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Abstract 

While the construct of time is profoundly experienced in the lives of teachers and students, the 

ways that time is manifested and controlled and experienced in urban schools is rarely 

systematically examined. This performance ethnography resulted from a secondary analysis of 

data from a larger grounded theory inquiry which analyzed nearly 6,000 daily written reflections 

of 38 Teach For America Corps Members teaching in 26 different traditional public (PK-

5th grade) elementary schools in an urban school district caught in a standardized test cheating 

scandal. Teachers grappled with the construct of time across a year of teaching in an urban 

school during the era of high-stakes accountability. Additionally, using phrases from 

participants’ writing, we created two visual texts and a “found poem,” reordering them to support 

readers and stakeholders to re-imagine and perform more just manifestations and use of time in 

urban schools and classrooms. 
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Unheard Frequencies: Performing and Reimagining the Oppressive Construct of Time 

in Urban Schooling  

"Participatory involvement with many forms of art enables us, at the very least, to see more in 

our experience, to hear more on normally unheard frequencies, to become conscious of what 

daily routines, habits, and conventions have obscured … By such experiences we are not only 

lurched out of the familiar and taken-for-granted, but we may also discover new avenues for 

action. We may experience a sudden sense of new possibilities and thus new beginnings." 

Maxine Greene (1995, p. 123) 

The abstract construct of time is often explicitly present in our conversation and that of 

teachers and students. Additionally, the lived manifestations of time are vividly felt and 

experienced. However, in many ways, the construct of time becomes so ubiquitous we rarely 

pause and fully consider, analyze, and reflect on the role time plays in our lives and the ways it is 

foundational to shaping the educational experiences of teachers and students. In order to place 

the construct of time in teachers’ lives at the center, we have constructed this performance 

ethnography to present, consider, and explore the themes present in the reflection of 38 Teach 

For America Corps Members (TFA CMs) teaching during the pressures of the accountability era 

in an urban public school district caught in a widespread standardized test cheating scandal. We 

hope this performance piece serves as a source of conversation, consideration, and action for pre-

service teachers, current educators, policymakers, and community stakeholders alike. We 

envision this piece being read and discussed in college classrooms, at community meetings, or 

other spaces where concerned stakeholders gather for the goal of reimagining and working 

towards schools and education systems that are just and that leverage time as an additive rather 

than subtractive construct for teachers and learners. This paper first considers the issue of time, 
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and next contextualizes the methodological and theoretical perspectives underpinning this work 

(performance ethnography), then outlines the method and treatment of data, and concludes with 

the resultant performance piece and implications for educators. 

The Construct of Time in Educational Research 

 “Schooltime” is a term used to represent the “distinctive temporal organization of 

schooling” (Falchi & Siegel, 2014, p. 79). Falchi and Siegel suggest schools operate on a linear 

time schedule that supposes universal norms and rhythms about learning and child development, 

and there are consequences for not “living in time with this rhythm” (2014, p. 79). This rhythm 

of schooltime has quickened with the passage of policies like No Child Left Behind (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2002) and Race to the Top (U.S. Department of Education, 2015) as 

children and teachers are under pressure through accountability mandates to produce more with 

less time despite students’ needs. Genishi and Dyson coined the terms “NCLB time” and 

“panoptical time” (2009, p.56) where classrooms have a sense of urgency and children are 

hurried and pushed with “no adjustments for children’s individual tempos, and school time is 

marked by end-of-year events like promotion or retention” (Genishi & Dyson, 2009, p. 56). 

Falchi and Siegel (2014) investigated how children navigate timescales (Lemke, 2009) 

and how these timescales influenced teachers’ assessment and labeling of some children as 

“struggling” or “at-risk” due to being out of sync with the linear time of scope, sequence, and 

calendar year. This labeling in NCLB time positions students at risk of hurting the school’s 

ranking and status as a “good” school. Falchi and Siegel (2014) utilized Foucault’s (1995) 

concept of discipline and control through procedures and surveillance over time, space, and 

movement to analyze how children were disciplined by time and space throughout their day, 

especially during literacy.  
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Chisolm (2014) explored how the roles of time and tasks shaped adolescents’ talk about 

texts in small groups. Using the concept of Bakhtin’s (1981) chronotope timespace as an 

analytical lens for classroom discourse “allows scholars the opportunity to investigate how time 

and space contextualize students talk, and, in doing so, shape the participation structures” 

(p.154). Chisolm (2014) found that students’ temporal talk focused on traditional chronotopes of 

schooling like “time on task,” “saving time,” “time and participation structures,” and “time and 

the expectations of school.” How these students experienced time demonstrates their “focus on 

saving time and conforming to the ways in which time and participation are organized and 

rewarded in school (Chisolm, 2014, p.159). These findings are consistent with the Foucauldian 

concept of discipline and controlling students and teachers throughout the school day as 

discussed in Falchi and Siegel (2014) and provide both rhetorical and theoretical frames rooted 

in research that supported this inquiry. 

Performance Ethnography and Critical Considerations of Language 

Presenting empirical data from traditional research methods through performances of 

research holds potential for sharing stories and perspectives in ways accessible to those within 

and outside of the academy (Vannini, 2012). Chenail (2010) noted that traditional practices of 

research may “miss the emotional, the ethical, the moral, and the performative provocation that 

sharing narratives can be, even when they come from humble beginnings such as data” (p. 1288). 

In contrast to more traditional approaches to research, Gabriel and Lestor (2013) purport that 

performance inquiry is a methodological approach through which researchers, readers, and 

audiences might “question and complicate understandings of the everyday lived experiences of 

those who are targeted, marginalized, or otherwise oppressed in educational settings” (p. 1). 
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Conquergood (1985) noted that these performance spaces can help us “challenge often ignored 

assumptions about schooling while engaging with moral and political matters” (p.4).  

Denzin (2003) argued that critical performance ethnographies may create spaces and 

opportunities to make visible and interrogate often taken-for-granted and assumed-to-be neutral 

practices of schools and schooling through “the intersection of politics, institutional sites, and 

embodied experience” (p. 9). Alexander (2005) argued for “embodied aesthetic practice,” 

through which readers re-enact the voices and experience of others engaged in “acts of survival 

and sustenance grounded in their current predicament and their relation to space, place, and 

time” (p.413) in ways that may “disrupt the perpetual stasis” (p. 412) of an unjust status quo 

lived out in educative spaces. Bochner and Ellis (2003) promoted research that has the ability to 

“teach, incite, inspire, or provoke” (p. 507). We hope that this performance inquiry fosters a 

nuanced and complexified understanding of the often underexamined construct of time which 

has tremendous implications for learners, teachers, schools, and schooling. 

We find performance ethnography to be particularly useful when coupled with critical 

approaches that seek to reveal power inequities, flatten hierarchies, and create more just spaces, 

including schools. By taking a critical approach to language, performance ethnography offers up 

a way to engage with data that not only expands who has access to research through presenting 

results in an engaging format, but also allows readers to engage in the analytic process through 

their participation in the performance. We believe that critiquing how language is used and how 

it is shaped by and shaping our worlds “is always productive: It brings a situation into play, 

enunciates evaluations of the situations and extends action into the future.” (Denzin, 1997, p. 

37). We join Vicars (2013) in contending that the language choices of participants be explored in 

multiple ways: (a) the possible motivations and purposes for language choice; (b) the evocative 
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power of the words and images; (c) the identities constructed, represented, or suggested by the 

language choices; and (d) the cultural and social realities implied within the texts (p. 255-256).   

Discussion of Self: Researcher Positioning 

 We conduct this research being privileged, White females, but also as teacher-researchers 

committed to social justice in education. We have been and/or are currently elementary 

classroom teachers working in urban schools. In our current roles supporting learners and 

teachers, we have constructed others in these spaces as grappling with tensions that we, also, felt 

as classroom teachers in urban schools. These tensions are the shared reason that each of us has 

persevered in a ten-year analysis of this complex data set. While each of us has stories and lives 

that encourage us to challenge the hegemonic dominance of narratives of power and privilege, 

we believe that we cannot entirely divorce ourselves from the reality of our privileges. We 

acknowledge that, even in our attempts to honor and privilege the voices of participants and to 

foster and encourage the analysis of each reader as they engage with the data, we cannot and 

should not pretend to have the ability to bracket or remove our own perspectives from this 

analysis and from the writing of this manuscript. Our positionality as educational advocates with 

more than ten years each of sustained engagement with TFA CMs working our communities and 

schools buoys and complexifies our connections to this data and impacts all aspects of our work 

(Noblit, Flores, & Murillow, 2004).  

Method 

We endeavored to address the question: What were the complex ways that novice TFA 

CMs spoke about and grappled with the construct of time across a year of teaching in an urban 

school during the era of high-stakes accountability? Additionally, the double entendre of 

“unheard frequencies” within the context of our data suggested ways that the ideas and grappling 
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of participants might illuminate the familiar and ubiquitous in such a way that the researchers, 

audience, and readers could experience the data with the purpose of envisioning new possibilities 

for the use and construction of time in urban schooling in the age of accountability. With this 

charge in mind, we embarked on this journey of deeply considering the construct of time 

utilizing the following method. 

Participants and Data Sources 

This manuscript draws on data from 38 TFA CMs teaching in 26 different traditional 

public (PK-5th grade) elementary schools in a large city in the Southeast. Each novice teacher 

was a first through fourth-year teacher enrolled in an initial teacher certification program. In the 

context of their year-long field-based course, these novice teachers drafted daily written 

reflective statements to describe the most hopeful and most challenging events of each day. 

Weekly and monthly, they analyzed and identified patterns and next steps based on trends in 

their written reflections and set instructional and relational goals based on their self-identified 

needs. These 6,000 daily written reflections serve as the data sources for this performance 

ethnography. 

Context 

The participants in this study were all Teach For America (TFA) corps members working 

in a city in the Southeast. TFA is an educational reform program that places college graduates 

considered highly successful in schools deemed to be in a teacher shortage. Most TFA teachers 

are placed in schools that serve primarily Black and Latinx students and those experiencing 

economic disadvantage. Additionally, the schools TFA Corps members are placed in are 

disproportionately impacted by accountability-driven educational reforms, including high-stakes 

testing, scripted curriculums, pay for performance, and threats of school closure. The impact of 
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this context often results in climates in which the curriculum is narrowed and reduced to test prep 

(Au, 2007; Kavanagh, 2010). Further, these schools often have rigid expectations for student and 

teacher behavior that is highly monitored in hierarchical structures (Foucault, 1995; Kavanagh & 

Fisher-Ari, 2017, 2018).  

Data Analysis & Treatment of Data 

The study builds on previous analysis of these data using grounded theory analytic 

methods considering each line of the daily written reflections. These findings resulted in the 

creation of a model (Fisher-Ari, Kavanagh, & Martin, 2016) that reveals and describes the 

socializing forces that impacted the vocational trajectories of these teachers and the costs to 

learners and teachers described in recounting their year. This research has been presented and 

articulated through a range of traditional empirical methods (Brezicha, Kavanagh, Fisher-Ari & 

Martin, 2019; Fisher-Ari, Kavanagh, Bloxson, et al., 2016; Fisher-Ari, Kavanagh, & Martin, 

2016, 2017; Kavanagh & Fisher-Ari, 2017, 2018; Martin, Kavanagh, & Fisher-Ari, 2019; 

Meyers, Fisher, Alicea, Bloxson, 2013).  

This paper represents a secondary analysis of a theme identified in the previous analysis, 

“time,” which appeared 452 times across the data set and was the third most frequent theme. 

While ubiquitous throughout the data, it was often difficult to articulate the impact and import of 

time in ways that honored both the frequency that participants grappled with their experiences of 

and expressions about time, and the complexity of this construct in their lived experiences 

alongside learners. In our previous more traditional research formats, this theme in particular was 

often under-emphasized, less heard, and flattened, in part due to its omnipresence. We were 

drawn to Maxine Greene’s (1995) explanation of this very conundrum (see quote at the 

beginning of manuscript) and how performance ethnography as a method might elevate and 
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provide new avenues for action and possibilities informed by the “unheard frequencies” of the 

construct of time in our data.  

To conduct this secondary analysis within the methodological tradition of performance 

ethnography, we first reanalyzed the 452 occurrences of written reflections representing the 

theme “time” using concept coding (Saldana, 2009). This concept coding resulted in 5 themes 

representing the ways participants discussed the role of time in their daily reflections. These 

themes are: (a) Time controlled, (b) Time on testing, (c) Time wasted, (d) Time out of school, 

and (e) Making time. After re-analyzing, we found that this theme was non-tidy in ways 

representative of the lives of the teachers who articulated these perspectives. This non-tidiness 

reflected the teachers’ embeddedness “in the complexities of lived moments of struggle, resisting 

the intrusions of chaos, disconnection, fragmentation, marginalization, and incoherence” 

(Bochner & Ellis, 2003, p. 509). Therefore, we determined that in order to ensure that the themes 

and perspectives evidenced in the data around this construct did not remain unnoticed or 

oversimplified (Barone, 2002), performance inquiry analytic approaches would provide 

researchers and audiences with an opportunity to “understand, feel, and grapple with the 

experiences being expressed” (Bochner & Ellis, 2003, p. 509).  

Using the themes we identified, we drew on Berbary’s (2011) analytic method for 

performance ethnography by performing multiple readings of the reflections within each theme 

to understand the essence and breadth of experiences represented within each theme. Finally, 

each Act of the script was written with quotes directly from the data set (Ellis, 2004) by 

rearranging them into a script that conveys insight into that theme (Berbary, 2011). The spaces 

and locations of each scene are also drawn from the data, and the dialogues constructed reflected 

the types and content of conversations that occurred in these spaces. 
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Throughout this poly-vocal performance ethnography, we draw directly upon the 

verbatim language of the participants in order to stay as faithful to the experiences they portrayed 

as possible. This performance ethnography is poly-vocal in that the results (the script) primarily 

rely on direct quotes from multiple participants. This approach seeks to reduce researchers’ 

voices, and instead highlight and leverage multiple participant voices, in this case the role of 

time in 38 Teach For America novice teachers’ daily reflective practice. Aligned with Berbary’s 

(2011) method, this performance does not retain individuality of character, but rather each voice 

represents a composite character representing the perspectives of multiple novice teachers 

working in one of 26 different schools during the breaking of a high-stakes cheating scandal and 

in the era of hyper-accountability practices and policies. This methodological decision enabled a 

more nuanced consideration of the discussions and experiences participants shared around the 

constraints and possibilities of time rather than one that is centered around the experiences of one 

or even a few of the participants. In this way, we were able to attend to the variation, 

complexities, and contradictions participants individually and collectively experienced around 

time.  

The stage directions provided before each scene in italics are not verbatim data quotes, 

but instead construct and reconstruct the scenes and spaces shared by CMs across the year, in 

schools, classrooms, university coursework, and TFA development sessions, as identified 

through the coding and analytic process for each theme. The stage directions provide context to 

set the scene for each act and scene as well as offering contextualizing shifts and transitions in 

action or process within scenes.  

The voice of the narrator is an intentional inclusion of the researcher voice and 

perspective and is included here to not only connect, interpret, and contextualize the subthemes 
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within the literature, but also to acknowledge explicitly the interjections of self-as-researcher 

(Brooks, 2013; McGill-Franzen & Moran, 2013; Sprecher, 2013) that occurs in performance 

ethnography as well as every other sense-making endeavor (empirical or not). The narrator’s role 

within each scene serves as the discussion of the results presented for the theme and offers 

theoretical connections and interpretations of the results. In this sense, the discussion of the 

results is intertwined into the performance piece. This format further encourages groups 

engaging with the piece to stop, discuss, and engage with the theorizing provided by the 

researchers through the narrator’s role alongside experiencing participant perspectives revealed 

through the piece. 

Engaging with the Performance: Challenge for Ongoing Meaning-making 

The format of the results section differs from traditional formats in that it offers an 

interpretive construction of themes revealed in the data in the form of quotes restructured to form 

a script. This format invites readers to participate in the interpretive process. We hope that the 

interplay of voices and perspectives provides an opportunity for personalized and collective 

critique and starting points for consideration of this critical but too often under-explored question 

of how time is constructed and constructing in public school settings. While there are many 

questions and lenses through which this data can (and will be) considered by readers and 

audiences, we encourage sense-making that considers the linguistic choices that reflected the 

lived experiences of these novice teachers.  

 Epistemologically, we join Conquergood (2002) in noting that performances enable 

audiences and readers to engage in a “knowledge that is anchored in practice and circulated 

within a performance community” which comes “from ground level, in the thick of things” (p. 

146). This is an important variance from traditionally framed empirical research which too often 
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privileges distant “knowing from above” and interpreting the “truth” of participants from that 

distant space. In speaking aloud the words of participants, we hope that readers and co-

constructors of this performative inquiry might, in some limited ways, take up, critique, and 

problematize the ways that time is experienced, articulated, and lived out in schools by teachers 

and students.  

Figure 1 demonstrates the struggles related to the construct of time these teachers felt 

during a school year in the era of accountability and high-stakes testing. Utilizing data from the 

theme “time” in the shape of a school clock illustrates the ways that time is experienced and 

“crunched.” This focus on efficiency distorts and makes it difficult to recognize the constructs of 

learning that are necessary but are often not given space and time in urban schools and 

classrooms. The following section is our attempt at meaning-making and sharing of the findings 

of this inquiry through the voices of participants utilizing performance ethnography. 
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Figure 1. Time to Teach: First Visual Representation of Data (Word Cloud Art created on 

WordArt.com) 
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Act 1: Time Controlled “Crunch Time” 

Scene 1: Prescriptive Curriculum Scope & Sequence 

A group of TFA CMs sit at a table together during a district professional development meeting 

outlining the scope and sequence for the quarter. All four teachers carefully study the curriculum 

map passed out before the break, noting how long they have to teach each lesson and when their 

students will be assessed for each school.  

Voice 1: I still feel behind in so many subject areas and wonder how I am going to catch up. I so 

often feel like I have to choose between allowing my students enough time to understand and 

master a concept and moving at a pace that adheres to the prescribed scope and sequence, which 

does not make such allowances, but instead pressures teachers to introduce and move on. 

Voice 2: (nodding in agreement) I am concerned that I may be rushing my students toward the 

unit test because I do not want to get behind. There is never enough time! 

Voice 3: Itemize in a time schedule the things which you still need to cover and a timeline of 

when that can happen. It’s crunch time! 

Voice 4: Time is important at this stage in the game and there is so much more that we have to 

do, review and master. I am really starting to see the time waste away and the list of objectives 

and standards not getting any shorter. 

Narrator: As with many urban school districts in the period of educational reform post the 

publication of “A Nation at Risk” (1983), teachers in the AD worked in a context deeply rooted 

in efficiency paradigms such as the factory model of education (Freire, 1970). This paradigm 

asserts that the most effective (and economical) schooling is achieved when instructional time is 

maximized by students and employees at the lowest possible cost. This model of education helps 

prepare workers to make profits for wealthy and privileged others (Apple, 2001; Bowles & 
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Gintis, 2002) and continues to intensify the social, educational, and economic disparities in 

society and schooling (Anyon, 2005; Oakes, 2005). 

Scene 2: Controlling Student Time 

After the break, a video is played for the teachers, modeling the pace of each lesson. In the video, 

the model teacher demonstrates how to increase instructional time using the district’s classroom 

management reform program.  

Voice 4: (whispering while the video plays) I have trouble getting through an entire lesson and 

every day I miss out on instructional time yelling at my students to sit down or get quiet. 

Voice 1: (advises Voice 4 compassionately) [My] class is starting to become even more invested 

in their own learning. Most students that are the troublemakers are now realizing that when they 

participate in disruption, they waste their learning time and it affects what they know. I can only 

tell them so many times that they need to pay attention to learn the information, to do well on 

assessments, and to do well on the [state test]. If they understand why every minute and every 

day counts, they will more likely take more responsibility for their actions. 

Narrator: Like in many other urban districts, students are told when to be still, when to move, 

when to be silent, and when to talk. This hyper-emphasis on control is perceived as the most 

efficient way to teach students, as it minimizes time teachers have to spend “redirecting” 

students or “dealing” with student “mis” behavior. Foucault (1995) noted that time has long been 

an instrument used to wield control over the behavior and discipline of others. Importantly, 

Black and Brown bodies are more often subjected to deficit-based and time-based mechanisms 

of control in schools and society as others determine how they are allowed and supposed to move 

and be in the world and school (Love, 2019; Ullucci, 2009).  
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Act II: Time Tested 

Scene 1: Time on Assessment/No Time to Teach 

A group of 10 CMs meet with their TFA advisor for a quick, 5-minute check-in during their 

monthly TFA professional development session (POWER). The focus of the meeting is to discuss 

how the group is doing towards reaching 80% mastery on their data trackers of reading and 

math standards.  

Voice 1: (raises hand and offers to share first) I reviewed my exit tickets for the day to realize 

that only two of the four classes grasped the main concepts from my lesson on weathering. As I 

thought about the revisions that I would make to my plans for tomorrow-I realized that I really 

don’t have time to teach anything since the students need to take their weekly quiz.  

Voice 2: (eagerly piggy-backs off Voice 1’s comment) Yet again, spending way too much time 

testing and not enough time teaching. 

Voice 3: Losing still more time to testing. If I had half the time I spent on testing for teaching, 

there’s no telling where my kids would be. 

Voice 2: I just wish that I still had the time to go even deeper. Alas! Testing… 

Voice 4: I administered the ITBS1 test all week except for Friday. The tests ranged in time, and 

we were left with no rotations in the morning. We let the kids unwind for 20 minutes and then 

took them to lunch. On Friday we had a half-day for professional development. Friday was also 

used as a celebration for Pi Day. As a result, I taught three classes all week.  

The TFA advisor begins to look more and more concerned as the conversation continues and 

checks her watch. The conversation turns to time spent on the state test. 

 
1 Iowa Test of Basic Skills 
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Voice 5: I feel like so much valuable time is wasted in preparation for this one moment: the state 

test. 

Voice 6: Students in the 1st and 2nd grade spend 110-165 minutes taking the state test per day 

for three days. This is a long time for a six- or seven-year-old to take a test. They spend more 

time learning test-taking strategies than learning how to read. These students do not get to enjoy 

learning and education. First and second graders should be having hands-on experiences and 

opportunities to make discoveries.  

Voice 1: I’ve been trying to prepare my students to sit still for about the first three hours of the 

day. According to the testing schedule, we will be testing from about 8:45am-11:15am each day. 

That's an extremely long time in which students are expected to sit still.  

Music begins playing indicating it is time for the group to disperse to their next POWER2 

session. Time is up before they could discuss their data trackers3. The TFA advisor instructs the 

group to e-mail her their trackers since they did not get a chance to discuss.  

Narrator: The passing of No Child Left Behind in 2001 which tied standardized test scores to 

federal funding for schools has resulted in a myopic focus on standardized testing (Au, 2007; 

Nichols & Berliner, 2007). With a multi-billion dollar testing industrial complex (Roberts, 2012) 

and a focus on quantitative test data and “Adequate Yearly Progress” on state tests, schools have 

drastically increased their time dedicated to testing and test preparation so as not to lose funding 

or accreditation (Au, 2007; Crocco & Costigan, 2007; Diamond & Spillane, 2004). 

 

 

 

 
2 POWER sessions- a TFA professional development session. 
3 Data trackers- a TFA method of quantitatively keeping track of student performance on assessments 



Fisher-Ari, Martin & Kavanagh  UNHEARD FREQUENCIES 

25 
 

Act III: “Time Wasted”  

Scene 1: On Superficialities 

Three TFA CMs are in the teacher workroom of their school. Their principal has secured 

substitute teachers to teach their respective classes for half a day while they catch up on 

planning and other school requirements after many faculty expressed distress over not having 

the time to meet the multiple deadlines they had that month. One CM is making letters for a 

bulletin board with the die-cut machine, while the other two work on decorations for an 

upcoming pep rally.  

Voice 1: Instead of actually doing Science and Social Studies today, we had to spend the last 

hour of the day getting work ready to put up on the hallway bulletin boards. I think it is great to 

have colorful hallways full of student work, but is this really the best use of instructional time? 

Voice 2: With the upcoming Friday deadline to have the hallways guest-ready (think: dog and 

pony show without actually coming out and saying so ☺) closing in, it feels like there is even 

more pressure to get things done in even less time. 

Voice 3: [Not to mention], our principal made us do Friday’s pep rally again as a whole school, 

which was a complete waste of time.  

Another teacher walks in and inquires why they are in the work room during the school’s 

scripted literacy program time. 

Voice 1: (trying her best to offer up an explanation for the urgency of the situation) The bulletin 

board drama continues. [Yesterday] we had a two-hour meeting after school about the quality of 

the bulletin boards. After a 45-minute dissertation about what should not be placed on a board, 

all the teachers were asking questions about how to improve the quality of their boards, however 

most people were given very few solutions or suggestions for improvement.  
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The principal comes over the school-wide intercom system to thank everyone for their 

cooperation and patience during the faculty and staff picture taken the day before. Two of the 

CMs look visibly frustrated. 

Voice 2: (venting to her friends) Wednesday is normally a tutorial day where students stay after 

school for additional instruction, and instead of canceling tutorial for today or moving pictures to 

another day, they had all students wait in the gym for 30 minutes while we figured out where 

everyone should stand for the picture. Such a waste of the students' time!!  

Voice 3: (nods head knowingly) After all was done, we had a total of 10 minutes of tutorial time- 

about enough for my students to finish their writing drawings for my door. [Not to] mention that 

we have a mandatory door-decorating contest at school? This does not seem to me to be the best 

use of my time - I mean, shouldn't I be spending my time planning good lessons?? 

One CM looks at the clock and notices they only have 30 more minutes before they have to go 

back to class. They focus their energies on completing their bulletin boards and planning for the 

upcoming pep rally.  

Narrator: Hyper-accountability in urban schools has resulted in heavy surveillance by district 

leadership, school consultants, and others involved in mandating how urban schools demonstrate 

their rigor and commitment to data, standards, and accountability measures (Fisher-Ari, 

Kavanagh, & Martin, 2016, 2017; Kavanagh, 2010; Kavanagh & Fisher-Ari, 2017, 2018; Easley 

II, 2014; Niesz, 2010). These “dog and pony” shows steal instructional time from students and 

teachers with no outcomes showing they make a difference in schooling (Lubienski, 2005; Niesz, 

2010). 
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Scene 2: On Mandated Teaching Responsibilities 

The same group of teachers are cleaning up the gym after the Friday afternoon pep rally. While 

cleaning they begin to debrief about their week, including all of the mandated teaching 

responsibilities that they are expected to do, as well as a few that are upcoming.  

One of the CMs cleaning is summoned over the school-wide intercom system to report to the 

conference room.  

Voice 1: (explaining to her colleagues) Required to practice after-school for Direct Instruction. 

Waste of time because every time I'm observed I get great scores. Why is it still necessary for me 

to practice? (obviously frustrated, walks out of the gym towards the conference room).  

The remaining 2 CMs continue cleaning and talking about the week. 

Voice 3: I am always surprised by the amount of time that gets taken away from teaching every 

week and is invested in getting requirements met for the school and the district. This week [we] 

are supposed to be putting together 12 projects about science math social studies and technology, 

3 each, and I have been elected to help out the 5th grade teachers with their projects. As a result, 

I am having to use my 5th grade math time to do these experiments. The experiment was 

interesting though. We compared the stickiness of different types of tape. 

Voice 2: (smiles when hears about the tape experiment) This week, my focus has really been on 

where my time goes. How am I using it? How can I make better use of it? What are the 

consequences when it isn’t used wisely? Still, regardless of my reflections, the majority of my 

time is planned for me by someone else. It’s not often that I’m able to autonomously decide what 

needs to occur inside of or happen with a specified block of time. So, moving forward, I’ll need 

to make sure that during those times when I can decide what happens, I’m using time wisely so 

that there’s enough time left over for other people to waste! 
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Voice 3: (in agreement) It’s kind of annoying to have to explain to them that “planning day” 

translates to “day that is already planned for you,” not “day on which you actually get to plan.” 

Narrator: Heavy surveillance, accountability, and bureaucratic demands leave many urban 

teachers in situations where they feel and find minimal autonomy and agency, in spite of high 

levels of personal accountability (Crocco & Costigan, 2007; Diamond & Spillane, 2007; 

Kavanagh, 2010; Smagorinsky, Lakley & Johnson, 2002; Maloney, 2013; McNeil, 2000).  

Act IV: Time Out 

Scene 1: Time Away from Kids 

A table of CMs talk while eating dinner during their break at the weekly university alternative 

certification course they are taking. The night’s course is about supporting English-language 

learners and their language development through the implementation of a Writer’s Workshop. 

The conversation, as usually happens, quickly shifts to the stress of trying to begin to incorporate 

what they are learning in class with the rigid and prescriptive requirements imposed on them by 

their district and school.  

Voice 1: Took a personal day and spent the day at the TFA office, planning my next Math 

assessment and unit. It was great to have the time to feel like I could finally catch up and 

backwards plan a unit. Although I had to miss a day of school to do it, it was immensely helpful 

to write an assessment and backwards plan from that. 

Voice 2: I had to leave early, because I just wasn't feeling well and threw up during the ITBS. I 

am still learning when to give up and not let so much rest on my shoulders. It is so hard because I 

feel like when I take one day, it’s hard to catch back up in life, work and school. So now I feel 

even more behind. (takes a sip of tea and shivers) 



Fisher-Ari, Martin & Kavanagh  UNHEARD FREQUENCIES 

29 
 

Voice 3: We were told that we were going to have a math in-service training today for grades K-

2. So, I planned my lessons around the fact that I would be out of the class for an hour and 30 

minutes. When we got to school administration, they let us know that it would be at the end of 

the month. Would've been nice to know the day before. 

Voice 4: (joining in Voice 3’s frustration) My students will have a substitute for four days while 

I test the other students. It frustrates me a bit because it means less teaching time for me. Now, I 

am working on getting sub plans together that will give my students some meaningful work time. 

Narrator: Urban schools are often given Title I funds with strings attached to how they are 

spent. This results in administrators and districts pulling teachers from classrooms for the latest 

training that will show they are spending money on teacher development that will have impact 

on students. Unfortunately, the many conflicting demands upon teachers result in very little time, 

energy, or resources to dedicate part of their instructional day to the implementation of new 

pedagogical strategies (Easley II, 2014; Niesz, 2010). 

Scene 2: Not Enough Time 

After the dinner break class resumes. CMs are working in small groups to analyze writing 

samples from learners in their classrooms, However, once again, the conversation quickly shifts 

away from the course content to CMs venting and seeking support from one another about the 

time constraints and pressures they feel from their schools, especially considering many CMs are 

giving the state test in upcoming weeks.  

Voice 2: There simply is not enough time in a day to keep up with all this work. 

Voice 3: Lots of paperwork and deadlines to meet. I hope we can catch up. It never feels like we 

have enough time. 

Voice 1: I feel like every day the clock is ticking and there are not enough hours in the day. 
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Voice 4: This week went pretty well, but not as great as I wanted because I felt like I cheated my 

students out of some material because the time just wasn't there. 

Voice 5: I am also feeling like there is not enough time in the day to do everything that I want to 

do. 

Voice 4: (nodding) Not enough time to fit in Science or Social Studies. 

Voice 1: We don’t have time to waste! April is quickly approaching, and every moment must be 

treated like it’s golden. 

Narrator: An emphasis on the state test results as the single indicator as to whether a teacher 

was effective or not has created a pressurized teaching environment in urban schools with the 

state test as the deadline and goal for teaching and learning (Fisher-Ari, Kavanagh, & Martin, 

2016, 2017; Metlife, 2013). In many schools and classrooms this has resulted in viewing 

instruction as a means merely for test preparation with a focus on what will be on the test at the 

expense of all other learning endeavors (Herman, 2004).  

Act V: Making Time 

Scene 1: Extended Time 

A casual panel discussion is planned during the April TFA Professional Development (POWER) 

session for a group of CMs to share practices they and their school use to extend the time they 

have with their students.  

Voice 2: I have an extra tutorial day for my students, even if it is just 30 minutes right after 

school one day a week, or I will pull them during lunch to work with me on their struggle areas. 

Tutorial [this week] seemed really, really productive. I’m so proud of the way my kiddos work 

… sometimes. 
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Voice 3: Extended Day will be a time to review a lot of first-semester material that my students 

missed on the common assessment. They will be very tired, I will be very tired and we are going 

to need to play some fun games in order to get this to work properly. 

Voice 5: Today is the first in which I will utilize students to grade papers and file them as soon 

as we finish assessments. This freed about two hours of time for me to possibly tutor students or 

review as necessary on objectives that were not clear to all students. So far, the idea of students 

grading papers is a great idea. 

Voice 1: Today, I was able to work on the writing section of my class. I came up with some new 

graphic organizers and am going to be using them in my class throughout the week. 

Unfortunately, I don't have students for writing until Friday this week because of testing, so I 

have been pulling a few children every day during my planning to have them work on their 

writing for a little while. This has been very productive because it gives the children the attention 

they need for writing. I hope to do more writing for my students tomorrow during tutorial. 

Narrator: In grappling with ways to negotiate and navigate their squeezed time for instruction, 

teachers instituted practices and policies (sometimes of questionable value) in order to “create”, 

“make,” or “make up for” time. Mandated tutorial and remediation often became an assumed 

solution for lost instructional time in response to students not meeting arbitrary benchmark 

results (Kavanagh, 2010; Kavanagh & Fisher-Ari, 2017, 2018). As such, students spent time that 

they would normally have had for extracurricular activities, play, or rest time in order to spend 

more time preparing for the state test. Teachers who had already worked a full day were required 

to spend extended school time utilizing test preparation materials (sold by the companies who 

created the test) and purchased by the school using Title I funds (Fisher-Ari, Kavanagh, & 

Martin, 2017; Kavanagh & Fisher-Ari, 2017, 2018).  
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Scene 2: Teacher-Directed Time  

A group of 4 CMs meet in a local coffee shop later that evening. The group begin sharing among 

themselves what they have done in their classrooms to make time for their teacher-directed 

instructional practice.  

Voice 1: I have decided that as a class the scope and sequence is too fast, so we are slowing it 

down so that all students can get a handle on this subject matter. 

Voice 2: I need to be encouraging of my students when they are not doing well in class and give 

them a sense that they do have the ability to succeed. It sometimes takes longer and more 

practice to get an idea or a concept. 

Voice 1: To remedy this issue a few teachers, including myself, suggested that we offer extra-

curricular activities as part of tutoring; however, that idea was indirectly rejected. I am frustrated 

with this because last year my school did not offer any after school clubs. I believe that as 

educators, it is our responsibility to provide our students with non-academic activities to our 

students. I myself would like to start a Spanish club. However, since administration requires us 

to stay after-school for meetings and training, there isn't much time left in the week to offer 

extra-curricular activities. 

Voice 2: This will open up more time to continue with instruction, remediate for those students 

who need it, and push the level onto 4th grade standards for others. 

Voice 4: Next week, I plan to incorporate fun activities to ease the transition of test exhaustion. 

In addition, it’s time to focus on writing, and administration gives me more time for creativity 

now that the test is almost over. 

A server brings the group their coffee and the CMs all open up their laptops and being reading 

and researching information about educational policies for their collective op-ed.  
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Narrator: More and more teachers, students, and parents are advocating for shifts in educational 

priorities from accountability-era policies to those that privilege the needs of learners and 

communities while honoring the professional decision-making of educators to be the 

instructional leaders of their classroom (Strauss, 2013; Ramaswamey 2015). These visions of the 

possible and spaces for authentic learning are critical steps toward more ethical and equitable 

schooling that must be championed by those both inside and outside of the classroom.  

Unheard Frequencies and New Possibilities 

Questions for Educators 

It is our hope that readers and audiences not only consider the choices and experiences 

shared by these teachers in their language choices ‘‘in situ,” but also the ways that these 

perspectives could support a “remaking” of the way that time and agency are constructed and 

constructing both students and teachers. We feel that examining the micro choices of teacher 

language can reveal significant possibilities for those of us invested in urban schooling to grapple 

with the often overlooked yet critically constructing reality of how time is spent, considered, and 

framed within urban school settings. If, as Pahl (2014) argued, time is an artifact of our 

epistemologies, then “our own interpretations of time and space, whether structured by school 

time, our own home time, or historical time, need to be challenged” (p.57). These personal and 

cultural epistemologies are shaped by and reflective of hegemonic inequities that continue to 

privilege some and perpetuate violence against others. This call to “listen to meaning makers” 

(Pahl, 2014, p. 48), as we view and re-view the underexamined construct of time in schooling, 

creates opportunities for those invested in more equitable and just schools to make visible the 

impact and constructing nature of time and work to imagine and enact alternative possibilities 

and realities for learners and teachers alike.  
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Methodological Implications 

This paper also offers up several methodological implications for researchers to consider 

about performance ethnography. This type of ongoing and personal meaning-making in response 

to this data could support individuals and groups in grappling with tensions, considering ways to 

integrate beliefs and action, and to co-create more respectful engagements and communities. 

These aims are particularly well-suited for researchers engaging in critical considerations of 

educational spaces and in analyzing how power is revealed, manipulated, and replicated through 

careful analysis of language and linguistic choices. McKenna (2012) discussed transformative 

artful practice as a means to understand how others not only come to know the world, but also 

come to (re)make their worlds (Vicars, 2013, p. 258). They found that this type of reflective 

practice could promote not only learning about self and others, but also foster “critical 

interrogation of assumptions and beliefs” and “respectful and collective knowing/meaning-

making.” Pahl (2014, p.60) suggests models of inquiry that are collaborative where meaning- 

making can use a variety of modes so that “normative constructs, such as time and space, can be 

interrogated anew to enable us to recognize more clearly the epistemologies of the people we 

engage within educational settings.” This type of meaning-making research methodologically 

and intentionally positions both the participants and those who take up these roles and dialogue 

through the poly-vocal performance ethnography. Through these perspectives, participants and 

audiences take up opportunities to interrogate normative understandings of time which often 

remain underexplored or challenged, despite their ubiquitous influence on the collaborative 

spaces of schooling. Finally, performance ethnography creates opportunities to expand the reach 

and accessibility of research by presenting findings in a format that is engaging and 
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participatory, cognitive and affective, and calls participants to deconstruct for themselves the 

possibilities for action in their own sphere of influence. 

Implications for New Conceptions of Time 

We follow this poly-vocal performance ethnography by creating a “found poem,” 

reordering and re-imagining phrases and constructs from participants’ own words to begin to 

articulate what Denzin (2003) framed as a “utopian alternative” (p. 38). We join others in 

envisioning this third space (Fisher, 2009; Bhabha, 1990, 1994: English, 2002, 2005; Gutierrez, 

Baquedano-Lopez & Turner, 1997; Gutierrez, Rymes, & Larson, 1995; Soja, 1989, 1996) as a 

liminal space of hope between what is and what could be possible, were we to reimagine and 

recreate a different set of organizing principles for learning and teaching in order to construct 

and implement alternative and more just ways that time could be constructed and shared in 

schools and classrooms. We hope readers and audiences, as well as other researchers, academics, 

and state, local, school, and classroom policymakers will carefully consider these perspectives in 

order to critique who benefits (and who does not benefit) from these practices around time and 

what other more just possibilities for schools and schooling might be envisioned and enacted. 

This found poem was constructed through our positionality and lens as previous and/or 

current urban classroom teachers who grappled with many of the same time struggles as our 

participants. This poem speaks to the possibilities for learning, teaching, and schooling liberated 

from the institutional accountability-era constraints which currently control and stifle teachers 

and students in urban schools. While considering 240 pages of data from the theme of “time,” it 

was challenging to find any positive words or phrases that could be woven together as a strong, 

powerful counter-narrative to the current construction and manipulation of time in the urban 

classroom.  
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Our commitment to illuminate new possibilities embedded within the “unheard 

frequencies” (Greene, 1995, p. 123) of teacher discourses around the construct of time lead us to 

another phrase with dual meanings, “time to teach.” Meaning it is now time for authentic 

learning and teaching to become more possible and valued in urban schooling, acknowledging 

the necessity of teachers actually having the time to teach their students in responsive and just 

ways. This led us to consider time visually with different time-telling tools to convey the varied 

constructs of time. With the advent of hyper-accountability, there has been an extreme focus on 

“NCLB time” (Genishi & Dyson, 2009) with efficiency, scripted and timed lessons, curriculum 

calendars and other forms to control teachers’ and students’ time in the classroom (Crocco & 

Costigan, 2007; Fisher-Ari, Kavanagh, & Martin, 2016, 2017; Herman, 2004; Kavanagh & 

Fisher-Ari, 2017, 2018; Smagorinsky, Lakley, & Johnson, 2002). Therefore, when thinking 

about how children actually learn in ways that require time and not efficiency, we visualized a 

slower-paced era through the grandfather clock. By having the time to teach, we can slow down 

and envision new possibilities for teachers and children in today’s educational milieu, revealing 

and reconsidering visions of the possible.  

Finally, we are ending our paper with reconstructed and agentive possibilities for 

“schooltime” (Chisolm, 2014; Falchi & Siegel, 2014; Genishi & Dyson, 2009; Lemke, 2009) and 

teaching in hopes of beginning new conversations and forwarding alternative frameworks for 

time in schools. We invite our readers, audience, and other stakeholders to take up the 

conversation by considering the poem below in light of Maxine Greene’s (1995) call to discover 

new avenues of action and new possibilities in the unheard frequencies of time. We ask readers 

and stakeholders to consider and discuss actions (policy, practice, advocacy and otherwise) 

which might be necessary for this type of reimagining of time to be made more possible for 
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urban learners and teachers. Therefore, at the end of this manuscript, we offer both the found 

poem, Time to Teach: Unheard Frequencies and New Possibilities and a final visual 

representation of the data on time. In this visual representation, the same data from Figure 1 is 

used, but it is reshaped and re-envisioned in a different context, entirely changing the 

manifestation of the possible and what (and who) becomes valued and visible. We feel this 

metaphor is important as it demonstrates how context changes manifestations of ideas and 

realities, and how shifting paradigms can move from very controlled and constraining toward 

more liberating and just constructions of reality. Reshaping contexts can make much more 

evident the aspects of learners and learning that most would say are most valuable and ethical. 

Leaving readers and to draw upon the resources of the found poem and the visual in order to co-

construct and consider possibilities reflects our strong belief that our voices as 

authors/researchers should not be the end of this conversation, but rather, as individuals and 

communities committed to educational equity, each of us needs to take up this conversation. This 

is imperative if we are to move these constructs from mere possibilities to more frequent realities 

for each of our teachers and learners. We must collectively perform and reimagine the oppressive 

construct of time as it currently exists in urban schools and schooling.  
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Time to Teach: Unheard Frequencies and New Possibilities 

I love teaching! 

My time is valued and valuable. 

During my school day, I have quality time for developing relationships and  

a sense of community. 

Time to truly listen and observe my future chefs, engineers, and teachers 

as they eagerly engage in projects, experiments, and field trips. 

My teaching dreams come alive! 

We have enough time, kids, so… Explore! Go Deeper! Create! Ask questions! 

Students have extended time devoted to recess, art, music, drama, and enrichment, 

while teachers are purposeful, productive, and strategic during this valuable planning time. 

We have enough time and resources to Facilitate! Integrate! Differentiate! Collaborate! 

I am a teacher who loves her job! 

My principal and I value the pursuit of ideas and questions. 

I can decide how to use my time, so I will continue to provide: 

Time to reflect. Time to collaborate. 

Time to laugh. Time for self-care. Time to celebrate. 

Time to process. Time to express. Time to be kids. 

Time to read. Time to critically think. Time to write. 

Time for Social Studies. Time for Science. 

Time for questions. Time for real stories. Time for understanding.  

Time for wondering. Time to play. Time to talk. Time to create. 

There’s no telling where my kids will go in life with the time to truly pursue a  

meaningful education. 

I love teaching! 
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Figure 2. Time to Teach: Second Visual Representation of Data. (Word Cloud Art created on 

WordArt.com) 
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