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Urban Public  
High Schools:  

Self-Actualization vs.  
Citizenship?
BY JEFFREY GUHIN*

INTRODUCTION 
Public schooling has been an important part of American  

society since the time of the American Revolution, and it gained 
strength with the early nineteenth century development of com-
mon schools and the charismatic leadership of Horace Mann.1 
However, much of that focus was on elementary education. Histo-
rians agree—and Mann himself made clear—that these early com-
mon schools were about much more than literacy and numeracy: 
There was a real focus on both citizenship and moral character, 

 *  Jeffrey Guhin is an assistant professor of sociology at the University of California 
Los Angeles. His specialties include education, religion, theory, and culture. From 
2013 to 2016, he was the Postdoctoral Abd el-Kader Fellow at the University 
of Virginia’s Institute for Advanced Studies in Culture. He earned his PhD with 
distinction in sociology from Yale University.
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for the good of the economy, American society, and the individual 
student’s soul. 

The status of high school education changed rapidly from the 
beginning of the twentieth century to its midpoint. In 1894, when 
“The Committee of Ten”2 recommended that all students, nation-
wide, receive 12 years of education, including four years of high 
school, very few students underwent secondary education, and 
there was a sense that the only purpose of secondary school was 
as preparation for college. Indeed, college students themselves 
could be quite young, and there was not an especially clear sense 
(as there is today) of college age versus high school age. 

By mid-century, however, comprehensive high schools had 
been established across the country, and the national high school 
completion rate had increased eightfold, from 6.4 percent in 
1900 to 50.8 percent in 1940. It has generally increased since, 
with 81 percent of high school students graduating on time in 
2013. The number differs along racial, regional, and socioeco-
nomic lines, though the trend towards the generalized impor-
tance of high school as a legally required and socially regulated 
part of American life is clear.

During the so-called managerial revolution, an insistence 
that schools—especially urban schools—be more like factories 
combined with certain interpretations of “progressive education” 
to help make high schools more about training good workers. 
Later, concerns about students’ success relative to other coun-
tries—especially the Soviet Union—furthered that trend. Moral 
and civic education seemed less important than a greater empha-
sis on numeracy, literacy, and critical thinking. 

More recent national-level education efforts, especially the No 
Child Left Behind Act of 2001 and the Obama administration’s 
Race to the Top program, have created deeper and more far-reach-
ing organizational incentives (and punishments), in an attempt 
to improve specific student academic outcomes. Moral character 
and citizenship education again took a back seat to these reforms.3 

Alongside these movements toward greater accountability in 
public schools have been two concurrent structural changes in 
American public education. The first has been the rise of charter 
schools, which are a hybrid of private and public schools in that 
they are publicly funded but enjoy more autonomy and lower lev-
els of unionization than traditional public schools. The second is 
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the development of various post-collegiate urban education pro-
grams. These different urban education programs (such as Teach 
for America) also generally aim at increasing student “success” 
as measured by college placement rates and change in student 
socioeconomic status. Such a focus remains distinct from things 
like citizenship or moral character.

Urban Public Schools
Urban public schools have, since their founding, been con-

cerned with promoting social mobility and remedying inequality 
through academic instruction and the imparting of skills. Nev-
ertheless, urban public schools have also, since their founding, 
been concerned with promoting morality and citizenship. 

Such moral and civic education can be divided into explicit 
moral and civic education and an implicit socialization into 
certain moral and civic understandings, habits, and orientations. 
This distinction is mirrored on the macro level. Education policy 
makers and voters may support schools in order to pursue implicit 
moral and civic purposes that are distinct from the schools’ 
explicit instruction in morals and civics. The public purpose of 
schools might or might not be providing moral education, yet its 
broader moral purpose might be to remedy immoral structures 
of inequality. There are, in other words, moral and civic purposes to 
schools that are distinct from explicit instruction in morals and civics.

THE SAMPLE SCHOOLS 
I visited two high schools each in Charlotte, North Carolina; 

San Diego, California; and New York, New York. Each school 
received around 15 to 20 field visits over roughly three months 
in Charlotte (January  2014–March  2014) and San Diego 
(April 2014–June 2014), and over roughly six months in New 
York City (February 2015–June 2015). Interviews were conducted 
with around 20 students and 10 adults per school. The table on 
page 24 provides some key data for the six schools. To protect 
their identities, the schools are referred to by aliases, and the 
numbers have been approximated.
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Urban Public High School Sector: The Six Sample Schools

Category
Heritage 
School

Dream 
School

Center 
School

Everybody 
School

Four Ships 
School

Service
School

City

Locale

Charlotte

City

Charlotte

Suburb*

San Diego

City

San Diego

City

New York City

City

New York City

City

Total Students† 1500 2000 1200 1200 700 350

Classroom Teachers 100 120 60 65 45 25

Black Students (%) 65 30 10 15 20 30

Hispanic  
Students (%)

25 20 65 45 65 67

White Students (%) 3 45 15 25 10 1

Asian & Pacific 
Islander  
Students (%)

5 5 5 10 2 2

Students of Two  
or More Races (%)

2 5 5 5 3 0

Free-Lunch Eligible 
Students (%)

75 40 60 50 75 85

Reduced-Lunch  
Eligible Students (%)

10 10 15 15 10 5

Magnet School? No No Yes No No No

Title I  
School-Wide?

Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

Source: National Center for Education Statistics. Free or reduced-price lunch eligibility refers to whether 
the student meets the criteria for federally subsidized lunches under the US Department of Agriculture’s 
National School Lunch Program. Title I eligibility refers to whether a school meets the criteria for federal 
assistance to schools with a high percentage of low-income students. Data refers to the 2014–2015 
school year.

* This school, while technically in a suburb, was in most ways as urban (in terms of placement within 
residential neighborhoods) as the other Charlotte School. It was also part of the Charlotte school district.

† All figures in this table are approximated to preserve the schools’ confidentiality.
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The three districts were chosen because each is famously 
committed to education reform.4 I chose two schools in each 
district so that I could distinguish between district-level and 
school-level effects. It was difficult to get access to schools for 
a three-month ethnography, and so to some extent I studied the 
schools I could find. However, each within-district set provides 
useful organizational and demographic points of comparison.

MORAL IDEAS, FRAMEWORKS, 
AND LANGUAGES

My research produced a straightforward result. Urban public 
schools were dedicated to two layers of morality: a commitment 
to “helping” for teachers and to “self-actualization” for students. 
There was a kind of “moral invisible hand,” a sense in which the 
schools’ public duty to the nation was best served by helping 
each student as an individual be successful in whichever way they 
chose. The teachers’ commitment to helping, which motivated 
their teaching, was reproduced within students only to the de-
gree that such helping was primarily interpreted as a means of 
self-actualization. 

Thus, the schools’ moral vision was a bifurcated one, with 
teachers understood to be people whose lives were primarily 
about helping, and students understood to be people whose 
lives were primarily about self-realization. Whether that 
self-realization could resemble the lives of the adults in the 
building—whether, in other words, I should say that a life of 
service is itself better than a life of individual ambition—was 
left up to each individual student to decide. To the degree that 
teachers were more assertive about imparting this commitment 
as a universal moral requirement, it was idiosyncratic to their 
own commitments rather than a part of their job requirements. 
It was also the case that such a commitment would always 
have to be both temporally and organizationally secondary to 
the schools’ primary institutional commitment: to get students 
into college, and, as such, into a comfortable position in the 
middle class.

I encountered four critical moral ideas in these schools, 
with some ideas more important than others, and some ideas 
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appearing in some schools but not others: (1) self-actualization, 
(2) grit, (3) respect, and (4) compassion. The moral framework 
and language for each of these tended to be a combination of sol-
idarity for teachers and individual self-expression for students, 
though there was a sense of liberal tolerance as well.

Self-Actualization
Self-actualization was by far the most important moral idea 

in any of the schools, on both an aggregate and individual level. 
It represented what schools were supposed to do according to 
administrators and to district, state, and federal programs. It was 
what the teachers and principals wanted for the students, and 
what the students themselves wanted. 

For example, I had a telling conversation with a senior at 
Four Ships School in a small room off the counselors’ office. He 
was describing how a particular guidance counselor at the school 
really cared about the students, saying “she not only wants us 
to get into college, but she also wants us to succeed. By doing 
that, she’ll make sure that we don’t come out with a lot of loans, 
because that’s not good.” The interview questions immediately 
followed up on that thought.

Interviewer: What does that mean, “to succeed”?

Student: “Succeed” will mean getting a college 
degree and being independent. It’s not 
about the money to me; it’s more about 
doing what you love…whether you get 
paid well or not. That’s what determines 
success for me—if you wake up every day 
now because of the fact that you have the 
opportunity to do what you love.

Interviewer: [Nods.] What about helping people? 
Does that matter? 

Student: [Nods.] Yeah, of course. I feel the greatest 
currency there is, is helping others.

Interviewer: Look, everyone says that, right? But for 
real though?
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Student: [Enthusiastically.] Yeah! 

Interviewer: Someone’s going to be like, “Hey man, 
you can make $100,000—or more than 
that—and be one of these guys, works on 
Wall Street, who kind of screws people 
over, gets some really messed up wages 
for their workers, but you are bringing 
home bank,” versus someone who does 
OK, middle class, typical life, but you 
know you’re helping people; you know 
you’re making a difference. There’s a lot 
of people, they choose the money.

Student: That’s true, but for me personally, it’s 
not really about the money to me. To 
be honest, money comes and goes; it 
doesn’t last forever. People who base 
their whole life off of money, they don’t 
get the full fulfillment of accomplish-
ment and enjoyment. I feel like someone 
that really loves their job and loves what 
they do doesn’t care about the paycheck, 
whether it’s a lot or little.

Note what happened when I steered the conversation toward 
the boy’s saying that helping people is what matters. It would 
not have been especially surprising if the student had said that 
the best thing in the world was to help people, or something 
like that. Indeed, he said something similar after being asked, 
“What about helping people? Does that matter?” The question 
was almost intentional coaching. It’s hard to say in response to 
something like this that helping others isn’t important.

But when the possibility of making lots of money was raised a 
second time, the student did not shift the frame of reference back 
to helping others, but rather to questions of loving your job and 
“the full fulfillment of accomplishment and enjoyment.” For the 
student, the real moral of the story seemed to be doing what you 
loved and fully expressing yourself, reaching your full potential. 
That is a story I saw consistently throughout my research in all 
six schools. Working hard and being your best self was by far the 
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most important moral value I encountered, at least in terms of 
what was expected for the students. 

I found similar themes in our conversations with faculty and 
staff. At Service School, I was talking to an administrator about 
the school’s goals for the students. I said, “You mentioned go-
ing to college or at least trying to get some sort of career. Are 
there other characteristics besides career readiness or college 
preparedness that you would want to see in your graduates?”

Yeah. I want them to feel like they have an active voice.... 
Too many times, our kids feel like their opinion doesn’t 
matter…. I don’t like when I see kids that say, “My voice 
doesn’t count.” It’s like they’re deflating; they’re de-
feated already.… There are kids, they come in and they 
don’t think that they can make any change. A lot of our 
after-school clubs are what kids want. They have no 
idea, but if a couple of kids come up to me and say, “Hey, 
I want to start—would you start an anime?” There’s a 
group of five, and I’m like, “Listen, if you can find a 
teacher who wants to do anime and so on, we’ll do it.” 

This was a moral story about student empowerment and 
teachers facilitating self-expression and ambition. It was not, in-
terestingly, a story about inculcating the school’s social justice 
commitments in the students. Of course, a fair response might 
be that the teachers were simply providing their students with a 
sense of agency, an awareness that they are free to make choices 
that will benefit them and, quite possibly, the rest of the world. 
Yet there is a tendency in some of these conversations to confuse 
agency as a means with agency as an end. Another way of putting 
this might be that in our efforts to remedy inequality, some of 
us—whether teachers, policy makers, or voters—can lose sight 
of the differences between gaining greater equality and ensuring 
the common good. 

This correlated, of course, with student testing, to the extent 
that testing accomplishes what it claims—that is, challenging 
students to excel and cultivate their abilities to pursue whichever 
careers they choose. I asked a teacher and coach at Center School 
about what his ideal graduate would look like, and he described 
such a student the following way: 
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I would want them to be an independent thinker, 
to be creative, to be a problem solver, to know right 
from wrong, and choose right the majority of the 
time, a high percentage of the time. Nobody can be 
the perfect person all the time, but at least try to be a 
good person.... That’s why I enjoy athletics so much, 
because a lot of those characteristics and values are 
communicated and taught and practiced during a 
sport, during the competition. 

I asked the teacher if he felt there was an administrative 
push to do that work on trying “to be a good person,” and he 
said he didn’t. 

I think that a lot of times you make this decision early 
in your teaching career whether you want this to be 
a big part; I don’t think this is isolated to this school 
either. I know that I got into teaching partially be-
cause I want to teach these values; I want to teach 
good character. Not that I’m perfect, but I think the 
world would be a better place, or society would be 
better, if we did teach these things. A lot of times I 
will talk about choices people make, whether it be 
fictional characters or historical persons or whatever, 
but I don’t think at the admin level—at the admin-
istrative level—that’s really pushed. I don’t think at 
the district level it’s pushed. I wonder if it’s pushed 
in our society, in the American society in general…. 

I am the product of 12 years of Catholic schools. I re-
member distinctly we had a course Reverence for Life, 
which had nothing to do with religion and everything 
to do with decision-making. It was just all about that, 
and I wish we had a class like that here. Unfortunate-
ly, though, I think politics get in the way. When you 
talk about test scores and Common Core standards 
and things like this, none of them ever mention char-
acter.… I think a big part of it is testing. I think that 
what I’ve heard from other teachers and from people 
in the community is that teaching character is much 
too complicated and it would be too difficult to come 
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to a common set of values, which I don’t agree with, 
but I’ve heard that be the reasoning for why we don’t 
do it.… I think if you look at different societies, dif-
ferent religions, different any-sort-of-background,…
these are all things that I think that across the world 
people could agree on.

Despite the teacher wishing a class like this existed, he felt 
there wasn’t sufficient opportunity to teach those sorts of morals 
in his classes, and he had to do so idiosyncratically on his own or 
within his classroom. That’s something I heard repeatedly in my 
interviews and conversations with teachers, except for the two 
New York Schools, whose principals both told me their schools 
would have been very different had they not made a conscious 
effort to buck the district focus on test scores. 

Grit
The virtue most important to succeed on tests is, of course, 

grit. Various teachers mentioned the word in my interviews, 
but even when they did not, many mentioned qualities that 
were similar.

I asked a teacher at Center School about the kind of students 
she wanted to produce. She answered,

I want them to be able to not have a false sense of 
entitlement and self-confidence. Too many kids leave 
here thinking they’re completely prepared, and they 
deserve to go to college, or they deserve to have what-
ever job it is, because they are who they are. They 
don’t get that you go out into the world and you earn 
that. You prove that. You work for it.

I received such comments from many of the teachers. Her re-
sponse to my follow-up question was also typical. When I asked 
whether there was anything else she could think of, she said, 

You see someone in need and you step up. Whether 
they ask you or not, you see the need and you fill it. 
You are that good person. I try to do that in the halls. 
I’ve been trying to get ASB [student government] to 
understand that.
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That focus on individual achievement first and then, when 
all is said and done, also helping the world was something I 
came across constantly. Here’s an English teacher at Four Ships 
School—a place that was much more concerned with fostering 
citizenship and interpersonal relationships than any of the 
other schools—responding to my question about her end goal 
for a student:

I want somebody who’s ready for life. I want some-
body who’s ready for life and who genuinely cares 
about reading and learning and understanding more. 
I don’t know that we always accomplish that. I don’t 
know that that’s always the end student that we 
achieve by end of four years, but that’s my ideal. 

I then asked for other characteristics, and she responded, 

Someone who’s able to both be on time, to walk into 
a place on time to present themselves professionally, 
to both speak and write in standard American En-
glish, in that regular, academic, formal way. Also to 
care. I do think that caring about something, about 
the world around you, about an issue—it may be not 
the same issue that I walk in caring about, but you 
should absolutely, you should care about making the 
world a slightly better place than you found it.

Note that the way she described caring actually assigned it 
a greater weight—“absolutely”—than a professional demeanor, 
but she mentioned it only near the end of her description, and 
only after she was prodded for more characteristics. That para-
dox is central to what I saw: Teachers really do want students to 
be caring people; it’s just not the first thing they work toward 
or think about. They want students to be their best selves, and 
to the extent those selves are people whose first priorities are 
service, that’s wonderful. But service becomes one among many 
means of self-actualization rather than a necessary part of any 
flourishing human life. 

And how to make sure that self-advancement occurs? Grit. 
These sorts of emphases on comportment and self-advancement 
can also be found in charter schools and teaching programs such 
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as Teach For America.* In a classroom of a former TFA teacher 
at Heritage School who now worked with current TFA teach-
ers across the Charlotte area, I saw posters that emphasized 
self-comportment and the value of grit. 

This teacher cared deeply about teaching students to make 
the world a better place, something that came up regularly in my 
one-on-one conversations and in many of her class discussions. 
It was simply secondary to more specific concerns about achieve-
ment and the capacity for achievement. This was, in some ways, 
a necessary problem. For example, she and her colleagues in the 
English department spent a lot of time helping students improve 
their capacity to sit still and just read. Silent reading was, for 
her, an important use of class time, even if it might take away 
valuable minutes from explicit instruction. It could not simply 
be assumed that students would read at home, and helping them 
develop the self-discipline to read for increased lengths of time 
would prepare them for college-level reading, for standardized 
test-taking, and for the kind of grit that would be required of any 
long-term plan.

As I hope is clear, I do not wish to denigrate an emphasis on 
grit or self-actualization. I simply want to emphasize how these 
values were often divorced from broader questions of what that 
grit or self-actualization ought to be directed toward. 

Respect
Another value I heard about regularly from both students and 

teachers at all six schools was respect. In all cases, respect meant 
making sure others thought you were worthy of their esteem and 
appreciation. Yet, of course, in different organizational settings 
and in different roles, different forms of esteem are necessary. In 
the words of a teacher at Heritage School, 

Some, when you have them, they hate you. They make 
your life as difficult as possible, and then the second 

*  There is a tremendous focus on grit and comportment in both charter schools 
and educators influenced by teacher programs like Teach for America. See, for 
example, Joanne Golan, “The Paradox of Success at a No-Excuses School,” 
Sociology of Education 88, no. 2: 103–119. For more on grit, the classic author is 
Angela Duckworth; see especially Angela Duckworth, Grit: The Power of Passion and 
Perseverance (New York: Scribner, 2016).
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you don’t have them, they’re going to come and talk 
to you. I feel like I’m OK with bonding with my kids 
when I have them, but after I have them, I think that’s 
when it happens, and they’ll come in and they’ll talk 
about, “Well, I got really mad at this teacher, and I 
cussed her out.” You cussed her? Why do you think 
that that’s okay? A student yesterday called me by 
my first name, and I tried and explained that that is 
a sign of disrespect. I don’t even think I got myself 
across, but it’s small things like that where to live, to 
be successful in life, you have to learn how to speak to 
people, what’s respectful, what’s disrespectful. 

She said that for some students, “it’s a different mindset,” by 
which she meant that there are different ways of thinking about 
respect. For some, it is simply a matter of polite interactional 
courtesies (think of a mother telling her child to “be respectful” 
when the child does not say please or thank you). This is still a 
matter of making sure people recognize each other as worthy of 
some level of esteem: To say please or thank you is ultimately to 
acknowledge someone else’s status as one to whom politeness 
is due. Yet for some, such issues of respect are more or less su-
perficial: They do not feel personally disrespected if someone is 
impolite. For others, politeness and respect are much more neces-
sarily linked, often because of a lack of status in other capacities 
or because of an organizational culture that highlights propriety 
in interactions. In other words, to say that some students treat 
respect with “a different mindset” is to say that the threat of 
being “disrespected” via an improper interaction is a much more 
salient part of everyday life. As the Heritage teacher put it,

If they feel like they’re being disrespected by a teach-
er, then they have every right to curse at them. You’ve 
got to...not cut them slack, but you’ve got to under-
stand that that’s where they’re coming from. I was not 
taught that, but it’s all about they have to make sure 
that they’re feeling respected. They’ve felt disrespected 
by me, and I have heard about it. That’s really big on 
their priority list, which I understand, but sometimes, 
you don’t feel respected, and you can’t cause a big stink 
about it.
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For many students, this insistence on respect was a cultural 
scheme they could turn on and off in different contexts provided 
they felt they were in safe space and respected by their teachers 
and classmates. Various students told me that they could alter-
nate back and forth between different ways of behaving in differ-
ent classrooms and even in different peer groups. However, for 
certain students, a focus on respect as one of the most salient 
parts of their lives made their need for respect far less flexible 
and not as able to change across organizational settings.

Near the beginning of my fieldwork at Service School, I 
observed a conversation in the principal’s office between the 
principal and a 10th grade girl, around age 15, named Juana (an 
alias). Juana was now living with her grandmother because she was 
prevented from living with her parents by a court order. She’d had 
a rough childhood, and she was in the office that day to talk about 
a fight she and some other girls had gotten into. In the course 
of the conversation, it was revealed that there had been a long-
simmering “beef” between various blocks in the neighborhood, 
and that many of the girls had been taunting each other over social 
media during the school’s recent week off. They returned angry, 
all sensing unforgivable slights. A fight was just about inevitable. 

Yet what was interesting about Service School was the degree 
to which they took conflict resolution seriously: Any students 
who got in a fight were required to do a “mediation” together. 
(Of all the schools I studied, Service School was by far the most 
explicitly concerned about the moral formation of their students.) 
So the principal asked, “Will you be able to talk to Lizette?” (the 
other girl, also an alias).

“I can talk to her, but if she lies to me, I’m going to punch her 
in the face,” said Juana. “I can’t let that happen. How you gonna 
lie right to my face? No, no. I’m sorry, Ms, but no. I won’t do it.”

The principal went on to remind Juana that Juana had a good 
heart but that she was pigheaded—the principal’s words. The 
principal continued that she was worried Juana’s stubbornness 
and impulsiveness would get her in trouble. A teacher who had 
broken up the fight came in, and both the teacher and principal 
tried to convince Juana that she needed to be calm and just let 
people say what they wanted to say, but Juana wouldn’t hear it. 
“You’re a kind person,” said the principal. “I see that. And you’ve 
got a real chance here, and you don’t get many chances, so you 
can’t let yourself fall off track.” 
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Yet the way her principal and teacher framed this story to 
Juana wasn’t necessarily the only way to understand it. Juana 
wasn’t just struggling with impulse control and stubbornness, 
as though everyone were actually on the same page in terms of 
virtues to emphasize and vices to limit. Rather, this was a story 
about radically different conceptions of the good. For Juana, the 
good person, and the good life, was marked by respect, honor, 
and the saving of face. To disrespect her, to lie to her, was not 
simply to do something annoying that required her patience to 
overcome; it was to fundamentally insult her worth as a person, 
and the only way to respond was to demand reparation for that 
wrong, whether through violence or otherwise. 

I asked the principal about this after Juana had left, and she 
said that contending with this attitude was one of the biggest 
challenges at their school. She said she had to be careful, because 
she would never tell a student she disagreed with their parents.

Of course, in many cases, the parents and children did not 
practice what sociologist Elijah Anderson calls “the code of the 
street.”5 There were many, many students from low-income 
neighborhoods in the schools I studied, as in all of America’s 
urban schools, who did not believe that fighting was the 
appropriate solution to their problems or that the maintenance 
of honor was the most important virtue. 

Juana, however, was not immoral; she was not even necessar-
ily struggling to do what she believed was right, but simply hav-
ing trouble accomplishing it. She was doing what she believed 
was the right thing when she got into these fights. 

Compassion
Alongside the focus at all six of the schools on student achieve-

ment, the teachers, staff, and administrators all deeply prized com-
passion, especially in each other, and then to some extent in their 
students. On my first day at Center School, I sat in on a faculty 
meeting in which two people won awards: a teacher and a student. 
The student was praised for his work ethic and drive; the teacher  
was praised for her compassion and willingness to help. That 
more or less exactly captured the tension I’m describing here. The  
direction towards which the teachers’ compassion encouraged the 
students varied, but it was usually something like the award cere-
mony at Center School I described above.
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One of the most moving interviews I conducted was with a 
teacher who had been a community organizer. He certainly made 
sure that in his lesson plans he educated students about social 
problems that affected their communities. I asked him how he 
saw his role as a teacher.

I burned out on being a union organizer for a number 
of years and was on the road and living out of hotels 
most of the time, and just took some time and kind of 
wandered back to school and did it. 

I think I started out with a lot...saw the role of a 
teacher as being more of a social justice...kind of clos-
ing the education gap, that kind of thing a lot more 
than I do today, where I kind of feel like the role of 
schools and teachers is pretty limited within the 
broader structure of things that our students face and 
think. You know, the Eric Garner [death]6 really was 
disturbing for me, where I was just kind of like “oh, 
even if I teach the kids to write a little bit better, if 
they’re just going to get choked out by the police and 
nobody cares.…” 

High school is a terrible, awful time for a lot of kid’s 
lives, and it certainly was for me. In a weird sort of 
way, I think of myself more as like a high school hos-
pice nurse than as someone who is really restructur-
ing the way that the system works. Where it’s like, 
it’s kind of an ugly, terrible time, and I’d like to be 
as nice and kind to kids getting through that time as 
I can—[that’s] kind of the way I’ve begun to rethink 
my job a little bit.… And that wasn’t where I was at, 
that’s not why I started teaching…. 

I do think a lot more in terms of those soft skills and 
more of just kind of, optimistic...not worldview, but 
an optimistic approach to learning at least.… I feel 
like those are my bigger successes. Less than the dis-
crete bits of content that they learn and more of just 
kind of an approach to learning where they’re going 
to be able to embrace challenges and be able to han-
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dle setbacks and stay in the game.... I’ve really tried 
to structure that government class in that way, where 
we’re doing standards-based grading but in kind of 
a fake way where growth ends up being a quarter of 
their grade...so it’s more about pushing them to meet 
their individual goals than the bigger standards.…

Here was a teacher who was committed to social justice in 
his teaching, but who had decided that in some ways, the best he 
could do was to be a kind presence and help students with their 
individual goals. I met many teachers like this, and even teachers 
who were a bit more ambitious acknowledged they could only 
touch the students they could touch. 

For obvious reasons, administrators had more power to 
make real change in students’ moral and civic development, but 
even they felt hamstrung by district and governmental require-
ments. It was only the two New York City principals who felt 
they had any real authority to turn their schools into places that 
could help students become moral leaders and good citizens. 
It was also the case that all too often these government classes 
felt like hoops for students to jump through rather than means 
of formation.

CONCLUSION
In my sample, I did not see urban public schools place a tre-

mendous emphasis on student indebtedness to the world at large 
except inasmuch as students owed it to themselves, and to the 
world, to be their best selves. In this sense, there was understood 
to be a kind of “moral invisible hand” at work, with students help-
ing the world simply by becoming the best selves they could be.

That is not to say these schools were places without virtue. 
As I have described, there were often heroic commitments by 
teachers to show compassion to their students and to model 
such a compassionate life as a meaningful way to live. Yet 
there was also a wariness—from both teachers and students—
to say that any kind of life is necessarily better than any other 
(so long as that life is not causing harm). Yet in the absence 
of a stronger ethical sensibility that could carry throughout 
the school community, students were left to find larger ethical 



Jeffrey Guhin38

visions that might work for them. For some, that vision was a 
kind of materialist self-advancement, yet for many it was a sense 
of self-actualization, a need to “be yourself,” whatever that “self” 
might be. To the extent students were committed to altruism, 
solidarity, or broader public virtues, it was always through this 
diffuse institution of individualism, of insisting that what you 
most owe the world is your own self-realization. 

That emphasis on self-actualization is in many ways an 
improvement upon an education system that insists urban high 
school students have nothing much to give; and, to be clear, 
massive inequalities between schools and school districts could 
still provide ample evidence that much less is expected of (and 
promised to) certain schools rather than others. Yet despite the 
ongoing inequality in American public schools, what remains 
striking is how a broader ideology of individual self-actualization 
extends across the education field. I have argued that this goal of 
self-actualization is in some conflict with a goal of compassion, 
not so much because they are necessarily at odds but because in 
the schools I studied, compassion only makes sense to the degree 
that it is a means of self-actualizing.

Think of antibullying programs, for example. The administra-
tion provides them—thankfully—in the schools I studied. Nev-
ertheless, antibullying is not the same thing as pro-citizenship. 
Even the most active of antibullying strategies calls for bystand-
ers to intervene as citizens to stop bullying—that is, explicit harm 
from one to another. 

Yet what of the many students I saw sitting alone at lunch, 
some so nervous not to look like “losers” that they stood in the 
hall, quickly eating their lunches before they went somewhere 
else? It is by no means a requirement of self-actualization to go 
help these students feel less alone. Maybe an aggregate of actual-
izations is not quite enough. 
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