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In this empirical study, the authors draw on classroom observations and interviews 
with twenty-three Black male ninth graders in an urban district to focus on the nature 
of disciplinary practices in an all-Black, all-male manhood development class. While 
scholars have identified the “discipline gap” as a salient aspect of the experience of 
Black male students in schools, few studies offer insight into the nature of disciplin-
ary practices in spaces that Black male students view as supportive and positive. 
Existing studies also rarely capture African American male student perceptions of 
classroom and school discipline at the high school level. Utilizing Althusser (1971) 
and Leonardo (2005) to theorize about the racialized nature of discipline in schools, 
the authors find that a reframing of discipline within this alternative setting provides 
a counternarrative to how Black male students are typically perceived to respond to 
school discipline. The authors argue that, led by a “hero teacher,” the manhood devel-
opment class functions as an example of “transformative resistance” (Giroux, 2001), 
changing how Black male students perceive themselves. 

African American students are at once underrepresented among “high-
achieving” students (as indicated by grades, attendance, enrollment in gifted 
and talented or advanced placement classes, etc.) and overrepresented in inci-
dents of school discipline (Gordon, Della Piana, & Keleher, 2000; Gregory, 
Skiba, & Noguera, 2010; Monroe, 2005; Noguera, 2003; Skiba & Peterson, 
2003).1 Current methods of school discipline, such as removal from class, sus-
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pension, or expulsion, exclude Black students from valuable instruction time 
and exacerbate academic disparities (Noguera, 2003). Research on this “disci-
pline gap” finds that African American students are represented in the school 
discipline system more than any other ethnic group. While Black students rep-
resent only 18 percent of public school enrollment, they account for 35 per-
cent of all school suspensions nationally. In 2009–2010, 46 percent of students 
who received multiple suspensions, 39 percent of those expelled from school, 
and 42 percent of students referred to law enforcement agencies outside of 
their schools were African American (CRDC, 2012). 

The unequal punishment of Black students (Ferguson, 2000; Gregory, 
2006; McFadden, Marsh, Price, & Hwang, 1992; Monroe, 2005; Noguera, 2003; 
Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002) and the racialized quality of the dis-
cipline gap have turned school discipline into a core equity issue. Research on 
the discipline gap has produced critiques of the moral and social assumptions 
undergirding school disciplinary practices (APCRP, 2000; Bear, 1998; Bireda, 
2002; Butchart, 1998; Gordon et al., 2000). 

When considering African American boys in particular, the disparities are 
even more extreme.2 Studies have shown that Black male student behaviors are 
more harshly perceived than those of their non-Black peers and that these stu-
dents disproportionately encounter the academic and social consequences of 
school discipline, such as poor academic achievement and increased involve-
ment in the criminal justice system (Gregory et al., 2010; Monroe, 2005; 
Noguera, 2003; Wald & Losen, 2003). Nationwide, approximately 20 percent 
of Black boys will be suspended from school, while only 7 percent of White 
boys will experience out-of-school suspension (CRDC, 2012).

Consistent with national trends, the Oakland Unified School District 
(OUSD) in northern California has faced major challenges with successfully 
educating African American males. According to the African-American Male 
Achievement Initiative Office at OUSD (2011), Black males make up 17.3 per-
cent of the district’s student population, 30 percent of whom (1,959 students) 
are enrolled in grades 9–12. The rate of chronic absenteeism (defined as miss-
ing more than 10 percent of school in an academic year) for African Ameri-
can male high school students in the district was 20 percent, with only 15 
percent testing at the level of proficient or above in English and 5 percent 
proficient or above in math. At the same time, the suspension rate for Black 
male high school students jumped from 15 percent to 23 percent between 
2005 and 2010. 

In this study, we examine how an all-Black, all-male alternative class set-
ting sponsored by the OAUSD provides an alternative to Black male students’ 
mainstream experiences with school discipline. We pay particular attention to 
how discipline is enacted and reformulated in this setting and whether domi-
nant notions of race and power were transformed through an alternative sys-
tem of discipline and a different way of viewing the students. 
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African American Males and School Discipline

While there is no evidence that Black male students misbehave more than 
other students (Gregory et al., 2010), they are more likely to be identified as 
“difficult” or “disruptive” by their teachers (Noguera, 1996). Ferguson (2000) 
finds that Black male elementary students are punished more often than other 
students for vague offenses like “disruption,” “defiance,” or “disrespect.” Addi-
tionally, Black male students are often perceived as having a bad attitude, and 
their body language is perceived as threatening. Black boys’ bodies, clothing 
choices, verbal language, and body language come to represent the “outer 
limits in a field of comparison in which the desired norm is a docile bodily 
presence and the intonation and homogeneous syntax of Standard English” 
(Ferguson, 2000, p. 72). Specifically, the use of Ebonics, baggy or oversized 
jeans and shirts, baseball caps, and name-brand athletic shoes are often viewed 
as threatening or indicative of a “street” affiliation. 

African American boys are often keenly aware of their disproportionate 
encounters with school discipline. More significantly, they may perceive those 
who exercise disciplinary power, be they teachers or administrators, as dis-
respectful, rude, and out of control (Noguera, 1996; Ferguson, 2000). Both 
Ferguson (2000) and Noguera (1995) turn to Foucault’s (1979) concept of 
the “juridico-political” function of discipline to understand how power works 
through punishment. Noguera asserts that in the context of the school, Black 
male bodies represent the ultimate threat to authority and that the disciplin-
ing of Black boys can be understood as the definitive reinforcement of secu-
rity and order. This dynamic, by some accounts, is heightened by the ways 
in which we do and don’t talk about race in schools. Some have argued that 
conversations about race are increasingly taboo in what has been called the 
“color-blind era,” in which we assume that race no longer matters. Ferguson, 
in particular, understands discipline in the era of purported color blindness 
as a new mode of domination that creates individual identities for Black boys, 
as “bad” or “troubled,” that reproduce old racist stereotypes in newer, subtler 
forms and then presents them as natural rather than the product of power 
relations. 

Ferguson and Noguera point to two salient aspects of the connection 
between race and discipline in schools. The first is that disciplinary actions 
are highly racialized and are ingrained in the structures of discipline within 
schools. The second is that they are deeply related to racial ideologies, particu-
larly about Black males. We argue that the racialized and gendered nature of 
discipline and common racial ideologies about who is discipline-worthy cocre-
ate one another. Understanding this mutuality is key to recognizing the racial-
ized and gendered nature of school discipline and how these patterns reflect 
broader ideologies and patterns of power and oppression in American society. 

Much like Ferguson and Noguera, Alexander (2012) challenges the idea 
that we are in an era of color blindness and documents institutionalized prac-
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tices that reproduce and normalize stereotypes of African American male 
criminality. Alexander’s analysis strikingly mirrors the literature in educational 
research on zero-tolerance policies (Skiba & Peterson, 1999; APCRP, 2000) 
and the inequities in disciplinary action rates of African American male stu-
dents. Increasingly, these parallel experiences between the educational and 
criminal justice systems support concerns about schools functioning as pipe-
lines to prison (Wald & Losen, 2003) and call for new paradigms for under-
standing and addressing African American males’ experiences with discipline 
in schools (Howard, 2008). 

To theorize the connection between structural aspects of systems of disci-
pline and the ideologies that underlie the racialized, structural responses, and 
to highlight the nature of discipline systems that Black male students find to be 
positive, we draw on Althusser (1971), Leonardo (2005), and Giroux (2001). 
We explore how discipline is enacted in an all-Black, all-male classroom, and 
how students experience and perceive discipline practices in this setting.

Theoretical Frame

Current treatments of school discipline have tended to be largely atheoretical 
with respect to understanding how race and racism operate within institutions. 
In this study we employ Althusser’s (1971) concepts of the Ideological State 
Apparatus (ISA) and the Repressive State Apparatus (RSA) as well as Leonardo’s 
(2005) analysis of the racialized nature of ideology to describe the processes 
by which school discipline can reinforce dominant views of African Ameri-
can males. We also use those lenses to analyze how African American male 
students perceive discipline in their mainstream classrooms. We further draw 
from Althusser’s (1971) notion of the “hero teacher” to understand how a 
teacher’s alternative approach to discipline in an all-Black male development 
class produces instances of transformative resistance (Giroux, 2001).

The Ideological State Apparatus and the Repressive State Apparatus
Althusser was fundamentally concerned with understanding the mechanisms 
and processes that perpetuate power and oppression, arguing that Ideological 
State Apparatuses, including schools and churches, reproduce dominant ruling- 
class ideology and Repressive State Apparatuses, including police and pris-
ons, repress working-class power. Although the primary functions of ISAs and 
RSAs are presented as basically different, Althusser (1971) argues that in prac-
tice their effects may merge. According to him, purely repressive or purely 
ideological apparatuses are impossible because RSAs “also function by ideol-
ogy both to ensure their own cohesion and reproduction, and in the ‘values’ 
they propound externally” (p. 145). Similarly, ISAs “also function secondarily 
by repression” (p. 145). ISAs, like schools, therefore use repressive methods, 
implicitly or explicitly, to maintain control and can only function successfully 
in conjunction with the RSAs.
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Althusser (1971) argues that the school is the most significant ISA because 
it not only has access to children for multiple hours a day over the course 
of their childhood, but it is also popularly perceived as a neutral site “where 
teachers respectful of the ‘conscience’ and ‘freedom’ of the children who are 
entrusted to them (in complete confidence) . . . open up for them the path 
to the freedom, morality and responsibility of adults by their own example, 
by knowledge, literature and their ‘liberating’ virtues” (p. 157). He argues 
that the amount of time children spend in these institutions and their pre-
sumed neutrality affords schools unmitigated power to indoctrinate students 
in a ruling-class ideology, and this in turn makes schools particularly powerful 
in how they can serve to maintain societal order.

Interpellation, Hailing, and the Study of Race
Althusser (1971) argues that ideology works to transform individuals into sub-
jects. He refers to this process of positioning as interpellation, “which can be 
imagined along the lines of the most commonplace (police or other) hailing, 
‘Hey, you there!’” (p. 174). The moment that the individual recognizes and 
responds to this hailing, he is transformed into a subject. The concepts of hail-
ing and interpellation describe how ideology plays out in interactions between 
people, where it is taken up in ways that position individuals as certain kinds 
of people. In other words, ideology becomes part and parcel of people’s every-
day experiences and becomes intertwined with their identities by virtue of the 
way the world responds to them.

Leonardo (2005) argues that Althusser’s theory of ideology is useful for 
the study of race precisely because race is as much a problem at the ideologi-
cal level as it is at the material level. To elaborate this point, Leonardo argues 
that “racial ideology has no outside and the person or society immersed in 
race cannot think outside of it, which represents the racialization of reality 
and the realization of race. Either a society is completely racialized or it is 
not; there is no such thing as ‘a little bit racialized’” (p. 407). If racial ideol-
ogy has no outside, then all state apparatuses and their material components 
within a racialized society—schools, classrooms, and teachers—are necessarily 
racialized. Likewise, if we understand that the function of the ISA is to enforce 
and reproduce dominant ruling-class ideology, then it follows that the func-
tion of the racialized ISA is to enforce and reproduce White supremacist ide-
ology. This ideology operates through racial discourses that hail all subjects 
who in turn find their senses of self through these discourses. In suggesting 
that everyone is positioned through race and takes up these positions as part 
of their own self-definition, Leonardo captures the bidirectionality of iden-
tity formation and the complicated enterprise of resisting problematic racial 
identifications. 

For the purpose of this study, we use ISA to refer to the school as an insti-
tution that reproduces the dominant racial ideology—White supremacy. We 
use RSA to refer to the formal discipline system within the school: disciplinary 
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bodies such as security and administrators with the power to punish and disci-
plinary processes, including teacher-issued referrals to the office, on- and off-
campus suspensions, and expulsions. 

The Hero Teacher and Transformative Resistance
Althusserian theories of ideology have been critiqued as overly determinis-
tic, yet their strength lies in their ability to expose the oppressive, reproduc-
tive functions of ideology. That said, even Althusser (1971) alludes to the 
potential for specific forms of resistance against the dominant ideology and 
notes the capacity for resistance within schools specifically. He remarks that 
there are some teachers “who in dreadful conditions, attempt to turn the few 
weapons they can find in the history and learning they ‘teach’ against ideol-
ogy, the system and the practices in which they are trapped,” and he refers to 
these teachers as a “kind of hero” (p. 157). The existence of the hero teacher 
acknowledges that even in the context of repressive institutional structures, 
there exists individual agency to push against and transform those structures, 
at least in small ways. Resistance theory more broadly challenges structural 
determinist critiques with the contention that beneath the steel heel of indoc-
trination and repression there exists the potential for resistance. 

Giroux (2001) explains that acts of transformative resistance “must have a 
revealing function, one that contains a critique of domination and provides 
theoretical opportunities for self-reflection and for struggle in the interest of 
self-emancipation and social emancipation” (p. 109). Distinguishing transfor-
mative resistance from oppositional behaviors that conform to the dominant 
paradigm, Giroux focuses on how certain acts of resistance can operate to 
expose unjust power relations. He argues that resistance of that sort “repre-
sents an element of difference, a counter-logic” that, when analyzed, reveals 
“its underlying interest in freedom and its rejection of those forms of domina-
tion inherent in the social relation against which it reacts” (p. 108). In teach-
ing against the dominant ideology, the hero teacher partners with her students 
to translate their oppositional behaviors into transformative resistance. 

Althusser’s theories help us to understand how state apparatuses such as 
schools use ideology and repression—including punishment and violence, or 
the threat thereof—to maintain power for the dominant, ruling class. Leon-
ardo’s appropriation of Althusser’s theory elucidates how these same appa-
ratuses not only perpetuate class ideology but also reproduce the dominant 
racial ideology of White supremacy. Finally, both Althusser’s concept of the 
hero teacher and Giroux’s theory of transformative resistance humanize the 
idea of resistance and allow us to explore the possibilities for human agency 
under repressive conditions. We use these theoretical lenses here to examine 
how an alternative space was created in the school that reinterpellated or rehailed 
African American male students in an attempt to resist the working of the 
school as the ISA with its internal RSA. 
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Methodology

Our study was situated in the Manhood Development Program (MDP) admin-
istered by OUSD. Faced with problematic trends in outcomes for African 
American males in the district, the OUSD created the African-American Male 
Achievement (AAMA) Task Force in 2010. In an attempt to capitalize on the 
links between attendance and performance and disciplinary indicators, the 
mission of the Task Force was to increase attendance rates, lower suspension 
and expulsion rates, promote self-awareness, and help cultivate healthy identi-
ties among Black male students (AAMA, 2013). In the spring of 2011, AAMA 
established a program at three high schools in the Oakland district: Valley 
High School, Ford High School, and Hillside High School.3 Targeting African 
American male students who had low academic performance (but were non-
truant), school administrators selected cohorts of approximately twenty ninth-
grade Black males at each site to engage in a Manhood Development Program 
class, for which they received elective credits. 

From the beginning, the district presented the course to students as a lead-
ership opportunity and encouraged, but didn’t require, them to participate. 
The class was held daily during school hours, and an African American male 
from the local community led the class at each site. The course’s curriculum 
was designed to address student needs across a variety of domains—physi-
cal, emotional, academic, and social. It was aimed at encouraging students 
to learn more about themselves, their cultural and racial history, and their 
communities with the goal of helping them think differently about their edu-
cation. Class activities centered around discussions of contemporary issues, 
critical analysis of popular media like songs and movies, and discussions about 
race and managing social and academic situations. Each class was organized 
to include several key roles; for instance, the “culture-keeper” was responsible 
for keeping track of the group decisions and norms. Instructors varied in how 
much they relied on the curriculum provided versus creating their own activi-
ties together with the students.

After visiting each of the three school sites during the first and second weeks 
of the classes, our research team decided to invite all class participants across 
the sites for end-of-year interviews but to focus on the Valley High School site 
for collection of observational and video data. School infrastructure, admin-
istrative support, and good communication with the class facilitator at Valley 
High School, Brother P, made this site the most transparent for the obser-
vational purposes of this study. But while these qualities did make the MDP 
classes at Valley High more accessible, based on our observations, the MDP 
classes were not notably different across school sites.

At the time of the study, Valley High School was more than 40 percent 
African American, with Asians comprising 20 percent of the population and 
Latino and White students each accounting for just over 15 percent. Valley 
was also internally segregated, with many of the White and Asian students in 
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technical magnet programs and most African American and Latino students 
following the comprehensive curriculum. Over 50 percent of Valley’s students 
qualified for free or reduced lunch. Twenty students attended the MDP class 
at Valley, which met daily.

The data are drawn from observation and video data from the MDP class-
room at Valley High School and from interviews with twenty-three of the 
students from the three program sites. Our research focus required us to 
understand how disciplinary practices and the alternative classroom space writ 
large were organized, which prompted us to observe the classroom setting. We 
conducted weekly observations of the MDP class at Valley and videotaped each 
observation, resulting in thirteen class observations and videos. We took field 
notes during the observations, focusing on recording the activities and arti-
facts of the class. The videos captured the instructor’s pedagogical choices and 
discourse with students; to that end, the video camera was focused on whole-
class interactions and primarily remained stationary. One of the researchers, 
an African American male graduate student in his early twenties, was intro-
duced at the beginning of the program and attended sessions on a weekly 
basis.4 He did not engage in the class activities unless explicitly invited to by 
the students and/or instructor; he primarily quietly observed classroom inter-
actions and activities. 

As part of our research, we interviewed students from the MDP classes dur-
ing the last two weeks of the semester. We invited all students in the MDP 
classes across the three sites to participate in the interviews (contingent on 
submission of the parental consent forms) and interviewed all students who 
turned in the consent forms and were present during the scheduled interview 
days. The interviewed students included six from Ford, three from Hillside, 
and fourteen from Valley. Because of the male researcher’s presence at Valley, 
students there may have been more familiar with the research team and more 
inclined to agree to be interviewed. Also, attendance rates at this site were 
the most consistent, rendering the distribution and collection of permission 
forms an easier task. We conducted the interviews during the regular MDP 
class time but in a separate classroom or office space in the school. During the 
interviews we focused on students’ experiences and their perceptions of those 
experiences. We asked students to reflect on their peer and teacher relation-
ships, experiences and understanding of discipline practices within schools, 
the MDP class, and the racialized and/or gendered experiences they may have 
had in school. These interviews were audio-recorded and later transcribed. 

We interpreted the interview and observational (field notes and video) data 
qualitatively. Our research team—a female faculty member, a female postdoc-
toral researcher, a female graduate student, and a male graduate student, all 
African Americans—met weekly for the duration of the project, along with 
undergraduate students involved with the project. All of us researchers shared 
a sense of racial identity with the participants, and the male researcher also 
shared a gender identity. Additionally, the male researcher was present during 



497

Dirt on My Record
nasir et al.

the class sessions and often served as an expert in the analysis process, as he 
was more familiar with the nuanced dynamics of the classroom and was per-
sonally familiar with the students. 

Interview data were iteratively coded and analyzed using the software Hyper-
RESEARCH. During the first round of coding, members of the research team 
read through all transcripts and field notes and open-coded the data. Subse-
quent rounds served to narrow and refine the set of codes and to develop sub-
codes as particularly salient issues and processes became apparent. Over the 
course of this process, we came to a shared interpretation of the data. Our final 
codes centered on four main issues related to discipline: caring teacher-stu-
dent connections and actions, disciplinary forms and impacts, perception of 
fairness, and effects of disciplinary actions on achievement or student success. 

After several rounds of coding the interview data, we turned to analyz-
ing the video data of the class sessions. In a first pass of the data, each of us 
watched and produced written summaries of the videos. A second pass of the 
video data involved us utilizing the existing summaries to highlight both the 
disciplinary moments and discipline-worthy moments within each video. We 
defined disciplinary moments as those times when the instructor interrupted 
the class lesson or activity to explicitly address student behavior. A discipline-
worthy moment, however, was an incident of student behavior that the research 
team determined fell outside of what is usually considered acceptable student 
behavior but did not elicit a disciplinary response from the instructor. Exam-
ples included students violating normal rules for classroom comportment, 
such as laughing, making musical noises, reacting emotionally, or engaging in 
physical activity like sitting on desks or walking around the classroom. We then 
discussed the video summaries with the entire research team and oriented 
the team members to particularly salient video segments that highlighted the 
interactions and enactments of discipline. Those selected segments were then 
content-logged or transcribed. 

Analysis of Findings 

In presenting and analyzing our research findings from our observational, 
video, and interview data, we first describe the MDP class at Valley High 
School. We then explore how race functioned in relation to the organization 
of the disciplinary structure and disciplinary enactments within the class and 
how those enactments rehailed the students and created new opportunities 
for them to form positive academic identities. 

Next, we turn to the concept of the hero teacher to consider what it means 
to see Brother P as an agent of transformation within an oppressive system, 
as one who disrupts existing systems of repression and establishes new sys-
tems of discipline. We focus on Brother P’s pedagogical moves, the classroom 
discourse, and student-teacher interactions. Overall, we argue that Brother P 
functioned as a hero teacher and engaged in transformative resistance with his 
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students by (1) reframing what counted as a disciplinary moment, (2) redefin-
ing discipline as mutually beneficial and shared, and (3) rehailing and reinter-
pellating students as learners and engaged participants in the classroom. Last, 
we provide additional support for our analysis by presenting MDP students’ 
own perceptions about the connection between race and discipline in their 
MDP classes, their other classes, and their schools in general. 

MDP at Valley High School
While the MDP classes happened within students’ regular schools and during 
the course of the normal school day, they were structured differently from 
students’ regular classes in key ways. As opposed to the traditional classroom 
setup where desks are placed in rows, the physical layout of the MDP class-
room at Valley High School was organized so that the approximately twenty 
students sat at their desks arranged in a circle, as activities often centered on 
group work and class discussions. Following the program’s belief that a cru-
cial component of African American male identity formation involves explicit 
discussions about Black history absent from their regular school curriculum, 
the MDP curriculum included historical analysis via written text and video; 
debates on culturally specific current events such as police brutality, Black on 
Black violence, and misogyny in mainstream media; and outside speakers. Stu-
dents also elected class representatives to hold various positions, among them 
“scribe” and “cultural keeper.” Brother P was particularly concerned with cre-
ating a space where students were involved in cocreating classroom structure, 
rules, and norms. 

Video data provide evidence of the community-building approach in the 
MDP class and highlight aspects of the classroom environment that were racial-
ized and gendered to privilege the experiences of Black males. In addition to 
introducing himself as Brother P, the instructor encouraged students to use 
the title “brother” with one another. Other discursive tactics served to foster 
community within the class, such as the instructor addressing each student as 
“Sir” or the group as “gentlemen,” titles that conferred respect and solidar-
ity. During the first class, Brother P explained that the course was about “self-
knowledge and growth,” statements indicating that students’ development was 
an important and central aspect of the class. Brother P said that he didn’t 
expect each student to do this by himself but framed it as a group endeavor, 
stating, “We’ve got a path to walk.” These statements acknowledged that the 
class constituted a community that worked and built together and that it was 
understood that it was going to take time to get where they wanted to be. 

Brother P’s goal of building community was met in three key ways. First, he 
included himself in the learning process and worked to ensure that students 
felt as if the teacher and students were embarking on a journey together. Sec-
ond, in order to solidify this positioning, he focused on mutual respect and 
accountability, ensuring he would hold himself accountable to students in the 
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same manner he held them accountable, and he encouraged students to hold 
him accountable as well. Third, building on this mutual respect and account-
ability, he fostered a system whereby students respected each other and held 
each other accountable to the communal space they created. When students 
made mistakes or disrespected one another, Brother P required them to apol-
ogize publicly and acknowledge their transgression. Or, when students made 
suggestions about activities that the class could do, Brother P asked questions 
like, “In what way will this benefit the class?” Through these actions, Brother P 
presented the class as a community that was undertaking a joint endeavor. This 
was evident in how students referenced one another as “brothers” and engaged 
in activities that focused on being “my brother’s keeper.” In one interview, one 
student, Marquis, noted, “We’re family . . . upstairs in Brother P’s room.” 

The Nature of Discipline in MDP
One of the major components of the disciplinary system in Brother P’s class 
was the consistent reframing of what constituted a disciplinary moment. 
Brother P often responded to what could have been disciplinary moments in 
ways that were not punitive. One way he did this was by recognizing students’ 
cultural communicative styles as legitimate forms of expression, refusing to 
restrict the physical movement of his students, and always assuming student 
good intent. For example, during one class, Brother P was trying to get stu-
dents to talk about what they had done the previous day when some of the stu-
dents began drumming a beat on their desks. Brother P continued speaking 
and told students to “keep the drum going too.” Later in the class, he used 
the rhythm of the students’ drumming to divide them into groups for a class 
activity. He divided the students using the beat they were creating—“ones over 
there, twos over there.” At other times, he rapped over the rhythm to provide 
instructions or to reiterate some of the goals or themes that were discussed in 
the class. Rather than identify the drumming as outside of what is acceptable 
classroom behavior, Brother P used his authority to legitimize and incorporate 
it into the flow of his lesson.

Brother P made a purposeful decision to encourage free movement in his 
class because he believed students were too physically restricted during their 
school day. He commented,

They regulated in terms of their energy . . . Where can they express their natural 
energy? So I would purposely do things that you wouldn’t naturally be able to do 
in other classrooms. Like “Alright, class is getting rowdy. Let’s have a screaming 
competition right now. Who can scream louder?” And it just gets out all of that 
energy, you know? 

Students frequently walked around during lessons and sat on top of desks 
without being threatened with punitive action. In one instance, when a stu-
dent nearly hit him with a paper he was turning in, Brother P quickly dodged 



500

Harvard Educational Review

the paper and laughed. These dynamic actions by students were not perceived 
as affronts to Brother P’s control or authority.

Assuming students’ good intent was a fundamental component of Brother 
P’s ability to reframe what counted as a disciplinary moment. In one instance, 
Brother P asked a student why he didn’t have his backpack. The student indi-
cated that it was in a fellow student’s locker. Even though a classmate accused 
that student of “always lying,” Brother P simply asked the student, “So, you 
need a new backpack?” and offered him one for free. Other students quickly 
chimed in that they needed backpacks. Brother P turned a potentially stig-
matizing event into an opportunity to understand a student’s situation and to 
express his care for the student. He didn’t assume the student was being defi-
ant; rather, he trusted him to tell the truth. 

In another example, a student who came in late told Brother P that he was 
delayed because the swimming teacher locked them out of the locker room, 
so he couldn’t get back in to change into his street clothes in a timely manner. 
Again, Brother P didn’t sanction the student; instead, he listened and offered 
to advocate for the student with the swimming teacher. In both incidences, 
a critical component of Brother P’s approach was to trust the student’s pre-
sentation of an event and to seek resolution rather than assume the student’s 
wrongdoing.

This did not mean that no disciplining took place. There were moments 
when students were sanctioned, but this primarily occurred when the prin-
ciples of community were violated, including moments when students were 
not engaged in the class or when there were negative peer interactions. One 
disciplinary moment unfolded when a student was talking and not listening 
when a peer was reading aloud. Brother P asked the offending student to apol-
ogize to the class for wasting time. The student made the public apology, say-
ing, “Sorry y’all.” Brother P responded, “You’re not sorry.” The student then 
chuckled and said, “My bad, Brother P. I mean, I apologize.” And the lesson 
continued. One of the rules in Brother P’s class was that instead of saying “I’m 
sorry,” students were to say “I apologize.” Brother P explained that “I apolo-
gize” indicated one’s willingness to take responsibility versus implying that one 
was “a sorry individual.” Again, Brother P addressed this moment directly, and 
the student took responsibility without questioning, allowing the students to 
handle the situation without the threat of further consequence. 

The literature reviewed earlier outlines how frequently for African Ameri-
can male students school discipline becomes synonymous with the Repressive 
State Apparatus for Black males. However, as the data above show, through 
Brother P’s reframing of what counts as discipline, the concept of discipline 
can be a positive, productive, and even necessary aspect of African American 
male identity formation. 

Discipline within the context of the MDP class was not about maintaining 
Brother P’s authority. Rather, it was about fostering student development and 
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mutual respect among members of the classroom community. Discipline was 
also shared by the entire community, including Brother P. Push-ups, for exam-
ple, were a common form of discipline within the class, and Brother P regu-
larly participated in this activity with students. When asked how and why he 
would participate in the disciplining of his students, Brother P noted, 

It helped, you know? Because, it’s that old saying: this hurts me just as much as 
it hurts you. And they’re like, “Dang Bro, you doing push-ups with everybody!” 
And I’m like, “Yeah, because I’m showing y’all that this is setting the class back. 
This is everybody’s struggle, you know?” So I couldn’t just discipline them and 
put them on blast in front of everybody . . . “I’m gonna pull you back and show 
you I love you, so I’m going to do push-ups with you.” 

The fact that this is a particularly gendered construction of Black mascu-
linity and manhood is part of what made this form of discipline successful. 
Students understood push-ups as a means to increase physical strength and 
prowess. All students commented positively about push-ups and other forms 
of exercise used in their MDP classes. 

Not only were the disciplinary acts often shared, but so was the creation of 
the rules that guided the behavior of the classroom community. Brother P had 
the students create a class constitution, and this process included their discuss-
ing and agreeing on rules for the class. This was an act of community build-
ing, and an overture that privileged students’ voices and authority in the class. 
It also served as a proactive measure that made the classroom expectations 
explicit and allowed the consequences to be decided on jointly and developed 
for the benefit of the whole community and not just the instructor. By framing 
the consequences in this way, Brother P moved away from purely punitive mea-
sures and toward rules meant to further everyone’s personal development. 

One of the fundamental principles of transformative resistance in this con-
text is that it represents a counterlogic with an interest in freedom and a rejec-
tion of the dominant racial ideology. Where respondents often felt like their 
interaction with the educational RSA was for the purpose of punishment, 
Brother P was able to help students develop a positive relationship to disci-
pline that they understood as beneficial. In the following excerpt, Malcolm 
explains:

Interviewer: How does it feel when he disciplines you?

Malcolm: It kind of feels like he’s trying to better us, like preventing us from not 
doing it . . . You know, even though we’re exercising, we wanna exercise, 
we wanna get better. Like, he doesn’t tear us down by like sending us out 
of class or anything like that. Like how I just explained, he tries to better 
us. Like, the exercise helps us, not . . . tear us down. 

Malcolm’s sentiment reflects a purposeful disruption of an existing system 
of repression and the creation of a counterideology. 
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Brother P as Hero Teacher
Brother P’s ability to function as a hero teacher and to engage in transforma-
tive resistance that established discipline as mutually beneficial and shared 
and reframed what constituted a disciplinary moment was a prerequisite to 
the process of rehailing students as learners and engaged participants. Brother 
P believed that in order for genuine learning to occur, he needed to create 
a space where Black males could feel comfortable—without the normalized 
understanding of themselves as “discipline worthy” or the threat of being sub-
jected to the educational RSA. In interviews, he identified his classroom as a 
place where students should feel safe: “I really like having my house set up as 
being a place where I can just let my guard down, you know? So the classroom 
should be the same way. Otherwise, nothing else is gonna—nothing conducive 
to learning is going to happen, you know?” He drew an analogy between the 
home and the school: a Black male student may be hailed as a “thug” on the 
street or as “disruptive” in his classroom, but he may also be hailed as “son” or 
“child” or someone’s loved one when he enters his home. 

In an attempt to model the classroom after the home, Brother P was very 
deliberate about the way he hailed his students. He said, “Good morning, Sir”; 
the student recognizes he is the one being hailed as “Sir” and responds, “Good 
morning, Brother P,” and Brother P recognizes that he is being hailed as a 
“brother.” Likewise, it was not uncommon for Brother P to affirm students’ 
actions by making remarks such as, “Thank you, gentlemen. This is a bril-
liant conversation” or “I appreciate your responsibility.” Acknowledging Black 
male students for their responsibility and brilliance served as a useful tool 
for Brother P to reinforce a counterideology, an ideology that’s antagonistic 
toward the dominant racial narrative. 

Brother P was relentless in his positive rehailing of students, even when he 
did not perceive a particular student’s action as appropriate. One example of 
this occurred during a spelling test when one student refused to participate 
and turned his sheet in blank. Brother P noticed what the student had done, 
checked in with the other students, and walked over and put a chair in the 
center of the circle of desks:

Brother P: Sean, can you please have a seat right here? So our brother Sean needs 
some help, y’all. Our brother Sean needs some help. We all know Sean—
very charismatic, usually goofy, right?

Class: Yup.

Brother P: I think one of the best things about Sean is he’s very charismatic, 
and when he speaks people are usually moved. They’re usually moved to 
laugh, right? I also think it would be really interesting if Sean took himself 
seriously. 

Sean seemed to readily move to the center of the classroom. He looked at 
Brother P, listening quietly while he spoke and chuckling with the class when 
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Brother P referred to him as “goofy.” In this moment, Brother P referred to 
Sean positively by noting that he was “charismatic” and had the ability to affect 
people. Brother P went on to speculate that if Sean took himself seriously that 
“he could really change the world.” Brother P then pointed out that Sean’s 
best friend got a hundred percent on the test and was “a genius” because “he 
breaks down thoughts. He thinks pretty critical and . . . on top of that . . . he’s 
not lazy!” The entire class (including Sean) applauded at the mention of their 
classmate’s perfect test score. Brother P used this framing to comment that if 
the two were friends, both of them must be smart and have the capacity to get 
work done. He went on to say that the “only way I ever got better at anything 
is by my boys challenging me.” Brother P ended the discussion by informing 
Sean that “the whole class is challenging [him] to do better.” The placing of 
the student in the center of the classroom was not done to display his deviance 
but to hail his capacity and the potential that he was not demonstrating. Sean 
moved his chair out of the center of the circle and the class moved on to the 
next item on the agenda.

This communal act also reinterpellated other students as successful and 
highlighted why Sean’s action was a problem not only for himself but for the 
community. While there could have been a backlash for disciplining someone 
in front of his peers, Sean didn’t seem to feel attacked during the questioning 
from Brother P and his peers and later actively participated in the class. Even 
in the context of a disciplinary moment, Brother P seized an opportunity to 
rehail the collective body of students as learners and engaged participants in 
all aspects of the class. His conscious efforts to establish discipline as mutually 
beneficial and shared and to reframe what constitutes a disciplinary moment 
effectively altered the students’ relationship to school discipline in this con-
text and laid the foundation for the process of daily rehailing and interpella-
tion to be taken up by the class as a whole. 

We see Brother P as the hero teacher in this context because he teaches 
against the dominant racial ideology. While Brother P never described himself 
as a hero teacher, a central element of his class was Brother P’s use of an alter-
native vision and approach to discipline to transform the class into a space 
that resisted the stigmas of the racialized educational ISA. Rather than buying 
into the normative assumptions of the educational ISA and the internal RSA, 
Brother P built a classroom community where discipline was proactive, self-
directed, and publicly organized, asserting himself as an agent of change in 
an oppressive system. Of course, an interesting tension here is that the MDP 
classes existed as part of a district initiative to redress the achievement dis-
parities between African American male students and other students and thus 
was itself a part of the broader institutional system. In other words, the acts of 
transformative resistance that we document, and the presence of Brother P as 
a hero teacher, even as they challenge the practices of the school as a system, 
also are in accordance with the district initiative of which they are a part. It is 
important to note, however, that the goal of the broader district initiative to 
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reduce the achievement gap did not necessarily include disrupting power rela-
tions at the school site with respect to discipline; the MDP teachers themselves 
made that a goal.

Eschewing the punitive form that discipline often takes in the school, espe-
cially with respect to African American males, the goal of discipline in Brother 
P’s classroom was to maintain engagement and encourage improvement. This 
approach demonstrated the instructor’s care for and alignment with the stu-
dents and his resistance of any necessary connection between discipline and 
repression. 

While we describe Brother P as a hero teacher, he was not perfect, or even 
always sure of the moves he was making in the classroom. For instance, in 
interviews, Brother P expressed that there were moments when he felt unsure 
of how to manage the tension between allowing for youth voice and adequate 
classroom management. He recalled, 

There’s one day where I just like lost one student. I just lost his trust in me, if 
you will. The student had just like flunked twice and just really didn’t have any 
man in his life, and his mom called him foul names regularly. And he had a real 
big ego that popped easily, you know? And when I popped his ego, you know, he 
just—he wasn’t with me after that. 

Brother P went on to explain that this particular student had not completed 
his work for class and did not like Brother P addressing this with him. Still, 
even though Brother P acknowledged that his tactics did not work with this 
particular student, this remains consistent with the notion of a hero teacher 
according to Althusser (1971): hero teachers may not always succeed, but the 
important aspect of what they do is that they work against the dominant ideol-
ogy to reframe power relations in the classroom and in the school.

Students’ Perceptions of Race and Discipline in the MDP Classes 
Our findings from observational and video data were also supported by the stu-
dents’ own perceptions of race and discipline in their MDP classes, especially 
when considered in relation to the experiences with race and discipline with 
their mainstream classes and their schools. While we observed only Brother 
P’s class, we did interview students from across the program. The MDP stu-
dents, by and large, perceived discipline in their regular classrooms as unfair. 
Of twenty-three students, only two did not hold this view. Their notion of 
unfair disciplinary practices was intertwined with their feeling that the teach-
ers and administrators within their regular school experience held negative 
views of them as Black males. Many also described disparities in the frequency 
with which they were sent out of the classroom and the heightened degree to 
which this response was used for Black students, particularly Black males, even 
for minor and/or imagined infractions. One student described an instance 
in which he was kicked out and voiced how he perceived the discipline to be 
both unfair and racialized.
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Carter: Just off little things, like about [how] my teacher sent me out today, ’cause 
he said we was watching a movie today and he don’t want me to be in there. 
He just said, “Just get out!” I was like, “What did I do? I’m just sitting here!”

Interviewer: You said “for little things” a second ago. So you feel like your teachers 
send you out for little things basically? 

Carter: Yeah! Or for no reason.

Interviewer: So why do you think they do that? 

Carter: (pause) Probably racial. 

Carter, noting that this is “probably racial,” indicates that he believes he has 
been sent out because of who he is (a Black male) as opposed to something 
he has done. 

Further, the interviewed students believed that their teachers held negative 
views of Black students that they drew from the broader society. Another stu-
dent expressed why he thought he saw more Black students being kicked out 
of class and how he believed his teacher perceived him:

Kayton: The teachers—not all teachers, but some of these teachers—like, they 
expect us to like get kicked out of class and mess up and get referrals. But 
they don’t expect the Asians to do that, so if the Asians do that, that’s like a 
big surprise to them. They’re shocked if that happens. But if for us, they—
they see that everyday. 

Kayton said that teachers view it as normal for African Americans to “mess 
up” and thus think it is natural to discipline them. In other words, Black 
students are hailed into the racialized educational ISA and interpellated as 
“discipline-worthy subjects” or “subjects in need of discipline.” This hailing/
interpellation is not a onetime occurrence but a continual process reinforced 
through the knowledge of how they’re perceived by the ISA and the actualiza-
tion of discriminatory disciplinary practices.

As the ISA and the RSA function simultaneously, many of the students 
believed that their teachers had negative expectations and perceptions of 
them as Black male students that allowed them to be disciplined in a different 
manner and with a different frequency than other students. 

In contrast, the students viewed the discipline system in the MDP classes as 
quite different from that used in their regular classes and in the school more 
broadly. More specifically, they felt that the MDP teachers worked in ways that 
countered the ISA in that they rehailed them as students with good inten-
tions worthy of support and care (rather than as discipline-worthy subjects) 
and thus offered an alternative to the dominant racial ideology in the school. 
Black male students also perceived that the teachers of the MDP classes worked 
to mitigate and lessen the effect of the educational RSA on them, protecting 
them from the negative consequences and supporting the argument that they 
acted as the kinds of hero teachers that Althusser describes.
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Congruent with instructors’ goals for their interactions with MDP students, 
the students understood their teachers’ refusal to send them to the RSA as a 
direct stance against dominant racial ideology and as an opportunity to be 
rehailed or reinterpellated in a positive way. By way of example, Tyrell dis-
cusses the importance of his MDP instructor, Brother C, not turning him over 
to the RSA but instead talking over problems that arose in class. 

Interviewer: Do you feel different about the way Brother C disciplines versus 
other teachers, or—

Tyrell: Yeah, it’s way different. ’Cause his is more of a talk, theirs is more of a “Oh, 
okay, we’re putting this on your record.” Basically, ’cause you know if you 
get a referral it’s on your record now, and they like putting dirt on your 
record, but he [Brother C] not gon’ do nothin’. He just gon’ talk to you. 

Tyrell highlights the importance of Brother C not “putting dirt on your 
record” like other teachers do when they turn students over to the RSA. 
Instead, Brother C will talk to them, even if he has to wait until they cool 
down first. 

Similarly, another student, Carl, listed not getting kicked out of class as a 
critical feature of discipline in the MDP class. He noted, “We never get kicked 
out of class . . . whatever happens in there stays in there. And then, we don’t 
get suspended.” Similar to Tyrell, Carl finds it noteworthy that in the MDP 
classes, students are not kicked out and are not suspended. Allowing students 
to stay in class and talking to them instead of excluding them is a critical 
part of the rehailing process that occurs in the MDP classes. Another student, 
James, commented, “If you have a problem, somebody get into a argument 
with somebody else, you’ll usually get sent out, but in there [MDP class] he’ll 
ask you—we’ll resolve it right there . . . he’ll speak to us and we’ll resolve it.” In 
other words, what happens in place of students being kicked out of the class-
room is particularly significant: more than students being allowed to remain 
in the classroom, there is an active effort to resolve issues that arise and move 
forward positively and productively. 

Students resolving their issues within the classroom context can also prevent 
larger problems in the future. When asked if there were differences between 
the way his regular teachers and Brother P disciplined him, another student, 
Tony, said, 

Teachers will sit back and wait till you fight. Brother P, he’ll separate you when—
right before you like get face-to-face. Like he does not continue doing what he 
was doing, till the problem gets resolved. Because if he lets it go unresolved then 
and you catch somebody outside, and then like it’s a whole nother thing. It’s 
something it wasn’t.” 

Tony’s statement speaks to the ways Brother P’s discipline tactics are ben-
eficial to students within the larger school structure; Brother P’s insistence on 
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resolution may prevent students from getting into unnecessary confrontations 
with one another, thereby diminishing the potential for contact with the RSA. 

When disciplinary infractions become a part of a student’s permanent 
record, it solidifies the student’s hailing as a discipline-worthy case within the 
educational ISA. However, in the MDP classes, students are allowed to experi-
ence themselves in new ways—as productive members of the classroom com-
munity and as reasonable people who can talk through a problem. This allows 
them to reinterpret themselves in contrast to the dominant racial ideology. 
Dave, an MDP student, summed up the connection between typical teachers 
hailing Black students as problems and sending them to the RSA by saying that 
non-MDP teachers “just send you out, ’cause they think you not gon’ succeed 
in life.” In contrast, he said that Brother P “helps us learn.” In other words, 
he viewed the ISA that views Black students as problems to be intimately tied 
to the RSA that writes up referrals or suspends students. MDP teachers’ deci-
sions to not send students to “the office” (the school’s extension of the RSA) 
allowed the new hailing to take shape without the fear of repression. 

In general, our findings highlight a striking dissonance between how the 
interviewed students perceived discipline in their typical classroom settings 
and their MDP classes. In typical classrooms, they felt that the dominant racial 
ideology perceived Black males to be intellectually inferior, and they felt 
harshly and unfairly punished by the discipline system of the school. In the 
alternative all-Black MDP class, the students felt that their teachers invoked 
alternative racial ideologies that recognized them as capable and valuable; 
that they were protected from the school discipline system; and that the disci-
plinary structure was community centered and fair. 

Conclusion

We demonstrate here how an alternative, manhood development class reinter-
pellated or rehailed African American male students as engaged learners and 
chose not to subject the students to the school’s disciplinary system (its RSA) 
but, rather, protected them from that system, effectively resisting the effect of 
the school as an ISA. Our analysis of these classes shows how one instructor in 
particular, Brother P, offered an alternative vision of what constitutes a produc-
tive classroom environment and what discipline can be within such an environ-
ment. Brother P reframed which kinds of actions were worthy of sanctioning 
and made discipline a communally created and experienced aspect of the class. 
Our findings also show that while students perceived their regular classroom 
teachers as enacting unfair and harsh punishments on Black male students, 
those same students did not feel stereotyped in their manhood development 
classes and even felt supported by the disciplinary environment and practices.

In this article we offer a theoretical critique of patterns of school discipline 
disproportionately affecting Black boys. We propose that as a racialized ISA, 
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the school is an extension of the larger racialized society and of the ideology 
that reproduces and reinforces that racial structure. Within schools, African 
American male students are racially interpellated within a White suprema-
cist framework that represents the status quo. Within this White supremacist 
framework, Black males are viewed as in need of being controlled and thus 
are subject to oppression. Our analysis also confirms and elaborates on other 
research and recent reports that document that Black male students are dis-
proportionately subject to harsher discipline in schools (CRDC, 2012) and 
that they are aware of this uneven treatment. 

We also put forth the idea of Brother P as a hero teacher. Hero teachers 
can counter the educational ISA by eliminating or minimizing its effects. The 
notion of discipline in schools is intertwined with restriction. Brother P chose 
not to restrict the movement of his students and actively allowed free move-
ment and spontaneous expression. In doing so, he let students know that he 
would not regulate their bodies as the educational ISA did because he viewed 
them as free, self-disciplined persons. Giroux (2001) notes,

Resistance needs to be viewed from a very different theoretical starting point, 
one that links the display of behavior to the interest it embodies. As such, the 
emphasis is on going beyond the immediacy of behavior to the notion of inter-
est that underlies its often hidden logic, a logic that also has to be interpreted 
through the historical and cultural mediations that shape it. (p. 110) 

Brother P is able to recognize the behavior of the students as a resistance 
to a previous hailing, and in his desire to rehail students, he understands the 
importance of freedom of movement. At times, he actively encouraged behav-
ior that would otherwise likely be considered discipline worthy. In this context, 
Brother P’s identity is significant. His shared historical memory and cultural 
and gendered language allow him to translate the hidden logic of students’ 
actions as resistance to the dominant ideology. Brother P noted, 

You can’t be too heavy-handed—especially with people who have conflicts with 
authority figures constantly. You just can’t place yourself in the role of an author-
ity figure. You have to come at it from a brother, like from the side. Like, “Bro, 
I struggle with this too.” Like, share your struggle first so you can sympathize or 
empathize or both. 

His participation in this resistance both via allowing certain behaviors and 
participating in such behavior strengthens the emancipatory bond between 
him and his students.

Althusser’s “hero teacher” is one who actively counters the educational ISA, 
or the school. If the school functions through ideology and through repres-
sion (discipline), the hero teacher who counters the educational ISA must do 
so on both the level of ideology as well as repression. Hence, when Black male 
students report feeling “calm” in Brother P’s class or describe this classroom 
as a space “where they can be themselves,” they are articulating the notion 
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that they are no longer in active resistance against their teacher; they are now 
allowed to be in active resistance with their teacher against something both 
teacher and student understand as repressive. When they describe Brother P 
as “having their back,” they are reinforcing the notion that their relationship 
with Brother P is one of partnership for their benefit and against antagonis-
tic forces. Students can choose to accept this rehailing and even begin to hail 
each other in this way. When a student commences to call another “brother” 
and/or remind another student of who he is supposed to be in the world (i.e., 
peer discipline), he has begun to accept his new interpellated self as being 
in opposition to the ISA’s construction of him and in line with an alternative 
construction of what it means to be Black and male. One student, Tony, com-
mented, “If somebody keep talking up, we be like, ‘Ah, brother, be quiet. We 
trying to learn.’ ’Cause they know, like, we need this information and stuff, so 
yeah, we all support each other in that class.”

While the MDP classes were deliberately constructed as all-Black, all-male 
spaces, this does not mean that every Black male teacher is a hero teacher or 
that hero teachers for African American boys must be Black males. Certainly 
this study indicates that being Black and male in this context privileged the 
teachers in multiple ways, and students’ perception that their teachers knew 
them and what they’ve been through may have facilitated student buy-in to 
the aims of the class. That said, the premise of the hero teacher is that he/
she actively teaches against dominant ideology. Just as there are Black teachers 
who do not work to disrupt the dominant ideology, there are also non-Black 
teachers who work consciously to do so, even where it means working against 
a system that privileges them. 

Our analysis requires a recognition that any understanding of race within 
this all-Black, all-male classroom space was intrinsically gendered both because 
of the composition of the class and because of the classes’ goals of promot-
ing self-awareness and healthy identities among its Black male students. While 
being Black and male may have facilitated student buy-in, the perception of 
shared racial and gender backgrounds may have also facilitated practices that 
reinforced heteronormativity and reified the stereotype of the hypermasculine 
Black male. For example, while utilizing push-ups as a disciplinary method 
seemed to work well with these Black male students, this was partially due to a 
shared belief that more physical strength leads to greater masculinity, or “man-
liness.” We presume this type of technique would not have been employed 
were this a mixed-gender class or an all-female space. Still, some of these mas-
culine acts or posturing was strategic on the instructors’ behalf to obtain stu-
dent buy-in. 

While they were trying to challenge the students’ stereotypical notions 
of Black manhood, they understood it as a gradual process. Some common 
notions of Black manhood were imported or went unchallenged, which 
allowed for the group to establish some consistency with what these students 
understood to be normal. The push-ups, tossing the ball, making beats on 



510

Harvard Educational Review

desks, and certain verbal expressions served to accomplish this work. However, 
while these heteronormative acts helped negotiate the relationships and trust 
within the class, the instructors also worked to challenge students’ surface-
level understandings of Black manhood through conversations about rela-
tionships, homophobic phrases such as “that’s gay,” or males showing support 
and emotional and physical affection for one another. For example, Brother 
P facilitated a discussion about how buying into the stereotype of the hyper-
masculine Black male was harmful to students inside and outside of school. 
He furthered this discussion by having students share about friends and family 
they lost to gun violence. Whereas students initially made comments like, “It 
is what it is,” Brother P skillfully encouraged students to outwardly share hurt, 
grief, and other emotions associated with experiencing trauma and worked 
with the students to reframe the boundaries of Black masculinity.

We think it is important to note that we do not offer these findings as a 
recommendation for the prescription of specific disciplinary practices within 
schools at large. This study is limited in that it focuses primarily on one school 
site, one teacher, and one set of students. We offer no outcome data, and this 
study’s process data draw from one classroom and from student perspectives 
alone, without input from non-MDP teachers or administrators. Still, under-
standing the ways that discipline was reframed within an alternative school 
space and how Black male students contrast this alternative disciplinary expe-
rience with their more mainstream schooling experiences is especially sig-
nificant in beginning to develop a deeper understanding of how discipline 
functions within schools to the detriment of Black male students. 

Approaching the experience of Black boys within public schools through 
the lens of Althusser’s repressive ideological and state apparatuses and Leon-
ardo’s racialization of ideology encourages us to think more critically about 
the depths of the institutionalization of discriminatory discipline practices 
within those schools that mirror and serve to reinforce the dominant nega-
tive views of Black males within the larger society. Examining the disciplinary 
practices of the manhood development class teachers through the concept of 
the hero teacher and the lens of Giroux’s transformative resistance allows us 
to consider how alternative approaches to discipline can serve the purpose of 
countering the way Black males are hailed within schools, constructing new 
possibilities for resisting the educational ISA and RSA, and creating positive 
identity opportunities for Black males in public schools. 

Notes
1. Throughout we use Black and African American interchangeably, as this is how students 

and teachers interviewed used these terms.
2. Throughout we use Black boys. While we do not address the intersectionality of race and 

gender per se, we do examine Black boy as an identity that is hailed a particular way in 
mainstream discipline practice and rehailed in Brother P’s classroom.
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3. We identify the district but use pseudonyms for school names and students so as to pro-
tect the students’ identities.

4. The research team selected this graduate student to conduct the observations so as not 
to disrupt the racial or gender demographics of the focal class.
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