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ABSTRACT 

 

 

This dissertation critically examines how socioeconomically advantaged, white 

progressive parents talk about what schools they choose for their children in ways that maintain, 

challenge, and disrupt inequity and white supremacy within the K12 education system. I ask: 

how do white, socioeconomically advantaged, politically progressive parents construct their 

white racial identity in relation to power, privilege, and racial difference through their K12 

school choice discourse? I demonstrate how parents constructed their white racial identities in a 

range of ways that reflect varying stages of critical awareness of their privileged positionality. I 

account for this variation through considering how parents differently emphasized the competing 

values of community and the individual in their school choice discourse. Despite exhibiting 

significant differences in their varied stages of critical awareness, I argue progressive white 

parents must contend with the dynamics of the inescapability of the tension between reconciling 

their broader concerns for their communities with their narrow focus on securing individual 

advantages.  

Engaging qualitative field methods, I conducted interviews and focus groups with forty-

three white, politically progressive, socioeconomically advantaged parents of K12 school-aged 

children living in the Madison, WI area. Each dissertation chapter engages with these transcripts 

to pursue separate but related questions focused on four key concepts: choice, ideology, identity, 

and difference. This project intersects critical whiteness studies with the rhetoric of education 

policy to contribute to rhetorical scholarship that deepens our understanding of the tensions of 

white political progressives through attending to their privileged position in relation to systems 

of inequity in the K12 education system.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Progressive White Parents and the Competing Values of Community and the Individual 

 

In a June 2017 speech, former Secretary of Education Betsy Devos likened choice to a 

“basic human right.” The longtime school choice advocate critiqued the limits of the public 

school system and advocated for the expansion of school choice reforms, declaring that a 

“system that denies parents the freedom to choose the education that best suits their children’s 

individual and unique needs denies them a basic human right. It is un-American, and it is 

fundamentally unjust.”1 Through employing rights-based language, DeVos appealed to moral 

justice to suggest that a parent’s ability to exercise choice serves as an inalienable right, 

resonating with the basic tenants of what it means to be an American. 

Choice functions as a key concept within the United States’ political culture and its 

emphasis on individual rights. Discourses of choice resonate broadly with abortion rights 

advocates arguing a pro-choice stance, anti-vaxxers professing their right to choose, and gun-

rights activists asserting that carrying a firearm is an individual choice. Given the prominence of 

choice discourses within our contemporary lexicon, it is no surprise that choice influences how 

parents engage in educational decision making within K12 education.   

The phrase school choice signals a broader reform movement that advocates for a 

parent’s right to use public tax dollars to choose the best fit school for a child. It includes a 

spectrum of policy reforms, including open enrollment, magnet or specialty schools, charter 

schools, scholarship tax credit programs, and private school vouchers. These education policy 

reforms range in their degree of controversiality, from less controversial open enrollment 

programs to more controversial private school voucher programs. Traditionally, a student’s 
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school is determined by a neighborhood catchment area that feeds into a designated public 

school based on place of residence. Mechanisms of school choice enable parents to elect an 

option other than their default neighborhood public school. Despite Republican politicians 

historically supporting school choice policies, the logic of parent-as-consumer entitled to choose 

has become a widespread approach to educational decision making across the political spectrum. 

In its contemporary manifestations, the language of school choice is rife with subjective 

measures of quality, justifications of unique circumstances, and often coded racism. When 

viewing school choice discourse in explicitly racial terms, it is evident that school choice is an 

inequity issue within K12 education. 

Although parents of all races advocate for various forms of school choice, the historical 

legacy of the U.S. education system unfairly benefiting white families bears significance on its 

meaning. The language of school choice carries historical baggage that dates to the mid-

twentieth century era of white opposition to school desegregation in the U.S. A glimpse into the 

historical uses of school choice demonstrates how this language has long been used to perpetuate 

unequal access to a quality education based on privilege and race.2 This history of 

institutionalized racism in K12 education warrants scrutinization of how white parents in 

particular employ school choice discourses in the present-day in ways that reaffirm white 

privilege.  

A specific quandary presents itself for politically progressive white parents, given the 

assumptions that accompany their left-of-center values. Often well-intentioned with their beliefs 

in educational equity, progressive white parents must reckon with the ways their unearned racial 

privileges afford them an advantage in the education system. White progressives, like their 

conservative counterparts, benefit from complex systems of neoliberalism and racial capitalism. 
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This raises questions as to how white progressive parents may intend to contribute to equity 

efforts while bound up in violent systems of racial oppression. I define white progressives as 

white people that politically identify as left of center with nominal commitments to social justice 

values like educational equity, antiracism, and multiculturalism. Progressive white parents must 

navigate the tension between their nominal commitments and their privileged positioning. Carrie 

Crenshaw defines white privilege as “a host of material advantages white people enjoy as a result 

of being socially and rhetorically located as a white person.”3 Whiteness operates as an 

oppressive and hegemonic social construct that unfairly positions socioeconomically advantaged, 

white progressive parents with greater access to school choice. This privileged position enables 

white progressive parents to influence the racial demographics of a school in ways that can 

perpetuate or disrupt segregation through the manner in which they assign value to certain 

schools. White progressive parents’ school choice discourse is significant because unrecognized 

white privilege poses an obstacle to the democratic ideal of truly integrated schools. 

Rhetorically, white progressive school choice discourse is a site to understand oppressive 

relations of power and social inequalities. Conversations in rhetorical studies have called for 

scholarship that critically interrogates the relationship between whiteness and the maintenance of 

racist systems in effort to dismantle white supremacy.4 Responding to these calls, my project 

specifically examines how the hegemonic construct of whiteness gets maintained within the 

institution of the K12 education system. Decentering whiteness as the invisible and unstated 

norm within this context, I set my critical gaze on progressive white parents to consider their role 

in upholding inequity and racism within K12 education through school choice. To deepen our 

understanding of this area of public discourse, I conducted interviews and focus groups with 

white, socioeconomically advantaged, progressive parents in the Madison, WI area.  
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White Progressive Parents’ School Choice Discourse from a Rhetorical Perspective 

The extant Education literature on white, advantaged parents’ school choice behaviors 

reveals much is already known on this topic. First, Education scholars suggest that school choice 

is socially charged and functions as a mode of social identity enactment.5 Second, parents’ 

school choice discourse offers a way to specifically study how parents think and talk about their 

school choice decisions.6 Third, Education scholars demonstrate the need to isolate white parent 

choice behaviors in particular to call attention to the assumed normality of whiteness and its role 

in maintaining social inequalities and racial stratification.7 Finally, heterogeneity exists within 

white, advantaged parent school choice behaviors that suggests degrees of difference based on 

political ideologies and racial ideologies.8  

There are problems yet to grapple with when considering this topic through the lens of a 

rhetorical project in Communication Studies. As a rhetorician, I study the ways symbolic 

communication influences people. I am attuned to questions of how we use language, and how 

the relationship between language and power motivates people to act in certain ways. A 

rhetorical project that foregrounds questions of race, power, and privilege in approaching school 

choice discourse nuances our understanding of how, if at all, parents reckon with their white 

privilege when reflecting on their school choice decisions. From a rhetorical perspective, I 

believe these lingering problems can be articulated through four conceptual angles: choice, 

ideology, identity, and difference. These four concepts are critical to my study because I am 

interested in how choice circulates rhetorically in relation to progressive white parents’ professed 

political ideology, formation of their white racial identity, and constructions of a racialized 

“other.”  



5 
 

Rhetoricians have shown an interest in the discourse of “choice” as a focused area of 

study,9 demonstrating that how we interpret choice discourses ought to vary depending on the 

rhetor’s positionality.10 We might further pursue this line of inquiry to consider choice discourses 

in terms of specific positionalities. Such an intervention prompts the question of how to interpret 

choice when talked about from the position of progressive white parents with the socioeconomic 

privilege to behave as consumers that choose where to send their students to school. Analyzing 

choice in relation to ideology provokes unanswered questions around the relationship between 

political ideology and racial ideology as it informs progressive white parents’ commitments to 

their political convictions via the ways they talk about school choice. Furthermore, rhetorical 

scholars have critically interrogated processes of white identity formation and self-reflexivity.11 

Yet, absent within this white identity formation scholarship are examinations of how 

socioeconomically advantaged white political progressives demonstrate critical self-reflexivity of 

their social position and privilege specifically within the cultural context of the K12 school 

system. Finally, the perennial question of how individuals make meaning across difference 

through social constructions of “other” continues to be an enduring area of inquiry in 

Communication scholarship.12 We have yet to fully consider the significance of school choice 

discourse to this ongoing conversation. Questions remain as to how progressive white parents 

orient themselves to racial difference through the ways they talk about their educational 

decisions in relation to a racialized “other.” 

The conceptual problems articulated above spark a set of research questions that guide 

this study. Principally, my dissertation asks: how do white, socioeconomically advantaged, 

politically progressive parents construct their white racial identity in relation to power, privilege, 

and racial difference through the ways they talk about their K12 school choice decisions? 
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Related to this overarching question are three sub-questions: first, how does their political 

ideology inform the ways they talk about their school choice decisions for their children?, 

second, to what extent does their discourse reflect a critical self-reflexivity of their white racial 

identity and an acknowledgement of their white privilege?, and third, how do they rhetorically 

position the value of diversity in relation to their school choice decisions?  

My study engages the key terms choice, ideology, identity, and difference. Choice 

suggests a positionality of being able to choose and is a concept associated with access and 

privilege, thus unevenly distributed. Choice also signals race-absent, neoliberal consumer logics. 

I define ideology as the convictions, values, and beliefs individuals possess that uphold their 

ways of knowing and motivate their behaviors. Ideology does not exist absent of power. 

Depending on the positionality of those possessing it, ideology has the potential to manifest in 

hegemonic and oppressive or resistive and liberatory ways. Given the ways ideology is 

enmeshed in power structures, ideology needs to be understood in relation to identity. Identity is 

one’s perception of self, how one understands their subjectivity, and identity is understood 

through varied levels of reflexivity. Identities are also social and outward-facing, meaning 

identity can be created in common with others through sharing characteristics and values. 

Finally, foregrounding the conceptual lenses of choice, ideology, and identity raises the question 

of how socioeconomically advantaged white parents communicate about racial difference, or 

how racialized “others” are constructed. I conceive of difference in terms of cues in language 

that indicate one’s perceptions of a racially constructed other in relation to oneself. Placed 

together, these four key terms mark this project’s conceptual focus on how choice operates in 

K12 educational contexts given considerations of ideology, identity, and difference.  
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My project contributes to disciplinary thinking on these key concepts in significant ways. 

First, through providing an ideology of choice from the position of white political progressives it 

contributes to scholarship on discourses of choice that argue for the need to foreground rhetors’ 

social location. Second, it provides a sustained, critical examination of the tension between 

identity and ideology of white, political progressive parents. Through exploring how these two 

key concepts operate in tension, it deepens our disciplinary understanding of the constraints and 

opportunities of the particular social position of white political progressives. Third, this project 

engages rhetorical field methods to construct a primary text that deepens our understanding of 

vernacular discourses of white folks that are otherwise difficult for rhetorical scholars to 

encounter. It provides crucial insights as to how white folks construct their racial identity and 

racialize others through local, everyday discourses.   

I argue throughout this dissertation that rather than conceive of progressive white parents 

as a monolith, we must interpret their school choice discourse along a continuum of critical 

awareness. Doing so illuminates the degrees of variation in which they construct their racial 

identities. I assert that among this seemingly homogenous group of white, socioeconomically 

advantaged, political progressives residing within the same geography, parents constructed their 

white racial identities in a range of ways that reflect varying stages of critical awareness of their 

privileged positionality. I account for this variation through considering how parents differently 

emphasized the competing values of community and the individual in their school choice 

discourse. Despite exhibiting significant differences in their varied stages of critical awareness of 

their positionality, I argue progressive white parents must contend with the dynamics of the 

inescapability of the tension between reconciling their broader concerns for their communities 

with their narrow focus on securing individual advantages.  
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Literature Review 

In the section that follows, I outline three areas of literature that inform my research 

focus: critical whiteness studies, the rhetoric of K12 education policy, and scholarship on white 

political progressives. In this review of literature, I demonstrate the need to expand critical 

whiteness studies through focusing on progressive white parents’ K12 school choice discourse. 

Doing so in turn contributes to scholarly conversations within the area of the rhetoric of K12 

education policy through intersecting this literature with critical whiteness studies. I suggest that 

attending to these gaps in the literature will deepen scholarly understandings of the tension 

inherent to the position of white political progressives in terms of the competing values of 

community and the individual.  

Critical Whiteness Studies  

My dissertation contributes to rhetorical scholarship within critical whiteness studies 

concerned with questions of white identity formation through its focus on how progressive white 

parents construct their racialized identity within K12 school choice discourse. Rhetorical 

scholars engaged in projects of critical whiteness studies seek to understand and deconstruct the 

hegemonic forces of whiteness as the normative center.13 Whiteness as a hegemonic social 

construct subscribes to a color-blind ideology that denies or minimizes the racial category of 

whiteness, fomenting the structural unequal privileging of whites and racial stratification.14 Raka 

Shome defines whiteness as a “process constituted by an ensemble of social and material 

practices in which whites (and often non-whites for survival) are invested, by which they are 

socialized, and through which they are produced.”15 The failure of white individuals to account 

for their white racialized subjectivity continues to center whiteness and render its privilege 

invisible.16 Thomas Nakayama and Robert Krizek’s seminal essay calls for the need to decenter 
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whiteness and render it visible,17 leading to a proliferation of Communication scholarship 

committed to the project of critical whiteness studies.  

One specific aim of critical whiteness studies is to deconstruct whiteness through better 

understanding the dynamics white racial identity formation. Such scholarship examines, for 

instance, how white individuals self-identify18 and processes of white racial enculturation.19 

Extant literature on white identity formation also seeks to understand critical self-reflexivity 

among white folks.20 Indeed, Carrie Crenshaw notes how the invisibility of both white privilege 

and institutionalized racism presents a challenge for a majority of white people who do not view 

themselves as racist and fail to recognize how institutionalized racism manifests.21 Stephanie 

Hartzell highlights the need for more U.S. Americans to “confront their position in the 

contemporary racial landscape” as an age of race-consciousness emerges through directing 

attention to how white individuals understand their racial subject position.22 Such degrees of self-

awareness correspond with what Diane Reay, David James, and Gill Crozier call “social 

reflexivity”23 or Moon and Flores call a “critical self-reflexivity.”24 These projects deepen and 

nuance scholarly understandings of white identity formation as part of critical whiteness studies’ 

concern with dismantling white supremacy.   

I intervene in this body of scholarship through isolating how political identity informs 

white racial identity formation within the specific cultural context of K12 education. My project 

emphasizes the ways white identities are dynamic and complex through examination of how 

political ideology intersects with racial ideology. Moreover, while discourses of white identity 

formation occur within various cultural sites, I specifically focus on K12 school choice 

discourse.  
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Rhetoric of K12 Education Policy  

My project intersects critical whiteness studies with the rhetoric of K12 education policy 

to contribute to rhetorical scholarship that examines the dynamics of race and K12 education. 

Communication scholarship on critical whiteness studies accounts for how whiteness as a 

hegemonic construct manifests in various sites, such as education. Communication scholars have 

considered the impact of whiteness in higher education settings.25 These projects examine white 

identity development through focus on the formation of white racialized identities and social 

positionality of college-aged students.26 While Communication scholarship has taken up these 

questions of white identity formation within the context of higher education, I suggest we might 

expand our scope to include K12 schooling as another salient context where whiteness manifests. 

Specifically, the discourse of school choice opens a site for critical understandings of white 

identity formation in terms of how white parents talk about their school choice decisions in 

relation to power, privilege, and racial difference.  

My project applies an explicit critical whiteness studies lens to rhetorical scholarship that 

examines the dynamics of race and K12 education policy. Rhetorical scholars within the sub-area 

of K12 education policy and race have considered the historical impacts of school choice policies 

on African American communities; 27 how local discursive communities engage in deliberation to 

negotiate racial differences;28 and how market-based education reform rhetoric obscures 

structural racism.29 I build on these conversational threads through setting my critical gaze on 

white parents’ school choice discourse to consider their role in upholding inequity and racism 

within the K12 education system.   

White Political Progressives  

My dissertation focuses specifically on the end of the political spectrum often overlooked 

in critical whiteness studies scholarship: political progressives. There is far-less scholarship 
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critically examining the colorblind ideology and coded racism of the political left, despite the 

fact both liberals and conservatives are embedded in systems of neoliberalism, white supremacy, 

and capitalism.30 Indeed, extant literature on white identity formation demonstrates that white 

racial identities broadly are replete with tensions, contradictions, and paradoxes.31 It is necessary 

to isolate the position of white political progressives to nuance the contradictions and tensions 

specific to this social identity.  

Despite their complicity in systems of oppression, white political progressives engage 

rhetorical maneuvers to evade associations with their privilege. Rhetorical scholars have 

identified how progressive white folks are often reluctant to view their own complicity in 

racialized systems of oppression.32 This tendency to avoid naming white privilege explicitly as 

such is a contradictory behavior of more self-aware white liberals. Their defensiveness around 

confronting issues of white privilege is often exhibited through talking around race, employing 

racial euphemisms, or minimizing the significance of race.33 Sara Ahmed describes how white 

progressives often cling to the progressive label to deflect from their own complicity with 

racism.34 Matthew Houdek likewise observes the tendency of white liberals to evade accusations 

of racism through scapegoating racial extremists.35 Moreover, white political progressives often 

engage in spectacles of performative allyship while demonstrating a lack of accountability to 

their antiracist commitments.36 Wendy S. Hesford defines performative white allyship as the 

“violence of identification and epideictic displays of white citizenship built on Black death, 

Black suffering, and Black grief.”37 This scholarship demonstrates the need for further research 

on the complexities of white political progressives to consider how the tensions of this social 

position play out in various cultural contexts.  
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Careful examination of how white progressives enact their political identity through 

school choice further illuminates the contradictions inherent to their position. Margaret 

Hagerman’s “conundrum of privilege” provides a useful springboard from which to grapple with 

these tensions.38 Hagerman characterizes the “conundrum of privilege” as the complexity of 

raising a white, privileged child in a way that supports the individual child while also 

recognizing the injustice of the systems of privilege that benefit the child. She considers: “How 

does one raise children in ways that truly cultivate antiracist praxis while still receiving unearned 

white advantage and the benefits of class privilege?”39 Hagerman indicates the tension between 

white political progressives’ valuing of antiracism, social justice, and dismantling oppressive 

systems with the fact that they are positioned to benefit from such systems. My project 

intervenes in these observations about the complexities and contradictions of the white political 

progressive. I examine the tensions of the progressive white identity through the competing 

values of community and the individual.  

Collective beliefs in the value of community unite political progressives. Sharon Crowley 

indicates how a shared belief set discursively functions to reinforce a sense of in-group identity.40 

Generally speaking, political progressives believe in the good of the broader community and a 

commitment to social wellbeing. Robert Asen suggests that belief in the value of community is a 

“practice” that involves concern for others and feelings of mutuality and solidarity.41 Some 

progressive parents manifest their political identity through the act of making educational 

decisions that support their beliefs in the welfare of the broader community. Indeed, Maia 

Bloomfield Cucchiara and Erin McNamara Horvat articulate that school choice feels like a 

symbolic way for some parents to enact their political ideologies, and certain parents will make 

school choice decisions to align with their liberal political beliefs.42 White progressive parents 
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may intentionally make educational decisions for their children in accordance with aspects of 

their progressive ideology, like educational equity and multiculturalism.43 School choice 

functions as a tangible way to act on their nominal commitments rooted in the value of 

community.  

Although progressive white parents may choose to demonstrate their commitments to 

community through their school choices, they do so within a U.S. social context that celebrates 

and values the individual. Rebecca Kuehl identifies how dominant ideologies circulate in 

education reform discourses to promote individualism through emphasizing “individual 

accountability” and “personal responsibility.”44 Broader capitalist structures reinforce these 

principles of individualism. Ronald Jackson observes how the U.S. capitalist system depends on 

an “insistence on rabid individualism.” Noting the connection between whiteness and capitalism, 

he describes how whiteness functions as a “template” for “pull-yourself-up-by-your-bootstrap 

American capitalist success,” in a way that suggests all are equally capable of individual success 

regardless of structural disadvantages.45 In this way, whiteness and capitalism are inextricably 

linked. Eduardo Bonilla-Silva asserts that white adherence to the principle of individualism 

obscures the uneven structural racial dynamics and reproduces white supremacy.46 Despite white 

progressive parents’ commitments to the value of community, they exercise school choice within 

a broader, racist capitalist structure which promotes the individual in race neutral ways that 

dangerously reinforce racial inequity.   

Dominant neoliberal ideologies circulate in K12 education to further reinscribe 

celebrations of the individual. Neoliberalism exerts a hegemonic influence as an orientation that 

applies a market-based lens to previously non-economic public realms, like education.47 

Neoliberal structural influences have constructed K12 public education into a site of privatization 
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reforms that create uneven systems of privilege that foment race- and class-based inequities.48 

Neoliberal ideology manifests in education discourse to promote values like the freedom of 

competition and individual choice through efforts to privatize education.49 As a result of these 

hegemonic influences, the logic of parent as individual consumer has become a generally 

accepted norm in U.S. K12 education contexts. Neoliberal education reforms promote an 

ideology of school choice that positions parents into a consumer entitled to choose.50 Within this 

neoliberal ideology, choice becomes associated with an abstracted form of freedom: a parent’s 

freedom to shop for the best fit school and a parent’s freedom to have options.51 One danger in 

this of course is that neoliberalism depends on the depoliticization of race and the absence of 

race as a legitimate topic of public discourse. Neoliberalism’s minimization of racial inequities 

centers whiteness as the invisible racial reference and blames individual people of color for their 

shortcomings rather than attend to structural racism.52 The broader context of neoliberalism 

promotes race-absent discourses that position the parent as an individual consumer without fully 

reckoning with the ways structural racism produces systems that unevenly position families to 

exercise school choice. Robert Asen observes how dominant neoliberal discourse, like that of 

former education secretary Betsy DeVos, hyper-focuses on the individual, “at the expense of 

wider structures that conditio[n] individual action.”53 Hegemonic systems of capitalism and 

neoliberalism promote and celebrate the individual while perpetuating systems of racial inequity. 

My project illuminates how white progressive parents reckon with the tension between their 

communally-motivated concerns for society’s wellbeing and the forces that influence their drive 

to secure individualistic advantages. 
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Methods 

To trace how progressive white parents’ school choice discourse operates in K12 

education, I conducted rhetorical field work in the summer of 2021. Through a combination of 

interviews and focus groups, I engaged with the unique perspectives of forty-three 

socioeconomically advantaged K12 parents in Dane County, WI that racially identify as white, 

and politically identify as left-of-center. Locating primary texts of local, everyday discourses of 

whiteness that are already in existence often presents a challenge for rhetorical scholars. Field 

methods augment our methodological toolbox, affording rhetorical critics the ability to engage 

otherwise inaccessible texts among vernacular publics.54 Rhetorical field methods enabled me to 

construct a primary text to interrogate the localized discursive phenomenon of how progressive 

white parents with socioeconomic privilege construct their white racial identity in relation to 

power, privilege, and racial difference in their school choice discourse.  

Moreover, field methods’ participatory nature creates opportunities for in situ rhetorical 

study, immersing the critic into the cultural context in which discourse circulates.55 This 

methodological approach allowed me to capture the nuance, texture, and complexity in how this 

local, shared culture rhetorically constructs their racial identities amidst broader discourses. 

Given my position within this methodological approach, it is important to recognize the 

implications of my own white racial identity as both the researcher and the critic. As the 

researcher, I share several characteristics of my social identity with study participants: I racially 

identify as white, I politically identify as progressive, I benefit from socioeconomic advantages, 

and I am a parent. As I engaged with participants, some of these commonalities were obvious, 

such as my white race; some were assumed, such as my progressive identity; and some were at 

times made explicit, such as my role as a mother. These shared identifications absolutely 
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influenced participants’ comfort levels and the ways they chose to discuss their views with me.56 

As the rhetorical critic, I approach this project as one committed to decentering whiteness while 

simultaneously acknowledging my own whiteness and my implication in systems of white 

supremacy. I am also aware that the work of this recognition is an ongoing process. My goal here 

is to work toward critically deconstructing these systems through deepening our understanding of 

the power of language to uphold pervasive, yet often invisible and violent, systems of racism in 

K12 education. 

To recruit study participants, I conducted snowball sampling through contacts in my 

personal network, including Madison-area parents and PTO leaders. They shared the details of 

my study on their neighborhood association listservs, school PTO listservs, social media pages, 

and directly with friends and neighbors in their social networks. I also asked participants at the 

conclusion of their interview for recommendations of people that might be interested in 

participating. I followed up with some, but not all, as to ensure I recruited a representative 

sample of parents from a wide variety of neighborhoods across the Madison area. I conducted 

twenty-nine interviews, lasting between thirty-nine minutes to one hour and thirty-five minutes. 

Twenty-six of these were one-on-one with an individual parent and three were two-on-one with a 

married couple, totaling thirty-two interview participants. I also conducted three seventy-five 

minute focus groups with three to four participants in each, totaling eleven focus group 

participants. The interviews and focus groups met either over Zoom or in-person. Participants 

received a monetary incentive in recognition of their time. With approval from the UW-Madison 

Institutional Review Board and the consent of each participant, the interviews and focus groups 

were recorded and transcribed. 
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Prior to their interview or focus group, participants completed an eight-question 

demographic survey from which I determined their socially economically advantaged 

designation and confirmed their political identity. My socioeconomically advantaged designation 

is based on participants’ reported household incomes and education levels. All participants 

earned within the range or above the median household income for Dane County57 and all 

participants held a BA/S degree, with more than two-thirds holding advanced degrees. My 

political progressive designation is based on all participants identifying as left of center on the 

political spectrum.58 All forty-three participants racially identified as white/Caucasian. Thirty-

nine identified as female and four as identified as male. My sample skews heavily female, as 

more mothers than fathers indicated their interest in participating in the study. The majority of 

participants were in heterosexual marriages, although a handful were in gay marriages, and some 

were single-parents or divorced. Parents worked in a range of careers such as attorneys, 

librarians, software engineers, social workers, researchers, educators, small-business owners, and 

stay-at-home moms. In addition to these roles, many parents assumed leadership positions at 

their children’s schools, serving as classroom volunteers, afterschool club facilitators, members 

of parent leadership groups like the parent teacher organization (PTO) or parent equity groups, 

leaders of school fundraising efforts, or regular attendees of parent assemblies.  

At the start of every interview, I shared my background as a former public-school teacher, 

indicating how that experience raised questions about the education system that led me to my 

PhD program at UW-Madison and conducting this dissertation project.59 The interviews and 

focus groups were semi-structured and followed an interview protocol that covered five main 

themes: school attendance background, political identity and values, definitions of school choice, 

race and difference, and the position of white parents in school choice. Any method presents 
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advantages and limitations, and I acknowledge that people in any interview situation may present 

the best version of themselves rather than reveal their authentic thoughts. While that may have 

certainly occurred in these conversations, I cannot know for sure. I base my analysis off the 

transcripts as they were presented knowing that markers of self-reflexivity informed the 

questions I asked of these texts. Additionally, these perspectives come from people specifically 

living in the midwestern city of Madison, WI. This represents one specific geography. I do not 

claim that this represents a generalizable perspective of all white, socioeconomically advantaged, 

progressive parents. 

I completed two rounds of coding on the transcripts. To begin, I open coded two sets of 

six representative interview transcripts in order to build my code book of first-level descriptive 

themes. Next, I first-level coded all interview and focus group transcripts according to these 

descriptive codes using NVIVO Qualitative Software. Then, I completed second-level analytic 

coding within each of these descriptive themes. A critical paradigm guided my analytic approach. 

Dennis Mumby identifies a critical paradigm as concerned with the “complex relationships 

among discourse, ideology, and power” and how these socially construct systems that influence 

identity and the way one exists in the world.60 I employed rhetorical analysis as my critical 

method. Rhetorical analysis begins with an interest in a phenomenon and attempts to understand 

how it manifests itself discursively. This process unfolds through an oscillation between 

conceptual questions and the text of analysis, as the text is considered in relation to the specific 

conceptual questions to deepen understanding of the text to advance a conceptual argument. 

James Jasinski describes that theory and criticism in rhetorical studies intersect to result in, “the 

development of conceptually grounded, interpretive accounts of particular discursive 

performances.”61 One key assumption that framed my inquiry is an understanding of rhetoric as 
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the study of how symbolic communication influences people or how words and symbols move 

people to act. This definition is based on the idea that language has the power to do things. 

Another key assumption is this is a rhetorical project because of its concern with the way we use 

language to make sense of our social worlds. This project specifically focuses on parent 

discourse to nuance, texture, and deepen our understandings of how parents talk about school 

choice.  

 

Case Context: The Progressive, Advantaged, and Segregated City of Madison, WI  

As Wisconsin’s capital city and home to the state’s flagship university, Madison’s current 

population hovers around 269,840. Consistently ranked as one of America’s “best places to live” 

Madison is nationally recognized as eco-friendly, physically fit, bike-friendly, family-friendly, 

and of course as a college football town.62 Madison is also nationally well-known for its 

progressive politics. In the 2020 Presidential election, over 75% of Dane County, where Madison 

is located, voted for President Biden, and over 76% of Madison voted in favor of two local 

school district referenda that would raise property taxes in support of the city’s schools.63 The 

city is steeped in a long history of taking an active role in progressive causes. Protests regularly 

gather in front of the Wisconsin State Capitol building to advocate for abortion-rights, gun 

control reform, marijuana legalization, or climate change policies. In the summer of 2020, after 

the murder of George Floyd by Minneapolis police, Madison-area residents participated in racial 

justice protests in downtown Madison for nearly 11 consecutive days. Madison residents also 

tend to be highly educated and economically advantaged with 58.5% of its population holding a 

Bachelor’s degree or higher and an average household income of $67,565.64 These 
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socioeconomic levels cater to class privilege, making Madison a comfortable city to live in for 

those who are white and middle-class.   

Accounting for Madison’s racial segregation and educational disparities paints a less 

bright picture of the city. A 2020 report ranked Wisconsin the most segregated state in America, 

reflecting the significant disparities between the state’s white and Black residents in areas such as 

income gaps and labor force participation.65 Historical patterns of residential segregation, which 

reveal the city’s alignment with national trends of exclusionary housing and zoning practices 

dating back to the 1930s, continue to shape a racially segregated city.66 Madison is an 

overwhelming white city with nearly 73% of its population racially identifying as white, and 

about 9% identifying as Asian, 7% identifying as Latinx, and 7% identifying as Black.67 Despite 

its majority white population, Madison Metropolitan School District (MMSD) is what is known 

as a “majority-minority” school district. More than half of MMSD’s students are students of 

color, and white students comprise 43% of the district’s enrollment.68 Within the district, white 

students consistently outperform their Black and Brown peers on a variety of academic 

measures.69  

Madison’s school choice context made it a salient site for this study. All Madison-area 

students are assigned to a default public school based on their designated attendance areas. There 

is a lottery-system in MMSD for three middle-schools and for the Dual Language Immersion 

program. MMSD offers an internal transfer program, and the Wisconsin Department of Public 

Instruction provides an inter-district public school open enrollment program. Parents can also 

choose among the handful of charter school options in the area. Additionally, there are a variety 

of private schools around Madison as well as a statewide private school voucher program 

available for qualifying families.  
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Whether it be an intentional choice or choice by happenstance, Madison-area families 

also exercise school choice through choosing where to live. Although all the public schools 

within the city proper are part of MMSD, local assumptions persist about the varying quality of 

MMSD schools based on location. Madison is geographically situated on an isthmus between 

two lakes that divide the city into what residents refer to as the “West Side” and the “East Side.” 

Regarded as the more white collar of the two, the West Side carries some of the highest property 

taxes in the city as well as a strong reputation for high-performing schools. The parents I spoke 

to consistently lauded West High School as the standard of comparison for all the other high 

schools in the city, describing how families intentionally choose to live in neighborhoods that fall 

within the West High zoning boundaries. The East Side takes pride in its crunchy hippie identity 

and asserts itself as the more liberal of the two. Reflecting higher levels of racial diversity, 

schools on the East Side fluctuate more in terms of their academic performance. What’s more, 

even within this West Side / East Side divide, differing perceptions of schools persist at the 

neighborhood level. For instance, there are greater concentrations of wealth in the neighborhoods 

in closer proximity to the city center and University. This concentrated wealth produces better-

resourced schools in these neighborhoods due to factors like home values and parents’ income 

levels, the latter influencing efforts like school fundraising campaigns. Neighborhood-level 

reputations of schools reflect patterns of Madison’s residential segregation, as certain schools are 

known to be majority all-white schools while others just a few miles away enroll primarily 

students of color. Furthermore, a ring of neighboring suburbs borders the city of Madison. The 

school districts within these adjacent communities are generally assumed to be less racially 

diverse, more financially resourced, and more academically rigorous than MMSD.  
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Within my sample, 67% of families chose among only public-school options and the 

other 33% choose among mixed public and private options. Public options included staying at 

their default public school in the city of Madison proper or in a neighboring suburb, open 

enrolling to another public school in MMSD or neighboring school district, entering the lottery 

for a public magnet school, or enrolling in a publicly-funded charter school. Private options 

included enrolling in religious, gifted, specialty, and secular private schools. Within this typology 

of participants’ school choices, parents held a range of viewpoints on various forms of choice, 

how much choice parents should have, and the conditions that justify the need for school choice. 

Taken together, these unique perspectives create a cohesive text of progressive white parents’ 

school choice discourse for critical examination.   

 

Chapter Previews 

In Chapter 1, “Unpacking the Tensions of Progressive White Parents: Agency to Choose 

Varying Degrees of Value Alignment,” I examine the dissonance in the degrees of value 

alignment between parents professed progressive identity and the values they associate with their 

educational decisions. I ask how white progressive parents discuss their K12 educational 

decisions for their children in accordance with their progressive political values. Considering the 

key concepts of agency and choice, I contextualize choice discourse in relation to the structural 

advantages of socioeconomically advantaged, progressive white parents’ positionality. Doing so 

accounts for the ways these parents’ uneven positioning enables them to exercise choice with 

minimal constraints. I argue that from this already unfair position of increased agency, parents 

enjoy an additional agency to choose the degree of value alignment between their progressive 

identity and their school choice decisions. My analysis of parents’ discourse demonstrates four 
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stages of value alignment: concordance, challenge, compromise, contradiction. This chapter 

complicates and nuances the position of white political progressives through demonstrating the 

varied ways they grapple with their values, privilege, and identities. The heterogeneity among 

the modes in which they enact their progressive identities through school choice illustrates the 

struggle in aligning with the value of community against the influence of broader societal 

structures that promote individualism like neoliberalism, capitalism, and structural racism. 

Chapter 2, “Gradations of Self-Reflexivity: How Progressive White Parents Understand 

their White Racial Identity” explores the extent to which progressive white parents are critically 

aware of their white racial identity when talking about their school choice decisions. 

Interrogating whiteness as a rhetorical identity, I emphasize the ways whiteness functions as 

privileged, embodied, and operating as if outside of identity. Through the frame of critical self-

reflexivity, I reveal the varying degrees to which participants name and recognize their whiteness 

as a privileged social identity. I argue that participants reflect on their whiteness through 

ambiguity, ease and comfort, and relationality. The gradations of self-reflexivity evident within 

each of these themes reveal a range of understandings of whiteness as part of a hegemonic 

structure for which parents might assume a broader sense of responsibility. This chapter engages 

a nominalist rhetoric to attend to the varying degrees to which white parents are critically aware 

of their white privilege. In doing so, I trace how parents understand their whiteness as a 

rhetorical identity in ways that operate to sustain, question, and challenge the status quo.  

Chapter 3 “Choosing Diverse Schools: Troubling Uncritical Diversity Discourses,” 

critically examines how the term diversity functions in progressive white parents’ school choice 

discourse. I demonstrate the significance of the racialized contexts in which the polysemous term 

diversity circulates to suggest how diversity produces contradictory “both-and” meanings. I 
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argue that emphasizing the privileged positioning of white rhetors illustrates how diversity 

operates as both a well-intentioned discourse that celebrates multiculturalism and one that 

conceals inequities, revealing diversity discourses that function to maintain whiteness as center. 

My analysis demonstrates the varying degrees to which these discourses reinforce whiteness as 

dominant through exploration of how parents rhetorically position diversity in relation to their 

school choice decisions as a threat, as a distant other, as capital, and as commonplace. In 

troubling these uncritical diversity discourses, this chapter contributes a nuanced and complex 

interpretation of how polysemous diversity discourses get employed by white rhetors in 

racialized contexts like school choice to produce contradictory meanings.  

Finally, in the dissertation’s conclusion, “Disrupting Whiteness through Critical 

Awareness and Social Responsibility,” I unpack the implications of white progressive parents’ 

school choice discourse as they relate to the tension between community and the individual. In 

doing so, I underscore the significance of foregrounding the rhetor’s white positionality, a 

continuum of critical awareness, and social responsibility to the ways this tension played out in 

parents’ discourse. I also further unpack how this dissertation contributes to the theoretical 

concepts of choice, ideology, identity, and difference while anticipating future scholarly inquiry 

in these areas. Moreover, I reflect on my project’s contributions in terms of rhetorical field 

methods, highlighting the significance of interviews and focus groups in prompting opportunities 

to increase participants’ self-reflexivity. Finally, I assert that this project deepens our scholarly 

understanding within this area of public discourse through its emphasis on the themes of 

individual instances of critical awareness and social responsibility. I gesture toward future 

scholarship that engages individual actions harnessed toward social responsibility in pursuit of 

community values, particularly as they pertain to antiracism and educational equity.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 

Unpacking the Tensions of Progressive White Parents:  

Agency to Choose Varying Degrees of Value Alignment  

 

Residents of Madison, WI pride themselves in their strong progressive identity through 

the ways they value their public institutions like the education system. Madison progressives 

overwhelmingly are favorable of their public schools and are generally against school choice 

reforms. As previously mentioned, in 2020 Madison residents demonstrated their support of the 

public school district when over 76% of them voted “yes” in favor of two major school district 

referenda that would invest in MMSD schools through increased property taxes. The common 

understanding is that progressive families attend and support their neighborhood schools rather 

than pursue options that direct funding away from public schools. The phrase “school choice” is 

often negatively associated with state Republican politicians, such as former Wisconsin governor 

Scott Walker, who enacted a state-wide private school voucher program in 2013. Although the 

school choice context differs drastically across major cities in the United States, with some cities 

more amenable to less controversial forms of school choice like charter schools, the pulse of the 

political progressive ethic around the Madison area is one that has not fully embraced charter 

schools. Instead, Madison progressives advocate for the traditional neighborhood public school 

because it resonates most closely with their political values. It is important to contextualize 

Madison’s local school choice context to appreciate the common perceptions of choice that 

provide the backdrop against which study participants’ choice discourse circulated.  
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Given these local resonances between progressive values and public schools, it is perhaps 

unsurprising that the parents I met with overwhelmingly valued their public schools. They grew 

up in the public schools, had parents or other family members that worked as public school 

teachers, vote in favor of referendums that allocate increased funding to the public schools, 

support property tax increases, and vote for elected officials that advocate for the public schools. 

They described their conviction in the public school system, subscribing to the commitment that 

the public schools work best when everybody attends them. They associated the public schools 

with their progressive beliefs, enumerating values such as the ways public schools promote a 

sense of community, connections between neighbors, exposure to all types of learners, and foster 

parent networks. This valuing of their local public schools extended to parents expressing a 

concern with privatization efforts that redirect resources from the public school system. They 

acknowledged how school choice had become a politicized issue and generally positioned 

themselves against any policy that would threaten the livelihood of the area’s public schools. 

They indicated their pro-public education stance through their opposition to school choice 

reforms that erode the public school system, such as private school vouchers. Repeatedly 

throughout our conversations, participants expressed their “belief” in the public schools.   

Despite these shared beliefs, participants associated different values with the notion of 

choice, expressing varying views about how much choice parents should possess. Some 

participants believed there should be no need for choice and everyone should instead invest in 

their public schools. Other participants recognized the need for some choice, as long as it does 

not harm the public schools or get abused by parents with privilege. Some parents conceded that 

there are legitimate needs for choice, citing, for instance, circumstances of children with 

disabilities. Other participants envisioned an equity-based model of choice that would 
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redistribute choice to families that currently lack equal access to exercising choice. Finally, 

several parents said they value choice and that it is important for all parents to have options. 

These conflicting values around choice provoke questions pertaining to the relationship between 

school choice and parents’ collective identity as political progressives.  

In this chapter, I examine the dissonance in the degrees of value alignment between 

parents professed progressive identity and the values they associate with their own school choice 

decisions. I consider the key concepts of agency and choice as I ask how white progressive 

parents discuss their K12 educational decisions for their children in accordance with their 

progressive political values. Drawing on the concept of rhetorical agency, I contextualize choice 

discourse in relation to the structural advantages of socioeconomically advantaged, progressive 

white parents’ positionality. Doing so accounts for the ways parents’ unfair advantages enable 

them to exercise choice with minimal constraints. I argue that from this already advantaged 

position of increased agency, parents enjoy an additional agency to choose the degree of value 

alignment between their progressive identity and their school choice decisions. My analysis of 

parents’ discourse demonstrates a range of four stages of value alignment: concordance, 

challenge, compromise, and contradiction.  

Despite participants’ collective identification as political progressives, how they manifest 

their progressive identities through their school choice discourse differs to the extent they 

emphasize the competing values of community and the individual in their decision making. This 

heterogeneity among the ways they enact their progressive identities through school choice 

illustrates the pull between attempting to align with communal principles and the influence of 

broader structures that promote individualism. Although all parents expressed value in the public 

schools, they struggled in different ways with how to act on that value through their own choices. 
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Tracing how they grappled with decisions around attending the neighborhood public school, I 

assert that their choice discourse reflects a tension between nominal commitments to communal 

values with a desire to maximize individual advantages for their children. This tension illustrates 

the ways individualistic influences tempered communal impulses and the challenges in 

sustaining beliefs in community against structural forces like racial capitalism and neoliberalism.    

This chapter complicates and nuances the social position of white political progressives 

through demonstrating the range of ways they contend with their values, privilege, and identities. 

In what follows, I first theorize agency and choice to contextualize parents’ discourse within 

structural relations of power. Then, I analyze how participants talk about their school choice 

decisions with varying degrees of alignment to their political progressive identity through the 

four themes of concordance, challenge, compromise, and contradiction. Finally, I conclude 

through unpacking the implications of white parents enacting their progressive identity through 

school choice in relation to broader social structures.   

 

Agency, Choice, and a Position of Structural Advantage  

Drawing from the manifold competing and complimentary definitions of rhetorical 

agency,70 I define the concept as the capacity of the rhetor to act and assert that agency must be 

understood in relation to social influences that produce differing material and symbolic 

constraints. Cheryl Geisler defines agency succinctly as the “capacity of the rhetor to act.”71 This 

capacity is shaped by various social forces. Stacey Sowards asserts that rhetors negotiate agency 

in relation to intersecting aspects of their social identities, such as gender, race, ethnicity, and 

class, among others.72 The rhetor’s negotiation of their social position in relation to their capacity 

to act occurs within cultural contexts that produce varying symbolic and material constraints. 
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Karlyn Kohrs Campbell suggests that these “material and symbolic elements of context and 

culture” simultaneously constitute and constrain agency as a social force.73 Attention to the 

dynamics of a rhetor’s negotiation of their capacity to act in relation to social identity illuminates 

how agency is unevenly distributed.   

The ability to exercise choice is one mode through which agency gets enacted. The 

concept choice presents itself as a neutral, market-based term. Understood through competitive 

market principles, individual market actors are free exercise choice without constraint to indicate 

their preferences, such as choosing a school. It is crucial to situate choice within the uneven 

power relations in which it circulates to reveal how these contextual factors produce varying 

levels of access to choice. Whitney Gent complicates neoliberal discourses that position choice 

as a universally accessible value through contextualizing choice within relations of power to 

make visible the ways social inequality produces uneven access to choice. 74 Within the discourse 

of neoliberal education reforms more specifically, rhetorical scholars trouble how the concept 

choice operates, demonstrating the ways these discourses leverage “choice” to promote 

privatization while obscuring how market-based principles exacerbate educational inequities.75  

Choice does not occur in a vacuum; rather, power relations like structural inequalities, the 

uneven distribution of resources, and racial privilege differently position individuals to be able to 

exercise choice.   

Attention to the contexts in which choice actually circulates reveals how structural 

inequalities influence the ways choice differently constrains and enables. Factors like the 

relationship between structural racism and urban planning influence how parents exercise school 

choice. Drawing attention to the racial geography of school choice, Education scholars Jeremy 

Singer and Sarah Winchell Lenhoff indicate how open enrollment enables white and 
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socioeconomically advantaged families to hoard educational opportunities via enrollment 

patterns that redirect resources away from racially minoritized students and produce racially 

segregated schools. 76 Structural advantages can enable white, socioeconomically advantaged 

families with greater ability to exercise choice and constrain the ability for families that do not 

benefit from race and class-based privileges. Citing circumstances like poverty, community 

instability, and family structure, Philosopher Derrick Darby and Education scholar Argun 

Saatcioglu describe how material and social adversities can hinder the capacity for some families 

marginalized by race and class to exercise school choice.77 Contextualizing how choice 

circulates within uneven social structures accounts for the ways choice can simultaneously 

constrain and enable.  

Uneven access to choice also must be understood in relation to society’s unequal 

distribution of material and symbolic resources. Crucial differences in the accumulation and 

possession of various forms capital such as financial resources, access to transportation, time, 

institutional knowledge of the school system, and more influence parents’ capacity to exercise 

choice. In his framework of forms of capital, Pierre Bourdieu accounts for how the unequal 

accumulation of economic, cultural, and social capital reproduces social structures.78 Attention to 

the unevenness of these various forms of capital accounts for how choice differently constrains 

and enables. For instance, Bourdieu classifies social capital as the network of social relationships 

that lead to upward mobility.79 Demonstrating the significance of social capital in the school 

choice process, Sociologists of Education indicate how white parent networks influence school 

reputations to inform the educational decisions of other white parents.80 Such instances of white 

parents leveraging their social capital can reproduce racial segregation, as white families 

concentrate in specific schools and districts, influencing enrollment patterns and funding in ways 
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that may constrain the ability of other families to exercise choice. Likewise, parents’ forms of 

cultural capital, such as their knowledge of the school system, their own educational experiences, 

their occupations and/or status within their communities also account for the ways white families 

with socioeconomic privilege can exercise school choice with fewer constraints than families 

with less access to cultural capital. Contextualizing how white, socioeconomically advantaged 

parents benefit from society’s unequal distribution of resources reveals how they unfairly possess 

multiple forms of capital that allow them to freely exercise school choice with minimal 

constraints. 

Analyses of choice also need to specifically account for the privileges associated with 

white parents’ racial positionality. Rhetorical scholarship has indicated how we must analyze 

choice discourse in relation to rhetor positionality, as positionality reveals differences in 

privilege and access.81 To fully consider the school choice discourse of white, socioeconomically 

advantaged, progressive parents requires foregrounding the ways they benefit from the unearned 

racial privileges of whiteness that position them with greater access to choice. Education 

research has made it abundantly clear that white parents, from their position of structural 

advantage, exercise school choice in ways that function to maintain racial stratification and 

social inequalities.82 In fact, Education Sociologist Amanda Lewis engages Bourdieu’s 

framework to argue that whiteness itself operates within schools as a form of symbolic capital, or 

as a “resource that may be accessed or deployed to provide access to additional resources.”83 In 

other words, parents’ white racial identities function within institutions like K12 public 

education to bestow additional benefits on them because of the symbolic power of whiteness. 

Thus, attention to parents’ racial positionality must vitally inform how to interpret the values 

parents associate with choice. 
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The concept agency enables us to conceptualize parents’ capacity to act in accordance 

with their professed progressive values. I argue that from the position of increased agency that 

socioeconomically advantaged, progressive white parents possess occupy, they enjoy an 

additional layer of agency to decide to what degree to act in alignment with their professed 

progressive identity. It is crucial to emphasize that they negotiate these values already from a 

position of structural advantage. It is from this privileged position that we can examine the 

dissonance and tensions between their professed progressive identity and the actual values that 

guide their educational decisions for their children. Indeed, Education researchers observe this 

contradiction in white parent’s school choice behavior, noting how parents often struggle to 

reconcile their nominal commitments to values like integration, antiracism, and multiculturalism 

with securing competitive advantages for their individual child. 84 I maintain that while white 

progressive parents with socioeconomic privilege already possess greater agency to exercise 

choice, they also possess an additional agency to choose to what degree they actually want to act 

in alignment with their nominal progressive commitments.  

To be sure, parents across racial, ethnic, and class backgrounds negotiate various values 

when making educational decisions and do so in ways that comport with their identities to 

differing degrees. Indeed, Linn Posey-Maddox and co-authors explore how Black parents make 

certain trade-offs and risk assessments when considering quality schooling options for their 

children.85 Yet, the authors make the crucial point that Black parents negotiate these decisions 

from a constrained position, emphasizing how Black parents encounter racialized dilemmas as 

they weigh factors like the effects of racialized harm and anti-Black racism on their children in 

their school choice process.86 Posey-Maddox and her co-authors’ study underscores how parents 

minoritized by race negotiate different contextual factors into their school choice process than do 
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white parents with race and class-based advantages. Socioeconomically advantaged white 

parents possess the privilege to choose whether to explicitly factor race into their decision 

making. Although their whiteness has a bearing on their social realities at all times, one of the 

structural advantages of whiteness is the privilege to maintain one’s racial identity as implicit. 

Because the public school system is structurally designed for the benefit of white families, their 

racial position need not always be made explicit. The white progressive parents with 

socioeconomic advantages in this study exercise choice from a position of structural privilege 

within a social institution designed for them. The structural position of privilege from which they 

talk about their choices matters. Contextualizing their choice discourse within power relations 

like structural inequalities, societal resources, and the privileges associated with their white 

positionality informs how to interpret the varied degrees of dissonance between parents’ 

professed progressive identity and the values they associate with their school choice decisions.   

 

Analyzing Degrees of Value Alignment in Parents’ School Choice Discourse  

In the following analysis, I trace how parents reckon with the tensions of their privileged 

position through revealing the varying degrees of value alignment between their professed 

identities as political progressives and the values they associate with school choice. I consider 

these varying degrees of value alignment through four stages: concordance, challenge, 

compromise, and contradiction. Concordance reflects themes in parents’ discourse that indicate 

harmony and alignment between their progressive political identities and the values informing 

their school choice process. Challenge reflects themes in parents’ discourse where parents had 

aspired for alignment, but instead experience questioning and uncertainty around the tensions 

their identities and choices produce. Compromise refers to the ways parents “pick and choose” 
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and ultimately make concessions, weighing certain values more heavily than others. Finally, 

contradiction encompasses themes within parents’ discourse where they spoke about their choice 

values in ways that did not conform to their political identities. Although I created these four 

stages of value alignment to demonstrate parents’ varying degrees of dissonance, each interview 

did not match purely into each stage. In general, an interview resonated most strongly with one 

stage, although in some cases a parent within the same interview reflected themes that 

overlapped across more than one stage. These overlaps suggest the porousness among these 

arbitrary distinctions and further illustrate the nuance and complexity of parents’ struggles with 

the tensions of their social position.   

Concordance  

First, parents talked about how they enacted their progressive identity through their 

school choice decisions in ways that reflected concordance of identity and values. In this most 

value aligned stage, parents associated communal values with school choice, describing making 

choices that emphasized broader societal needs over the needs of their individual children. They 

associated choice with the value of the “greater good.” To illustrate, one mother told me:  

[I]t’s important to be. . . part of a greater good. . .[I]t’s important for my kids to not think 

. . . that their education is more important than somebody else’s. . . I don’t know if it’s a 

Democrat thing or not but like the idea that we have plenty of resources available to us as 

middle-class white parents. . . and our kids do than a lot of kids in the school. . . I don’t 

think it’s important for me to be protecting their rights. I think it’s more important for me 

to be looking out for the greater good of that class, or that school and supporting the kids 

in there that need the more. . . support. 

 

Explicitly recognizing the resources afforded to her as white and middle class, this mother 

expressed her concern with advocating for needs of less-resourced children more so than her own 

children. She associated her value for the “greater good” with her political ideology to illustrate 

how school choice functions as a manifestation of her political identity through her choice to 
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support her neighborhood public schools. Parents that talked about their choices in concordance 

with their progressive identity associated choice with communal values like the need to care 

about others beyond their individual family unit.  

 Within the stage of concordance, parents discussed individual choices in terms of broader 

impacts on society. One husband and wife explained how they weigh the needs of the broader 

community more heavily than the needs of their individual children. The husband explained: 

“[S]ometimes you make a choice for society, or for your community, that . . . maybe isn’t the 

best choice for your kids.” The wife added: “But maybe . . . in the larger picture maybe the kid 

finds it to be a school that they don’t want to go to but if you’re making the choice for the benefit 

of the community, then in the end I think you could argue that that is what’s better for your kid. . 

. you just maybe can’t. . .There’s not an immediate return.” Their language of making choices for 

the wellbeing of the “community” or “society” suggests the ways they align their choices to 

communal values. Their perspective reflects a trade-off of individual values in favor of 

communal values, as they indicate how a concern for the wellbeing of their communities in turn 

could benefit their children too, but the latter is not their primarily concern in the way it is for 

parents that center more individualistic values. Yet, despite intentions of communal values 

motivating their choices, the economic language of “benefits” and “immediate return” for their 

individual child reflects the pervasiveness of a consumerist mentality. This discrepancy reveals 

the tension of their privileged position to think and act like consumers, even when doing so in 

ways that reflect a concern for their communities. 

The modes by which participants characterized their choice to stay in their assigned 

public school also illuminated how they made choices in concordance with their progressive 

identities. They characterized public schools as “public goods,” and they viewed their individual 
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choice to stay as “investing” in the public schools. As one mother articulated, “I feel really 

strongly about public goods and . . . us all paying into a system that provides goods and services 

to everyone. And those things get stronger when we all use them.” She considered the financial 

impacts of her choices broadly, indicating her understanding that her individual choices carry 

financial implications that influence the funding of the public school system. Albeit employing 

economic language that suggests she acts as a consumer with dollars attached to her choices, she 

tempers her individualistic rhetoric through expressing value in public schools as a “public 

good” and choosing to act in alignment with those values. Other parents likewise expressed how 

they value public institutions and choose to act in ways that ensure the flow of public dollars into 

those institutions, reflecting harmony between their values and progressive identity. Choice 

functions here as more than a parent-as-consumer indicating their individual preference; it 

reflects the enactment of their progressive beliefs through the flow of public monies in support of 

public institutions.  

Parents that emphasized communal values in their school choice process understood the 

impact of their individual choices in terms of the broader effects on school funding. This 

recognition reflects a consideration of their privileged position and their decision to intentionally 

exercise choice in ways that would improve the public school system for all. Recognizing how 

the public school system faces myriad challenges, particularly with regards to inadequate 

funding, parents expressed a desire “to be a part of the solution” rather than leave and further 

deplete resources from the public schools. One mother characterized this as “staying is doing 

something” to rationalize her choice to remain at their assigned public school. She described her 

family’s choice process as a very intentional one driven by their beliefs in integration and 

community: “We’re not leaving. We’re not going to move to [the Southwestern Suburbs], we’re 
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not going to open enroll to [the Southwestern Suburbs], we’re going to stay in our community 

and invest in our community . . . Yeah, like staying is doing something in terms of the school 

choice.” She recognized her privilege in naming their ability to move or open enroll to more 

affluent schools in the neighboring suburbs. Yet, she instead expressed her desire to use her 

privileged position to intentionally stay at her assigned school, thus reflecting alignment between 

her beliefs and her choices. “Staying is doing something” because the funding attached to her 

children maintains resources within that school to improve the quality of the school for all 

students, reflecting alignment between the values she associates with her progressive identity and 

her choice decisions.  

The expression of “my kid will be fine” emerged as another theme within the 

concordance stage. Parents reconciled the potential drawbacks and shortcomings the choice to 

remain at their assigned public schools produced with the reassurance that their children would 

ultimately succeed academically because of the resources available to their family. Within this 

theme, alignment to their progressive beliefs in the public schools came with a little individual 

sacrifice of their children’s academic experience. One mother articulated this trade-off: “you’re 

involved in your child’s education, you have so many resources, like you’re this white parent 

with usually two working parents and lots of resources . . . you’re going to be able to provide for 

your child if they’re struggling, like they’re going to be fine.” Her confidence in knowing her 

child would succeed academically despite concerns with the quality of instruction at their school 

speaks to how her social and cultural capital ensures her child’s academic success. She has the 

privileged ability to emphasize community in her choice decisions because she can trust her 

individual child’s needs will be met regardless. Similarly, parents indicated predictors of 

educational success such as two-parent households, parent education levels, financial resources, 
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the means to provide tutoring and enrichment, and high graduation rates for white students. One 

husband and wife illustrated this perspective, the wife explaining, “There’s this feeling of like 

our kids, probably because of their privilege, their whiteness . . . their place in society, because 

of how they were born. . . They have all of the things that all of the data shows that they need. . . 

And so. . . to that degree, our whiteness keeps us in a school where I feel like we can do good by 

staying in a community.” Her husband continued, “We might be much more likely to advocate or 

make school choices. . . choose a different school if we thought it was going to be a better 

school. If we didn’t think that--,” and his wife finished the sentence for him: “--they’d be fine 

wherever.” The reassurance to trust that their kids would ultimately be “fine” illustrates how 

families like theirs encounter minimal constraints when exercising choice as their unequal 

possession of economic, social, and cultural capital provides a comfort in knowing their children 

will succeed academically in most learning environments. This security enables them to make 

choices that “do good by staying in a community,” because they can trust their individual child’s 

needs will also be met, even when those needs do not centrally drive their decision making.  

The context in which these progressive white parents negotiate trade-offs differs from 

parents of color that must factor in the racialized environment and potential racist threats toward 

their children. The white couple above indicated how they simply sacrifice a less rigorous 

learning environment for the sake of making community-driven choices that align with their 

progressive identities. Yet, another mother troubled the ways her desire to remain in the public 

schools produces a tension with her expectations around academics:  

It’s easy when things are going well for my child to say I’m making a decision that is 

good for everyone, right? . . . I just think like it’s easy to say that until the moment where 

. . . my child is losing something to benefit another kid . . . A lot of us white people who 

are pretty good at saying the right thing until the point where we feel like our kid isn’t 

getting the absolute most that they could get. And how do we deal with that in our 

schools, and in our school system when we bump up against that? Because it’s like well I 
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want my kids to get all the pros of being in this environment, but I don’t want them to 

lose out and I don’t want somebody else to get more than they do, and that’s the exact 

point, right? Like we’ve gotten a lot more than a lot of people have gotten, so I just think 

it’s something that I’m trying to think about and let go a little bit of in terms of my 

expectations about what we walk away from school with.   

 

This mother grappled with her privileged positionality through recognizing society’s unfair 

distribution of resources while still feeling the individualistic pull to seize educational 

opportunities for her child. She called out how it is “easy” to make nominal commitments, but 

then indicated the difficulty in actually sustaining those commitments. Her perspective illustrates 

the tension between making choices aligned to community and the individualistic impulse to 

maximize learning experiences, ensuring the child does not “lose out.” This tension illuminates 

how progressive white parents attempt to align their school choices to values that resonate with 

their political identity amidst the pull of broader structures that reinforce competition and the 

individual.  

Within this stage of concordance of identity and values, parents diluted the strength of 

their convictions when they discussed their ability to have a backup plan in place. They spoke to 

their enactment of their progressive identity through their choice to attend their public school, 

but then acknowledged possessing other options if they needed them, or as one mother put it, 

having a “safety valve.” Parents described how mechanisms of choice like the ability to open 

enroll, reconsider their finances to budget for private school, or even relocate houses enabled 

them options in the school choice process. These options indicate the sense of ease with which 

parents exercise choice, due to their accumulation of capital. The security in possessing options 

enabled parents to make the “riskier” choice to align with their progressive identities. For 

instance, the ways parents acknowledged how if their current choice did not work out, they felt 
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financially positioned to “entertain” other options illustrates levels of economic capital. As one 

mother described: 

The economic situation that I’m in . . . which is very much a product of whiteness gives 

me the possibility to consider other things that we’ve chosen not to do, but it did put 

those things on the table. . . I didn’t seriously consider them . . . I didn’t actually go down 

the path of like school visits and grappling with like will we put this particular kid in 

there but I did think about them, and I knew that I could think about them because we 

could . . . have. . . if that was going to be a financial priority in our family. We have the 

option of making that a financial priority, I mean it’s not that it would be like an easy 

decision. . . but it’s one we could entertain. And I know that my whiteness has everything 

to do with the position that my husband I are both in, financially, or it has a huge part. 

 

Despite acknowledging she has never acted on other options, her accumulation of financial 

capital affords her peace of mind in knowing she has them. She exercises her agency in choosing 

to enroll her children in public schools, indicating the alignment with her progressive identity; 

yet, she engages that choice very much from a position of structural privilege, knowing she 

makes that choice among other possible options.  

Parents also spoke to their relative ease in choosing where to live to attend a particular 

school. For example, one participant articulated the progressive values that inform her choice of 

the neighborhood public school, but then diluted the strength of these assertions when she noted 

how “easy” it would been for her family to just choose another house if they did not end up 

liking their assigned school: “had we been super nervous about [our assigned Elementary 

School] . . . had we been super worried . . . people across the street go to [the nearby Elementary 

School], [and it] would have been the easiest thing in the world to just buy one of the houses 

over there. So we . . . did vote by choosing the house we chose and sticking with the assigned 

school . . . there’s lots of ways to make those adjustments if you’re in a situation where you can 

and feel you need to.” Her family’s financial situation affords her a sense of ease in exercising 

school choice with minimal constraint. The position of structural advantage from which she 
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exercises choice is reflected through her flippancy around the discussion of moving houses. 

Several other parents expressed this pattern of considering relocating houses for a school. 

Moving houses to attend a certain school illustrates the ability to exercise school choice with 

minimal constraints. Despite the alignment between their choice to attend their assigned public 

school and their progressive identity, the rhetorical effect of participants’ discussions of a safety 

valve dampens their commitments to community through recasting emphasis on their individual 

family’s privileged position.  

Challenge 

Within the challenge stage of value alignment, parents wrestled more explicitly with the 

difficulties in enacting their progressive identities through their school choice decisions. They 

questioned how to reconcile their progressive identity with the desire to maximize educational 

opportunities for their individual children. Distinct from the stage of concordance, where broader 

societal impacts motivated parents’ choices, discourse in the challenge stage more narrowly 

valued education “for my child.” It leveraged choice to ensure the education of the individual 

child and struggled to equally value the accessibility of education for others. To illustrate, a 

mother told me “I’ve been very concerned about the achievement gap. And I know that they say 

that. . . I don’t know higher achieving kids or whatever are pulling, pull your kids out of the 

public schools that hurts public school, but . . .  at the same time. I feel like, we need to think 

about college and having them get a good education. It’s like, well, are they going to get a good 

education no matter what or do they need a different environment?” This participant’s line of 

questioning demonstrates the dissonance between her concern for the wellbeing of students 

facing academic challenges with her desire to ensure that her daughters receive a rigorous, 

college preparatory education. Although she indicated a concern with how her choices impact the 
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quality of the public schools, she tempered those broader concerns with her impulse to secure a 

competitive learning environment for her children. Another mother demonstrated a similar 

negotiation of values as she struggled with the question of whether to keep her children in 

MMSD or move to the suburbs: “[H]ow do you not believe you’re sacrificing your kids’ future? . 

. . I want them to have good things like science curriculum and . . . AP. . . I know if my kids went 

to [the Western Suburb] they would be getting a much more rigorous science curriculum. (pause) 

Now, we wouldn’t have full immersion Spanish, they wouldn’t have the racial diversity, but I 

know for damn sure, they’d be getting more . . . than they are getting right now. And that’s much 

harder than I thought it would be.” She grappled with the discomfort in accepting that her 

daughter could be receiving a less academically rigorous education than peers in the more 

resourced suburb. This concern reflects her individualistic drive to secure academic rigor so her 

daughter will be competitive with her peers, while potentially trading off her professed values of 

diversity and multiculturalism. Yet, she reconciled this conflict from her position of structural 

advantage; regardless of the choice she makes, she will ultimately do so with access to 

economic, social, and cultural capital that will ensure her daughter’s educational success. This 

tension reflects how participants contended with broader influences that reinforce individualism 

in ways that challenged their commitments to their progressive identities.   

Parents’ discourse in this challenge stage of value alignment questioned how to reconcile 

the tension between nominal commitments to their progressive identity and choices driven by 

their concern for their individual child. Whereas discourse in the stage of concordance reflected 

parents emphasizing communal values in their choices, parent discourse in the challenge stage 

expressed conflict around how to care about other students as much as their own. One mother 

who chose to stay in her neighborhood public school expressed: “Our schools kind of suck. . . 
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and we have to help fix them for everyone. But it's so hard to get into that mindset of you got to 

care about everyone else’s kids as much as your own. I think that’s where a lot of us have the 

like, I believe in that until I see my kid like suffering or drowning and then you were like, what 

do I do? I’ll just get out of there.” She indicated how it is easy to say the right things until the 

moment where the parent is challenged because their student requires extra support. Her 

perspective illustrates the tension white progressive parents with socioeconomic advantages 

navigate: the pull between communal commitments to the public schools with the parental 

instinct to ensure the needs of their individual children are met. Ultimately, this mother is 

positioned with an increased agency to decide to what degree she wants to make a choice in 

alignment with her professed progressive values.  

Some participants that opted for public schools expressed feeling insecure about their 

choice and questioned the adequacy of their children’s education. For instance, one mother 

expressed how comparisons from friends about their children’s private school experience 

challenges her value of the public schools: “the kids who go to private school, you [ask], how 

was your day? Oh, well, we, you know, learned about this today compared to what my daughter. 

. . took home from her day of learning, which is often not much . . . are we doing her a disservice 

by not giving her a much bigger, more diverse toolkit to work with when it comes to her 

education?” The academic experience of her friends in private school led her to question her 

decisions, illustrating the tension between her professed progressive commitments and the 

individualistic drive to maximize her daughter’s educational experience. Another participant 

grappled with the dissonance of wanting to stay in the public schools while also feeling like her 

children are not receiving the level of education they could be: “I can’t bear to not stay and be a 

part of it but like also there’s been things that I’ve found really troubling and disappointing, and I 
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felt like the needs of my kids haven’t been met in the way that I wish they could be. But also I 

feel like there’s a lot of value to having them do what’s available . . . for everybody.” Her 

concern about the quality of her children’s education challenges her belief in the public schools. 

She expressed value in her children remaining a part of the option “available for everybody” and 

how attending public schools aligns with her progressive identity through her declaration of “I 

can’t bear to not stay and be a part of it.” Yet, she questioned how to reconcile these 

commitments with her academic expectations of the schools. Unlike the mother in the 

concordance stage, who indicated working on adjusting her expectations of what her family 

gains from their schooling experience, this participant remains more challenged.   

In addition to the pattern of questioning, parents in the challenge stage of alignment 

engaged language of discomfort to express the feelings their dissonance produced. They 

confronted their privilege and acknowledged their challenges through phrases like “icky,” 

“tortuous,” “battle,” “pain,” “agony,” “struggle,” and an uncertainty whether they made the 

“right” choice. To illustrate, one mother confided in me that her decision to pull her daughters 

out of public school was “super hard” in the ways it challenged her identity. She explained that 

she had hoped to be “that public school advocate,” continuing: 

I wanted to be the parent who sent my kid to public school and . . . supported public 

schools. And I’m not that parent, and it came down to needing to do what was best for 

my kids. And it’s not what’s best for, like public schools only work well if everyone 

goes. And so from a societal standpoint, I don’t think it was a good decision. So that was 

a bit of an internal struggle. . . Part of it’s my own discomfort. You know, I think I think 

it’s very awkward for me to have my kids at a gifted school. . . Prior to having kids, if 

someone would have said, oh, you send your kids to gifted school, I would have been 

like, no, no, that is not who I am. But it is who I am.  

 

She described her discomfort in the choice process employing language like “internal struggle,” 

and “awkward” as she characterized the ways her choice challenged her perceived identity as a 

political progressive that supports her public schools. She wrestled with the difficulty of 
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sacrificing communal values for the sake of meeting the individualized needs of her children. Of 

course, her possession of capital enables her to be able to make the choice to pursue a gifted 

private school for her children, and so she reckons with this challenge from a position of 

structural privilege. 

 Parents that specifically made choices to pull their children out of the public schools and 

enroll them in private schools for various reasons described that process as “hard.” Their 

experiences reflect the ways their educational decisions challenge their progressive identities. 

One mother recounted, “When we chose to send our kids to [Private School Name] it made us 

feel sick . . . it was a hard decision, and I don’t think we’ve ever fought as a couple more than we 

did about doing that. So, I can tell you that was a hard decision.” Her language of discomfort like 

“hard,” “sick,” and fighting with her husband speaks to the level of conflict this decision 

produced with her progressive identity. Another father told me, “part of our liberal belief is that 

we believe strongly in public services like public education. And so, even just taking [Son] out of 

the pool of public education students, and dropping him in a different pond all while paying 

money to do that” was one of the “hardest things we had to come to grips with.” He explicitly 

spoke to his progressive belief in public monies supporting public goods and how those are 

challenged by his individualistic choices. As these parents described their discomfort through 

language like “hard,” it is crucial to contextualize their challenge within power relations that 

structurally position them with a greater capacity to exercise choice and determine the degree to 

which their choices will align to their progressive identities.  

Parents engaged the language of discomfort to grapple with their privileged ability to 

exercise school choice with minimal constraints. One mother explicitly named her privilege and 

described this recognition as “uncomfortable,” telling me that, “I am certain my parents did not, 



55 
 

and my husband’s parents did not put that much thought into where you went to school, you just 

went to school. It was very uncomfortable to think as much as we did about it. . . Now looking 

back, it felt it feels very privileged to be able to have those thoughts.” Although she named her 

privileged ability to be able to consider multiple schooling options for her children, she also 

indicated how recognizing her privilege produced feelings of discomfort. Parents similarly 

described the discomfort of confronting their privilege as “guilt.” As one mother put it: “As a 

white middle class family . . . we have more choice than. . . some others. And, there are times 

that I feel guilty about that.” This association of guilt with their privilege illustrates the 

inescapability of the tension inherent to white political progressives between their nominal 

commitments to values like educational equity with the recognition that they structurally benefit 

from oppressive systems like white supremacy. Likewise engaging with the term “guilt,” another 

mother told me, “It always weighs. The guilt that all children don’t have that same opportunity, 

and that our public schools aren’t good enough. They don’t have the resources that they need. 

And that simply by virtue of having more resources I’m able to provide my child with an 

alternative.” Her educational decision to enroll her daughter in an alternative school setting 

weakens her progressive assertions in valuing the public schools and her communal visions of 

supporting children beyond her family. Although recognizing her privilege by virtue of her 

access to capital, she leveraged her privileged position to make educational decisions for her 

child in ways that do not align with her professed progressive identity. Parents’ choice discourse 

that challenges their progressive identity illustrates how structures of individualism pull on their 

commitments to the value of community.  
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Compromise 

The compromise stage of value alignment reflects patterns where parents weighed 

individualistic values more heavily in their school choice discourse, ultimately making 

concessions to their progressive commitments. Parents relied on technicalities as one rhetorical 

maneuver to justify choices that did not align with their progressive identity, such as the choice 

to not attend their neighborhood public school. For example, one mother pulled her son out of 

public school because she felt it did not meet his unique learning needs and sought an alternative 

setting for him. She landed on a charter school that is part of the public school district. She 

rationalized her choice: “this was the only school that we were like we, we’re not doing private, 

that’s not, it’s not. No way. . . not just the price but like I cannot live with myself if we did 

private. [T]his was like a kind of like a sneaky like it was technically public.” While she 

indicated how a private school option felt outside of the scope of her perceived progressive 

identity, her identification of a “sneaky” technicality reveals her sense of compromise. She 

negotiated a choice outside of her neighborhood public school that may not have aligned as 

squarely with her progressive identity, but was not as beyond her sense of self as a private option 

would be. Likewise, another participant told me how she relied on technicalities in the way she 

describes to others the type of school her children attend: “I don’t always admit it’s a charter 

school. I say dual language immersion, and everyone just assumes it’s a public dual language, 

which it is! But it is a charter. And there are still people in Madison who don’t think any charters 

are good, and so I think I am very selective on when I use the term in my circles because many 

people hold those perceptions of charter schools or I am very clear to say . . . it’s a district 

charter.” Anticipating the assumptions of Madison progressives who associate charter schools 

with school choice reforms that compete against the public school system, this mother 



57 
 

strategically defined her children’s school to occlude the ways her choice goes against the grain 

of commonly held perceptions of charter schools. Relying on technicalities, she compromises her 

value of attending her local neighborhood public school through her rationalizing that her 

children’s school is a charter school that is technically included within the public school district.   

Parents also employed the language of “pick and choose” and “pros and cons” to indicate 

the ways they negotiated competing values. These rhetorical strategies illustrate how they 

weighed certain values in their decision-making process more heavily over others. For example, 

one mother told me how she “picks and chooses” values in her decision to send her children to a 

private, religious school: “it’s not close to my ideal, but it’s still better than public school for me 

for my family. Because, in terms of safety, . . . the smaller classroom sizes, and it is across the 

street. And I do like the. . . spiritual side of it. . . [A]s I said before, there are cons too. . . ideally . 

. . it’d be more diverse, they’d be more open about the world. But I guess you got to pick and 

choose. Luckily I can teach them some of that area. It just is unfortunate that not all parents may 

be doing the same.” Albeit identifying as progressive, this mother allows other values to guide 

her school choice process than those she would necessarily associate with her political identity. 

To be sure, parents of various social identities certainly negotiate differing values in their school 

choice process; yet, this mother demonstrates how progressive white parents do so from a 

position of structural privilege where the factors that influence their decisions may differ from 

those of parents marginalized by class and race. She recognized, for instance, the school’s 

shortcomings in diversity and open-mindedness, and while she expressed how she can 

supplement that at home, that same factor could potentially produce a racially hostile 

environment for children of color. Another mother employed the language “pros and cons” to 

describe navigating school choice: “My advice is just . . . to list out the pros and cons about how 



58 
 

you want to raise your children, so not thinking just about education, but the other opportunities 

that come with where you send your child, and to factor in as many of those other core beliefs as 

possible so we . . . try to live very green, and yet I had to drive my children to school, back and 

forth and . . . so I feel like you have to weigh out more than just that.” Her perspective 

illuminates how parents negotiate multiple competing values as they choose schools. She 

highlighted her environmental concerns as one of her “core beliefs,” yet acknowledged how she 

still chose a school that required daily drives in their vehicle rather than attend her nearby 

neighborhood elementary school. In her case, other values superseded her professed political 

values to suggest a lack of alignment with her progressive identity.  

Parents employed phrases like “you gotta do what’s best for your kid” to suggest the 

ways they favored more individually driven values in their school choice process at the expense 

of their communal values. They expressed how schooling is not a “one size fits all” model, and 

parents need to do what is “best for your kid,” or “for me,” or “for my family.” Such a mentality 

reflects the dominance of broader neoliberal discourses that emphasize the individual over 

community. The following illustrates how one mother, who pulled her daughter out of public 

school and enrolled her in private school, ultimately weighed individualistic values more heavily 

in her school choice process: “there are some more parents who are more like me, and found 

themselves where public school wasn’t working. And it was a hard decision. But at the end of 

the day, you do what’s best for your kid when you have the means to do so.” Her perspective 

narrowly focuses on her individual child and reflects a departure from notions of what’s best for 

“all kids,” or society as a whole evident in the concordance stage of alignment. She understands 

that she exercises choice from a position of privilege through her recognition that she possesses 

the “means to do so.” Yet, this mother grappled with the tension between her decision and her 
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progressive identity. Her communal beliefs pulled at her even as she asserted this individualistic 

stance. She went on to express that her choice made her “nervous” because it redirects funding 

from the public schools:  

I struggle with it because I moved my kids and made a choice. And everybody should be 

able to do what’s best for their kid. At the same time, if everybody makes that decision 

that’s not good for the greater community. And I wish that we could instead invest in 

public schools and have options within public schools. So I think school choice is really 

tough. And I think that what people don’t understand about school choice is that . . . it 

still only gives choice to people who . . . have some level of privilege . . . it seems like a 

good thing, but it still doesn’t give everybody choice.  

 

Despite ultimately weighing the value of her individual child most heavily in her choice process, 

her progressive identity still actively influences her ideology. She asserted her convictions in 

communal principles like the public schools and the “greater community” while actively making 

choices that are not in alignment with those beliefs. Moreover, her recognition of her ability to 

exercise choice with minimal constraints given her uneven access complicates school choice for 

her both in relation to the tensions of her progressive identity and race and class-based privilege.  

Parents engaged in the rhetorical manuever of describing their “ideal world” versus 

“when it comes down to my actual kid” to emphasize the individual child at the expense of their 

professed progressive identity. A married couple employed this “ideal world” language as they 

spoke to the tension between their professed ideals and their decision to ultimately enroll their 

son in a majority white, academically rigorous middle school over the more racially diverse, less 

high-achieving one. The husband explained, “in an ideal world that’s what . . . we wanted. We 

want to be the parents who send our kids to a school like that. But then when it comes down to 

like what I want to do for my kid- - .” The wife interjected: “It’s different.” The husband 

continued, “It’s hard and I again, I’m embarrassed to admit that what we came to was, what 

we’re going to do for our kid is send them to the best place for them.” His acknowledgement of 
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his embarrassment speaks to the tension between negotiating what he calls his “ideal world,” or 

progressive beliefs in supporting an under-resourced public school and celebrating racial 

diversity, with his individualistic impulse to send his son to “the best place for him.” Ultimately, 

they centered their individual child over competing progressive values. The language of a 

projected “ideal” contrasted with the “actual” functions to create a divide between parents’ 

professed beliefs and the factors that ultimately influenced their choices. As one participant 

succinctly put it, “there’s the belief system, and then there's the everyday for my kid.” Through 

separating their beliefs from their “everyday” choices, parents compartmentalized their projected 

progressive identity as separate from their school choice process, enabling them to justify the 

compromises they made. This differs from the more aligned discourses in the concordance stage, 

where parents enacted their progressive identities through their school choice decisions. For 

example, a mother described how choices about their children produced an exception, allowing 

her to compromise her and her husband’s progressive beliefs: “what we discovered . . . about 

ourselves is there’s this ideology that this is what we want for the world and then there are our 

kids and . . . if it’s specifically related to my kids, then I'm a consumer, and . . . what I need for 

my kids’ needs to be met. And so then I’m blinded by that.” Through positioning choices about 

their individual children as the exception to acting on their set of beliefs “for the world,” parents 

like her could rationalize choices that emphasized the individual over broader community 

concerns. Prioritizing the values of individual family or individual child feels excusable in this 

context because of broader societal influences that reinforce this mentality.  

Parents can justify the compromise of their progressive beliefs for the sake of their 

individual child because it is difficult to rebut the argument that a parent should care for their 

individual child’s needs. I am confident that all participants, regardless of their stage of 
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alignment, value their children and families. The use of the individual child and family as values 

in this compromise stage refers to centering one’s individual family unit above more 

communally driven values. It contrasts from parent discourse in the concordance and challenged 

stages that struggled to reckon with the notion of giving up expectations or sacrificing a bit of 

educational quality for the sake of supporting public institutions and community wellbeing. To 

be sure, I am certain parents that emphasized more communal values in their choice processes 

would also agree they want the best for their children; they would just argue that what is best for 

their children is a thriving neighborhood public school and community. Parent discourse in this 

compromise stage focuses more narrowly on the individual child without these broader 

considerations. To illustrate, one mother justified her choices through positioning her children as 

the dominant value: “your children are . . . they’re the center of your world. . . you want the best 

for them, and you want them to have as many choices and options in life as possible.” In her 

case, the needs of her individual children drove her choice making process more so than making 

sacrifices for the sake of broader societal-level goals. One mother succinctly summarized this 

tendency to center the individual child and family unit as the dominant value: “at the end of the 

day we can only take care of our own kids, which is a sad way to look at it. . . but that’s reality.” 

Her perspective illustrates an understanding of her individual choices in relation to her individual 

family unit rather than viewing them as carrying broader societal impacts. Structural forces that 

emphasize the individual over communal concerns for all society’s children influence her narrow 

vision of “reality.”  

Contradiction 

The final stage, contradiction, reflects how participants spoke about their school choices 

in ways that did not align with their political identities. In most cases, these examples came from 
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parents that opted for private schools or other alternatives to public schools, or that were heavily 

conflicted about their choice to remain in the public schools. Themes that emerged within this 

final stage reflect parents’ willingness to embrace school choice and its mechanisms, despite the 

assumptions of a political progressive stance on the issue. Participants told me about how they 

have engaged modes of school choice such as open enrollment or choosing private schools, 

without needing to qualify these discourses through an equity or broader social lens. As one 

mother told me: “I don’t mind school choice, but I know I, as a . . . what am I left of center I 

should hate school choice, but I don’t mind school choice.” She acknowledged the disconnect 

between her political identity and the ways she values school choice, producing a contradiction 

in her value alignment. Parents described behaving as consumers to embrace mechanisms of 

school choice. One participant who elected to send her children to a private, Montessori school 

described, “From my place of privilege I have been able to make those choices. . . I just never 

really thought about it as participating in the consumer side of it. . . [Y]ou feel more like you’re 

just thrown in the mix, and we’ve just been lucky that we’ve been able to make different choices 

with education. But . . . we have had to spend our money on it.” She acknowledged that she had 

not previously considered her behaviors through a consumer lens despite very much describing 

consumer mentality in noting “we have had to spend our money on it.” Moreover, her 

acknowledgement of her privilege speaks to the ways she exercises choice from a position of 

increased agency while choosing to act in individualized ways that contradict her professed 

progressive identity, rather than use her position of privilege to act in ways that might positively 

impact her community.  

Other participants indicated a bit more self-awareness around the ways their choice 

behaviors produced a conflict with their professed progressive beliefs. One mother characterized 



63 
 

this contradiction as “hypocrisy”: “But when we move[d] them to [Private School Name] . . . we 

were at the time we would say we weren’t running from something we were running to 

something . . . and that’s . . . how we justify . . . we stayed involved in the local public school. . . 

we tried to stay involved, but, yes. . . in that way we were total hypocrites, absolute hypocrites.” 

She called out her “hypocrisy” in demonstrating her support of public schools through remaining 

involved but not to the degree that her own children would attend them. A participant that elects 

to send her daughter to a private school likewise described how her choice produces a “tension” 

with her progressive beliefs in public education:   

I’m happy paying tax money towards [public education]. I would far rather my tax 

dollars be spent collectively educating the children of Wisconsin, than probably on any 

other single line item in the state budget. . . I see this as a collective responsibility that we 

have to provide a core quality education to all children. . . my underlying value is that it 

is a community good . . . And that’s one aspect that’s obviously in tension with my 

choice to pull my child out of a public school and act individually and send them to a 

private school, and how . . . that does impact school funding right that my child’s line 

item is no longer there, and directing towards her school as it was when she was there. . .  

I made the choice to change schools. I guess you can’t read it as anything other than a 

consumer choice. Because at the end of the day I have one child, and she wasn’t getting 

what she needed, and I had the resources to sort of change that situation to try to actually 

have her needs to be met.  

 

Her perspective illustrates the ways her communal values conflict with the individual choices she 

made for her family. Although she acts in alignment with her progressive beliefs through her 

favorable support of public funding toward public institutions, that support does not extend to the 

very personal decision of her daughter’s education. Layered into this tension is the mother’s 

recognition of her privilege through naming her ability to access resources to make those 

individual choices. Her position illustrates her simultaneous advocacy for public schools while 

acting in individualized, consumer-driven ways.  

The conflict between community and the individual prominently characterized parents’ 

discourse within this final stage. They acted in support of the public school system through tax 



64 
 

dollars, voting, volunteering, and financial contributions, while still choosing to enroll their 

children in private school. One mother described this as “conflicting”: “[W]e vote for our taxes 

to go up, even though it’s money into the school that we aren’t sending our daughter to. Because 

we do think it’s the right thing, and we want everyone to be well educated and we want that for 

society. And it feels like really snobby to then send her to private school where it’s like, yes yay 

public schools but we don’t send our kid there, it seems, it feels really snobby.” Her conflict 

demonstrates how white political progressives may actively align themselves with their political 

identity in numerous ways while simultaneously not enact their political identity through the one 

very specific mode of their educational decisions. It suggests limits of how personal white 

political progressives are willing to act to support their communal beliefs in the public schools. 

These limits raise questions about the strength of their progressive assertions and illustrate how 

the position of socioeconomically advantaged, progressive white parents enables them to 

exercise the agency to make choices that do not conform with their progressive commitments.  

Finally, some parents spoke to the conflict between community and the individual 

specifically in terms of progressive beliefs around racial justice. One mother observed of her 

choice to enroll her daughters in majority white private schools:  

There’s a conflict because I think some of the liberal views would be overlapping with 

some of the racial justice beliefs . . . that we support as a family, and yet we’re choosing 

to send our children to schools that are mostly white and affluent. And that’s a that’s a 

big . . . conflict. And . . . that’s, like, a biggest regret about the choices is that . . . we’re 

not supporting our neighborhood families that . . . also include some people of color . . . I 

mean, I hate to say it but I think . . . you pick and choose at the time, which value is the 

most important, and in this case it’s been family. 

 

The ability to represent family as a non-racialized value in her decision-making process 

illustrates the privileged position from which this mother exercises choice. The structural 

benefits of her white privilege enable her to position family as the dominant, race-neutral value 



65 
 

for her justification as to why she cannot make choices that align with her racial justice beliefs. 

This is a privilege specifically afforded to families that benefit from white privilege as their 

whiteness operates in implicit ways not afforded to families minoritized by race. For the latter, 

family is always racialized as parents of color must always account for the racial dynamics of 

their positionality, particularly in public institutions with histories of racial injustice, like the K12 

education system. Socioeconomically advantaged white families possess the ability to engage 

choice in race-neutral ways because the system is designed for their benefit, thus their whiteness 

need not always be made explicit. It is from a privileged location that white, progressive, 

socioeconomically advantaged parents are positioned to choose to act in ways that contradict 

their professed values. They have the ability to express nominal commitments to racialized 

values like integration, antiracism, and social justice while making educational decisions that 

contradict their commitments. These contradictions function to secure individual advantages for 

their child, thus maintaining white students’ position of privilege and perpetuating contributors 

to inequity within the public education system.  

 

Conclusion 

I have considered how white parents talk about their school choice decisions in relation to 

their progressive identities through tracing degrees of value alignment in their school choice 

discourse. Drawing on agency and choice as key concepts, I contextualized choice in relation to 

participants’ structural advantages to account for the ways they are positioned to exercise choice 

with minimal constraints. I have suggested that from this unfair positioning, parents enjoy an 

additional agency to choose the degree of value alignment to their professed progressive 

convictions. This examination of the dissonance and tensions between parents’ professed 

progressive identity and the values they associate with their school choice decisions has 
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demonstrated four different stages of value alignment: concordance, challenge, compromise, and 

contradiction.  

Through complicating the ways parents negotiate competing values in their school choice 

process, this chapter contributes a nuanced and complex understanding of the social position of 

the white political progressive. Although there are myriad ways white parents may enact their 

political progressive identity, I have focused the act of choosing schools for their children as one 

specific mode, revealing a variation in the intensities of alignment to their progressive beliefs. 

Despite all participants collectively identifying as politically left of center, the varied ways in 

which they negotiated the differing values that informed their school choice decisions illuminates 

how multiple factors influence a parent’s decision-making process in addition to political 

identity. Political identity functions as one social identity among various others to which parents 

may choose to align their choices. Constructing associations among parents according to their 

shared social identities as racially white, socioeconomically advantaged, political progressives, 

and parents of K12 children in the Madison, WI area enabled me to analyze their discourse 

according to broad themes; yet, I balance this with the recognition that even among these shared 

identifications, there are unique circumstances within each family that also influence their school 

choice decisions.  

Though individuals possess multiple social identities that make them complex and 

layered, it is incumbent upon rhetorical scholars to collectively analyze the discourse of white 

progressives in order to trace how privilege is maintained, questioned, and disrupted in various 

communicative contexts, such as K12 education. This chapter offered a sustained focus on the 

school choice discourse of socioeconomically advantaged, progressive white parents to 

illuminate the inescapable tension inherent to this positionality. As white progressives enact their 
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political commitments in various ways, they must reckon with implications of their privileged 

positionality. They navigate the commitment to their values amidst broader structural forces that 

celebrate and reinforce the individual in ways that perpetuate systems of inequity. As I will 

explore in the next chapter, it is with varying degrees of critical awareness that progressive white 

parents understand their racial identity within systems of privilege. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

Gradations of Self-Reflexivity:  

How Progressive White Parents Understand their White Racial Identity 

 

Renewed racial justice movements erupted across the U.S. during the summer of 2020 in 

the wake of Minneapolis Police Officer Derek Chauvin’s brutal murder of George Floyd, an 

African American man. Adding to the fervor of the moment, these protests mobilized after 

months of global COVID-19 lockdowns and the release of evidence that revealed the virus’ 

disproportionate impact on communities of color. Occurring amidst the backdrop of the fourth 

year of Donald Trump’s presidency, a president who ignited and condoned heightened levels of 

xenophobic and racist public discourse, these combined exigences punctured any illusions of a 

postracial, color-blind society that may have still been lingering in the minds of white folks since 

the Obama-era. Ushering in what many hoped would be a new era of white racial consciousness, 

the public discourse of this historical moment anecdotally suggested a swell of white folks 

critically reckoning with the structural privileges of their white racial identities in ways they may 

not have previously. Terms like “white supremacy,” “white privilege,” and “structural racism” 

circulated widely on social media. Books such as Robin DiAngelo’s White Fragility and Ibram 

X. Kendi’s How to Be an Anti-Racist soared to the top of the New York Times’ bestsellers list. 

Online shops capitalized on marketing t-shirts and other merchandise proclaiming “White 

Silence is Violence.” 

A progressive city like Madison, WI was no exception to these nation-wide trends. 

Protesters mobilized in response to police brutality in downtown Madison for nearly 11 
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consecutive days after the murder of George Floyd, prompting confrontations with Madison 

police officers in riot gear, the presence of National Guard Troops, and the implementation of 

nightly city-wide curfews.87 Their activism led to a significant local victory: on June 29, 2020 

the MMSD board voted to end their contract with the Madison Police Department, removing 

school resource officers from Madison’s four main high schools. This decision came after a 

contentious muti-year campaign and a position reversal in response to the protestors’ heightened 

demands from both Madison’s Mayor Satya Rhodes-Conway and then MMSD Board President 

Gloria Reyes.88 MMSD has continued on this trajectory to make a concerted effort to position 

itself as an anti-racist organization, including a establishing a Black Excellence initiative within 

its Equity and Engagement department, conducting a district-wide equity audit in Fall 2021, and 

announcing a 2021-22 budget plan with proposed curricular changes that seek to “dismantle 

white supremacy culture.”89 Around the city, there are many local grassroots coalitions on the 

ground committed to such work, including organizations like Families for Justice of Dane 

County and Allies for Black Lives – Madison that specifically call on white people to take 

accountability in dismantling racism and white supremacy.  

When I met with Madison-area white parents in summer of 2021, I noticed their use of 

time referents like “particularly right now,” “especially over the last year” or “since George 

Floyd,” during our interviews. Participants told me about attending Black Lives Matter protests 

during summer 2020 with their kids. They described reading books about structural racism by 

authors of color, mentioning specific titles like My Grandmother’s Hands by Resmaa Menakem 

and The Sum of Us by Heather McGhee. Nearly a quarter of participants referenced the Serial 

and New York Times podcast Nice White Parents during our interviews. Such details 

anecdotally suggest that many participants had been engaged in their own work around 
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developing a critical awareness of their white identity. Yet, when talking specifically about their 

whiteness, I noticed how parents responded in a range of ways: some told me what they think I 

wanted to hear, some relied on popularly circulating phrases that perhaps they had recently read 

somewhere, others rehearsed careful responses that they may not have had an opportunity to say 

out loud yet, and some were willing to abandon neatly packaged answers in favor of wandering 

through responses that were messy and complicated.  

This chapter explores the extent to which progressive white parents are critically aware of 

their white racial identity when talking about their school choice decisions. Interrogating 

whiteness as a rhetorical identity, I emphasize the ways whiteness functions as privileged, 

embodied, and operating as if outside of identity. Through the frame of critical self-reflexivity, I 

demonstrate the varying degrees to which participants name and recognize their whiteness as a 

racial identity associated with privilege. I argue that participants reflect on their whiteness 

through ambiguity, ease and comfort, and relationality. The gradations of self-reflexivity evident 

within each of these themes reveal varied understandings of whiteness as part of a hegemonic 

structure for which parents might assume a broader sense of responsibility. The extent to which 

parents discussed their whiteness in terms of a broader sense of responsibility illuminates how 

the tension between community and the individual also influences this realm of their school 

choice discourse. As I will demonstrate, some parents understood their whiteness merely within 

the scope of the individual while others connected their whiteness to a communal responsibility 

to change structures that enable racial inequities.   

In the absence of a nominalist rhetoric that recognizes white parents’ privileged 

positioning in the K12 education system, existing white privilege continues to entrench 

established relations of power. As such, this chapter attends to the varying degrees with which 
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parents critically discuss whiteness as social identity fundamentally linked to structural racism. 

In doing so, I trace how parents understand their whiteness as a rhetorical identity in ways that 

sustain, question, and challenge the status quo. In what follows, I theorize white identities as 

privileged, embodied, and operating as if outside identity before describing my analytic frame of 

self-reflexivity. I then analyze the varying degrees of self-reflexivity through three themes of 

white identity formation in parents’ discourse: ambiguity in articulating white identity, ease and 

comfort in school spaces, and relationality to other white people. I conclude with reflections 

about what this chapter demonstrates in terms of a broader ethic of responsibility as it relates to 

the position of progressive white parents and the tensions inherent to this identity. 

 

Theorizing White Social Identities and Levels of Self-Reflexivity  

While rhetorical scholars and whiteness studies scholars have demonstrated the 

particularities of whiteness as a social identity in myriad ways, I wish to emphasize three key 

aspects: whiteness as privileged, embodied, and operating as if outside identity. Foregrounding 

whiteness as a privileged social identity directs necessary attention to the ways white individuals 

historically have benefitted from structural privileges that inform contemporary unfair racial 

positioning. Cheryl Harris historicizes white racial identity to forward her conceptualization of 

whiteness as property, which considers how various legal channels work to sustain whiteness as 

a “valuable asset.” 90 Tracing whiteness back to historical oppressive systems, such as slavery in 

the U.S., illuminates the ways structural racism becomes codified into laws that unfairly benefit 

white individuals. George Lipsitz likewise argues whiteness functions as a “possessive 

investment” that unevenly bestows structural advantages, resources, and privileges onto white 

people.91 The continued adherence of individuals to the social construct of the white identity, 
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produces unfair advantages across all aspects of contemporary U.S. society from educational 

opportunities, employment prospects, to the distribution of wealth. Sarah Matlock and Robin 

DiAngelo observe how whiteness is “historically, socially, politically, and culturally produced” 

to be fundamentally linked to “dynamic relations of racial domination.”92 That is, to understand 

whiteness as a social identity requires acknowledgement of how historical racist structures 

inform its contemporary privileged positioning that unfairly situate white people with increased 

access to power.   

Attention to the embodied aspects of whiteness reveals how racial ideologies unevenly 

map onto bodies to afford white bodies the privilege to remain unmarked and experience ease in 

a variety of contexts. Kelly Happe accounts for how racial ideologies circulate as commonsense 

discourses to rhetorically constitute differently positioned bodies.93 Everyday embodied 

behaviors, like interacting with K12 schools, enact a privileged, white racial identity. One such 

privilege, as Karma Chávez identifies, is the white body’s ability to move as normative and 

unmarked.94 The failure to mark white bodies as such reinforces whiteness’ normative identity, 

enabling white bodies to move with a sense of comfort and ease in a majority of spaces they 

occupy. Sara Ahmed maintains that spaces are oriented around whiteness through whiteness’ 

ability to remain unseen, a privilege that nonwhite bodies do not equally enjoy.95 The institution 

of the U.S. K12 public school system is one such context proven to be oriented around 

whiteness. Scholarship demonstrates how the K12 educational system historically functioned as 

an institution designed for white comfort, often to the expense of families of color.96 Moreover, 

examinations of the contemporary relationship between white parents and their children’s 

schools reveal the comfort and ease that white parents experience in occupying traditionally 

Black and Brown educational spaces.97 The embodied nature of white racial identity highlights 
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how it is enacted through everyday behaviors, such as the ways white parents occupy spaces like 

their children’s schools.   

Finally, whiteness as outside identity refers to how whiteness often functions without 

needing to be explicitly named. A key component of white racial identity is its privilege to 

function as the assumed or unstated norm. Linda Martín Alcoff theorizes how white ideology 

operates simultaneously as both universal and absent.98 She describes universality as the ways 

whiteness stands in as representative of all perspectives and absence as how whiteness exists 

outside of the color spectrum or as non-racialized.99 In both cases, whiteness operates as non-

marked while non-white perspectives are distinctly marked. Thomas Nakayama and Robert 

Krizek suggest that whiteness amasses its power through its unnamed positioning, which renders 

it invisible.100 They argue that a nominalist rhetoric, or naming and interrogating the social 

location of whiteness, displaces its centrality as the “locus from which Other differences are 

calculated and organized.”101  A nominalist rhetoric disrupts the assumed normality of whiteness 

as outside of a social identity.  

Attending to whiteness as privileged, embodied, and operating as if outside identity, I 

build on Nakayama and Krizek’s urging of a nominalist rhetoric to examine the degrees to which 

progressive parents are critically aware of their white privilege. I explore how a nominalist 

rhetoric functions to make whiteness’ privileged invisible positioning explicit. To understand 

white identities as social necessitates that white folks critically associate their identity with 

structural power relations. Yet, despite operating as a rhetorical construct, whiteness’ social force 

is not equally understood among white individuals.  

Self-reflexivity provides an analytic lens to observe the varying degrees of social 

awareness of white privilege that white people demonstrate. Dreama Moon and Lisa Flores 
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define critical self-reflexivity as the “holding up of our own practices to question and 

critique.”102 Nakyama and Krizek observe how reflexivity directs attention to “that which has 

been silenced or invisible” through an individual’s awareness of speaking from their social 

position.103 Attention to differences in self-reflexivity need to be understood in a range of 

degrees to account for the gradations in how individuals understand and articulate their 

whiteness in relation to systems of privilege. 

In the analysis that follows, I examine differing levels of self-reflexivity in terms of low, 

medium, and high levels of critical awareness. I characterize low reflexivity by patterns of a 

refusal to come to terms with one’s white privilege, a sense of denial, and/or rhetorical silences 

around the topic. I categorize medium levels of reflexivity as nominal recognitions of privilege 

without fully reckoning with the implications of one’s white privilege. I define high critical self-

reflexivity as not only critically reconciling with one’s privilege but also describing a felt sense 

of responsibility based on that awareness and expressing a desire to change the status quo. I 

examine these varying degrees of self-reflexivity through three themes of white identity 

formation in parents’ discourse: ambiguity in articulating white identity, ease and comfort in 

school spaces, and relationality to other white people. Participants generally exhibited 

consistency in their reflexivity levels across these three subthemes. However, given that humans 

are nuanced and complicated, not all participants fell neatly into these classifications. Around 

forty percent exhibited some variation across these subthemes: some demonstrated high self-

reflexivity in articulating their white identity but then medium levels of ease and comfort in 

school spaces and relating to other white people; some did not articulate their white identity with 

high levels of self-reflexivity but then expressed greater reflexivity around how they took up 
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space and related to other white people; and a few exhibited varying levels across all three 

subthemes.  

 

Ambiguity in Articulating White Identity  

Low 

The theme ambiguity in articulating white identity considers the lack of clarity parents 

provided when describing how they racially identify and what their racial identity means to 

them. Rhetorical silences and equivocation emerged as one low-level reflexivity pattern from a 

very small number of parents. These individuals found themselves unable to articulate their 

racial identity and what it means to them beyond stating “Caucasian.” To illustrate, one mother 

responded: “So just Caucasian. Um. I don’t know (laughs). What. Yeah.” Her laughter and 

pauses reflected a discomfort with the question and an unfamiliarity with having to reflect on the 

assumed normality of her whiteness with me, a white researcher. Her lack of fluency in 

describing her whiteness demonstrated her privileged ability to inhabit an unmarked, unnamed 

racial position. Denial functioned as another low-level reflexivity pattern. Participants explained 

their whiteness in terms of their ethnic background absent of any consideration of power 

structures. One father told me, “I would say I'm white. Non-Latin. . . What does that mean to me, 

uh most of my grandparents came from Western Europe. Western Europe ancestors.” His answer 

ended there with no further elaboration, suggesting an understanding of his whiteness akin to the 

boxes checked on a Census form. He denied any association of his racial identity with white 

privilege through his silence on historical power relations that would inform his European ethnic 

heritage. A refusal to engage with the broader implications of one’s racial identity marked a third 

pattern among low-level reflexivity discourses. When prompted to describe her racial identity, 
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one mother articulated: “I am freckled (laughs). I am sunburned and freckled. Um, I am white, 

um, you know as is often the case with white we don’t have to describe our racial identity, we’re 

just the top check box, so yes, I am white, Caucasian . . . with a period after that.” She 

demonstrated how whiteness functions as absent of identity through her refusal to immediately 

answer the question in terms of her racial identity, instead describing herself first by other 

physical traits. Although she eventually acknowledged white identity’s privileged ability to 

frequently remain unstated and its position as the “top check box,” her noting of the period 

demonstrated her refusal to elaborate any further on these privileges, suggesting that “white, 

Caucasian” provided a sufficient answer.  

Medium  

Parents that exhibited mid-levels of self-reflexivity nominally recognized their whiteness 

and complicated it through relating it to other aspects of their social identities to create ambiguity 

around its meaning. Sharing “European” references with low-reflexive discourses, mid-level 

discourses elaborated further to characterize whiteness by its absence of cultural identity 

markers, or as one participant told me, “white is kind of like the meaningless default.” This 

tendency to focus associations of whiteness with ancestry and ethnic heritage reflects an 

understanding of whiteness through the scope of the individual or one’s individual family and 

neglects to consider whiteness in terms of broader social implications. In the following quote, a 

mother racially identified as white and then muddled her response through elaborating on her 

European ethnic heritage:  

I mean just white, lots of mix of like Western and Eastern European, there’s a whole 

bunch of different things in there . . . I don’t have a very strong ethnic identity in any way 

. . . like on my mom’s side I guess they’re Swedish and something else . . . My dad is a 

mix of Alsatian and Polish and I say Alsatian because some people call it French and 

some people call it German. But it’s not like we all were like these the foods that we eat 
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and these are the traditions we have, it was just sort of like, we’re just white people, you 

know, so it’s not very specific.  

 

Like the low-reflexive pattern of denial, she described her ethnic heritage absent of any 

consideration of historical power relations, denying whiteness’ privileged status. Language such 

as “meaningless default” and “just white” denotes white as nonspecific and without cultural 

identity markers, demonstrating how whiteness operates as an absence or unmarked. Another 

mother similarly reflected, “It is interesting to think that oh god, I don’t have any sort of ethnic 

identification . . .  based on the realization that white just strips us of all our ethnicity . . . I kind 

of have been trying to identify as Southern. Because I think there’s some cultural components 

associated with the South. But I don’t know that I do that super well other than like iced tea and 

cornbread and a preference for Tex Mex . . . I don’t really know what I mean by Southern.” 

Through articulating her whiteness as without ethnic identification, she reinscribed whiteness’ 

hidden status as an absent identity. This normalizes whiteness as the default identity from which 

racialized others are distinctly marked. Her pivot from reflecting on her racial identity to 

considering adopting a regional cultural identity conflated these two social identities, suggesting 

there is no power differential between what it means to be white in the U.S. and what it means to 

be Southern and enjoy its regional cuisine. This rhetorical move minimizes whiteness’ privileged 

status and secures its position as unmarked and non-racialized.  

Parents also referenced how their whiteness intersected with their other identities to 

inform their positionality. Doing so acknowledged their white privilege but then dampened its 

significance through highlighting their other social identities. One participant employed the term 

intersectionality to reflect on her white racial identity in relation to her gender identity as a 

woman104: “I spend my time reading and thinking about intersectionality and how my story 

doesn't get to be the story. And, as a woman . . . I feel like my story hasn’t been told or like I feel 
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like I have stuff to say that men haven't let me say, but I need to make room at the table for other 

people and it’s not just my story.” She employed the frame of intersectionality to consider the 

power differential between her identity as a woman and her privileged identity as white. She 

indirectly referenced, without explicitly naming, how her whiteness unequally positions her in 

relation to women of color, thus recognizing her privileged positioning, albeit in an ambiguous 

manner.  

Other participants articulated their whiteness through observing how it intersected with 

their Jewish identity. As one participant described, “I identify as white. . . and Jewish, which, I 

think for lots of my family sort of feels like a pass, which I think is interesting, like, oh no we 

didn't do anything wrong because were discriminated against too. Like we get a free pass 

because somebody burned our village. . . I don’t know that it really works that way.” She 

nuanced her white identity through identifying with Judaism’s history of oppression and 

discrimination. Although she wondered how this intersection informs her understanding of her 

white identity, she failed to fully account for the impact of her white privilege within a white 

supremacist system. Another participant articulated her whiteness through relating it to her 

multiple identities as Jewish and Canadian: “I only learned that I was white about five years ago 

because . . . I’m Jewish, and I am from a family of Holocaust survivors . . . and in Canada . . . 

there were no forms where you check off that you’re white, it was always ethnic background, so 

I only had that awakening about five years ago that I was white.” She made sense of her white 

racial identity through considering it in relation to her Judaism and her national identity as 

Canadian. Although this demonstrates how identities are contextual and the meaning of 

whiteness maps differently within certain national contexts, it neglects to fully account for the 

impact of her white privilege within her current context. Her articulation of her whiteness 
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reflects the patterns of mid-levels of self-reflexivity where participants nominally recognized 

their whiteness and complicated it in ways that failed to truly reckon with the implications of its 

privileged position.   

High  

High level critical self-reflexivity discourses went beyond identifying privilege to 

articulate a sense of responsibility. These parents explicitly named the relationship between 

whiteness and systems of power and engaged the term “responsibility” as they unpacked the 

implications of this relationship. One mother made this connection explicit: “I’m working on 

learning what my whiteness means, as far as my contribution to a system that has subjugated 

other races over time and . . . being a white woman what my role is in either counteracting that or 

trying to live differently so that system doesn't keep working in the same way.” She reflected a 

critical understanding of her white identity as part of a broader hegemonic system that unfairly 

distributes power. Her ability to position herself within this system and name her responsibility 

to seek ways to interrupt it evidences a high level of critical self-reflexivity. The following quote 

from another mother also illustrates this highly reflexive perspective: “I have a responsibility to 

understand the (pause) sort of . . . power behind being white . . .  I need to understand what my 

whiteness how it's contributing to the conversation and in the community like . . . how my views 

are contributing or not contributing as well.” This participant not only associated her whiteness 

with a position of power, she also connected it with a sense of responsibility in how she 

communicates from this privileged positionality. These participants enumerated the various 

privileges their white positionality afforded them and expressed intentions to disrupt such 

patterns. One mother described how her unearned white privilege afforded her a level of comfort 

in everyday spaces such as the grocery store where she can place items in her reusable bag as she 
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shops and decline to take a receipt without fear that she will be questioned upon exit. After 

describing these privileges, she reflected on “how to kind of muddle through that and . . . find a 

path that that can help pull others out of their white focus, including a lot of my family members 

and friends.” Her desire to educate others in her white circles about their similarly unearned 

white privileges reflects a sense of responsibility understood in relation to her privilege. This 

marks a high level of critical self-awareness through her recognition of an unfair status quo and 

desire to change it.  

Although these more reflexive parents clearly articulated a critical understanding of their 

whiteness in relation to systems of power, they expressed ambiguity around how to take action 

accordingly. Discussions around responsibility often generated more questions than specific 

answers. The following quote from a mother illustrates this sense of responsibility coupled with 

ambiguity around concrete action steps: “I grapple with the fact that what [my whiteness] means 

is that I have been granted privileges . . . that I don’t deserve. And I don’t know what to do with, 

and I have been trying to figure out that second piece . . . what to do with them and how to use 

them in a way to help those who unfortunately have not been granted that for no good reason 

other than not being white.” To be sure, the logic of the responsibility of whiteness risks falling 

into a white savior mentality. While even the most self-reflexive participants did not use that 

exact language, some did express enacting this sense of responsibility in ways that would not 

produce further harm and the need to be conscious of their whiteness in various interactions.  

The desire of wanting to raise their children in race-conscious ways emerged as one 

concrete way highly reflexive participants discussed the responsibility associated with their 

unearned racial privileges. As one mother told me, her whiteness means, “I have more 

responsibility to raise my children differently than how I was raised.” Parents described their 
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intent to take actions as a family to help cultivate within their children a critical awareness of 

their whiteness. For instance, one mother critically recognized her white privilege and then 

wondered, “How am I bringing my kids up into the world in a way that they are recognizing that 

as well and . . . then how do we how do we walk with that and help bring other people up to that 

same place?” Although the desire to raise their children in race conscious ways emerged as one 

of the more concrete actions parents could take to disrupt patterns of white privilege, ambiguity 

remained in terms of specific ways this type of parenting could look. Yet, albeit ambiguous and 

provoking more questions than answers, these more highly reflexive articulations of whiteness 

offer hope in the ways white parents might act in meaningful ways in response to critically 

understanding their whiteness. Matlock and DiAngelo find an awareness of racial privilege and 

racism to be a significant feature in distinguishing between antiracist white parents and 

nonantiracist white parents.105 Highly reflexive parents that understood their whiteness in terms 

of a sense of communal responsibility thus suggest productive understandings of their white 

racial identity in relation to an antiracist praxis.  

 

Ease and Comfort in School Spaces  

Low  

The theme ease and comfort in school spaces encompasses the ways white parents related 

their whiteness to their children’s schools. Participants that exhibited low levels of reflexivity 

expressed uncertainty around how their white identity influenced the ways they choose schools 

for their children. They confessed that they had not previously given the relationship between 

their whiteness and school choice much consideration. Some remarked that they supposed their 

whiteness influenced their school choice decisions, but they refused to specifically indicate how. 
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One father reflected: “Hmm. I guess I haven't thought about it too much. You know, it’s easy to 

say it doesn’t but, you know, it’s easy for a fish to say they don’t know what water is either. 

(pause) Yeah, I don't know. Hard to say.” This participant’s lack of reflection illustrates how 

whiteness operates as if beyond identity, allowing it to remain hidden or unnamed. Another 

participant admitted:  

I haven’t thought about [my daughter’s] whiteness . . . and how it moves her through the 

world. But I have thought about that I did want her in a school where there was going to 

be more diversity so that when she was in her peer groups . . . she was seeing people that 

have different . . . racial identities, have different racial skin tones, have different family 

heritages and traditions. And so I wanted her in that mix. So that it seemed like whiteness 

was just a part of that and not above it or below it, but it was just all on the same playing 

field.  

Her perspective illustrates that although she had not reflected on her own daughter’s whiteness, 

she had indeed racialized others in seeking a “diverse” school, as her use of “different racial 

identities” suggests non-white racial identities. A failure to reflect on her own identity maintains 

whiteness as a universal position from which she racialized others to guide her school choice 

decisions. Her “same playing field” language denies any understanding of her whiteness as 

implicated within power structures. 

Entitlement in terms of expectations of schools and administrators also illustrated a lack 

of parents’ reflection of their privileged positionality. Parents’ comfort in making demands of 

school administrators’ time demonstrated how they occupy space in school settings. In addition 

to participating in multiple school tours, many parents individually met with school principals to 

receive additional assurance that the school would be a good fit for their family. Indeed, several 

participants indicated that if other white parents felt unsure about their assigned neighborhood 

school, they should simply reach out to schedule a meeting with the principal, suggesting the 

normalcy of this behavior. Such comfort in making individualized demands of school 
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administration reflects a history of white parents respected in public school systems and a 

confidence that breeds a contemporary sense of entitlement. Parents also discussed with me 

instances where school leadership failed to meet their expectations. These participants described 

some sort of disagreement they had with the principal or the district superintendent and told me 

how they expected more or felt like they were owed something. One mother recounted a 

disagreement with the school principal and reflected: “I’m selfishly hoping that by reaching out 

and letting . . . the principal know . . . that she’s going to give me a good teacher. That feels 

really selfish but also I’m just kind of, you owe me lady . . . you totally failed us . . . big time.” 

Her reflection suggests an absence of reflexivity around her privileged positioning in school 

spaces. She felt confident waging individualized demands for her child rather than broadly 

consider the principal’s multiple obligations to the entire student population. Her white 

entitlement manifested through her level of expectation, and when those were not individually 

met, the feeling that the school then “owes” her something. Such entitled attitudes lacked 

reflexivity of the privileged positioning of these parents to occupy administrators’ time and 

reflected advocacy for the benefit of their individual child rather than in the service of the 

broader community. 

Medium  

Participants with medium levels of self-reflexivity readily indicated how their white 

racial identity afforded them a sense of ease and comfort in schools, and some explicitly 

associated these feelings with the language of privilege. Their perspectives illustrated the 

embodied nature of whiteness in affording a sense of ease in school spaces, as parents described 

their comfort level with a variety of the area schools and districts, or in one parent’s words “I 

feel comfortable anywhere we want to go.” Their perspectives suggest how whiteness enables 



86 
 

them the luxury to make choices without fear, providing an ease in knowing they are afforded a 

lot of options to choose from. The following participant’s description of the relationship between 

her whiteness and school choice reflects how her embodied whiteness enables a sense of freedom 

through her increased mobility around the Madison area and its schools: 

I feel comfortable everywhere. . . there’s no part of the city where I would be like oh, I 

can’t go to that part of the city, I’m not welcomed in that part of the city and that’s 

certainly true of my neighborhood. My neighborhood is very white, and . . . I feel fine 

here I don't stick out or anything like that. So, in terms of school choice I felt like I could 

go anywhere in the city I wasn’t confined to any particular neighborhoods so I wasn’t 

confined any particular school.  

 

The ease and comfort she experienced indicates the dominance of white presence in such spaces, 

and how schools have historically been comfortable spaces for white families with class 

privilege. Moreover, her description of the privilege to remain unseen in her predominantly 

white neighborhood illustrates the ways white bodies enjoy the privilege to move as normative 

and unmarked. She exhibited mid-levels of self-reflexivity as she named the connection between 

comfort and her whiteness but does not go so far as to challenge it. Another participant described 

this comfort as a privilege of “belongingness” or a “default comfort level in the school,” 

knowing that their family could have multiple choices and feel like they belong at the school. In 

contrast, families marginalized by race and class need to consider the circumstances that 

constrain their capacity to engage school choice so freely, such as material and social adversities 

like poverty, community instability, and family contexts.106  

Parents’ sense of comfort and ease in the school choice process extended to their 

relationships with school administrators. The institutional history of white parents possessing 

authority in school spaces enabled white parents to speak from a positionality that has 

traditionally been respected in the school system. To illustrate, one mother associated her 
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comfort with her whiteness: “Oh, I’m always speaking up for my son because of his ADHD . . . 

and I think . . . if I wasn't white would I be as fearless as I’ve been in telling [administration] 

what they need to do rather than like walking around it?” Although she recognized the 

connection between her whiteness and her confidence in advocating for her son, she did not 

indicate a willingness to change her behavior in any way. Her language “telling them what they 

need to do” expressed a sense of authority in confronting school leadership. Unlike more highly 

reflexive participants, these parents did not express any reflection around learning to quietly sit 

back or not make demands. Instead, they described identifying as an “obnoxious white parent” or 

an “annoying white parent.” One mother described herself as such when recounting her attempts 

to work with the school to advocate for gifted services for her daughter: “[T]he vibe from the 

school was that I was asking for something that was totally, like, unacceptable, and that only an 

annoying white par-- of course, they didn't say that. But that was definitely how I felt like, who 

do you think you are asking for this? No other kids get this. Why should we give it to your kid 

when no other kids get this?” She stopped herself here from fully saying “annoying white 

parent,” but eventually identified with this position more openly later in our interview. These 

parents qualified their outspokenness and willingness to make demands through recognizing 

their white positionality; however, these nominal recognitions of whiteness fell short of any 

reflexivity around a broader responsibility in the service of equity.  

High  

In contrast, parents that exhibited high levels of self-reflexivity discussed their school 

choice behaviors in terms of the responsibility of white parents and an awareness around how 

much space white parents take up. One mother described that because, “resources follow 

whiteness . . . there . . . is the possibility that if enough white parents make choices to send their 
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kids to diverse schools . . . that there’s a way of . . . spreading resources . . . Education in in 

America is . . . so ingrained with property and funding and wealth that something does need to 

change . . . And that white parents need to do some listening and hear what it is that they can do 

to help.” She indicated an understanding of her individual choice behaviors within broader 

patterns of white parent choice as they connect to power structures. Moreover, identifying the 

need for white parents to listen marks her higher self-reflexivity around understanding that white 

parents often occupy school spaces without engaging with the communities that were already 

there. Yet, even these well-intentioned discourses reflect a privileged position to be able to 

consider broader impacts of school choices on a collective level as opposed to the immediate 

needs of the individual child. This reflects how even highly reflexive white progressive parents 

must contend with the tension their positionality produces in terms of their commitments to 

educational equity and the ways they benefit from unearned privilege.  

As participants considered their responsibility as white parents, they tempered these 

discussions with a mindfulness about not taking up too much space in historically Black and 

Brown schools. One mother who sends her children to an integrated middle school described, 

“the fundraising project for the playground . . . feels like it was driven by folks within the school 

community, the students themselves who were like, hey could we get some support around this . 

. . I like the idea of supporting a piece of the culture in the school that has something else going 

on as opposed to this idea of like having too big of presence as white families or bringing 

whiteness into a space that that that wasn’t searching for it.” Her experience indicated the 

responsibility of white families to improve schools, but also a critical awareness of her position 

as a white parent through her desire to listen and be an ally to families of color within the school 

community. These perspectives indicated a consciousness around the comfort white parents 
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traditionally experience in school spaces and actions taken to respect the communities of color 

with whom they share those spaces.  

Intentional efforts to interrupt well-worn patterns of white comfort characterized these 

more highly reflexive discourses. Parents challenged themselves to practice finding comfort in 

their discomfort. They described their attempts to consciously re-train automatic behaviors, like 

learning to not demand and instead stepping back and remaining quiet. One mother described 

this as “just taking a backseat to not saying a whole lot. . . I try really, really, really hard to, if 

there's going to be a complaint, it’s going to come from a place of like, help me understand. Not 

you need to do these things because I’m demanding it, or because my kid deserves it.” Unlike 

parents that exhibited mid-levels of self-reflexivity, she reflected an awareness of how white 

parents typically relate to schools through entitlement or demands and her desire to alter such 

behaviors. She reflected an awareness of her white positionality and a desire to assume a position 

of listening and understanding. Yet, seeking comfort in these new behaviors speaks to the level 

of comfort already established as a result of her privileged position.  

Parents described reframing their approach to their children’s education from needing to 

take advantage of every opportunity, recognizing how this only perpetuates unequal power 

dynamics, to instead interrupting these attitudes. Some participants discussed reframing their 

expectations from “what can I gain?” to “what can I contribute?” marking a shift from an 

individual-driven mindset to a more communal relationship. One participant described this as 

moving away from the mindset of “what I can take . . . if I choose to be an active perpetuator of 

racial inequity.” As she elaborated: 

[O]ne way to do that is to . . . pull my kids out of the public school or . . . get them in the 

Spanish Immersion program because I want it. So I’m going to take that spot because I 

can get them there and I know how to put pressure on a school administrator, because I 

do know how to do that, but I’m not going to. . . it’s not just the privilege, but it’s also the 
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how I can tap that to take things away from others. . . I do think when white folks do this 

on a bigger level . . . this is how we would get to, I don’t know Philadelphia’s schools or 

Chicago’s or New York’s.  

She indicated a desire to challenge this automatic mindset she characterized as common among 

white families to instead think about how to relate to schools more communally to undo 

behaviors that maintain white privilege. She reflexively understood herself in relation to the 

patterns of white parents that engage these behaviors on broader scales to create under-resourced 

school systems. This retraining of behavior asks white parents to experience discomfort in spaces 

that have traditionally provided comfort and ease.  

 

Relationality to Other White People  

Low  

This final theme considers how parents reflect their white identity through variously 

positioning other white people in relation to themselves. In low level self-reflexive discourses, 

parents positioned themselves in close proximity to other white people through indicating how 

they are embedded within white social networks. They refused to acknowledge how these 

networks further privilege them in relation to school choice, and they were silent on any critiques 

of other white parents or white privilege. To illustrate, parents described how their networks 

provided them increased access to choice opportunities. One mother told me that she found out 

about her children’s gifted, private school through a personal connection. She explained how the 

school does not engage in any external marketing strategies, instead relying on promotion 

through “word of mouth”: “I knew a lot about the school because my friend’s kids went there. 

And she and her husband were both professors . . . so I have that connection with other people.” 

She was silent on any critique of the private school’s reliance on insular, privileged parent 
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networks to attract new pupils and how she personally benefitted from her white, highly 

educated social network. Another mother explained how her friends supported one another in 

moving to one of the most sought-after suburbs, whose school district is known for its 

“notoriety” and “ranking,” which she described as a “big deal” in the area. After characterizing 

the high demand for the district, she shared how “people are trying to work through friends to get 

in before [houses] are listed because they want their kids in the school district.” She described 

this behavior matter-of-factly, without a critical tone and without considering her own 

implication in these patterns.   

Parents indicated how their white social networks function to circulate and maintain 

various reputations of area schools and districts. Low-level reflexive discourses refused to 

acknowledge the possibility of bias in the circulation of these reputations, instead parents 

actively engaged and maintained them. Participants told me about hearing “good reports” of a 

school from neighbors, believing stories of their middle school being a “slightly rougher school,” 

friends telling them that they are “so lucky” to live in a particular school zone, or how coworkers 

would fear monger about quality of the public schools. One mother described the importance of 

these reputations in guiding her choice of moving to the aforementioned highly sought-after 

suburban school district: “[F]or us, school district is important . . . we did talk to quite a few 

people and ask them, like what they recommend. And a lot of people recommended [that 

district.]” She was silent around any critiques of how these reputations circulate and who 

maintains them as well as any mention of her privileged ability to move into that district.  

Medium  

Distancing from other white people characterized mid-level self-reflexivity discourses. 

Through contrast, parents demonstrated how they are different from what they identified as the 
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problematic behaviors of other white people. This pattern suggests some reflexivity as 

participants named white privilege, but they waged their critique through projecting it onto other 

white people rather than critically interrogate their own positionality. For instance, participants 

juxtaposed themselves to other white people to cast a reflection of themselves as actually 

committed to living out their progressive values through their school choice decisions. Although 

participants recognized the political similarities between themselves and other white people, they 

differentiated themselves as further left than other people that they believed act in ways that 

contradict progressive values. One father illustrated this through discursively distancing himself 

from a group of his friends he has known since high school:  

They all live in a suburb of some sort. . . politically, we’re very well aligned, but it’s like, 

this is a realm that they just are able to like compartmentalize and set aside and not see 

that . . . this part of their life is also a part of their politics. [They] just say like, well, no 

this is just me choosing a school for my kid that has nothing to do with whether I think 

schools should be segregated or integrated like, for certain I think they should be 

integrated, I just think my kid should go to an all-white school.  

He observed how his friends can “compartmentalize” their political views and their school 

choices, suggesting that not only does he value integration, he also sees himself living out his 

value through his school choices. Scholars indicate that one pitfall white individuals often 

employ to manifest a positive white racial identity is distancing oneself from other white folks as 

if to suggest I am a better white person than them.107 Timothy Lensmire observes of this 

problematic dynamic: “instead of [mobilizing] other white people for anti-racist action, we use 

them, scapegoat them, to create our own anti-racist identities.”108 Participants employed contrast 

to cast an identity of themselves as antiracist and committed to equity, at the expense of 

scapegoating the school choices of other white people.   

Alternatively, another participant demonstrated this pattern of reflecting herself as more 

progressive but did so from the perspective of someone that left her neighborhood public school. 
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She described her decision to pull her son out of the neighborhood public school and enroll him 

in a Montessori public charter school, hoping the latter would be a better environment for his 

recently diagnosed learning disorder. She told me how this decision “messed up some 

friendships” and how “good friends” were “disappointed” in her. She explained, “Friends . . . 

judged us for pulling him out . . . and . . .  I would just say that my husband and I do so much 

more to try to be about equity and living a life that is making space for all people to thrive. And 

our friends who are super privileged, you know they’ve got like a lake house and . . . They’re not 

going to give until it hurts, right? They say they believe the things but they're not going to get 

uncomfortable about the things.” Despite participating in trends of pulling out from 

neighborhood public schools, she viewed herself as more progressive and less of a contradiction 

than her friends. She positioned herself as superior to her friends that remained in the public 

school based on her perception that she acts in ways more aligned to equity than them. Through 

juxtaposition, she reflected an image of her family as living out their progressive values rather 

than simply espousing them. Pauli Badenhorst offers the concept of “progressive hatred” to 

describe the form of discursive violence that projects hatred onto racist white people to paint 

oneself as a hero or be absolved from one’s own shame.109 This mother absolves herself of the 

tension produced by making a choice that conflicts with the typical progressive behavior of 

supporting public schools through positioning her family as superior progressives to her peers 

that remained in the public schools.  

Several participants employed the historically loaded phrase “white flight” to critique 

trends of white parents moving out of the city of Madison proper to its suburbs or out of the 

public schools to the private schools. Through this language, they associated other white people 

with the near-century long trend of white families moving out of integrating U.S. cities or 
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schools and into majority white suburban neighborhoods. As one participant described “I do see 

that there’s a lot of this white flight happening to . . . the neighboring districts. And you know 

what, I’m just not concerned about it. Like, I don’t really care to lose white people in our district 

that . . . aren’t here to be part of this community anyway, that don’t see the value in what 

Madison offers.” This participant implied that Madison’s school district is more racially diverse 

than neighboring suburban districts and that she was able to appreciate the value in Madison’s 

racially diverse student population whereas the other white people she dismissed were not. 

Contrast functioned to cast her own school choices on the historically correct side of “white 

flight” patterns. Although recognizing the racially problematic ways that other white individuals 

engaged choice to maintain unequal racial privilege within the school system, this participant 

scapegoated these white people to cast her own actions as superior rather than, say, take action to 

engage in critical dialogues with these acquaintances about the effects of their racially 

problematic behaviors. Despite positioning themselves as distant from the problematic actions of 

other white parents, these participants must contend with how one of the advantages of their 

positionality is the privilege to be able to talk about how they are a “good” white progressive 

without always engaging in direct, antiracist actions themselves.   

High 

In highly reflexive discourses parents placed themselves in close proximity to other white 

people, but in ways that suggested a critical stance of their positionality. They moved beyond 

scapegoating other people to taking accountability for their own positionality through working in 

coalitions to change the status quo. These parents engaged in modes of advocacy such as holding 

discussions with other white parents around reasons for staying in public schools. One mother 

characterized these sorts of conversations as “helping” and “educating.” Another mother 
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described the discussions she had with parents in her network in response to the trends of 

families concerned about virtual schooling in fall 2020 considering leaving the public schools: 

“There were some conversations with people about like, let’s balance your kid and, the school, 

the district. Let’s at least have that conversation. . . that’s an example of how . . . we can keep 

schools as a public good, and make it a better public good, for everyone and, in a way that 

ideally would advance social justice and give families, and people an opportunity to thrive.” 

Rather than simply dismiss these families, this participant engaged them in conversation, 

indicating her broader sense of responsibility around equity and the wellbeing of public schools 

for all families.   

Highly reflexive parents positioned themselves in close proximity with other white 

parents with the critical mission to engage in challenging, equity-based conversations, rather than 

leverage parent networks to obtain more resources for their individual child, as less reflexive 

parents did. To illustrate, one mother who worked on a parent team tasked to expand out grade 

levels at her children’s charter school described her experience of being called out by another 

community member from the neighboring public middle school about the possible ways fear of 

Blackness informed the charter school’s expansion. She recounted, “[I]t was a really important 

statement that needed to be said to us and . . . we need to keep reminding ourselves . . . who are 

we including and excluding. [T]he parents that I know and who identify as white are . . . trying to 

understand . . . what does racism look like in their neighborhoods? . . . [T]hose people are trying 

to do better and using their whiteness in a way that’s valuable.” Her proximity to the other white 

parents on the team enabled her to engage in challenging conversations around how their implicit 

biases informed school design. In such collectives, white privilege is not silent or denied, but 

critically examined. Likewise, one group of mothers told me about the “parent equity group” 
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they formed to have a space to work through race-related issues at their children’s school. They 

described the group as “very committed to trying to build an anti-racist school environment.” 

They work together to critically understand various district-level policies that reinforce racial 

privileges. A mother told me about her advocacy as a result of her involvement with the equity 

group: “there’s a group of white parents . . . that I was part of that wrote a letter to the editor. . . 

opposing the recent bills that are seeking to push back on teaching about racism in classrooms.” 

These parents’ actions in opposition to current nation-wide trends of proposed bills that ban the 

teaching of critical race theory in classrooms demonstrate an ethic of responsibility through their 

commitment to community values and corresponding actions. Through these networks, white 

parents uncover their privileges and work to change the status quo as a result of critical 

conversations they hold in close proximity with other white parents.   

 

Conclusion 

 This examination of the force of white identity as a rhetorical construct within 

progressive white parent’s school choice discourse has emphasized the ways whiteness is 

privileged, embodied, and operates as if outside of identity. Employing critical self-reflexivity as 

an analytic, I demonstrated the distinctions between low, medium, and high levels of social 

awareness of whiteness as an identity associated with privilege through the themes of ambiguity, 

ease and comfort, and relationality. I have argued that low self-reflexive discourse reinforced 

whiteness’ privileged position as unmarked and unnamed through how it is articulated, occupies 

space, and its proximity to other white folks. Medium levels indicated an awareness of structural 

privilege and perhaps a hopefulness for change, yet an absence of any action. High reflexivity 

demonstrated reconciliation with whiteness’ privileged position through expressing a broader 
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sense of responsibility to change the status quo. Through relating the impact of their individual 

school choices as part of patterns white parents do on a broader scale, the more highly reflexive 

participants expressed an understanding of how their individual white identity relates to broader 

power structures and a desire to disrupt these patterns. 

This chapter engaged a nominalist rhetoric that recognized white parents’ privileged 

position in relation to school choice. My analysis revealed the varied positions progressive white 

parents occupy along a continuum of critical awareness of their white identities. These 

gradations of self-reflexivity demonstrate the different ways that whiteness as a rhetorical 

identity can operate to sustain, question, and challenge the status quo. The low self-reflexive 

discourses demonstrate the all-too-familiar rhetorical maneuvers of whiteness to defend a status 

quo that denies racial injustices and preserves structural privileges. The distinction between the 

middle and high levels reveals the difference between a nominalist rhetoric, or simply naming 

one’s awareness, and a nominalist rhetoric coupled with action to change the status quo, or an 

ethic of responsibility. Whereas a nominalist rhetoric simply recognizes the status quo, highly 

reflexive discourses expressed the desire to change it.  

A nominalist rhetoric coupled with an ethic of responsibility offers potential for greater 

self-awareness of the privileged position of white parents and intentional actions to disrupt an 

unjust status quo. Yet, the tension inherent to the position of white political progressives suggests 

the need for intentionality around how white folks engage this sense of a broader responsibility. 

Scholars have certainly revealed that well-meaning white people who actively seek to undo 

systems of white supremacy may unconsciously reify its systems.110 Even the most self-reflexive 

white people are not exempt from systems of racial privilege. The linking of white identity with 

an ethic of responsibility certainly poses risks of further harm, given whiteness’ privileged 
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position within the institution of K12 education. The fact that white individuals are already 

implicated within racialized systems of privilege requires a critical consciousness of the ways 

their words and behaviors, regardless of however well-intentioned, may reinscribe their position 

of privilege. I explore these contradictions more in the next chapter as I interrogate the ways 

white progressive parents position values like multiculturalism and diversity in their school 

choice discourse can produce meanings that both reflect their positive intentions and work to 

reinscribe whiteness as normative and unmarked.  
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CHAPTER 3  

 

Choosing Diverse Schools: Troubling Uncritical Diversity Discourses 

 

Diversity’s sudden resurgence into public discourse produces a ripe exigence for critical 

examinations of how the term gets employed. The societal racial reckoning of summer 2020 

incited a swell of institutions, organizations, and private companies to swiftly implement 

diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives. Certainly, these initiatives are as wide-ranging 

in their scope and implementation as the various organizations themselves; yet, research 

indicates a common pitfall among private companies where they often promote diversity in 

surface-level ways while failing to critically examine the company’s own internal practices and 

shortcomings.111 While by no means a new concept, the contemporary circulation of diversity 

discourses within U.S. contexts calls into question the need to be critical about how diversity 

gets taken up in shallow or uncritical ways. As Sara Ahmed keenly observes: “we need to keep 

asking what we are doing with diversity.”112 To consider, for instance, how institutions of higher 

learning promote diversity as a core value, we must first understand the strong institutional 

whiteness already in place before the addition of diversity celebrations. Brandi Lawless argues 

that higher education often co-opts diversity initiatives to reinforce an ideology of “neoliberal 

multiculturalism,” or the public celebration of diversity in the absence of actions that actually 

dismantle white supremacy and neoliberalism, promoting instead individualism and 

competition.113 Applying a critical lens to how diversity discourses function at the organizational 

level to conceal structural racial inequalities suggests such patterns occur at the individual level 

as well.  
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Diversity discourses also hold a certain appeal at the individual level, particularly among 

well-intentioned white folks with expressed commitments to dismantling white supremacy. 

Ahmed identifies how diversity can function as a “fashionable term” that enables individuals to 

“feel good.”114 Diversity is often viewed positively as conveying well-meaning intentions and an 

appreciation for difference. Yet, Ahmed classifies diversity as a contested term by its very 

“emptiness,” observing that an “absence of an agreed-on meaning for diversity” allows it to “be 

defined in quite different ways.”115 Of particular concern are uncritical diversity discourses that 

conceal novel forms of racism and reinforce whiteness as normative. When considering how 

individuals value diversity in relation to school choice, recent Education literature marks a shift 

from what has been the traditional behavior of white parents to self-segregate into predominantly 

white schools116 to parents that identify as more progressive intentionally integrating or seeking 

diverse schools.117 Yet, as this research suggests, white parents may possess good intentions in 

their quest for diverse learning environments while simultaneously enacting harm. Sociologist 

Shani Adia Evans directs awareness to how seemingly “well meaning” white parents that value 

diversity make school choices in ways that reproduce racial inequalities and contribute to racial 

segregation.118 Parents can center diversity as a “feel good” value in their school choice 

decisions while at the same time perpetuating racial inequities.  

The parents that I interviewed overwhelmingly valued diversity and many intentionally 

sought diverse learning environments for their children. They valued school environments that 

celebrated difference with a student body representative of a broad range of cultures, races, 

backgrounds, family types, religions, and more. Most parents also supported school curricula that 

taught about diversity, racism, sexism, equity, and social justice. Many parents appreciated how 

schools provided the experience for students to learn how to navigate difference and they viewed 
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exposure to diversity as part of children’s academic education. Yet, these celebrations of 

multiculturalism need to be considered in relation to the dominance of structural whiteness 

already in place within the institution of K12 and the privileged positioning of these parents. It 

bears critical examination of how socioeconomically advantaged, progressive white parents take 

up diversity discourses in relation to their school choice decisions.  

This chapter examines how diversity functions as a concept in parents’ discourse and the 

impacts it produces. I consider how white parents position the word diversity in relation to their 

school choice decisions and how they construct a racialized other in relation to themselves. To 

underscore how diversity gets taken up as a polysemous term to produce varied meanings, I first 

demonstrate the range of ways parents defined diversity. Through my analysis, I trace the 

significance of the racialized contexts in which the term circulates to suggest how diversity 

produces “both-and” meanings. I argue that emphasizing the privileged positioning of white 

rhetors illustrates how diversity operates as both a well-intentioned discourse that celebrates 

multiculturalism and one that conceals inequities, revealing diversity discourses that function to 

maintain whiteness as center. My analysis demonstrates the varying modes as to how their 

discourses reinforce whiteness as dominant through examination of how parents position 

diversity in relation to their school choice decisions as a threat, as a distant other, as capital, and 

as commonplace. Although values of diversity commonly invoke celebrations of multicultural, 

pluralistic communities, I trouble how diversity as a threat, diversity as a distant other, and 

diversity as capital function to privilege the individual to varying extents while only diversity as 

commonplace aligns with the value of community.   

In what follows, I first theorize diversity as a polysemous term before analyzing how the 

term functions in progressive white parents’ school choice discourse. I structure my analysis by 
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demonstrating the various ways parents defined diversity before considering the four functions of 

diversity in turn. Finally, I conclude by considering the implications of how white rhetors’ 

engage polysemous diversity discourses.  

 

Diversity as a Polysemous, Complex, and Contradictory Term  

 Rhetoricians draw on the concept of polysemy to account for the ways value terms like 

diversity can produce multiple meanings. Leah Ceccarelli defines polysemy as “the existence of 

determinate but nonsingular denotational meanings.”119 Ceccarelli accounts for how terms take 

on multiple meanings through her tripartite distinction of polysemy that emphasizes the actor 

who incites a polysemous reading: resistive reading when audiences understand the term as 

contrary to the rhetor’s intended meaning, strategic ambiguity when the rhetor intentionally 

invites multiple interpretations, and hermeneutic depth when the critic uncovers multiple 

meanings.120 I wish to emphasize hermeneutic depth and the critic’s capacity to, as Ceccerelli 

writes, “offer a new expanded way that audiences should read a text” (emphasis added).121 

Polysemy as provoked by the critic underscores expanded meanings of a term that may challenge 

initial interpretations. Hermeneutic depth emphasizes “should” to underscore how the critic 

argues for how we ought to understand the term in ways that appreciate a more complex and 

richer interpretation. To be sure, an analysis of strategic ambiguity would spotlight the active 

role parents as rhetors play in producing multiple meanings of the term diversity; yet, Ceccarelli 

maintains that the rhetor would intentionally invite these multiple interpretations.122 Instead, 

hermeneutic depth reveals how multiple meanings of diversity can unintentionally function in 

oppositional ways when understood against the broader backdrop of the structural whiteness in 

K12 education and white parents’ privileged positioning within that system.  
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To fully appreciate diversity’s complexity as a polysemous term, we need to account for 

how racialized contexts inform its interpretation. Sara Hayden directs attention to the 

significance of the various social and rhetorical contexts in which polysemous terms circulate, 

emphasizing racialized rhetorical contexts in particular.123 Attention to racialized rhetorical 

contexts acknowledges the centrality of whiteness in organizing racialized power structures. 

Lindsay Cramer observes how discourses that idealize diversity can function to sustain whiteness 

as central because of whiteness’ dominance in the first place.124 Our interpretation of polysemous 

terms like diversity must foreground the rhetor’s social location in relation to racialized power 

structures, and particularly account for white rhetors’ privileged positionality. White rhetors 

often discursively place diversity onto nonwhite bodies which functions to obscure their 

whiteness. Ahmed suggests that when diversity functions as a stand in for “other,” it directs 

attention toward difference and away from “the whiteness of what is already in place.”125 These 

racialized power dynamics must vitally inform interpretations of how white rhetors deploy 

diversity discourses.  

Diversity functions as a polysemous value term that produces contradictory “both-and” 

meanings in progressive white parents’ school choice discourse. Ceccarelli offers the language 

“both-and” as a way for critics to recognize how polysemic texts can produce contradictory 

meanings.126 Diversity as understood within the racialized context of progressive white parents’ 

school choice discourse can mean both white parents’ well-intentioned use of the term to 

celebrate multiculturalism and function to conceal racial inequities that reinforce whiteness as 

normative. Sociologists account for the ways that individuals who value diversity often 

emphasize their intentions while falling short in enacting actual outcomes or practices that 

engage the term.127 Sarah Mayorga-Gallo argues that “focusing on good intentions can obscure 
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issues of inequality. If we are truly interested in equity, we cannot ignore inequitable outcomes- 

even if they are the result of well-intentioned actions.”128 That is, to fully appreciate how 

diversity functions in this particular racialized context requires that we consider how it takes on 

contradictory meanings. Critical examinations of white parents’ diversity discourses need to 

consider both their intended use of the term and how the term may further reproduce inequalities 

in ways that can contradict their intentions. Parents’ individualistic motivations influence their 

choice of schools, and this intersects with racialized power structures to further complicate 

diversity discourses. Sociologists account for how white people’s stated preferences for diversity 

are often at odds with their individual interests in contexts such as neighborhood improvement 

projects, residential decisions, and school choice decisions.129 Both-and interpretations of white 

parents’ diversity discourses must account for the full complexity of how good intentions, a 

failure to engage the term in ways that disrupt whiteness’ normative positioning, and tensions 

between individualistic motivations all interact to produce multiple and contradictory meanings. 

 

Defining Diversity  

Before examining how diversity functioned as a particular rhetoric, I will first describe 

the different ways parents defined diversity. By doing so, I underscore that diversity is a 

contested term, even among this arguably homogenous group of forty-three progressive white 

parents residing in the same geography. These definitions range in their narrowness and breadth. 

Narrow definitions of diversity employed the term to merely indicate “nonwhite.” To illustrate, 

when one mother expressed her desire for diversity at her children’s school, I asked her to clarify 

what she meant by “diverse,” and she responded: “I guess, you know, people of color.” Another 

mother similarly engaged this definition of diversity when she described the demographics of her 
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daughter’s private school, stating that “her grade itself is not very diverse. I think that there are 

only one or two children that would identify as people of color in her class.” These two examples 

illustrate how parents commonly used diversity as a stand for people of color. This definition 

associates the presence of nonwhite children in a school with the responsibility for representing 

what it means to be diverse. Sara Ahmed emphasizes how patterns that place diversity onto 

nonwhite bodies function to keep whiteness implicit through the explicit focus on people of 

color.130 Through focusing attention onto people of color as the definitional meaning for 

diversity, such discourses direct attention away from the rhetor’s privileged white positionality. 

Another mother relied on this definitional usage of diversity, reinforcing it through contrasting 

diversity’s meaning directly to white: “I pick up my kids from school, and almost all of the 

parents that are at pickup are white, because the diversity within the school . . . there’s buses and 

so most of the parents of color live in a different neighborhood.” She continued to explain that 

during pickup she visits with the other white parents, and they have shared with one another how 

they choose to send their children to public schools because they value diversity. Her expressed 

value for diversity that she and the other white parents share, which her narrow definition signals 

as families of color, rings absent of any recognition of the power imbalance suggested by the fact 

that she and the other white parents enjoy the luxury of attending school pick up while the 

parents she identified as people of color live a further distance from the school and rely on 

school transportation. Diversity’s focus is explicitly placed on the families of color that transport 

into the school to offer diversity while whiteness’ privileged position in this dynamic is not 

explicitly recognized.   

Parents also defined diversity as racial diversity intersected with socioeconomic diversity. 

To illustrate, many private school parents lamented the fact that their children’s school offered 
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racial diversity but lacked socioeconomic diversity. A mother told me that the “the one thing” 

she did not appreciate about her children’s private gifted school was “there’s no socioeconomic 

diversity. . . it has cultural diversity, but it’s not socioeconomic diversity.” Although they 

recognized the school’s multiracial student enrollment, these parents acknowledged how private 

school tuition fees limit the representation of socioeconomic diversity that a public school might 

offer. A public-school parent recognized these tradeoffs, as she considered different schooling 

options in the area, weighing her options between “great” schools with racial diversity but 

lacking “economic variety” and her neighborhood public school. She ultimately chose the latter 

justifying that, “I don’t want to give up you know the larger sense of the world.” This definition 

placed a premium on racial diversity that can also offer exposure to various socioeconomic 

classes. Some parents went so far as to discredit the value of racial diversity absent of 

socioeconomic diversity. Such is illustrated by the following parent as she explains how her 

daughter’s public school zone in their suburban neighborhood represents:  

a fair amount of diversity in her class between socioeconomic areas so like . . . up and 

downstream on the spectrum of that. But then a lot of different, like racial diversity too so 

there’s a lot of folks from . . . Asian countries, Indian countries, those kinds of things so 

it’s a nice kind of mix. Some of the other schools during this redistricting might have the 

racial diversity, but don’t so much have the socioeconomic diversity . . . [L]ast year I saw 

the spreadsheets . . . showing like . . . socioeconomic, racial, free lunch, reduced lunch 

kind of numbers for the different elementary schools . . .[My daughter’s school] was far 

more diverse compared to the brand new school that’s opening where there’s a fair 

amount of racial diversity, but very little on socioeconomic diversity. 

 

She distinguished between racial diversity absent of socioeconomic diversity and racial diversity 

inclusive of socioeconomic diversity, suggesting the latter to add a grittier element to what it 

means to have a diverse student enrollment. Intersecting racial diversity with class functions to 

place the responsibility of representing diversity not only on the presence of nonwhite students 
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but also on nonwhite students managing the multiple challenges that may accompany a lower-

class position.  

Broader definitional usages of diversity encompassed several characteristics in addition 

to race and class. These parents classified diversity as a list of traits such as race, class, religion, 

gender, sexuality, ethnicity, family types, ability, and so forth. For instance, when a mother 

expressed her vision to live in a diverse community and I asked her to define what she meant by 

diversity, she told me, “I define it really broadly, like diversity of upbringing, diverse family 

diversity, skin color diversity, language diversity, sexual orientation, gender identity, age 

diversity, ability diversity, like all of it, you know, like every group.” Similarly, another mother 

expressed her desire for her children’s school to be “as diverse as possible,” elaborating, “diverse 

in every way racially, economically, different religions. All of that. People from different 

cultures . . . that exposure to different students from all walks of life.” Although these usages 

offer a broader definitional purview of diversity’s characteristics, these celebrations of difference 

occurred absent of references to power. This embrace of diversity and multiculturalism illustrates 

what Sociologist of Education Margaret Hagerman refers to as “uncritical ‘diversity discourse,’” 

or “shallow multiculturalism,” that constructs “who is ‘ethnic,’ who has ‘culture,’ and who is 

‘normal’” without critically engaging racial hierarchies and systems of power.131 These parents 

may profess values of “diversity” and “multiculturalism” but fail to interrogate these values in 

relation to their position within the systems that produce inequality.  

Finally, parents also employed diversity very broadly to associate it as a “mix of 

everyone” or “represents the world.” For example, one mother said it is important that her 

daughters go to school with a diversity of people and family structures because “that’s what you 

have in the world.” Likewise, participants seeking diverse school settings commonly expressed 
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that their ideal school demographics would “reflect the community.” Yet, only a few actually 

troubled such assertions with the recognition that, depending on how they classified community, 

many of their neighborhoods are quite racially segregated. The majority generally did not 

confront racial segregation when ambiguously associating “community” with “diversity.” 

Although this final definitional theme suggests how parents might imagine diverse, multicultural 

worlds for their children and hope for that vision to be mirrored in their schools, the reality of 

many parents’ residential choices dampen the realization of such aspirations.  

Through demonstrating the various ways parents defined diversity, I have suggested the 

differing definitional usages ranging from diversity as narrowly signaling nonwhite races to more 

broadly representing “community” or “the world.” Yet, the absence of parents’ recognition of the 

privileges of their whiteness across these usages of diversity renders uncritical definitions that 

maintain whiteness as implicit and dominant.  

 

Functions of Diversity 

I suggest the term diversity rhetorically functions in white progressive parents’ school 

choice discourse in four key ways: as a threat, as a distant other, as capital, and as commonplace. 

These four themes are not mutually exclusive, as some participants talked about diversity in 

ways that suggested more than one function. The purpose of the analysis in this chapter is to 

understand how diversity functions across the interviews rather than group parents according to 

different classifications. I argue that in all four ways diversity functions both as a value that 

celebrates multiculturalism and still works to center whiteness as normative. Diversity as a threat 

refers to the ways parents express nominal commitments to diversity while negotiating tensions 

around what factoring diversity into school choice decisions actually looks like in practice. This 
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first theme considers how parents’ privileged position enables them to make choices that limit or 

contradict their stated values for diversity. Diversity as a distant other traces how parents express 

their desire for diversity while creating discursive difference from it through marking contrast 

and space from racialized others. Such discursive maneuvers function to contain diversity as 

something to be valued but apart from their family’s lives. Diversity as capital considers how 

parents engage diversity in economic terms to add value to a school. This third theme accounts 

for how the commodification of nonwhite bodies functions to center whiteness at the expense of 

students of color. Finally, diversity as commonplace explores the ways parents value diversity as 

an ordinary part of their children’s lives while cognizant of the tensions this produces with their 

white positionality. It considers how parents express their value of diversity in ways that 

challenge objectification to create worlds for their children that are diverse and driven by social 

responsibility. Through analysis of parents’ discourse in relation to these four themes, I reveal 

the varying extents as to how each functions to reinforce whiteness’ dominance.  

Through my analysis I also consider how these four themes operate differently in relation 

to the tension between community and the individual. I suggest that the first three produce more 

individualistic motivations. Diversity as threat highlights how parents make choices to protect 

their individual family unit in response to a perceived sense of harm. Diversity as distant other 

marks space between the individual family from that which is unfamiliar or foreign. Although 

diversity as capital intends to be more communal through choices that celebrate multiculturalism, 

I reveal how it produces imbalanced benefits in favor of the individual white child. The final 

theme, diversity as commonplace, aims to reflect an awareness of broader societal benefits that 

extend beyond the individual family unit. Diversity as commonplace challenges individualistic 
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motivations with parents’ communal beliefs around a sense of social responsibility while 

underscoring the simultaneous need to reckon such broader goals with parents’ white privilege.  

The variation among parents’ choices and critical awareness as they relate to these four 

functions of diversity calls back to concepts discussed in previous chapters. As I argued in 

Chapter 1, parents make school choice decisions with varying degrees of alignment to their 

professed progressive values. Inherent to the position of socioeconomically advantaged white 

political progressives are contradictions that result from how they reconcile their political beliefs 

with the structural advantages of their whiteness. I assert the same pattern also holds true when it 

comes to diversity as a value. Although parents overwhelmingly expressed their value for 

diversity in principle, they encountered numerous challenges when it came to engaging diversity 

through their school choice decisions. As parents made school choices decisions with varying 

degrees of alignment to the value of diversity, some were more or less reflective about it. The 

extent to which parents acknowledged this conflict occurred with differing amounts of self-

reflexivity. In Chapter 2, I argued that parents expressed varying degrees of self-reflexivity 

around their privileged white positionality. The same trend is apparent in the variation in their 

thoughtfulness around the dissonance between their conflicting values and their privileged 

positionality when it comes to diversity. As I analyze how diversity functions across parents’ 

discourse in this chapter, I do so with the acknowledgement that parents talked about diversity 

with varying amounts of social awareness of their privilege within and across these four 

functions.  

Diversity as Threat  

As a particular rhetoric, one way diversity functioned in relation to parents’ choices was 

as a threat. Although parents expressed their appreciation for diversity, their use of the term also 



113 
 

suggested tensions around questions of safety, fear, student behavior, and the quality of 

academics. These tensions imposed limits on the amount of diversity parents actually desired. 

For instance, one mother reflected on her family’s home buying process and how the different 

zoned neighborhood schools influenced their decisions. Reflecting on how her views have 

changed since this experience, she recalled feeling concerned at the time after hearing that one of 

the two middle schools was a “slightly rougher school.” She explained:  

There were early conversations that I’m not proud of at all. . . And I remember those 

conversations, along the lines of . . . we want a diverse experience for our kids, but 

maybe, and not again, directly, stating because of, you know, the diversity of that 

particular school versus this one. That that’s why we chose that but . . . there are better 

stories out of this school versus this one where it seems like the staff hangs around more 

and there are fewer disciplinary issues.  

 

Her hesitations given her association between diversity with a “rougher school” and behavior 

issues limit her nominal commitments to diversity. These tensions are evident in an example 

from another mother who expressed her appreciation for diversity in principle but then also her 

fear around what that would mean in practice:  

When I thought about diversity, was there any sort of fear from a white perspective that 

played into our choice at all? . . . [W]as there a fear that that would have just been too 

different from how I was brought up . . . I think I’ve changed a lot since we’ve moved to 

Madison. And so we might have said oh yeah we want diversity, but then was part of the 

decision to send her there, a little bit on fear of what that actually would have been like, I 

don’t know, maybe. 

 

Although this mother and the mother quoted above both reflected on their attitudinal shifts since 

their initial school choice decisions, they still had the ability to make choices from a privileged 

positioning that enabled them to decide their degree of alignment to the value of diversity. Their 

decisions to ultimately choose the less diverse schools contradict their nominal commitments to 

diversity and secure their white, privileged positioning in the school choice process.  
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Diversity functioned as a threat to signal both a diverse student enrollment and potential 

tradeoffs such as low-performing academics, behavior issues, and questionable school 

reputations. For example, as one mother navigated school choice for her kindergartener, she 

recalled touring her assigned neighborhood school despite the school’s “hard persona.” She 

recounted how one neighbor told her, “your kids will get street smarts if they go there,” telling 

me, “I knew exactly what they meant, you know that the academics weren’t going to be the 

priority and that they were going to learn how to get along. And I think it was clear code for 

they’re going to get along with Black kids. Because that’s the predominant race of the kids 

outside of our neighborhood.” Although this mother repeatedly expressed to me how much she 

values diversity, for several reasons she ultimately chose another school setting for her daughter. 

Such a dynamic reflects the tension white parents negotiate between nominal commitments to 

diversity and their individual interests and motivations. Parents navigated these tensions with 

varying amount of social awareness. The following example illustrates how one mother 

tempered her expressed value for diversity through constructing thresholds of comfort with 

diversity:  

I have to be able to find value in . . . diversity and know that in the long run, if I perceive 

there might be some harm, like the goodwill . . . will outweigh any of that perception on 

the front end. . . [T]here’s definitely barriers or there’s going to be like, max to where 

maybe I feel comfortable with that. . . maybe if I lived in, I don’t know, Southside Inner 

City Chicago I might have a different viewpoint from that. But I think, for her school 

district, it’s being done well . . . [the] district is supporting the diversity of students . . .  

everybody being part of this and helping everybody and not having like the us versus 

them mentality, knowing that it takes a collective to you know raise the full ship of . . . 

the community, rather than thinking about like what small losses I might be getting out of 

it, like a holistic viewpoint. 

 

Apparent tensions existed between how she expressed her value for diversity and her negotiation 

of perceived harm and possible losses. While on the one hand, she indicated her communal 

desires, she limited this vision with the racialized reference to the Southside of Chicago, which 
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functioned to circumscribe the boundaries of her comfort levels. Her perspective reflects how 

diversity as threat functions in parents’ discourse to limit or contradict professed values for 

diversity. Diversity as threat privileges the individual, as families make choices in the interests of 

their individual family in response to a perceived sense of threat or harm.  

Diversity as Distant Other  

Diversity also rhetorically functioned in parents’ school choice discourse as a distant 

other. Contrast functioned as one mode in which parents discursively distanced themselves from 

diversity, marking their separateness from racialized others. Parents contrasted their positionality 

from racialized others to imply at their privileges as white, middle-class, midwestern, U.S. 

citizens, and native English speakers. For example, as one father discussed the importance high 

school swim team played in his daughter’s life, he contrasted her privileged experience to 

“diversity issues,” describing that, “swim team is . . . kind of a middle-class white kid activity, 

right, you need a fair amount of money and time and access to . . . a pool . . . you have to have 

been on a swim club for years and years and years so that . . . involves a fair amount of money 

and access and all these other things . . . and as you know these diversity issues aren’t easy to 

fix.” He contrasted between families like his with access to the time and money required for 

swim team and those lacking this level of access, associating the latter with diversity. This 

contrast functions to imply his privileges while marking his family as distinct from his usage of 

diversity.  

Parents also engaged discursive contrast through recognizing their differing 

circumstances from racialized others. They constructed a contrast to indicate how other families 

navigate more challenging circumstances by accounting for their own ability to raise their 

children in stable households with supportive parents and their adeptness in navigating 
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institutions. To illustrate, a private school mother expressed her appreciation that there are fewer 

demands on the staff at her daughter’s school than she imagined there would be in a “crowded 

public school,” where school staff have pressing issues like students “crying because their dad 

got thrown in jail in front of them last night. So (laughs) it’s like. There is less of that at [our 

Private School] . . . I feel like I can bother the teachers when she’s having a bad day because the 

cat died. . . I wouldn’t bother a public-school teacher that has a hundred and some kids that have 

way bigger problems than that.” Her assumptions about the contrast between students that attend 

public schools and those at her daughter’s small private school function to mark the differences 

in circumstances that she imagines for each group, likely based on socioeconomic status. This 

contrast marks her own family as apart from experiencing severe circumstances like the loss of 

one’s primary caregiver and instead with the privilege to focus on circumstances for someone 

with more security, like grieving one’s pet. Another mother painted a contrast to imply at her 

privilege when recounting her experience of navigating the school system to enroll her daughter 

in kindergarten. Because her daughter’s birthday fell on the enrollment cusp, she had to complete 

many difficult and confusing steps through the district’s central office. She described the process 

as “horrendous,” remarking: “I would have left if I were poor. I had three screaming kids with 

me. I wasn’t an English speaker. I mean, it was appalling.” Her comments function to mark a 

contrast between herself and someone navigating this challenging process with more complex 

circumstances. These distinctions mark the differences between participants’ seemingly less 

complicated life circumstances and those of a distinctly marked other with lives unrelatable to 

them.   

Additionally, parents employed spatial references that functioned to distance themselves 

from diversity. Their discourses associated diversity with a sense of foreignness or unfamiliarity, 



117 
 

which marked diversity’s distance from their family’s daily lives outside of school. On the one 

hand, parents expressed how much they valued diversity in their schools. Then, on the other 

hand, parents talked about the families that they considered as diverse living in neighborhoods 

apart from their own that felt strange or unfamiliar. A mother explained to me how students of 

color bus in from a different neighborhood to attend her children’s school. Although she 

expressed how much she valued the racial diversity in her children’s school, she struggled to 

pinpoint where the students she identified as diverse travel from: “I don’t know. I don’t know the 

names of the neighborhoods like I could point out . . . I know where they’re located (laughs) 

down by the, I can like picture where I take my car to get my car service. And I can picture the 

apartment buildings.” This unfamiliarity with the lives of the students whom she classified as 

diverse, beyond her appreciation of their presence at her children’s school in her predominantly 

white neighborhood, suggests a surface-level valuing of diversity. Instead of expressing a 

familiarity with these students’ identities, backgrounds, and cultures, she objectified their 

presence in the school building. She discussed them with a sense of foreignness, as she is only as 

familiar with them as knowing that they live near where she takes her car to get serviced. 

Similarly, another mother described her school’s PTO efforts to move the location of their 

school’s end of year picnic, which had traditionally been held in the park immediately in her 

neighborhood nearby the school, to engage the families that may not have always felt welcomed 

at school events. She recognized how the previous location was, “actually kind of far from where 

some of the other kids live, who also go to [our school] and so we . . . moved it over to I think 

I’m trying to remember the name of the park but it was further away from here, because it was 

like, well, let’s make it convenient to all of these other people. And so there I felt like oh I’m 

seeing a lot of the parents who don’t look exactly like me and live in my neighborhood.” She 
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noted a clear separation between families in her neighborhood like her and the “other” families 

that travel from further away to attend the school. Although she could clearly describe the park 

where the picnic had traditionally been held, her struggle to recount the name of the park in its 

new location indicates her sense of foreignness with the area. These spatial references cast racial 

others with a sense of unfamiliarity, enabling parents to both appreciate diversity and note it as 

distinct from their day-to-day realities outside of the school day.   

Parents also engaged bussing discourse to create spatial distance from diversity. 

Participants often distinguished between students in the neighborhood with the ability to walk to 

school, often their own families, and students that rely on school buses to attend the school. They 

commonly employed phrases like “bus in” to describe certain populations of students, suggesting 

the spatial movement of crossing boundaries. The following quotation from a mother discussing 

the racial demographics at her daughter’s school illustrates this pattern: “we bus in kids from the 

[Neighborhood Park Name] area, which is like, I don’t know if you’ve ever been to like the 

Woodman’s store on the West Side. But it’s over there it’s like a lower income apartment area. 

So we bus kids in from there so that’s where almost all of our diversity comes from aside from 

like some Indian families. And so an interesting thing is that they bus to our school.” Describing 

a commercial area of town nearby a local grocery store and low-income apartments, she noted 

the spatial difference between “where the diversity comes from” as distinct from her own 

neighborhood of single-family homes. To be sure, school zoning boundaries are certainly not 

within individual parents’ direct control. And yet, there is a certain historical weight to how 

white parents engage in bussing discourse, given its ties to mid-to-late twentieth century policies 

that intended to remedy school segregation, which bear significance on its contemporary usages. 
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One mother exercised greater degrees of self-reflexivity as she recognized the unfairness of these 

systems:  

And then there’s the kids who . . . they all live . . . over by the Walmart. They live . . . in 

a different neighborhood . . . and they come in on the bus. And you can see the kids 

coming in on the bus and you see who gets on and off and I (sigh) feel really bad because 

I feel like I get why they are busing kids, but I also feel like why do those kids have to get 

up at five o’clock in the morning and get on a bus? Why don’t they have a school that 

they can walk to, and that pisses me off . . . most of them are families of color . . . and 

most of the people in [our neighborhood] are white, working-class families. 

 

This mother recognized the spatial differences and the boundaries students cross to attend the 

school in her neighborhood, and she grappled with the injustices of bussing systems that unfairly 

make demands on families of color. She both appreciated the racial integration at her children’s 

school and struggled with how bussing produces racial inequities.  

Finally, parents engaged the issue of  residential segregation and housing disparities in 

the Madison area to mark a contrast that functioned to create spatial distance between themselves 

and racialized others. Many described a common zoning pattern where their neighborhood 

school included both students that lived in the immediate area surrounding the school who can 

walk to the school and students who must travel further to get to the school. In describing these 

differences, parents often mentioned class and race to note the distinctions. One mother 

described this residential segregation by its “economic breakdown,” noting how a main road 

creates these distinctions. On one side of the road: 

It’s single-family homes, nice size yards . . . middle income families, and the other side is 

like apartments and Section Eight housing, and you tend to see in the majority of the 

people of color in our school are living on that side . . . So there’s huge socioeconomic 

discrepancies. And . . . that’s really hard because I don’t want my kids to grow up 

thinking anybody with Black or Brown skin is poor. . . I recognize that as a problem 

specifically in Dane County, like more so than other cities in terms of our socioeconomic 

gaps along racial lines. But regardless of all that . . . we still want to be a part of a 

community that represents different people in different cultures, and we think that’s a 

really important thing for our kids to see and experience. 
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Despite the good intentions of white parents like this mother, decades of structural racist 

residential zoning practices combined with white families’ individual segregationist behaviors 

have resulted in a present-day racially segregated city. Albeit expressing a high amount of social 

awareness about segregation patterns, this mother’s desires for her children to grow up in an 

integrated community are limited by geographic boundaries that contain Black, Brown, and low-

income families into certain areas. These factors not only frustrate parents’ intentions, like this 

mother, but also reinforce the spatial distance white parents understand between themselves and 

racialized others, marking diversity as apart from themselves and reinforcing whiteness as 

normative. The complex web between white parents’ good intentions, their challenge in 

engaging diversity in ways that disrupt entrenched white privilege, and their individual 

motivations suggests how diversity takes on contradictory meanings that function to both value it 

and maintain it at a distance.  

Diversity as Capital  

Diversity also functioned as capital in parents’ school choice discourse. Parents imbued 

the term with economic meanings as they expressed their value for diversity, positioning it as a 

value-add to the school choice process. For instance, they described it as “valuable” to send their 

kids to MMSD schools given the diversity levels, the “opportunity” to be with a diverse 

community, and diversity posing a “really great benefit” for their children. Parents compared 

diversity levels between schools and districts, suggesting how greater diversity offered an 

increased overall value to the school. One mother told me that she constantly advocates for the 

“valuable” reasons to send students to Madison’s diverse public schools over area private 

schools or more racially homogenous neighboring school districts, maintaining that Madison’s 

diversity levels are just as valuable as the high-test scores at the other schools. Yet, these well-



121 
 

intentioned white parents engage values like diversity and multiculturalism in ways that do not 

critically reflect on their unearned white privilege and social positioning within broader 

racialized systems. To illustrate, a mother described how she perceived diversity as a positive 

value-add in her school choice decision making process: “we saw the higher level of racial 

diversity as a real advantage of the school . . . it wasn’t something that was part of actively part 

of our decision, but I think once we were tilting in that direction, it was just sort of a net 

positive.” Employing economic language like “advantage” and “net positive” equates diversity 

with a numerical calculation, abstracting the term from the actual bodies that represent the 

diversity. Sarah Mayorga-Gallo observes how the practice of white individuals commodifying 

nonwhite bodies to construct multiethnic spaces as desirable objectifies people of color through 

this simultaneous “valuing and devaluing of them.”132 Employing an economic lens to discuss 

the high value placed on ideal diversity levels devalues and objectifies the very students 

responsible for representing those levels.  

Parents’ diversity as capital discourse employed economic terminology to talk about 

diversity in terms of tradeoffs: where a school may be deficient in diversity in one area, they 

make up for it in another. To illustrate, parents described how their school may have racial 

diversity but lacks socioeconomic diversity. Alternatively, parents highlighted different aspects 

of diversity beyond race or socioeconomic status to justify the lack of diversity in their school. A 

mother described how diversity factored into her family’s decision of choosing where to live, 

noting how her neighborhood is “not diverse from a racial ethnic standpoint but it is diverse in its 

gender and sexual orientation standpoint,” elaborating, “the neighborhood we live in . . . it’s the 

heavy gay community. And . . . knowing that it is kind of tricky for us to be really where we 

wanted which was in a neighborhood that was walkable and have it be racially mixed this was 



122 
 

sort of at least one way that at least you’re in a neighborhood that felt diverse in some way.” She 

justified the lack of racial diversity in her neighborhood, and as a result at their school, through 

noting how she compromised her desire for racial diversity while still fulfilling some ideal 

diversity indicators quota to feel good about her decision of where to live. Another parent 

reflects this trade-off mentality, describing her daughter’s private school as: “mostly white and 

mostly affluent because you have to pay tuition to go there. . . I think there might be a one or two 

students with special needs, but that would be about it as far as diversity.” Adopting a broader 

definition of diversity that extends beyond race and class, she accounts for how she justifies 

diversity at her daughter’s school through objectifying students with disabilities to fulfill some 

diversity quota. Diversity as capital functions in these discourses to position diversity markers as 

bargaining chips that parents shift and trade in the absence of racial or economic diversity to 

justify how they still make choices that value diversity. Yet, these discourses still reflect the 

value of diversity as enjoyed by some while denied to others. Albeit employing definitions of 

diversity that signal broader meanings beyond racial difference, they still center white, 

heteronormative, able-bodies and direct attention to an “other” responsible for adding diversity.  

Despite the good intentions of white parents’ value for diversity, engaging diversity 

through economic terms as a value add to their school choice process highlights the inequalities 

of their privileged position. White families with socioeconomic privileges unequally enjoy the 

ability to make school choice decisions based on individual preferences for diversity levels. Non-

white parents with fewer class-based privileges do not possess this luxury because the very 

notion of multiculturalism suggests an ethnic, non-white other. To be sure, families of color 

certainly have the freedom to choose schools based on racial demographics. Yet, as whiteness 

has already marked them the racialized other, their choices are limited to the extent they choose 
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to what degree to participate in hegemonic white, dominant ways of knowing and being. One 

mother illustrated this disparity in the following quotation, as she described the privileged ability 

to choose amounts of diversity: “[I]t depends how much diversity you want, and it depends how 

many different opportunities you want, . . . what kind of like breadth of opportunity you want for 

your kid. And it feels so like privileged to say like, choose your level of diversity, but that’s kind 

of what it is, and like for us we wanted a high level of diversity, but some people don’t.” Her 

perspective illustrates how parents factored diversity in as value-add or “opportunity” in their 

school choice decision-making process. Yet, it also suggests the one-sidedness of the privileged 

ability to intentionally factor diversity into the choice making process. Diversity positioned as a 

value that celebrates the presence of non-white bodies is a value unfairly accessed by white 

parents with socioeconomic privilege. Although parents of other racial and class backgrounds 

certainly make choices based on the racial composition of various schools, white parents with 

socioeconomic privilege do so from a distinct position where they can both profess diversity as a 

value and engage the term in harmful ways that objectify and devalue families with fewer class 

and racial privileges.   

Diversity as capital discourses that center how white students benefit at the cost of the 

presence of students of color function as a unique form of capital known as “multicultural 

capital” that positions students of color as responsible for enriching white children’s education. 

Diane Reay, David James, and Gill Crozier define “multicultural capital,” as the idea of 

extracting value from a “multi-ethnic other” to account for how parents factor the value of 

nonwhite bodies into their school choice decisions.133 Although often well-intentioned discourses 

celebrating multiculturalism and appreciating difference, these discourses are extractive in the 

way they position students of color. To provide an example, one mother told me: “I’ve seen my 
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kids’ development be enriched by being around kids and teachers of such a variety of 

backgrounds.” Such perspectives center white students as receiving not only their required 

academic education, but a supplemental education provided by the presence of non-white bodies 

in the school. Parents similarly expressed sentiments like, “my kids got so much out of cultural 

night,” and “the kids were exposed to a lot of different nationalities,” which similarly function to 

center how their white children benefitted at the expense of people of color. Implicit in these 

remarks is the notion that their white students gain value, or multicultural capital, from various 

exposure to cultural difference, whereas it is just a daily requirement for the students offering 

that exposure to adhere to white dominant norms of the institution of K12 education. Diversity as 

multicultural capital functions as a one-sided form of capital acquisition designed for white 

families’ benefit.  

Diversity as multicultural capital discourses reinforce existing racial inequalities through 

the celebration of how white children receive a supplemental education or, in one mother’s 

words, a “leg up” academically. To illustrate, a mother compared her own choices to those of her 

friends that opted into private schools or moved to the suburbs, telling me: 

[T]heir kids might come out with more academic learning, because I know at our school, 

we sacrifice some academic learning because we have a very diverse population . . . a lot 

of our energy goes to behavior and intervention for different needs. And if we weren’t 

grappling with that, we’d have a whole lot more to give everybody for like the academic 

part of what we do. . . [E]ven though they’ll be coming out maybe ahead academically, I 

feel like [my daughter] will have an advantage because she’ll know like how to get along 

with a whole bunch of people and how to make her own way.  

 

She positioned the school’s “very diverse population” as providing her already privileged white 

daughter with an “advantage” equivalent to the academic rigor offered at less racially diverse 

schools. Her failure to acknowledge what the students classified as diverse gain or lose in this 

equation indicates low levels of social awareness around this tension. Instead, these discourses 
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direct focus toward what white children acquire in such diverse settings, such as equipping them 

with a comfort in navigating racially and ethnically diverse spaces. Reay and co-authors indicate 

how families secure their white privilege through the increased acquisition of multicultural 

capital that enables them to move in and out of multicultural spaces with ease.134 Such 

perspectives suggest how diversity as multicultural capital can represent contradictory 

motivations. On the one hand, parents express their openness for cultural difference because they 

truly believe in the values of multiculturalism. Yet, parents also more selfishly understand that 

increased exposure to cultural difference will provide their child with valuable life skills. Reay 

and co-authors describe this as “both civic commitment and a self-interested altruism.”135 This 

pattern emerged in parents’ discourse through the ways they talked about the advantages of 

integrated schools as directly benefitting their individual children through preparing them for the 

world. Parents expressed sentiments like, how it is “important to expose my son to what the 

world is like” and one mother described how she prioritized for her daughter’s school: “a place 

where she can learn much more about the world through the diversity of her surroundings and 

what they can teach her. And then the people that she gets interact with and learn from.” 

Although certainly valuing multiculturalism, the direction of multiculturalism’s enrichment 

flows one way to center the white children benefitting from their diverse surroundings. These 

perspectives suggest how even the most well-intentioned white parents are still motivated by 

their individualistic impulses to equip their children for an increasingly diverse and globalized 

world.  

Parents undoubtedly possessed the best of intentions when employing discourses that 

celebrate multiculturalism and racially integrated schools. Yet, when these discourses center how 

their individual white child benefits at the expense of their classmates of color, they become 
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problematic. Many parents I spoke with unintentionally fell into this trend, suggesting how 

individualistic impulses can dominate communal beliefs. Two mothers, however, brought high 

levels of self-reflexivity to this problematic dynamic. One mother described this pattern as 

“tricky,”: “something that’s super tricky and uncomfortable is . . . I’m talking about . . . liking 

that she has a lot of racial diversity and socio-economic diversity in her class. And I think being 

aware of, like, what she might be getting out of that at the expense, or taking from those 

particular students and are we giving or acknowledging that and I think that’s a little trickier.” 

She recognized the extractive nature of the pattern of thinking that appreciates diversity in ways 

that may not necessarily be reciprocal. The other mother expressed: “I get nervous about. I don’t 

want to send my kids to sort of be tourists in somebody else’s culture . . . someone else’s 

children are not my children’s entertainment and they’re not my children’s education and they’re 

not my children’s enrichment.” She recognized the difficulty of her position as a mother with 

white privilege and talked about the responsibility of how to appreciate diversity in ways that do 

not rely on students of color to provide that supplemental education for her children. Their 

perspectives suggest greater levels of awareness of the privileged position of whiteness in 

diversity as capital discourses. Their naming and recognition of this inequity may provide the 

first steps in actively disrupting it. However, the lack of reflexivity the majority of parents 

indicated in engaging diversity as capital discourses suggests the pervasiveness of ingrained, 

individualistic motivations despite inclinations toward community-motivated actions.  

Diversity as Commonplace 

This final theme explores how parents positioned diversity as ordinary or unremarkable 

in their school choice discourse. In contrast to previous themes, diversity functioned as 

commonplace to celebrate difference as a normal part of children’s lives in ways that did not 
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objectify students of color, contain diversity as separate from their lives, or place focus on white 

children as the direct beneficiaries of diversity. Instead, this final theme made the tensions of 

parents’ privileged positionality explicit as parents discussed diversity in terms of broader 

societal benefits. Parents engaged diversity as commonplace to talk about how they valued 

integrated spaces for the sake of integration, like choosing the more racially diverse middle 

school over the less racially integrated one. Parents rationalized their desire to seek out majority 

nonwhite spaces because diversity is “normal” and represents “our world,” or “our future.”  

Parents described how they wanted their children to understand diversity and difference 

and that they valued the ways schools create exposure to a wide variety of people. These 

perspectives embraced a more communal view of the benefits of diversity rather than how their 

individual child stands to benefit. Parents expressed sentiments like the importance for their 

children to go to a school that was not “full of other white children,” but rather for their children 

to understand their “world as more than just people who look like them.” Participants indicated 

how through their school choices they hope to model for their children how to interact in a world 

full of difference. One mother expressed her vision: 

to be a part of a community that represents different people in different cultures, and we 

think that’s a really important thing for our kids to see and experience. . . we value raising 

our children in a world where they understand that people look different, that people have 

different cultural backgrounds, people speak different languages, that diversity is beautiful 

and important. And we value . . . this idea that . . . we have something to learn in every 

situation. So everybody we encounter has something to teach us . . . So I think that that drives 

part of why we like to be in a community that is reflective of that diversity.  

 

She emphasized a communal vision that views her family as engaged within a community as 

opposed to a surface level appreciation of diversity from a distance. She underscored 

multidirectional learning from one another, rather than learning flowing in one direction to 

benefit her white children. Another mother talked about her value for diversity in terms of larger 
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societal benefits, describing how her children’s friends are: “from all different walks of life 

backgrounds, all different kinds of families. . .  I love that I can see my kids are growing up to be 

the sort of people where if somebody were to say, you know, so and so is gay they’re [like] 

what’s your point? . . . I don’t mean it in a belittling way but they’re just they’re exposed to 

everybody. So, . . .  it’s not going to be the issue it is for us older folks. . . I hope that’s really the 

way that our society is going.” Although she reflects on the benefit the exposure to difference 

has on her own children, she frames this in terms of her hopes for larger societal shifts as 

opposed to an individualistic drive for her children to receive a supplemental education or “leg 

up” to help them navigate the world.  

Diversity as commonplace discourses expressed an expanded vision of the purpose of 

education. Parents articulated academic goals for children that included learning about diversity, 

understanding exposure to diversity as part of what constitutes an academic education, and 

viewing schooling as providing experiences that make children adept at navigating difference. 

They described the various diversity efforts their schools engaged and how diversity themes are 

integrated into the school curriculum to simply become an ordinary part of their children’s 

schooling. For example, a mother recounted an experience where her daughter came home from 

first grade and said to her: 

“Mama, did you know that everybody’s skin is a different shade of brown?” And I said, 

“Yes, it is.” And my wife is in the kitchen and she says, “it is?” And she looks at her skin. 

And I said, “Yes, it is.” And she looked at me and she said “it is?” And I gritted my teeth. 

And I said, “Yes, it is.” And later I said to her, “do you know what our school has done? . 

. . They’ve decentered whiteness as the center of skin.” That is, to me is what is going to 

change how we come and operate in our world. So it has never been about white skinned 

girls or . . . white skin stories. All the stories have been about Brown people doing 

something, whether it’s good or bad. That’s the center.  
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She celebrated the ways her daughter’s school normalized diversity and difference through its 

attempts to decenter whiteness. She framed the benefits of this education through a communal 

lens of how such lessons will produce larger societal benefits.  

Parents discussed how they value diversity because of the ways that exposure to 

difference breeds empathy and open mindedness. Participants described how ignorance can be 

overcome through actually knowing people that are different from oneself. To illustrate, one 

mother told me how she grew up in a family with two adopted siblings that are very dark-

skinned African Americans. Describing how she and her adopted siblings would be treated 

differently in various settings, she indicated how these family dynamics exposed her to 

understand difference at a young age. This awareness now undergirds her values that inform her 

school choice decisions. It was important for her that her children attend a school where other 

students look like their aunt and uncle. She expressed that she wants her children to experience 

diversity in such a way that “they’re being surrounded by it . . . seeing that in real life. . . And, . . 

. that constant learning and unlearning of things and what does that mean to be white and what 

does it mean to, to understand our history from different perspectives. . .  And seeing and 

understanding how other people live and experience the same community.” Through attempting 

to normalize difference by way of her school choices, she engages diversity to promote 

understanding with her children of how various social identities inform people’s unique 

perspectives. She indicated a high degree of self-reflexivity through her efforts to value 

difference by explicitly making sense of different positionalities, including her children’s white 

positionality.  

Diversity as commonplace discourses suggest the ways parents were highly aware of 

their white positionality and engaged diversity as a value in such a way where they wanted their 
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children to critically understand their privileged racial positioning in relation to difference. These 

participants discussed diversity’s value as the exposure to different perspectives and ways of 

seeing the world as a way to then critically reflect back on their own whiteness. One mother 

expressed this as: “My top goal for my kids’ education and education really broadly, is to 

understand what it means to be a white person in this society and what needs to be different 

about that positionality in relation to others. And so, having an opportunity to engage with kids 

in an everyday space who have different racial ethnic backgrounds and economic experiences is 

my top top top priority.” Her focus is not for her children to be in spaces with different people to 

enrich or supplement their education, but rather to be able to reflect back on their white 

positionality and understand their racial privilege in relation to difference. Essentially, this 

mother desires to teach her children how to be self-reflexive in order to become more critically 

aware of their whiteness. Such diversity as commonplace discourses reflect broader goals in 

valuing diversity that include critically deconstructing whiteness and its associated privileges.  

Although diversity as commonplace discourses certainly function to suggest a high 

degree of self-awareness of parents’ white positionality, parents still engage the term from their 

privileged position and within broader racialized contexts where whiteness is dominant. The 

implications of this conundrum are that white parents with socioeconomic privilege must 

contend with both how they center diversity as a driver in their school choice decisions and the 

privileged ability to be able to choose their diversity levels, as opposed to making choices based 

on more limited circumstances. Despite their intentions to leverage diversity to normalize 

difference and deconstruct whiteness, they still engage diversity while benefitting from their 

privileged positioning and within broader structures that reinforce white ways of knowing and 

being. And yet, diversity as commonplace certainly offers the most possibility for dismantling 
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white supremacy as parents seek integrated school settings with a critical awareness of their 

white privilege and sense of social responsibility.  

 

Conclusion  

I have examined how diversity functions in socioeconomically advantaged, progressive 

white parents’ discourse and its impacts through considering how these parents position the word 

diversity in relation to their school choice decisions. Through emphasizing the range of 

narrowness and breadth in how parents defined the term, I underscored how diversity functions 

as a polysemous term within their discourse. I demonstrated the significance of racialized 

contexts, like K12 education, in which the polysemous term diversity circulates to produce 

conflicting “both-and” meanings. I have argued that emphasizing the privileged positioning of 

white rhetors illustrates how diversity operates as both a well-intentioned discourse that 

celebrates multiculturalism and one that conceals inequities, revealing diversity discourses that 

function to maintain whiteness as center. Through my analysis, I demonstrated the varying 

degrees as to how parents’ discourses reinforce whiteness as dominant through examination of 

how they position diversity in relation to their school choice decisions as a threat, as a distant 

other, as capital, and as commonplace.   

Through troubling these uncritical diversity discourses, this chapter contributes a nuanced 

and complex interpretation of how polysemous diversity discourses get employed by white 

rhetors in racialized contexts to produce contradictory meanings. I have emphasized the 

importance of the rhetor’s social location to provide this expanded interpretation of diversity. It 

is crucial to foreground the white rhetor’s privileged positionality to account for the racialized 

power dynamics that inform how white rhetors engage the term diversity. As my analysis 
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suggests, although white rhetors may engage diversity discourses with the best of intentions, 

uncritical diversity discourses that are absent of any consideration of racial hierarchies and 

systems of power can function to conceal novel forms of racism and reinforce the dominance of 

whiteness. These contradictory meanings reveal the disconnect between a rhetor’s good 

intentions and actions that actually disrupt whiteness’ normative positioning.  

The conflicting “both and” impacts of parents’ diversity discourses produce yet another 

illustration of the tensions inherent to the positionality of white, political progressives with 

socioeconomic privilege as to how they must negotiate the conundrum of their white privilege 

with their progressive values. Parents positioned diversity in relation to their school choice 

decisions with varying degrees of value alignment, yet they also did so with more or less self-

reflexivity of their privileged ability to make such choices. Connecting to the broader themes of 

this dissertation, this chapter underscores the variation among participants’ levels of critical 

awareness. The emphasis on the range of ways participants defined and engaged the term 

diversity reveals the possibilities when people understand diversity in terms of communal 

benefits and social responsibility. Such possibilities raise questions as to how privileged white 

folks might engage the term in liberatory ways. Perhaps with greater self-reflexivity around the 

racialized power dynamics associated with diversity, well-meaning white progressives might 

critically engage with the term to confront discomfort and seek ways to enact change at systemic 

levels that disrupts systems of white supremacy. Next, I further pursue this notion of how 

individual instances of critical awareness might lead to meaningful action that disrupts whiteness 

at multiple levels in the dissertation’s conclusion.   
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CONCLUSION 

 

Disrupting Whiteness through Critical Awareness and Social Responsibility 

 

Americans on the political left breathed a collective sigh of relief on January 20, 2021, as 

President Joe Biden took the oath of office to be sworn in as the 46th U.S. President. Myriad 

factors contributed to this shared sense of relief; among them was the cabinet appointment of 

Miguel Cardona as Secretary of Education, a far less controversial pick than predecessor Betsy 

DeVos. Although I began imagining this project during the tumultuousness of 2020, I met with 

my study participants in 2021 when, as political progressives, we were all breathing a little 

easier. The all-too-familiar move for white progressives now would be to permit these sighs of 

relief to backslide us into the cozy grooves of complacency conditioned by whiteness. Yet, as the 

parent discourse in the previous chapters demonstrates, the tenacity of broader structural forces 

that reinforce racism and educational inequity endures despite progressive commitments. The 

threats racial capitalism and neoliberalism pose do not simply disappear with the transition of 

elected officials in dominant positions of power. It would certainly be easier as white 

progressives to wave our flags of victory as we call out white supremacists while neglecting to 

flip the critical scrutiny back on ourselves. As rhetorical scholars committed to projects of 

dismantling white supremacy, we must do both.   

 Throughout this dissertation, I have examined how white parents negotiate their 

progressive commitments with the ways they are positioned to benefit from oppressive systems, 

like white supremacy. I have suggested this tension is inescapable and inherent to their social 

position. I have argued that we ought to consider this tension in terms of white progressives’ 

broad concerns for their communities and their narrow focus on securing individual advantages. 
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Throughout the preceding chapters, I observed the dynamics of the competing values of 

community and the individual within parents’ school choice discourse as they relate to choice 

and agency, white racial identity, and diversity. In Chapter 1, I considered how parents exercised 

school choice in ways that variously emphasized the broad community impacts of their choices 

and the narrow focus on their individual family. In Chapter 2, I observed how parents spoke 

about their white racial identity in ways ranging from the belief that their white privilege 

obligates a social responsibility to change the status quo to whiteness signifying their individual 

racial classification. Finally, Chapter 3 traced how parents’ diversity discourses function to both 

associate diversity with communal values that celebrate multiculturalism and reinscribe 

whiteness in ways that center the individual. Across the distinct foci of each of these analyses, 

they together indicate how these progressive white parents navigate the pull between their 

communal beliefs and influences that promote the individual in their school choice discourse. In 

this conclusion, I unpack the implications of this argument as it connects to three themes that 

span the dissertation: white racial positionality, a continuum of critical awareness, and social 

responsibility. Then, I reflect on the dissertation’s contributions to anticipate possible directions 

for future scholarly inquiry.  

 

White Racial Positionality  

I have asserted that attention to progressive white parents’ social positionality crucially 

informs how to interpret their choice discourse because it contextualizes uneven power 

dynamics. Through foregrounding parents’ white racial positionality across the preceding 

chapters, I illuminated the ways they benefit from race and class-based privileges that position 

them to exercise choice with minimal constraints. Principally, they benefit from the ways 



137 
 

whiteness functions as an implicit, universal assumption. This privilege manifested in their 

choice discourse through their ability to racialize others while remaining silent about their own 

racial positionality. For instance, in Chapter 3, parents spoke to the trend of “choose your level of 

diversity,” which functioned to racialize a diverse “other” from the position of an unnamed white 

center. Chapter 1 illustrated how progressive white parents can choose to position values like 

family and their individual child in non-racialized ways, a privilege not equally afforded to 

parents of color. Moreover, Chapter 2 demonstrated that when parents are prompted to explicitly 

talk about their whiteness, some remain silent on associating their whiteness with systems of 

privilege, thus demonstrating the privileged ability to discuss their race in uncritical ways.  

The ways that the design of institutions like the K12 education system caters to structural 

whiteness functioned as another benefit that informs parents’ choice discourse. As the privileged 

beneficiaries of this structural design, parents do not have to explicitly recognize how the 

education system benefits them. As I indicated in Chapter 1, they are free to exercise choice with 

increased agency and minimal constraints. Parents described feeling comfortable in any of the 

Madison area schools, having a “safety valve” or backup options in place, and even relocating 

houses to attend a different area school. Chapter 2 suggested how parents experience ease and 

comfort within the school space in ways such as confidence in confronting administrators and 

other authority officials to advocate on behalf of their individual child. Additionally, the fact 

parents could position diversity as an “add-on” value in Chapter 3 illustrates the default of 

whiteness already in place within schools.   

Because of the ways parents often engage abstract value terms in their school choice 

discourse, it is especially crucial to foreground progressive white parents’ racial positionality to 

account for their use of polysemous terms. In Chapter 3, I suggested how reading diversity 
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discourses in relation to white rhetors’ positionality considers contextual power relations that 

reveal how diversity can function as conflicting value. Likewise, in Chapter 1, the polysemous 

values parents associated with their choices, such as “family” and “opportunity,” need to be 

considered in terms of parents’ increased agency. As parents grappled with the various 

conundrums of school choice, the polysemous terms they engaged to rationalize their various 

choices must be read in relation to parents’ position of increased agency that results from their 

structural privilege.   

 

A Continuum of Critical Awareness  

I have suggested that progressive white parents are not a monolith. Instead, this project 

emphasizes the complexities, layers, and nuances of this social position. Throughout this 

dissertation, I have stressed the variation among participants in terms of the values they associate 

with choice, their awareness of their white privilege, and how they value diversity. In Chapter 2, 

I specifically engaged the frame of self-reflexivity to account for the gradations in parents’ 

varying stages of critical awareness of their privileged positionality. I asserted that critical 

understandings of whiteness reflect an awareness of its unfair positioning within a social 

structure shaped by historical and contemporary structural racism. Applying this notion of a 

continuum of critical awareness across all the chapters provides a lens to account for variations 

in parents’ school choice discourse broadly. There is a utility, as I suggested in Chapter 2, in 

marking low, medium, and high levels of self-reflexivity along this continuum of critical 

awareness. 

 Several themes within parents’ discourse across the dissertation reflected low levels of 

critical awareness. In Chapter 2, I observed how low levels of reflexivity manifested as denial, 
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refusals, and silence. These patterns are evident in Chapter 1 where participants expressed 

nominal commitments to educational equity but then failed to recognize the lack of alignment 

between their commitments and their school choices. Parents also demonstrated low levels of 

reflexivity in the diversity discourses in Chapter 3 when they sought diverse learning 

environments without accounting for their own positionality in their celebrations of diversity.    

 At the medium position on the continuum are instances of a nominalist rhetoric, or 

naming of whiteness to disrupt its unstated normative position. In Chapter 2, I indicated how 

parents called out their whiteness as a racial position associated with privilege without critically 

interrogating the implications or taking any according action. These patterns are evident in 

Chapter 1 when parents indicated awareness of their white privilege without changing their 

behaviors in any way to disrupt their privileged position. Additionally, the diversity as capital 

rhetoric in Chapter 3 suggested medium levels of awareness as parents sought integrated, 

multicultural learning environments but did so in ways that failed to fully consider the 

implications of their children’s white privilege in terms of a one-directional, supplementary 

education.  

Finally, patterns in parents’ discourse that fall on the high end of the continuum of critical 

awareness demonstrate fully reckoning with the tensions of progressive white parents. As I 

suggested in Chapter 2, a combination of a nominalist rhetoric and corresponding action to 

change an unfair status quo reflects these higher levels of critical awareness. This coupling is 

evident across parents’ school choice discourse when they indicated understanding whiteness as 

a position associated with power and a desire to productively leverage their privileged 

positionality to work toward the value of community. To illustrate, in Chapter 1 parents 

discussed the impacts of their individual choices in reference to patterns of white parent choice 
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on a broader scale and its possible effects. In Chapter 2, I discussed how parents demonstrate 

high levels of reflexivity through their white networks when they work in relationship with other 

white folks to critically deconstruct whiteness together. Finally, diversity as commonplace 

discourses in Chapter 3 reflect high levels of critical awareness when parents described factoring 

diversity into their choices in such a way that accounts for their white positionality in relation to 

others.  

 

Social Responsibility 

As I reiterated above, high levels of critical awareness reflect a nominalist rhetoric that 

disrupts whiteness’ implicit location combined with corresponding action to change the status 

quo. In Chapter 2, I discussed this corresponding action through the theme of an ethic of 

responsibility. Although not explicitly naming it as such, this notion of responsibility surfaces 

across the dissertation. Given the broader argument around the tension between community and 

the individual, it is productive to consider how high levels of critical awareness foster a sense of 

social responsibility. Social responsibility entails action, suggesting that it is not enough to just 

name and critically recognize whiteness. It encompasses the idea of parents leveraging their 

privileged position to work toward the communal values they profess to believe in.   

Social responsibility manifested in parents’ discourse when they indicated the need to 

disrupt the status quo and recondition their established behaviors. In Chapter 1, parents discussed 

recalibrating their expectations around their children’s schooling experience and retraining their 

actions around the impulse to secure every individual educational opportunity for their children. 

In Chapter 2, parents described shifting their mentality from “what can I gain” to “what can I 

contribute.” They also indicated a critical awareness of how white parents occupy space. Parents 
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expressed a desire to listen and make space for less privileged voices and to learn when to sit 

back and remain silent. In the discussion of multicultural capital in Chapter 3, I mentioned the 

two mothers that explicitly called out the problematic dynamic of exploiting children of color for 

the supplemental education of white children. There is promise in their ability to recognize how 

this tendency can further harm students of color. They importantly called out the need to retrain 

behaviors that center what white children might gain at the expense of children of color.  

Parents’ desire to use their privileged positionality specifically to further progressive 

causes also illustrates social responsibility. This intention indicates a critical awareness of their 

white privilege and a concern with harnessing that privilege in ways that align to their beliefs. 

For instance, parents illustrated this in Chapter 1 when they discussed how they made choices in 

support of thriving and resourced public schools that aligned with their beliefs in educational 

equity. Social responsibility also manifested through the ways parents described taking a critical 

stance on their positionality within white parent networks in Chapter 2. They spoke to the need 

to educate others in their white circles to support the public schools through engaging them in 

conversation about their choice to stay in the public schools. These actions illustrate social 

responsibility through critical actions within white parent networks; yet action must pair with 

high levels of critical awareness. Critical self-reflexivity needs to accompany social 

responsibility to account for impacts that could be perceived as white saviorism.   

The ways parents spoke to their values and behaviors in raising their children also 

illustrates social responsibility. Parents’ discussions of bringing up their children in race 

conscious ways in Chapter 2 illustrates their desire to leverage white privilege to support 

progressive causes. Likewise, in Chapter 3’s discussion of diversity as commonplace, parents 

indicated their concern with supporting their children to develop a critical awareness of their 
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whiteness in relation to racialized others. Sarah A. Matlock and Robin DiAngelo emphasize the 

importance of parents acting out their values, suggesting that parents modeling actions in 

accordance with professed values is potentially the “most effective antiracist parenting 

strategy.”136 Their observation underscores the importance of the action component attached to 

espoused values that encompasses social responsibility. 

 

Contributions & Looking Forward 

Having reflected back on the dissertation’s overall argument and related themes, I now 

shift my gaze to consider the ways this project moves our scholarly trajectory forward. In this 

next section, I consider the contributions of this project to theory, method, and discourse to 

anticipate directions for future scholarship. As I comment on the dissertation’s contributions to 

theory, I do so in terms of the key concepts presented in the introduction: choice, ideology, 

identity, and difference.  

To begin with rhetorical theory on choice and ideology, this project contributes to 

scholarship on discourses of choice that argue for the need to foreground the rhetors’ social 

location. I complicated and nuanced the social position of white political progressives by 

demonstrating how they enact choice through an increased agency to align with their progressive 

commitments to varying degrees of intensity. Doing so, I accounted for the unfair structural 

advantages that enable them to exercise choice with minimal constraints. This intervention 

explored how choice gets exercised with varying degrees of conviction to ideology and the ways 

that increased agency enabled that variation. Future scholarship might continue to account for the 

uneven distribution of choice through critically interrogating how majoritarian groups exercise 

choice in ways that suggest conflicting amounts of conviction to their ideologies.  
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My project contributes to rhetorical scholarship on white identity formation through 

examining white parents’ degrees of self-reflexivity around their white privilege within the 

cultural context of K12 school choice discourse. I demonstrated how parents exhibit varying 

understandings of their whiteness as a part of a hegemonic structure for which they ought to 

assume responsibility. Through gesturing toward the significance of varying gradations of self-

reflexivity, I deepen our understanding of white identity formation within K12 education 

discourses to show how parents construct their white racial identity in ways that sustain, 

question, and challenge the status quo. With regard to the ways more highly reflexive parents 

associated their white racial identity with a sense of responsibility, it would be a worthy 

scholarly endeavor to consider how individuals in other cultural contexts construct whiteness as 

rhetorical identity that bears an ethic of responsibility.  

In terms of my final key concept of difference, this project intervenes in scholarship on 

racialized constructions of other to demonstrate the significance of school choice discourse as a 

site to understand how white parents construct racial difference. Through asserting the need to 

consider white rhetors’ positionality in relation to diversity discourses, it provides crucial 

insights as to how progressive white parents construct their racial identity and racialize others 

through local, everyday discourses. It demonstrates how intent does not always align with impact 

by troubling the ways white rhetors engage diversity discourses to produce contradictory both-

and meanings. In doing so, it contributes an expanded perspective on diversity discourses when 

specifically employed by progressive white parents. There would be merit in future scholarship 

that expands the scope of this analysis to include the perspectives of non-white parents to create 

a cross-racial dialogue around parent perspectives on choosing diverse schools. Indeed, 

sociological research indicates that parents across racial and ethnic groups demonstrate 
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heterogeneity in their preferences for racial composition of schools.137 While my dissertation 

underscored the need to make explicit the too-often implicit dominant perspectives of everyday 

discourses of whiteness that uphold racial inequity, future research could incorporate the 

diversity discourses of Black, Indigenous, and other parents of color to construct a multi-

directional focus on these issues.  

Now reflecting on methods, this project engaged rhetorical field methods to construct a 

primary text that deepens our scholarly understanding of the social position of white political 

progressives. Although this methodological approach enabled me to capture discourse not 

previously recorded, limitations inevitably arise as a result of making certain decisions to the 

exclusion of others. As I gestured in the introduction, I based my analysis off the transcripts as 

parents presented themselves in the interviews and focus groups. We could certainly question 

whether parents presented the most authentic versions of themselves when in conversation with 

me, a white doctoral candidate. A different methodological choice would have been to act as a 

complete participant deeply and fully enmeshed as a member of the local culture and conduct my 

observations over an extended period time.138 Immersing myself within the local Madison 

culture of progressive white parents in this way would have enabled me to overhear unfiltered 

conversations that informally occur in situ.139 I would have captured this raw dialogue through 

contexts like parent conversations while waiting at the bus stop, exchanges during school pick up 

and drop off, neighbors discussing area schools during a backyard BBQ, or even through online 

posts in parent groups on social media. 140  

That said, my methodological choices certainly afforded opportunities. I believe the 

intentionally constructed nature of the interviews and focus groups functioned in instructive 

ways to promote participants’ self-reflexivity. Their side comments like “this is really making me 
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think” or “I am appreciating this conversation” anecdotally suggest how the formal nature of 

interviews can serve a dual function that fosters opportunities for learning that the passive 

observation of informal conversations around the bus stop may necessarily not. Some of the 

questions during the interviews prompted participants to pause and reflect as they may not have 

previously considered the relationship between their whiteness and school choice. The focus 

groups especially produced a synergy as parents would bounce ideas off one another or build on 

one another’s comments. Despite their artificialness, interviews and focus groups possess the 

potential to prompt greater levels of critical awareness while simultaneously generating research 

transcripts. I can imagine future projects designed with this dual purpose in mind. Scholars might 

leverage rhetorical field methods to conduct focus groups designed as antiracist workshops for 

white folks. These would serve a dual purpose of fostering an environment for white people to 

critically reflect on their white privilege in relation to antiracist goals while also producing 

transcripts for research on vernacular constructions of white identity.  

With respect to discourse, this project demonstrates the significance of critical whiteness 

studies-focused projects within discourses of education by underscoring how K12 education 

serves as a cultural context to critique white supremacy. Contributing to the rhetoric of K12 

education policy through intersecting this area with critical whiteness studies, I revealed how 

local, everyday discourses, like the ways white parents talk about their children’s school, uphold 

logics of whiteness and reinforce racialized power dynamics. I spotlighted this area of public 

discourse through sustained focus on progressive white parents within the specific geography of 

Madison, WI. Future scholarship that engages this area of public discourse might examine 

different geographies to consider how local cultural contexts differently shape the dynamics of 

white parents’ school choice discourse. Since school choice policies vary so greatly from city to 



146 
 

city, research projects could consider regional perspectives or comparisons across different urban 

settings.  

Critical awareness and social responsibility as specific modes to disrupt whiteness 

emerged as two key themes in progressive white parents’ school choice discourse, deepening our 

scholarly understanding of this area of public discourse. Too often, the implications of rhetorical 

projects committed to the project of dismantling white supremacy employ an exclusive macro-

level lens and leave us with a sense of overwhelm. To only offer systems-levels reflections on 

how to disrupt whiteness produces individual helplessness around the enormity of the task. 

Indeed, systems-level education policies actively shape the broader structures in which 

individual parents exercise choice. Education scholars Carolyn Sattin-Bajaj and Allison Roda 

underscore the significance of how school choice policies interact with advantaged white 

parents’ anxieties around scarcity to produce opportunity hoarding that maintains race and class-

based inequities.141 Although we absolutely must continue to consider these questions at the 

systems level, we might do so in ways that also account for individual agency. My project offers 

a tone of hopefulness through the implications for individual actions. I have emphasized the 

notion of increasing individual instances of critical awareness coupled with social responsibility. 

For white individuals committed to antiracism, Matlock and DiAngelo highlight the significance 

of awareness and suggest it needs to be paired with meaningful action. They identify a key 

principle of antiracism as “engaging in meaningful action against racism at a personal, 

interpersonal, and community level.”142 Despite the tenacity of oppressive systems, individual 

instances of critical awareness matter because they have the potential to build collective 

momentum in support of communities. 
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There is promise in individuals committed to increasing their critical awareness and 

moving toward higher levels on the continuum. Yet, such commitments require work and 

ongoing reflection. Matlock and DiAngelo observe that is it not solely sufficient to possess a 

critical awareness of white privilege; individuals committed to antiracism must also possess an 

awareness of how their good intentions may indeed function to reinforce racism.143 That is, it is 

not enough for an individual to be broadly aware that they benefit from white privilege, they 

need to develop critical awareness around how their white privilege may manifest in ways that 

perpetuate inequities. To illustrate, I prepared a research brief that I shared with all my study 

participants a year after our meetings that reported high-level themes from the interviews. One 

mother responded to me to tell me that she recognized herself in some of the problematic 

behaviors I included in the report. She specifically saw herself reflected in the pattern of calling 

out other white people while failing to critically examine one’s own actions, and she expressed 

her commitment to do better. Although this example is anecdotal, I use it to suggest that 

increasing individual instances of awareness matters in terms of collective movement toward 

higher levels of critical reflexivity.  

I have also suggested that individual instances of critical awareness are not enough if they 

do not result in action. Social responsibility accounts for the ways individuals might feel 

compelled to act as a result of increasing individual instances of critical awareness. For instance, 

participation in this study may have prompted parents to think about their choices more 

collectively, such as consider the impact of white parent choices on broader levels. Yet, the 

crucial next step would be to take action, such as engage in critical dialogues with other white 

folks about the impacts of socioeconomically advantaged, progressive white parents’ school 

choices. This dissertation has emphasized how progressive white folks have a responsibility to 
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confront individual discomfort as they use their privileged position to act on their progressive 

ideals. Yet, these actions must always connect back to self-reflexivity. Ersula J. Ore calls out 

“performances of white allyship” that reflect “empty solidarity” and are designed for white 

benefit.144 Ore suggests to meaningfully engage in action, white people need to “understand that 

anti-oppression work involves- but isn’t about- them.”145 As white progressives enact social 

responsibility, they must do so in self-reflexive ways to avoid missteps that work to recenter 

whiteness.  

Throughout this dissertation, I have positioned the individual and community as 

competing values. Now, I want to suggest a repositioning that imagines the possibilities when the 

individual is harnessed to support action for their communities. I envision the potential of 

individual instances of critical awareness that coheres groups of critically aware white folks, 

leading to diverse coalition-building that enacts systems-level change to disrupt whiteness. There 

is power in individual instances of awareness building when it might result in meaningful action 

that supports communal values. To illustrate, Education researcher Allison Roda examines how 

parents working in racially and ethnically diverse coalitions both recognize their privilege and 

mobilize other parents to opt-in and support their local public schools.146 Future rhetorical 

scholarship should seek communicative contexts where groups of critically aware white folks are 

working in coalition, however imperfectly, toward progressive goals. I envision projects 

conducted in collaboration with grassroots parent organizations oriented around justice, such as 

local organizations like Families for Justice of Dane County and Allies for Black Lives – 

Madison. Projects might also examine parent equity groups within local schools or a local 

chapter of Integrated Schools. The intent would be to amplify examples where white parents are 

self-reflexively working in cross-racial coalitions and engaged in action aligned to their nominal 
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commitments. Our discipline is bursting with progressive white folks committed to dismantling 

white supremacy. I urge rhetorical scholars to look to instances where they might conduct 

scholarship that can further develop the blueprint for how to harness the individual to work in 

harmony with community.  

 

 

Conclusion Notes 

 
136 Sarah A. Matlock, and Robin DiAngelo, “‘We Put It in Terms of Not-Nice’: White Antiracists and 

Parenting,” Journal of Progressive Human Services 26, no. 1 (2015), 90. 

137 Chantal A. Hailey, “Racial Preferences for Schools: Evidence from an Experiment with White, Black, 

Latinx, and Asian Parents and Students,” Sociology of Education 95, no. 2 (2022): 110–32. 

138 Sarah J. Tracy, Qualitative Research Methods: Collecting Evidence, Crafting Analysis, Communicating 

Impact (West Sussex, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 107. 

139 Michael K. Middleton, Samantha Senda-Cook, and Danielle Endres, “Articulating Rhetorical Field 

Methods: Challenges and Tensions,” Western Journal of Communication 75, no. 4 (2011), 387.  

140 Despite the allure of capturing unfiltered parent dialogue in these contexts, it bears mentioning that I 

conducted field work in summer 2021 during the COVID-19 Pandemic. At this particular moment in the 

pandemic, vaccines were still being rolled out to the public and people generally still exercised caution 

around unnecessary gatherings in-person. For instance, when given the option, the majority of my 

participants felt most comfortable conducting our meetings virtually over Zoom.  

141 Carolyn Sattin-Bajaj and Allison Roda, “Opportunity Hoarding in School Choice Contexts: The Role 

of Policy Design in Promoting Middle-Class Parents’ Exclusionary Behaviors,” Educational 

Policy 34, no. 7 (2020): 992–1035. 

142 Matlock and DiAngelo, “‘We Put It in Terms of Not-Nice,’” 90. 

143 Matlock and DiAngelo, “‘We Put It in Terms of Not-Nice,’” 89. 

144 Matthew Houdek and Ersula J. Ore, “Cultivating Otherwise Worlds and Breathable Futures,” Rhetoric, 

Politics & Culture 1, no. 1 (2021), 88.  



150 
 

 
145 Houdek and Ore, “Cultivating Otherwise Worlds and Breathable Futures,” 88.  

146 Allison Roda, “School Choice and the Politics of Parenthood: Exploring Parent Mobilization As a 

Catalyst for the Common Good,” Peabody Journal of Education 93, no. 4 (2018): 430–49. 

 



151 
 

Bibliography 

 

 

“Accountability Report Cards- Madison Metropolitan District Report Card 2020-21.” Wisconsin 

Department of Public Instruction, accessed July 5, 2022.  

https://apps2.dpi.wi.gov/reportcards/home. 

 

Ahmed, Sara. “Declarations of Whiteness: The Non-Performativity of Anti-Racism.” 

Borderlands E-journal 3, no. 2 (2004): n.p. 

 

Ahmed, Sara. “A Phenomenology of Whiteness.” Feminist Theory 8, no. 2 (2007): 149-68. 

 

Ahmed, Sara. On Being Included: Racism and Diversity in Institutional Life. Durham, London: 

Duke University Press, 2012. 

 

Ahmed, Sara. “Progressive Racism.” Feministkilljoys.com, May 30, 2016, 

https://feministkilljoys.com/2016/05/30/progressive-racism/. 

 

Asen, Robert. Democracy, Deliberation, and Education. University Park: Pennsylvania State 

University Press, 2015. 

 

Asen, Robert. School Choice and the Betrayal of Democracy. University Park: Pennsylvania 

State University Press, 2021. 

 

Badenhorst, Pauli. “Predatory White Antiracism.” Psychoanalysis, Culture & Society 26, no. 3 

(2021): 284-303. 

 

Berrey, Ellen. The Enigma of Diversity: The Language of Race and the Limits of Racial Justice. 

University of Chicago Press, 2015. 

 

Billingham, Chase M. and Matthew O. Hunt. “School Racial Composition and Parental Choice: 

New Evidence on the Preferences of White Parents in the United States.” Sociology of 

Education 89, no. 2 (2016):99–117. 

 

“Black Excellence – Madison Metropolitan School District.” Madison Metropolitan School 

District, 2022. https://www.madison.k12.wi.us/equity-partnerships-and-

engagement/black-excellence. 

 

Bonilla-Silva, Eduardo. Racism Without Racists: Color-Blind Racism and the Persistence of 

Racial Inequality in the United States, 5th ed. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield 

Publishers, Inc., 2018. 

 

Bourdieu, Pierre. Distinction. London: Routledge, 1984.   

 

https://apps2.dpi.wi.gov/reportcards/home
https://feministkilljoys.com/2016/05/30/progressive-racism/


152 
 

Bourdieu, Pierre. “The Forms of Capital.” In Handbook of Theory and Research for the 

Sociology of Education, edited by John G. Richardson, 241-258. New York: Greenwood 

Press, 1986. 

 

Brooks, Maegan Parker. “The Interruptive Voice: Engaging Race in Public School 

Deliberations.” Southern Communication Journal 81, no. 4 (2016): 192–205. 

 

Brooks, Maegan Parker. “Countering White Conceit Through the Commemoration of Keyes.” 

Howard Journal of Communications 28, no. 2 (2017): 186-198. 

 

Brown, Wendy. Undoing the Demos: Neoliberalism’s Stealth Revolution. New York: Zone 

Books, 2015. 

 

Burke, Meghan A. Racial Ambivalence in Diverse Communities. Lanham, MD: Lexington 

Books, 2012. 

 

Burke, Meghan A. “Racing Left and Right: Color-Blind Racism’s Dominance across the U.S. 

Political Spectrum.” The Sociological Quarterly 58, no. 2 (2017): 277–94.  

 

Byrne, Bridget. “Not Just Class: Towards an Understanding of the Whiteness of Middle-Class 

Schooling Choice.” Ethnic & Racial Studies 32, no. 3 (2009): 424–41. 

 

Calafell, Bernadette Marie, Shinsuke Eguchi, and Shadee Abdi, “Introduction: De-Whitening 

Intersectionality in Intercultural Communication.” In De-Whitening Intersectionality: 

Race, Intercultural Communication, and Politics. Edited by Shinsuke Eguchi, Bernadette 

Marie Calafell, and Shadee Abdi, xvii-xxvii. Lapham: Lexington Books, 2020. 

 

Campbell, Karlyn Kohrs. “Agency: Promiscuous and Protean,” Communication and 

Critical/Cultural Studies 2 (2005): 1-19. 

 

Ceccarelli, Leah. “Polysemy: Multiple Meanings in Rhetorical Criticism.” Quarterly Journal of 

Speech 84, no. 4 (1998): 399-409. 

 

Chakravartty, Paula, Rachel Kuo, Victoria Grubbs, and Charlton McIlwain. 

“#CommunicationSoWhite.” Journal of Communication 68 (2018): 254-266.  

 

Chávez, Karma R. "The Body: An Abstract and Actual Rhetorical Concept." Rhetoric Society 

Quarterly 48, no. 3 (2018): 242-250. 

 

Chen, Yea-Wen, Kelsey Chalko, and Michael Bonilla. “When Religion Meets Academia: 

Millennial Christians Becoming Cultural Others on a Minority-Serving Campus in the 

United States.” Journal of International & Intercultural Communication 12, no. 4 (2019): 

325–343.  

 

Chen, Yea-Wen, Nathaniel Simmons, and Dongjing Kang. “My Family Isn’t Racist—

However…”: Multiracial/Multicultural Obama-ism as an Ideological Barrier to Teaching 



153 
 

Intercultural Communication.” Journal of International & Intercultural Communication 

8, no. 2 (2015): 167–186. 

 

“City of Madison Analysis of Impediments to Fair Housing Choice.” City of Madison 

Community Development Division, April 22, 2019, 

https://www.cityofmadison.com/cdbg/documents/DRAFTFullReport-

ImpedimentstoFairHousingChoice4.22.19.pdf. 

 

Cooks, Leda. “Pedagogy, Performance, and Positionality: Teaching about Whiteness in 

Interracial Communication.” Communication Education 52, no. 3/4 (2003): 245–257. 

 

Corrigan, Lisa. M. “On Rhetorical Criticism, Performativity, and White Fragility.” Review of 

Communication 16, no. 1 (2016): 86–88. 

 

Cramer, Lindsay M. “Whiteness and the Postracial Imaginary in Disney’s Zootopia.” Howard 

Journal of Communications 31, no. 3 (2020): 264-281.  

 

Crenshaw, Carrie. “Resisting Whiteness’ Rhetorical Silence.” Western Journal of 

Communication 61, no. 3 (1997): 253–78.  

 

Crowley, Sharon. Toward a Civil Discourse: Rhetoric and Fundamentalism. Pittsburgh, PA: 

University of Pittsburgh Press, 2006. 

 

Cucchiara, Maia Bloomfield and Erin McNamara Horvat. “Choosing Selves: The Salience of 

Parental Identity in the School Choice Process.” Journal of Education Policy 29, no. 4 

(2014): 486-509.  

 

Danisch, Robert. “Rhetorical Agency in a Neoliberal Age: Foucault, Power, Agency, and Ethos.” 

In Rhetoric in Neoliberalism, edited by Kim Hong Nguyen, 63-85. London: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2017. 

 

Darby, Derrick, and Argun Saatcioglu. “Race, Inequality of Opportunity, and School Choice.” 

Theory and Research in Education 13, no. 1 (March 2015): 56–86. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1477878515572288. 

 

Darrah-Okike, Jennifer, Hope Harvey, and Kelley Fong. “‘Because the World Consists of 

Everybody’: Understanding Parents’ Preferences for Neighborhood Diversity,” City & 

Community 19, no. 2 (2020): 374-97. 

 

De Onís, Kathleen M. “Lost in Translation: Challenging (White, Monolingual Feminism’s) with 

Justicia Reproductiva.” Women’s Studies in Communication 38, no. 1 (2015): 1–19. 

 

Debs, Mira, Judith Kafka, Molly Vollman Makris, and Allison Roda. “Happiness-Oriented 

Parents: An Alternative Perspective on Privilege and Choosing Schools.” American 

Journal of Education 129, no. 2 (2023): 145–76.  

 

https://www.cityofmadison.com/cdbg/documents/DRAFTFullReport-ImpedimentstoFairHousingChoice4.22.19.pdf
https://www.cityofmadison.com/cdbg/documents/DRAFTFullReport-ImpedimentstoFairHousingChoice4.22.19.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/1477878515572288


154 
 

Devos, Betsy. “Secretary Betsy Devos Prepared Remarks National Alliance for Public Charter 

Schools.” U.S. Department of Education, June 13, 2017. 

https://www.ed.gov/news/speeches/secretary-betsy-devos-prepared-remarks-national-

association-public-charter-schools. 

 

DiAngelo, Robin. White Fragility: Why It’s So Hard for White People to Talk About Racism. 

Boston: Beacon Press, 2018.  

 

DiAngelo, Robin. Nice Racism: How Progressive White People Perpetuate Racial Harm. 

Boston: Beacon Press, 2021.  

 

Dumas, Michael J. “My Brother as ‘Problem’: Neoliberal Governmentality and Interventions for 

Black Young Men and Boys.” Education Policy 30, no. 1 (2016): 94-113.  

 

Dunn, Thomas R. “Playing Neoliberal Politics: Post-Racial and Post-Racist Strategies on ‘Same 

Love.” Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies 13 (2016): 269-86. 

 

“Election and Voting Information 2020 General Election.” County of Dane Wisconsin, 

December 15, 2020, https://elections.countyofdane.com/Election-Result/124#race0041. 

 

Embrick, David G. “The Diversity Ideology in the Business World: A New Oppression for a 

New Age.” Critical Sociology 37, no. 5 (2011): 541-56. 

 

Engles, Tim. “Racialized Slacktivism: Social Media Performances of White Antiracism.” In 

Rhetorics of Whiteness: Postracial Hauntings in Popular Culture, Social Media, and 

Education, edited by Tammie M. Kennedy, Joyce Irene Middleton, and Krista Ratcliffe, 

92-111. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 2017. 

 

Epps-Robertson, Candace. Resisting Brown: Race, Literacy, & Citizenship in the Heart of 

Virginia. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburg Press, 2018.  

 

Evans, Shani Adia. “‘I Wanted Diversity, But Not So Much’: Middle-Class White Parents, 

School Choice, and the Persistence of Anti-Black Stereotypes.” Urban Education 

(2021):1-30. 

 

Fixmer-Oraiz, Natalie. “Differential Biopolitics’ on the Morning After.” In Contemplating 

Maternity in an Era of Choice: Explorations into Discourses of Reproduction edited by 

Sara Hayden and Lynn O’Brien Hallstein, 83-100. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2010. 

 

Flores, Lisa A. “Choosing to Consume: Race, Education, and the School Voucher Debate,” in 

The Motherhood Business: Consumption, Communication, & Privilege, eds. Anne Teresa 

Demo, Jennifer L. Borda, and Charlotte Kroløkke (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama 

Press, 2015). 

 

Flores, Lisa A. “Between Abundance and Marginalization: The Imperative of Racial Rhetorical 

Criticism,” Review of Communication 16, no. 1 (2016): 4-24. 



155 
 

 

Flores, Lisa A. “Towards an Insistent and Transformative Racial Rhetorical Criticism.” 

Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies 15, no. 4 (2018): 349–57. 

 

Flores, Lisa A. and Dreama G. Moon. “Rethinking Race, Revealing Dilemmas: Imagining a New 

Racial Subject in Race Traitor.” Western Journal of Communication 66, no. 2 (2002): 

181-207. 

 

Flores, Lisa A., Dreama G. Moon, and Thomas K. Nakayama. “Dynamic Rhetorics of Race: 

California’s Racial Privacy Initiative and the Shifting Grounds of Racial Politics.” 

Communication and Critical/ Cultural Studies 3, no. 3 (2006): 181–201. 

 

Foucault, Michel. The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the Collége de France, 1978-1979. 

Translated by G. Burchell. New York: Picador, 2008. (Original work published 1978-

1979).  

 

Geisler, Cheryl. “How Ought We to Understand the Concept of Rhetorical Agency? Report from 

the ARS,” Rhetoric Society Quarterly 34 (2004): 9-17. 

 

Gent, Whitney. “‘Expensive’ People: Consumer Citizenship and the Limits of Choice in 

Neoliberal Publics.” Communication and the Public 3, no. 3 (2018): 190–204. 

 

Girard, Scott. “MMSD equity audit could be complete this summer.” The Cap Times. April 23, 

2022. https://captimes.com/news/education/mmsd-equity-audit/article_3c4cb03f-69fc-

5eb3-a5fd-65bb8393bb41.html. 

 

Hagerman, Margaret A. White Kids. New York: New York University Press, 2018. 

 

Hailey, Chantal A. “Racial Preferences for Schools: Evidence from an Experiment with White, 

Black, Latinx, and Asian Parents and Students.” Sociology of Education 95, no. 2 (2022): 

110–32. 

 

Happe, Kelly E. "The Body of Race: Toward a Rhetorical Understanding of Racial Ideology." 

Quarterly Journal of Speech 99, no. 2 (2013): 131-155. 

 

Harris, Cheryl L. “Whiteness as Property.” In Critical Multicultural Perspectives on Whiteness: 

Views from the Past and Present, edited by Virginia Lea, Darren E. Lund, and Paul R. 

Carr, 27-94. New York: Peter Lang, 2018.  

 

Hartzell, Stephanie. “An (In)visible Universe of Grief: Performative Disidentifications With 

White Motherhood in the We are Not Trayvon Martin Blog.” Journal of International 

and Intercultural Communication 10, no. 1 (2017): 62-79. 

 

Harvey, David. A Brief History of Neoliberalism. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2005. 

 

https://captimes.com/news/education/mmsd-equity-audit/article_3c4cb03f-69fc-5eb3-a5fd-65bb8393bb41.html
https://captimes.com/news/education/mmsd-equity-audit/article_3c4cb03f-69fc-5eb3-a5fd-65bb8393bb41.html


156 
 

Hasinoff, Amy Adele. “Fashioning Race for the Free Market on America’s Next Top Model.” 

Critical Studies in Media Communication 25 (2008): 324-43. 

 

Hayden, Sara. "Revitalizing the Debate between <Life> and <Choice>: The 2004 March for 

Women’s Lives," Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies 6, no. 2 (2009): 111-131. 

 

Hayden, Sara. “Michelle Obama, Mom-in-Chief: The Racialized Rhetorical Contexts of 

Maternity.” Women’s Studies in Communication 40, no. 1 (2017): 11-28. 

 

Hayden, Sara. “Toward a Collective Rhetoric Rooted in Choice: Consciousness Raising in the 

Boston Women’s Health Book Collective’s Ourselves and Our Children.” Quarterly 

Journal of Speech 104, no. 3 (2018): 235–56.  

 

Hermansen, Paige M. “‘There Was No One Coming with Enough Power to Save Us’: Waiting 

for ‘Superman’ and the Rhetoric of the New Education Documentary,” Rhetoric & Public 

Affairs 17, no. 3 (2014): 511-540, https://doi.org/10.14321/rhetpublaffa.17.3.0511 

 

Hesford, Wendy S. “Reading the Signs: Performative White Allyship.” Quarterly Journal of 

Speech 107, no. 2 (2021): 239-244.  

 

Hlavacik, Mark “Milton Friedman Blames the Bureaucrats,” in Assigning Blame: The Rhetoric 

of Education Reform (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press, 2016), 19-46. 

 

Holme, Jennifer J. “Buying Homes, Buying Schools: School Choice and the Social Construction 

of School Quality.” Harvard Educational Review 72, no. 2 (2002):177-206. 

 

Houdek, Matthew. “Racial Sedimentation and the Common Sense of Racialized Violence: The 

Case of the Black Church Burnings.” Quarterly Journal of Speech 104, no. 3 (2018): 

279-306. 

 

Houdek, Matthew. “The Imperative of Race for Rhetorical Studies: Toward Divesting From 

Disciplinary and Institutional Whiteness.” Communication & Critical/Cultural Studies, 

15(4) (2018): 292–99. 

 

Houdek, Matthew. “Metaphors to Live and Die By.” Rhetoric and Public Affairs 24, no. 1–2 

(2021): 269-290.  

 

Houdek, Matthew and Ersula J. Ore. “Cultivating Otherwise Worlds and Breathable Futures,” 

Rhetoric, Politics & Culture 1, no. 1 (2021): 85-95.  

 

Jackson II., Ronald. L. “White Space, White Privilege: Mapping Discursive Inquiry Into the 

Self.” Quarterly Journal of Speech 85, (1999): 38 –54. 

 

Jackson II., Ronald L. “Foreword: Troubling Whiteness and Its Neoliberalist Impulse.” In 

Interrogating the Communicative Power of Whiteness, edited by Dawn Marie D. 

https://doi.org/10.14321/rhetpublaffa.17.3.0511


157 
 

McIntosh, Dreama G. Moon, and Thomas K. Nakayama, vii-xii. New York: Routledge, 

2018.  

 

Jackson II., Ronald. L., and Susan M. Heckman. “Perceptions of White Identity and White 

Liability: An Analysis of White Student Responses to a College Campus Racial Hate 

Crime.” Journal of Communication 52, no. 2 (2002): 434–450. 

 

Jasinski, James. "The Status of Theory and Method in Rhetorical Criticism." Western Journal of 

Communication 65, no. 3 (2001): 249-270. 

 

Jensen, Kelly, “Localized Ideographs in Education Rhetoric: Polly Williams and a Justice-

Driven Ideology of Choice,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 107, no. 3 (2021): 305-327. 

 

Johnson, Heather Beth. The American Dream and the Power of Wealth : Choosing Schools and 

Inheriting Inequality in the Land of Opportunity. New York: Routledge, 2015. 

 

Johnson, Heather B., and Thomas M. Shapiro. “Good Neighborhoods, Good Schools: Race and 

the ‘Good Choices’ of White Families.” In White Out: The Continuing Significance of 

Racism, edited by Ashley W. Doane & Eduardo Bonila-Silva, 173-187. New York: 

Routledge, 2003. 

 

Jones, Bradley, and Roopali Mukherjee. “From California to Michigan: Race, Rationality, and 

Neoliberal Governmentality.” Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies 7 (2010): 

401-22. 

 

“June Preliminary Budget.” Madison Metropolitan School District. (2021): 22. Accessed from 

https://www.channel3000.com/content/uploads/2021/08/t/l/budget-book-2021-22-june-

draft.pdf. 

 

Kelly, Casey. “Donald J. Trump and the Rhetoric of White Ambivalence.” Rhetoric and Public 

Affairs 23, no. 2 (2020): 195-224. 

 

Kennedy, Tammie, M., Joyce Irene Middleton, and Krista Ratcliffe. “Introduction: Oxymoronic 

Whiteness- From the White House to Ferguson.” In Rhetorics of Whiteness: Postracial 

Hauntings in Popular Culture, Social Media, and Education, edited by Tammie M. 

Kennedy, Joyce Irene Middleton, and Krista Ratcliffe, 1-16. Carbondale: Southern 

Illinois University Press, 2016.  

 

Kimelberg, Shelley M. and Chase M. Billingham. “Attitudes Toward Diversity and the School 

Choice Process: Middle-Class Parents in a Segregated Urban Public School District.” 

Urban Education 48, no. 2 (2013):198-231. 

 

Kuehl, Rebecca A. “The Rhetorical Presidency and “Accountability” in Education Reform: 

Comparing the Presidential Rhetoric of Ronald Reagan and George W. Bush.” Southern 

Communication Journal 77, no. 4 (2012): 329-348.  

 

https://www.channel3000.com/content/uploads/2021/08/t/l/budget-book-2021-22-june-draft.pdf
https://www.channel3000.com/content/uploads/2021/08/t/l/budget-book-2021-22-june-draft.pdf


158 
 

Lawless, Brandi. “Neoliberal Multiculturalism on College Campuses: Fostering a Critical 

Understanding of Diversity.” Communication Teacher 35, no. 3 (2021): 178-82. 

 

Lensmire, Timothy J. “White Anti-Racists and Belonging.” Whiteness and Education 2, no. 1 

(2017): 4–14. 

 

Lewis, Amanda E. “Some are More Equal Than Others: Lessons on Whiteness from School.” In 

White Out: The Continuing Significance of Racism, edited by Ashley Doane and Eduardo 

Bonila-Silva, 159-172. New York: Routledge, 2003. 

 

Lewis, Amanda. E. “‘What Group?’ Studying Whites and Whiteness in the Era of ‘Color-

Blindness.’” Sociological Theory 22, no. 4 (2004): 623-646. 

 

Lewis, Amanda E., and John B. Diamond. Despite the Best Intentions: How Racial Inequality 

Thrives in Good Schools. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015. 

 

Lipman, Pauline. The New Political Economy of Urban Education: Neoliberalism, Race, and the 

Right to the City. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011.  

 

Lipsitz, George. The Possessive Investment in Whiteness: How White People Profit from Identity 

Politics. Twentieth Anniversary Edition. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2018. 

 

Martin, Judith. N., Robert. L. Krizek, Thomas. K. Nakayama, and Lisa Bradford, “Exploring 

Whiteness: A Study of Self-Labels for white Americans.” In Whiteness: The 

Communication of Social Identity, edited by Thomas K. Nakayama and Judith Martin, 

27-50. London: Sage Publications, Ltd., 1997. 

 

Matlock, Sarah A., and Robin DiAngelo. “‘We Put It in Terms of Not-Nice’: White Antiracists 

and Parenting.” Journal of Progressive Human Services 26, no. 1 (2015): 67–92. 

 

Mayorga-Gallo, Sarah. Behind the White Picket Fence: Power and Privilege in a Multiethnic 

Neighborhood. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2014.  

 

Mayorga-Gallo, Sarah. “The White-Centering Logic of Diversity Ideology.” American 

Behavioral Scientist 63, no. 13 (2019): 1789–1809. 

 

McAllum, Kirstie, and Anne Zahra. “The Positive Impact of Othering in Voluntourism: The Role 

of the Relational Other in Becoming Another Self.” Journal of International & 

Intercultural Communication 10, no. 4 (2017): 291–308. 

 

McCann, Adam. “States with the Most Racial Progress.” WalletHub, January 11, 2022.  

https://wallethub.com/edu/states-with-the-most-and-least-racial-progress/18428. 

 

McIntosh, Dawn Marie D. “Intersectional Assemblages of Whiteness: The Case of Rachel 

Dolezal.” In De-Whitening Intersectionality: Race, Intercultural Communication, and 



159 
 

Politics. Edited by Shinsuke Eguchi, Bernadette Marie Calafell, and Shadee Abdi, 59-82. 

Lapham: Lexington Books, 2020. 

 

McIntosh, Dawn Marie D., Dreama G. Moon, and Thomas K. Nakayama. “Introduction: 

Introducing Twenty-first Century Whiteness or “Everything Old Is New Again.”” In 

Interrogating the Communicative Power of Whiteness. Edited by Dawn Marie D. 

McIntosh, Dreama G. Moon, and Thomas K. Nakayama, 1-12. New York: Routledge, 

2019. 

 

McKinnon, Sara L., Robert Asen, Karma R. Chávez, and Robert Glenn Howard. Text + Field: 

Innovations in Rhetorical Method. University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 

2016. 

 

Middleton, Michael K., Samantha Senda-Cook, and Danielle Endres. “Articulating Rhetorical 

Field Methods: Challenges and Tensions.” Western Journal of Communication 75, no. 4 

(2011): 386–406.  

 

Moon, Dreama G. “White Enculturation and Bourgeois Ideology: The Discursive Production of 

‘Good (White) Girls.’” In Whiteness: The Communication of Social Identity, edited by 

Thomas K. Nakayama and Judith Martin, 177–197. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1998. 

 

Moon, Dreama G. “‘Be/Coming’ White and the Myth of White Ignorance: Identity Projects in 

White Communities.” Western Journal of Communication 80, no. 3 (2016): 282–303.  

 

Moon, Dreama, and Lisa A. Flores. “Antiracism and the Abolition of Whiteness: Rhetorical 

Strategies of Domination among ‘Race Traitors.’” Communication Studies 51, no. 2 

(2000): 97–115.  

 

Mumby, Dennis K. “Modernism, Postmodernism, and Communication Studies: A Rereading of 

an Ongoing Debate.” Communication Theory 7, no. 1 (1997): 1–28. 

 

Myers, Kristen. “White Fright: Reproducing White Supremacy through Casual Discourse.” In 

White Out: The Continuing Significance of Racism, edited by Ashely W. Doane and 

Eduardo Bonila-Silva, 129-144. New York: Routledge, 2003. 

 

Nakayama, Thomas K. and Robert L.  Krizek. "Whiteness: A Strategic Rhetoric." Quarterly 

Journal of Speech 81 (1995): 291-309. 

 

Nakayama, Thomas K., and Judith Martin. “Introduction: Whiteness as the Communication of 

Social Identity.” In Whiteness: The Communication of Social Identity, edited by Thomas  

K. Nakayama and Judith Martin, vii-xiv. London: Sage Publications, Ltd, 1997. 

 

Olson, Joel. “Whiteness and the Participation-Inclusion Dilemma.” Political Theory 30, no. 3 

(2002): 384–409.  

 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10570314.2011.586969


160 
 

Ore, Ersula J. “Conspiring Against White Pleasures.” Quarterly Journal of Speech 107, no. 2 

(2021): 250–53. 

 

Palczewski, Catherine H. “Reproductive Freedom: Transforming Discourses of Choice.” In 

Contemplating Maternity in an Era of Choice: Explorations into Discourses of 

Reproduction edited by Sara Hayden and Lynn O’Brien Hallstein, 73–94. Lanham, MD: 

Lexington Books, 2010. 

 

Patenaude, Joel. “Timeline of protests in Madison.” Channel3000. July 23, 2020. 

https://www.channel3000.com/timeline-of-protests-in-madison/. 

 

Perez, Jamie. “Redlining Madison: Expert Describes how Cities Were Designed to Put People of 

Color at Disadvantage.” Channel 3000, June 19, 2020. 

https://www.channel3000.com/redlining-madison-expert-describes-how-cities-were-

designed-to-put-people-of-color-at-disadvantage/ 

 

Posey-Maddox, Linn. When Middle-Class Parents Choose Urban Schools. Chicago: The 

University of Chicago Press, 2014. 

 

Posey-Maddox, Linn. “Beyond the Consumer: Parents, Privatization, and Fundraising in US 

Urban Public Schooling.” Journal of Education Policy 31, no. 2 (2016): 178–97. 

 

Posey-Maddox, Linn, Maxine Mckinney de Royston, Alea R. Holman, Raquel M. Rall, and 

Rachel A. Johnson. “No Choice Is the ‘Right’ Choice: Black Parents’ Educational 

Decision-Making in Their Search for a ‘Good’ School.” Harvard Educational Review 91, 

no. 1 (2021): 38–61. https://doi.org/10.17763/1943-5045-91.1.38. 

 

Rand, Erin J. "An Inflammatory Fag and a Queer Form: Larry Kramer, Polemics, and Rhetorical 

Agency." Quarterly Journal of Speech 94, no. 3 (2008): 297-319.  

 

“Rankings and Accolades.” Destination Madison, accessed July 5, 2022, 

https://www.visitmadison.com/media/rankings/. 

 

Razzante, Robert. J. “Intersectional Agencies: Navigating Predominantly White Institutions as an 

Administrator of Color.” Journal of International and Intercultural Communication 11, 

no. 4 (2018): 339-357. 

 

Reay, Diane, Gill Crozier, and David James. White Middle-Class Identities and Urban 

Schooling. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011.   

 

Robinson, Sue. Networked News, Racial Divides: How Power and Privilege Shape Public 

Discourse in Progressive Communities. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 

2018. 

 

https://www.channel3000.com/timeline-of-protests-in-madison/
https://www.channel3000.com/redlining-madison-expert-describes-how-cities-were-designed-to-put-people-of-color-at-disadvantage/
https://www.channel3000.com/redlining-madison-expert-describes-how-cities-were-designed-to-put-people-of-color-at-disadvantage/
https://doi.org/10.17763/1943-5045-91.1.38


161 
 

Roda, Allison. “School Choice and the Politics of Parenthood: Exploring Parent Mobilization As 

a Catalyst for the Common Good.” Peabody Journal of Education 93, no. 4 (2018): 430–

49. 

 

Roda, Allison and Amy Stuart Wells. “School Choice Policies and Racial Segregation: Where 

White Parents’ Good Intentions, Anxiety, and Privilege Collide,” American Journal of 

Education 119, no. 2 (2013): 261-293.  

 

Rowe, Aimee M. Carillo. “Locating Feminism’s Subject: The Paradox of White Femininity and 

the Struggle to Forge Feminist.” Communication Theory 10, no. 1 (2000): 64-80.  

 

Rude, Logan. “MMSD to vote on whether or not to continue contract with MPD, keep officers in 

schools.” Channel3000. June, 24, 2020. https://www.channel3000.com/mmsd-to-vote-on-

whether-or-not-to-continue-contract-with-mpd/. 

 

Rude, Logan. “MMSD Board votes unanimously to end contract with MPD, remove police from 

schools.” Channel3000. June 29, 2020. https://www.channel3000.com/mmsd-votes-

unanimously-to-end-contract-with-mpd/. 

 

Saporito, Salvatore, and Lareau, Annette. “School Selection as a Process: The Multiple 

Dimensions of Race in Framing Educational Choice.” Social Problems 46, no. 3 (1999): 

418-439.  

 

Sattin-Bajaj, Carolyn, and Allison Roda. “Opportunity Hoarding in School Choice Contexts: The 

Role of Policy Design in Promoting Middle-Class Parents’ Exclusionary Behaviors.” 

Educational Policy 34, no. 7 (2020): 992–1035. 

 

Shome, Raka. “Outing Whiteness.” Critical Studies in Media Communication 17, no. 3 (2000): 

366–371. 

 

Singer, Jeremy, and Sarah Winchell Lenhoff. “Race, Geography, and School Choice Policy: A 

Critical Analysis of Detroit Students’ Suburban School Choices.” AERA Open 8 

(January 2022): 233285842110672. https://doi.org/10.1177/23328584211067202. 

 

Smith, Andrea. “Beyond Pro-Choice Versus Pro-Life: Women of Color and Reproductive 

Justice.” NWSA Journal 17, no. 1 (2005): 119-40. 

 

Sowards, Stacey. "Rhetorical Agency as Haciendo Caras and Differential Consciousness 

Through Lens of Gender, Race, Ethnicity, and Class: An Examination of Delores 

Huerta's Rhetoric." Communication Theory 20 (2010): 223-47.  

 

Spence, Lester K. Knocking the Hustle: Against the Neoliberal Turn in Black Politics. Brooklyn, 

NY: punctum books, 2015. 

 

Stanford, Chris. “MMSD tackling racial equity head on.” Channel3000. April 19, 2022, 

https://www.channel3000.com/mmsd-tackling-racial-equity-head-on/. 

https://www.channel3000.com/mmsd-to-vote-on-whether-or-not-to-continue-contract-with-mpd/
https://www.channel3000.com/mmsd-to-vote-on-whether-or-not-to-continue-contract-with-mpd/
https://www.channel3000.com/mmsd-votes-unanimously-to-end-contract-with-mpd/
https://www.channel3000.com/mmsd-votes-unanimously-to-end-contract-with-mpd/
https://doi.org/10.1177/23328584211067202
https://www.channel3000.com/mmsd-tackling-racial-equity-head-on/


162 
 

 

Striley, Katie Margavio and Shannon Lawson. “Theorizing Communication Orientations of 

Privilege: How White Discourses (De)Construct Australian Aboriginals.” Journal of 

International and Intercultural Communication 7, no. 2 (2014): 170-191. 

 

Thompson, Audrey. “Tiffany, Friend of People of Color: White Investments in Antiracism.” 

International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education 16, no. 1 (2003): 7–29. 

 

Tracy, Sarah J. Qualitative Research Methods: Collecting Evidence, Crafting Analysis, 

Communicating Impact. West Sussex, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013. 

 

Ucok-Sayrak, Ozum. “Attending to the ‘Face of the Other’ in Intercultural Communication: 

Thinking and Talking about Difference, Identity, and Ethics.” Journal of International 

and Intercultural Communication 9, no. 2 (2016): 122-139. 

 

U.S. Census Bureau, 2020 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, Table S190, 

https://data.census.gov/cedsci/profile?g=1600000US5548000, (Accessed July 5, 2022). 

 

U.S. Census Bureau, 2020 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, Table S1501, 

https://data.census.gov/cedsci/profile?g=1600000US5548000, (Accessed July 5, 2022).  

 

Waisanen, Don, and Judith Kafka. “Conflicting Purposes in U.S. School Reform: The Paradoxes 

of Arne Duncan’s Educational Rhetoric.” Rhetoric & Public Affairs 23, no. 4 (2020): 

637-674.   

 

Wanzer, Darrel. "Trashing the System: Social Movement, Intersectional Rhetoric, and Collective 

Agency in the Young Lords Organization's Garbage Offensive." Quarterly Journal of 

Speech 92.2 (2006): 174-201.  

 

Wanzer-Serrano, Darrel [published as Darrel Enck-Wanzer]. “Barack Obama, the Tea Party, and 

the Threat of Race: On Racial Neoliberalism and Born Again Racism.” Communication, 

Culture & Critique 4 (2011): 23-30. 

 

Warren, John. T. “Doing Whiteness: On the Performative Dimensions of Race in the 

Classroom.” Communication Education 50, no. 2 (2001): 91–108. 

 

Warren, John. T. “The Social Drama of a ‘Rice Burner’: A (Re)Constitution of Whiteness.” 

Western Journal of Communication 65, no. 2 (2001): 184–205. 

 


