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IntroductIon

Since the passage of the No Child Left Behind Act in the US in 2001 and the 
subsequent emphasis on standards-based accountability, the black-white achievement 
gap has been a leading topic of conversation among educators, policy makers, and 
philosophers of education. Reformers have searched for educational alternatives 
for underserved students, and the introduction of “no-excuses” charter schools has 
seemed to hold promise. There is no definitive list of “no-excuses” schools, but 
all of the schools commonly included under this label have the same distinctive 
features: 1) high academic expectations; 2) strict rules and discipline; 3) extended 
in-school time; and 4) targeted interventions for struggling students.1 The Knowledge 
is Power Program, or KIPP, was the first no-excuses charter school, and in the past 
twenty years many urban charter networks, such as Uncommon Schools and Suc-
cess Academy Charter Schools, have modeled themselves after the KIPP approach. 
No-excuses school leaders maintain that poverty, color, and previous achievement 
do not determine destiny. Any student who “works hard” can “get smart,” a familiar 
slogan in the KIPP network. Students are taught to have a mindset that makes “no 
excuses” for poor performance, and many of these schools explicitly teach traits 
such as “grit” and “self-control” that have been positively correlated with academic 
achievement.2 In addition, most no-excuses schools set the goal that every student 
will go to college.3 These emphases are certainly not unique to no-excuses schools, 
but they are noteworthy in communities in which schools have historically had low 
expectations for student success.

While few would argue against the notion that schools should express faith in 
student potential, the approach these schools take to achieve their results has raised 
much controversy in recent years. Sigal Ben-Porath states that these schools depend 
upon a “highly rule-ordered and regulated environment,” — one she describes as 
“totalizing.”4 Indeed, in a typical no-excuses school transitions from one room to 
another, one subject to another, or one part of a lesson to the next are tightly reg-
ulated. Often, students are expected to walk silently in the hallways, in a straight 
line, with their hands at their sides. Inside the classroom, whole class procedures are 
implemented to ensure every student is on task and focused. For instance, a procedure 
such as “cold call” — in which a teacher presents a problem or question to the entire 
class and then calls upon a student to answer — holds all students accountable to 
visually keep track of the teacher, to mentally engage with the problem or question at 
hand, and be prepared to give an answer and a justification for that answer.5 And the 
behavioral expectations of these schools go beyond tight transitions and whole class 
procedures. They also include norms for speaking, dressing, and acting. It is common 
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for no-excuses schools to have strictly-enforced uniform policies, for example. In 
addition, at many of these schools, students are explicitly taught how to sit when 
in class, how to pay attention, how to talk, and how to interact with adults.6 This 
“systematic behavior engineering” is of great concern to Ben-Porath, who considers 
a totalizing approach to be in conflict with the civic role of schools.7 She notes that 
some school leaders have expressed the goal of removing strict controls once they 
have been internalized, but she is concerned that this seldom happens.

Meira Levinson offers similar critiques of the no-excuses approach. She contends 
that enforcing such strict expectations demonstrates great mistrust toward students and 
becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy: students lack opportunities to prove themselves 
trustworthy and to cultivate responsibility.8 In contrast, it appears that successful 
middle- and upper-middle-class children are not expected to act in school in the way 
that low-income students are told they need to act in order to be successful in life. 
If you step inside a school serving middle- or upper-middle-class families, you will 
likely find it to be much less monitored and controlled.9 Levinson is also concerned 
about some of the particular norms enforced in no-excuses schools. She agrees that 
“dominant” cultural capital is “structurally more empowering” and acknowledges 
the instrumental value of teaching students how to codeswitch, or to move between 
dominant and nondominant forms of speaking, dressing, and acting depending on 
the context.10  However, she is concerned that KIPP and other no-excuses schools 
expect students to “assimilate” too completely to white, middle-class norms, and 
thus to deny their racial identity in order to participate in our democracy.11

Ultimately, Ben-Porath and Levinson are concerned about the civic implications 
of being schooled in such an adult-controlled environment. Levinson purports that 
schools should help students analyze power relations and construct empowering 
narratives for themselves. Schools should also give students opportunities to practice 
being citizens. Both Ben-Porath and Levinson suggest that one of the most civically 
empowering pedagogical practices is an open classroom climate in which students 
have the opportunity to talk about topics that matter to them, to present controversial 
ideas, and to consider and respond to the perspectives of others.12 This will allow 
students to develop important civic virtues, such as (a) the ability to reflect on ideas, 
(b) the motivation to participate in a democracy, and (c) tolerance and respect for
diverse perspectives.13 In contrast, many no-excuses classrooms use what Levinson
refers to as the “hub-and-spoke pattern,” in which the teacher controls the conver-
sation and speaks between each student turn.14 Some no-excuses schools do have
structured opportunities for student discussion and debate, such as in a weekly ethics 
class.15 However, one hour a week in an otherwise adult-controlled environment may 
not be sufficiently empowering, particularly for students whom Levinson points out
already lack a sense of efficacy.1

Ben-Porath’s and Levinson’s philosophical critiques echo the concerns of 
sociologists. Forty years ago, Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis argued that the 
American school system is set up in such a way that it rewards compliance and 
submission, thus preparing students for low-skill, minimum-wage jobs, and effec-
tively ensuring that the underclass remains the underclass.17 Joanne Golann applies 
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this classic critique to no-excuses schools and claims that such schools socialize 
low-income and working-class children to become “worker-learners,” who lack the 
assertiveness and initiative valued both in college and in the twenty-first century 
workplace.18 Indeed, Scott Seider notes that at one particular no-excuses school that 
emphasizes civic engagement, a student’s “citizenship score” is actually a measure 
of compliance with school rules.19

Hence, Ben-Porath and Levinson ask: Have we focused on academic achievement 
at the expense of civic empowerment? They are right to ask this question, and right 
to elevate civic empowerment as a primary goal in education. However, there is a 
layer of complexity to this issue that I believe has not yet been adequately addressed. 
It is not only educational reformers, funders, and school leaders who are responsible 
for the proliferation of these institutions. No-excuses schools have often been wel-
comed and embraced by the communities they serve and by the parents who enroll 
their children in these schools. In fact, sociological research suggests that parents 
and students may choose these schools for some of the very features that academics 
critique. Levinson herself writes: “High-quality social science research can unsettle 
philosophers’ assumptions that their own reasons, values, and ways of being in the 
world are in some fundamental way universalizable to all ‘reasonable’ people.”20 In 
this article I offer insight into why the strict, no-excuses approach does not seem to 
concern African-American parents and students in the way it concerns academics. 
This is important for us to consider as we address the apparent conflict between 
the goal of civic empowerment and the value of culturally-responsive pedagogy. I 
conclude with questions we should ask as we move the dialogue forward.

no-ExcusEs schools and culturally-rEsponsIvE tEachIng

Alexandra Boyd and her fellow researchers spent hundreds of hours in 12 KIPP 
schools and concluded that such schools are “not nearly as militaristic as critics, who 
may have never been inside them, fear.”21 In addition, my own research suggests 
that students at these schools are often given increased freedom as they advance into 
older grades, in preparation for the relative freedom of high school and college. Even 
if this were not the case for the majority of no-excuses schools, however, we must 
carefully consider whether the adult-directed nature of the no-excuses approach is in 
fact inherently disempowering. First, the extent to which authoritative teaching is good 
or bad with respect to civic empowerment seems to depend upon whether students 
perceive the expectations and consequences to be fair. Second, classrooms in which 
teachers do not demonstrate clear control may be disorienting for some students and 
may limit the effectiveness of a teacher’s efforts to empower those students. Third, 
a strict, no-excuses approach is perceived by some students and parents to be more 
affirming of student potential — and thus more empowering — than a “soft” one. 
Let us consider each of these in turn.

First, the extent to which adult control is civically empowering or disempow-
ering may in part depend upon perceptions of fairness. Constance Flanagan, whose 
work is cited by Levinson, found that student perceptions of teachers as fair, caring, 
and respectful affect not only academic motivation and achievement but also civic 
commitment: 
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With respect to students’ civic commitments, regardless of their ethnic background, youth 
were more committed to the kinds of public interest goals that sustain a democratic polity 
(serving their country, helping people in need, and working to improve race relations) to the 
extent that they felt their teachers were respectful of and fair to all students and insisted on 
students respecting one another.22 

Flanagan found that fair and respectful teacher-student relationships also made stu-
dents more likely to believe that America is a just society, an effect that was greater 
for students of color. Teachers serve as proxies for other political authorities in the 
socialization of children, and if the teacher-student relationship is marked by fairness 
and respect it contributes to a sense of efficacy. In such an environment, authoritative 
teaching may not be as detrimental as we think with respect to civic empowerment.

Second, classrooms in which teachers do not demonstrate clear control may be 
disorienting for some students and may therefore limit the effectiveness of a teacher’s 
efforts to empower those students. Annette Lareau found that middle-class parents 
tend to use reasoning instead of directives when giving instructions to their children, 
while many low-income and working-class parents issue clear injunctions.23 And 
Michele Foster, in her ethnography of a successful black teacher, notes that Ms. Morris 
“relies on her individual power — her personal reputation — not her institutional 
status to assert and maintain control over students.”24 Similarly, Lisa Delpit notes 
that, in black culture, a teacher has authority because she acts authoritatively, not 
because she is the teacher.25 Delpit warns that a teacher who attempts to minimize 
the power differential between teacher and students may not be viewed as possessing 
authority in the classroom, and students will respond to her accordingly. 

[M]any African-American teachers are likely to give directives to a group of unruly students in 
a direct and explicit fashion … By contrast, many middle-class European-American teachers 
are likely to say something like, “Would you like to sit down now and finish your paper?,” 
making use of an indirect command and downplaying the display of personal power. Partly 
because the first instance is likely to be more like the statements many African-American 
children hear at home, and partly because the second statement sounds to many of these 
youngsters like the words of someone who is fearful (and thus less deserving of respect), 
African-American children are more likely to obey the first explicit direct and ignore the 
second implied directive.26

As both Lareau and Delpit note, some African-American children may not feel 
compelled to follow a teacher’s indirect instructions, and as a result will likely be 
labeled defiant. Similarly, my own research suggests that some low-income, black 
students may have little respect for teachers whom they perceive as less authorita-
tive, such as those who give instructions and then give time for students to comply. 
One young man I interviewed said: “My momma wouldn’t give me to the count of 
three.” Students may not respect teachers who do not communicate authority in the 
way authority is demonstrated at home, and a school setting that is more “strict,” and 
in which instructions are given directly, may be more familiar and less disorienting 
for some of the students served by no-excuses schools. On the other hand, confu-
sion around the authority status of the teacher may undermine teachers’ attempts to 
cultivate civic empowerment because it may make some students less receptive to 
working towards their teachers’ goals. 
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Third, a strict, no-excuses approach is perceived by some students and parents 
to be more affirming of student potential — and thus more empowering — than 
a “soft” one. Granted, Levinson and Ben-Porath do not advocate “softness” in 
teachers. However, a more democratic approach to teaching may be perceived this 
way by students. In fact, some black students may appreciate a teacher for the same 
“meanness” that liberal educators disparage.27 Delpit notes that educators often view 
an emotional display as evidence that a teacher is “losing control,” and thus most 
discipline methods encourage dispassionate enforcement of expectations and con-
sequences. Many black students, on the other hand, may be receptive to emotional 
displays that are perceived as genuine. Michele Foster, Shirley Bryce Heath, and 
Thomas Kochman all point out that expression of emotion is viewed positively in 
the black community, as long as the emotions fit the circumstances.28 Foster claims 
that a lack of emotion may in fact be detrimental:

Responses lacking a sufficient emotional quality are likely to [be] read as non-caring. Totally 
unacceptable, however, is non-responsiveness. Ignoring students’ behavior, especially if it is 
inappropriate, conveys a subtle, negative message that since teachers are unwilling to expend 
appropriate amounts of time and energy making students “do what is expected,” they have little 
regard for them or their ability. Non-responsiveness is thus seen as the ultimate put down.29

These findings are in keeping with my research on the relationship between student 
perceptions of teacher expectations and the achievement of African-American males. 
Students reported that they would assume a teacher did not like them if the teacher 
ignored their misbehavior. On the other hand, they would assume a teacher truly 
cared about them if the teacher confronted misconduct and spoke to them directly 
about where they were at academically and what they needed to do to reach their 
potential. The students compared this directness to way they were spoken to at home.30

  A study by Bruce Wilson and H. Dickson Corbett also supports the implication 
that many students of color interpret strictness as an expression of care. Wilson and 
Corbett conducted a three-year study in five Philadelphia middle schools, four of 
which were predominately African-American (86-100%). In year one, Wilson and 
Corbett interviewed 361 sixth and eighth grade students to better understand a student 
perspective of what makes a teacher a great teacher. 

Students did not want teachers to find excuses to not teach them, to leave a student alone just 
because the student chose not to participate, or to let students decide on their own to work or 
not. … They did not want teachers who expected little of them. … Instead, students wanted 
to be in classrooms where: The teacher “stayed on students” to complete assignments; the 
teacher was able to control student behavior without ignoring the lesson.31 

Wilson and Corbett interpreted these responses to mean that the most respected 
teachers were “no excuses” teachers.32 One student said a particular teacher helped 
him succeed by being “stricter” about his work and behavior. In fact, many students 
used the word “strict” to describe good teachers. Further interviews clarified that 
students had two things in mind, both of which were essential: strictness in requiring 
students to do their work, and strictness in not allowing other students to disrupt 
the class. One African-American student remarked: “One of my teachers really 
push kids to do work. She is the most caring teacher. She really want you to do 
work. Sometimes that make me mad but I still try to do the work. It nice to know 
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you got a teacher who cares.”33 According to this study, these students viewed the 
no-excuses approach as a caring one; and they grew in self-confidence as a result. 
Similarly, Foster notes that students often used words like “tough” and “caring” to 
describe the same teachers and tended to work harder for teachers who took a tough 
love approach.34 No-excuses teachers communicate faith in the ability of students 
to rise above challenging circumstances in order to become their best selves. Surely 
this confidence on the part of their teachers helps students to develop a sense of 
personal agency, which can then be capitalized upon as teachers seek to cultivate 
civic empowerment as well.  

Parents send their children to these schools because they think it is in their 
children’s best interest. In the course of interviewing parents of students who at-
tend a no-excuses school, I briefly explained that some in the academic community 
are concerned about the strictness of no-excuses schools and the fact that students 
of color attending these schools do not experience the same measure of freedom 
enjoyed by other students. I asked for an initial response from each parent, and all 
seemed somewhat taken aback. My interviewees pointed out that white students also 
attend these schools, and that expensive college prep schools also have “structure” 
(a word used instead of “strictness” by more than one parent). In their estimation, 
the “structure” of no-excuses schools provides invaluable preparation not only for 
college but also for the workplace, where respect and professionalism are expected. 
These parents seemed completely satisfied with their experiences at this school, and 
one mother suggested the critics are misguided at best. 

When [students] come to school and they have to look a certain way and they 
have to act a certain way, it teaches them that they are not a product of their envi-
ronment. Does that make sense, baby? It encourages them to get out of the system, 
it encourages them, it let them know that they have self-worth, baby, it does. It 
let them know that they’re better than the projects they living in, they better than 
the crack cocaine that they see being passed out on the streets—you see what I’m 
saying? So for them to—so, I need to be on that platform telling these people, look, 
unless you all done walked a mile in these babies’ shoes, ya’ll can’t tell none that 
they being too strict.

conclusIon: authorItatIvE tEachIng and tEachIng for cIvIc EmpowErmEnt

Levinson clearly desires to affirm the home cultures of students. She argues, 
for example, that while codeswitching is an invaluable tool for students — a form 
of bilingualism that allows students to make themselves understood in a variety of 
settings — dominant cultural forms must be additive. That is, they must be taught 
in addition to nondominant forms rather than in place of them. Similarly, she argues 
that students’ home cultures should be affirmed in the presentation of historical 
counternarratives. She proposes that the most empowering narrative for black stu-
dents may be one that acknowledges both the “original sin” of racism in American 
history, and the ongoing struggle against oppression and injustice made possible by 
the American founding ideals of liberty and equality. This narrative is consonant with 
those espoused by many black churches, media outlets, and educational institutions, 
and thus is culturally-responsive.35     
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Levinson does not advocate complete alignment with the home cultures of stu-
dents or with the inclinations of parents, however; some parents of color may choose 
a separatist, Afrocentric education for their children, but Levinson does not think this 
is in the best interest of the child or of society. A civically empowering education 
would promote a double consciousness that presents students with a gateway into 
meaningful participation with the dominant culture.36

We must ask ourselves whether authoritative teaching presents a similar issue. 
Are parents misguided in embracing a strict, adult-controlled educational environment 
for their children, and, if so, who should communicate this to parents, and how? And 
if we advocate a less authoritative and supposedly more civically empowering mode 
of teaching, are we also prepared in the name of intellectual integrity to claim that 
the authoritative parenting style present in much of the black community is civically 
disempowering compared to a more democratic one? I am wary of embracing the 
former charge, because it seems to make the latter a logical necessity.

In addition, must we conclude that authoritative teaching and civic empower-
ment are mutually exclusive, or are there pedagogical practices that can cultivate 
civic empowerment while utilizing authoritative teaching, at least in some form? 
Perhaps future research should explore whether no-excuses schools have different 
ways of developing agency than the ones philosophers of education typically look 
for when they evaluate these schools. We must also continue to bear in mind the 
perspectives of parents, students, and educators of color as we form our pedagogical 
recommendations. This author calls for a response from philosophers, sociologists, 
and all others who seek to improve the ways in which America’s schools cultivate 
civic empowerment. 
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