have masters and some also have doctorates) to discuss the proposed practices. 
For instance, one consultant spoke at a teachers’ assembly and presented an equation (Student 
Learning = Time + Instruction) that suggested that the district would guarantee learning for all 
students.  The oversimplified account of student learning stunned Monica, someone who is well-
read in educational research, as facile and inaccurate.  Handouts with “FAQs” anticipated 
teachers’ questions and provided answers.  Each response to pre-established questions showed 
how the practices are necessary in order to ensure student success.  In this moral binarization, the 
discourse is manipulated so that any teacher who questions the practices appears immoral, or at 
least, against the goal of student success.  Monica describes the strategies of the school leaders as 
performing multiple inversions that leave teachers voiceless.  She says, 

the administrators in my district are working hard to make it look 
like there is buy-in and input regarding their decisions, even as 
they make it impossible for teachers to speak. They arrogantly 
claim a moral high ground by insisting that they are leading us on a 
path to help struggling students learn, and if we try to even ask 
questions, then we are against equity and justice.  

Monica’s experience of failing to have her voice recognized comes from two sources.  The first 
is that there is an illusion that the voices of teachers have been included in decision-making and 
the second is that teachers’ moral credibility is undermined in the act of questioning.  Monica’s 
attempt to engage in moral discourse by asking questions out of concern for the well-being of 
students, the school and her profession made her morally suspect.  
 
Monica explains her frustration when having no ground from which to articulate a moral 
concern.  She says, 

They coopt the conversation, so you read that [the FAQ], and then 
you see that you can’t challenge it because it sounds like you are 
then against the idea that all children deserve to learn.  They’ve 
stolen the conversation and made it about morality in a way.  The 
morality of ‘we have a problem in our district, our district data 
indicate that we have gaps in learning outcomes and that all of our 
students do not learn what we believe to be essential.’  So you 
cannot question this. 

In this system, if teachers are “good,” then they must care about the district data; the district data, 
according to district and school leadership, determines how good teachers must care.  
Furthermore, the district’s data is held up to be the only data of value or relevance. In this 
totalizing logic, good teachers must follow unquestioningly the directives of the strict-father.  
Monica continues, “And you can’t ask questions because you are like questioning the morality of 
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something that no one could disagree with.  To ask a question is to challenge it and to challenge 
it is to be against it.” 
 
One effect of the market-based reforms is to winnow the scope of the purpose of education and 
the moral ground from which to stand.  Morgan explains that moral madness sets in when 
previously honored virtues are now vices.23  She describes her experiences as a kind of madness, 
“It is a crazy-making environment for teachers who are using our intelligent minds to think 
critically and who care deeply about the integrity of our work as teachers.” As a highly-educated 
and well-prepared teacher, Monica believed that her intellect, her ability to question and her 
concern for students were assets sought after by the district in which she was hired.  However, 
these “virtues” that include critical thinking, extensive background knowledge and professional 
expertise all have become liabilities or “vices” in the last 5 years of her work. Monica reflects, “I 
used to feel heard as a teacher and recognized and valued and I don’t feel heard, recognized or 
valued now.” 
 
The discursive territory available to engage in discussions about the worth of policies and 
practices has narrowed dramatically and has altered the value of qualities previously considered 
assets.  However, more insidious is the illusion of being able to provide input or to have a voice.  
While Monica mentioned times where her feedback was solicited and then ignored or not 
heeded, an experience familiar to most work environments, she described the illusion of voice as 
“crazy-making.”  Documents such as the FAQ about the intervention program ventriloquize 
teachers’ concerns.  There is no recognition of Monica’s actual moral voice; the moral voice has 
been articulated for her, presented as the equivalent of thought bubbles filled in by the 
educational consulting firm.24   
 
As Houston describes, Monica encounters a situation in which her professional responsibility 
outstrips her power. Monica describes how teachers are required to meet with each other to 
discuss learning objectives.  The scope of the discussion is so tightly circumscribed that the 
terms of the conversation are already pre-ordained and there is no space to engage in questions 
regarding the meaning or value of the objectives themselves.  Yet, these very meetings are then 
used as evidence that teachers are provided with ample opportunities to provide input on school 
matters.  
 
With Monica, we have an example of a teacher who by all accounts has the background, 
credibility and capacity to make herself heard and understood. While her frustration alone might 
be grounds for others to tell her to calm down and not be so “hysterical,” she describes herself as 
going mad because as she is trying to fulfill her charge as a good teacher, but is reminded to stay 
in her place – to care for students in the way that the leadership has deemed most appropriate, 
even if she wants to alert how those methods might be harmful. 
 
Monica explains the effect these practices have had on her:  

 
23!F%*9)#:!BD^5!
24!A0$!1*)/.,/$!%&!)#.,/,1).,#9!.$)/0$*-a!/%#/$*#-!)=%8.!')*3$.M=)-$2!*$&%*'-!)#2!,#-$*.,#9!)!'%*)+!,'1$*).,Z$!,-!
8=,m8,.%8-5!!<$$!R$*$3!b%..+,$=:!Education Reform and the Concept of Good Teaching!W>$7!?%*3@!P%8.+$29$:!
BCDU[5!



11 
 

 

It’s very manipulative.  It can make you feel crazy, like you are 
losing your mind … It’s kind of like being in a dysfunctional 
family where it’s like why aren’t you happy? … It’s like a child 
being given very hypocritical mixed messages and they believe it, 
like you … It’s hard to articulate why it’s so crazy-making.  It’s 
because you’re not being listened to, but because it’s really hard to 
hold in your mind this criticism [of the policy or practice], this 
other way of thinking, when you are in this system. And you sort 
of feel, you know that something’s not quite right, it’s hard to 
articulate it.  Even though I went to an elite liberal arts college, I 
have a doctorate, I read good stuff, I … I actually kind of forgot 
that learning’s not an equation.  Like, I lose the language and then 
I don’t know what’s wrong with me, why am I so frustrated? 

Monica describes the feeling of going mad. She connects her sense of “losing her mind” to 
infantilization, to living as the least powerful member of a dysfunctional family.  Likewise, she 
notes how she “loses her mind” in that she forgets what she takes to be essential about teaching 
and learning in the process of being initiated into a new discursive domain.   
 
In this description, Monica presents a situation that goes beyond Kumashiro’s strict-father figure.  
More than simply demanding obedience, the leadership in this district places teachers in a moral 
bind where teachers’ voices are elicited, but constrained and ventriloquized. If teachers’ concerns 
exceed the constrained the terms of the discussion, they may be viewed as committing a 
professional transgression.  For instance, many teachers would say that to lack a belief in a 
child’s ability to learn or to lack a commitment for all students’ desert is a breach of professional 
ethics.  Teachers who question market-based reform efforts may be so accused, and may even be 
labeled mad for questioning policies presumably based in principles of equity. Monica, like 
Cassandra, is not understood and experiences a loss of language accompanying 
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which teachers’ moral concerns have been presupposed and addressed, leaving no space for off-
the-menu moral discourse. 
 
Care, within the scope of this second strategy, no longer means engaged discernment and 
attunement to the other. The injunction to care does not mean that teachers should bring their 
professional judgment to bear on educational matters. Rather, the command to care, in this sense, 
reduces teachers to agents who reproduce others’ instructions. These instructions may or may not 
be rooted in knowledge of students, the community, the curriculum, or pedagogy.  
 
Finally, I add a third strategy that may contribute to moral madness: the rejection of teachers’ 
moral claims and concerns as moral, or other-regarding.  I believe this is the strongest form of 
moral violence, in that it involves the erasure or dismissal of the moral subjectivity of another. 
The madness Monica and others I have interviewed describe comes from the failure to be 
recognized as a moral agent, even when attempting to act morally. 
 
All three strategies rely on a set of beliefs that render the feminine, and those who occupy 
feminine subject positions, morally suspect and unreliable. When teachers are labeled 
Cassandras due to their shrieking and wailing, they may be dismissed as hysterical; their 
warnings may be disregarded as the hallucinations of a person who is mad. Yet, like Cassandra, 
they may be able to see the future. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


