
Appendix

Research Methodology

Because of our anthropology’s emphasis on theoretical elegance, ethnogra-
phies can seem like spontaneous phenomena, produced whole cloth with-
out a seam or sagging hem in sight. The structure of the monograph can 
sometimes obscure the process that produces it — what do ethnographers 
do, anyway? What kind of questions do we ask, and to whom? Where does 
all this “deep hanging out” happen? As a window into anthropological re-
search design, I have included this methodological appendix.

Methods

I used a multiscalar methodological approach to triangulate four spheres 
of data: (a) multisited observant participation in four locales that function 
as sites/strategies of racial struggle: Robeson Justice Academy, homes and 
informal social spaces, neighborhood nonprofit organizations, and political 
rallies and protests; (b) semistructured interviews with twenty- nine cur-
rent and former Robeson students, six Robeson parents, fourteen current 
and former staff members, and four current and former administrators; (c) 
four focus groups with invited groups of teachers and students focused on 
specific themes; and (d) schematic content analysis of institutional and dis-
trict policy, curriculum, and relevant legal decisions impacting southeast 
San Francisco.
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162 APPENDIX

Multisited Observant Participation

My central methodological mode is observant participation, an approach 
that emerges from the traditions of narrative ethnography (Tedlock 1991) 
and organizational ethnography (Moeran 2009). In keeping with the ap-
proach of the “Austin school” of Black diaspora anthropology, I too center 
participation as a mode of transformative research (Gordon 2007). I fo-
cused on four overlapping arenas: Robeson Justice Academy, homes and 
informal social spaces, neighborhood nonprofit organizations, and political 
rallies and protests. My fieldnotes are based on jottings made during these 
interactions, and on hundreds of hours of classroom and meeting record-
ings that I made, only when appropriate and pursuant to both my irb (In-
stitutional Review Board) protocol and the ongoing consent of staff and 
students.

Robeson Justice Academy. Due to the deeply relational mode in which 
the staff interacts with one another and with students, it was apparent to 
me at the outset of this project that the only way to gain meaningful access 
to this insular school community was to take on a functional role at the 
school beyond that of an active observer. Thus, I took on several unpaid 
roles1 at the school, including serving an advisor for one of the eleventh- 
grade classes, coordinating online credit recovery for students who had 
previously failed courses, and teaching two theater classes. Serving in these 
capacities provided me a unique entrée into the staff community while also 
giving students a situationally meaningful way to understand my role in the 
school. Crucially, the advisor position was not one responsible for disciplin-
ary action and in that way it minimized the power imbalance between my-
self and study participants.

In my own advisory and theater classes I conducted practitioner inquiry 
(Cochran- Smith and Lytle 2009) focused on young people’s relationship 
to The City, their performances of race, and practices of multiracial coali-
tion. Though Marilyn Cochran- Smith and Susan L. Lytle’s framework is 
most often used by K – 12 teacher focused on improving learning, they also 
include university- based researchers in their definition of practitioner in-
quiry, insofar as they “take on the role of teacher in K – 12 settings for a spe-
cific period of time in order to conduct research on the intricate complexi-
ties involved in theorizing and working out problems of practice” (2009: 
40). In my case, the “practice” I theorize is not only day- to- day schooling, 
but the broader practices of progressivism, late liberalism, and abolition. In 
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addition, I observed combined ninth-  to twelfth- grade Humanities classes 
and mixed- grade Heritage Spanish and Spanish 1/2. I chose these three 
courses because they are all courses required by the district, but have cur-
riculum built in- house by Robeson teachers in line with the school’s so-
cial justice philosophy. The Humanities courses focus centrally on racism 
and institutionalized injustice in the curriculum, but each teacher’s peda-
gogical and political stance can shift in relation to how these themes are 
presented as either anomalies in a moderately triumphal narrative of the 
United States (Levinson 2012) or as arenas ripe for the civic action of stu-
dents (Banks 2008). Further, students come to the courses with a diverse set 
of funds of knowledge (Moll et al. 1992; González, Wyman, and O’Connor 
2011) that shapes how they take up, adapt, and refute the curricular content.

As a complement to the Humanities courses, the Spanish classes offer 
a unique lens into the relationships between color consciousness, color-
blindness, and notions of political community as enacted by students and 
faculty. While most of the rosters at Robeson are specifically balanced to 
reflect the racial demographics of the student body, the Spanish classes 
provide a counterpoint because the Heritage Spanish class is only taken by 
Latinx students, while the Spanish 1/2 course is almost all Black and Pacific 
Islander. These racially segregated spaces offer a particularly sharp lens 
into the rationales circulated by students and teachers around the learning 
of a language that is inextricably related to the racialization of Latinxs and 
narratives of authenticity, citizenship, and belonging that underwrite how 
young people enact their citizenship in the progressive dystopia.

Beyond classroom spaces, some of the most important sites of inquiry 
that emerged within Robeson’s walls were the various configurations of 
meetings that created Robeson’s governance structure. The ssc meeting 
that weaves through this chapter is an excellent example of the richness 
of meeting spaces as places to illuminate the competing logics and prac-
tices of justice that animate the social fields of Robeson. My positional roles 
as ssc member, advisor, classroom teacher, and credit recovery coordina-
tor each granted me access to a different set of meetings. Taken together, 
these meetings afforded me a lens into most of the governance structures 
at Robeson and allowed me to establish credibility with at least one staff 
member in the various social pockets of the Robeson staff.

Homes. I selected thirteen students and four staff members as key in-
formants to work with more intensively through a purposive sampling ap-
proach (Creswell 2007; Maxwell 2005) that based on initial findings and the 
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salient dimensions of contrast that emerge from fieldwork, reflects these 
contrasts, including the diversity of racial identity, neighborhood, sexual 
orientation, and academic success within the broader sample I worked with 
at Robeson. I visited with them both for informal social “hang- out” time 
on the way home on the bus or at home, as well as for more formal large 
gatherings like quinceañeras,2 baby showers, and dinner parties. Observant 
participation in these spaces is key to examining how understandings of ra-
cial belonging, urban indigeneity, and social movements are circulated be-
tween family members, particularly in multigenerational households where 
students’ understanding of their neighborhood, their city, and the US itself 
is potentially shaped by the im/migration stories of earlier generations to 
San Francisco.

Political Rallies and Protests. Political rallies can be important conjunc-
tures for strategies of insurgence and inclusion. Over the course of field-
work, I participated in rallies coordinated by young people in response to 
police brutality and education budget cuts, as well as those coordinated 
by a local nonprofits to combat violence against transwomen of color, end 
the occupation of Palestine, and defeat a discriminatory ballot proposition. 
These spaces provided an opportunity to observe the explicit demands that 
Frisco residents make on the racialized state as they publicly enact their 
citizenship. What are the grounds for their claims, and how/do they un-
derstand claims- making as part of a larger political project? Indeed, this 
question is at the core of my inquiry and is taken up across the data collec-
tion and analysis.

Nonprofit Organizations. In addition to spending time at Robeson and 
in the homes of participants, I volunteered my time, sat in on meetings 
and participated in workshops with two nonprofit organizations that have 
a long history of collaboration with Robeson through cowriting curricu-
lum, hiring students as interns, and counting staff and parents among their 
membership base. By spending time at these explicitly multiracial organi-
zations, I developed a keen sense of how the logics of coalition, progressiv-
ism, and antiblackness are produced, refuted, adapted, and transformed in 
the broader political context that coheres in Frisco.
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Interviews

To deepen the data from participant- observation, I have conducted both 
semistructured and unstructured interviews with key participants, as well 
as with other current and former students, staff members, parents, and 
community activists in the study, chosen for their representativeness via 
purposive sampling (Creswell 2007; Maxwell 2005). Unstructured inter-
views constituted the interstitial space of participant observation, and most 
often were casual conversations in transit, sparked by the incidents at hand 
(Weiss 1994). I availed myself of these opportunities by walking with folks 
to and from home or the store, riding the muni bus together, and serving 
as a virtual car service ferrying young people who had been gentrified out of 
Frisco back to the far- flung suburbs they now called home. After such inter-
actions, I would jot down all the key details I remembered, and I sometimes 
followed up for taped interviews, but often those jottings simply informed 
the broader ethos of the project. Semistructured interviews were more for-
mal, and for those I used an open- ended question protocol (reproduced at 
the end of this appendix).

Focus Groups

In addition to interviews, I also convened five focus groups to engage spe-
cific themes. The first two emerged from a protracted tension within the 
staff about whether and how to discipline students for using the word 
“nigga” at school. I gathered two focus groups of self- selected students who 
used the word, one for nonblack- identified students (eight participants), and 
another for Black students (nine participants). I convened two more focus 
groups for Black Robeson staff to discuss their experiences at work; after 
I left the Black staff members continued meeting as a caucus (five partici-
pants each time). A final focus group was centered on fictive kinship and 
was open to any young people in a particular extended “play- family” de-
scended from a Black sophomore matriarch. I held these focus groups in my 
classroom, provided food (homemade black- eyed peas and greens for the 
staff, pizza and organic lemonade for the youth), and played instrumental 
hip- hop on my stereo in an attempt to create a nurturing space conducive 
to reflection and interpersonal connection.
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Schematic Document Review

In order to contextualize the racial logics at work at Robeson in the broader 
discourse of state, municipal, and federal governance, I also conducted a 
document review of relevant institutional, district, and state policy; Robe-
son curriculum; and key legal decisions on race consciousness policy in 
California, including the 1983 consent decree that effectively ended de-
segregation in San Francisco public schools. Using a schematic analysis 
(Bernard 2011) that involves looking for repetitions, omissions, and pat-
terns across a corpus of texts and then cutting and sorting (Ryan and Ber-
nard 2003), I built subcodes that reflect the “schema” or operative logics 
around the key concepts of progressivism, multiracial coalition, and anti-
black racism at work in the data, particularly as they inform the emergent 
meaning of carceral progressivism vis- à- vis the state in the San Francisco  
context.

Interview Scripts

Questions for Students

 1 Did you grow up in San Francisco? Tell me about your relationship 
with the city.

 2 What did you hear about Robeson Justice Academy before you got 
here? Why did you choose the school?

 3 Who were some of the teachers who you felt most connected to? 
Can you tell me a story about them?

 4 What were some of the biggest problems you had at Robeson Justice 
Academy? Teachers you had tension with, etc. Can you tell me a 
time when that problem kind of blew up?

 5 Do you feel like you have been treated fairly at Robeson Justice 
Academy? How would you change the discipline policies, based on 
your experience or what you have seen with other students?

 6 Do you feel like your culture and community is represented in the 
education you get here at Robeson Justice Academy? Why or why not?

 7 What about outside of school — how do you feel like your commu-
nity is treated by the city? Do you feel included in what it means to 
be from San Francisco?
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 8 What are the issues impacting your community that you feel most 
passionate about?

 9 Have you had the opportunity to take any action on these issues, ei-
ther inside or outside of school?

10 What does the word “gentrification” mean to you? Do you think it 
has any impact on your life?

11 What are your plans after high school? Who or what helped you de-
cide on your post – high school plans?

12 Is there anything else you would like to add to this study of social 
justice education in San Francisco?

Questions for Teachers

 1 Did you grow up in San Francisco? Tell me about your relationship 
with the city.

 2 Tell me about the communities you identify with — racial,  
cultural, in terms of language, or any other community you feel  
you belong to.

 3 How did you end up working at Robeson Justice Academy? What 
did you expect it to be like before you started working, and how did 
your experience differ?

 4 Do you feel like you are part of the same community as the students 
you teach here? Why or why not?

 5 The Robeson Justice Academy mission includes “social justice.” 
What does “teaching for social justice” mean to you? How often do 
you practice it in your classroom?

 6 What are some of the ways you think social justice education makes 
a difference in the lives of students?

 7 What are some of the limitations of social justice education?
 8 Can you talk a little about your experience working at Robeson Jus-

tice Academy? There is a lot of emphasis on staff relationships. Who 
have been some of the folks you have been closest to? Moments of 
greatest tension you have experienced on staff?

 9 What does the word “gentrification” mean to you? Do you think it 
has any impact on your life? What about on students’ lives?

10 How do you think the demographic changes in the city impact what 
it means to teach for social justice?
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11 Is there anything else you would like to add to this study of social 
justice education in San Francisco?

Questions for Administrators

 1 Did you grow up in San Francisco? Tell me about your relationship 
with the city.

 2 Tell me about the communities you identify with — racial, cultural, in 
terms of language, or any other community you feel you belong to.

 3 How did you end up working at Robeson Justice Academy? What 
did you expect it to be like before you started working, and how did 
your experience differ?

 4 Do you feel like you are part of the same community as the students 
you teach here? Why or why not?

 5 The Robeson Justice Academy mission includes “social justice.” 
What does “teaching for social justice” mean to you? How do you 
communicate what that means to the staff who work here?

 6 Where do you think Robeson Justice Academy is closest or most 
successful at realizing its social justice mission?

 7 Where for you is the biggest disconnect between Robeson Justice 
Academy right now and the social justice mission?

 8 Can you talk a little about your experience working at Robeson 
Justice Academy? There is a lot of emphasis on staff relationships. 
What has it been like to be an administrator here?

 9 What do you think some of the most difficult disagreements or dif-
ferences that the staff has had over the past few years? What do you 
think is the root of those tensions?

10 What does the word “gentrification” mean to you? Do you think it 
has any impact on your life? What about on students’ lives?

11 How do you think the demographic changes in the city impact what 
it means to teach for social justice?

12 Is there anything else you would like to add to this study of social 
justice education in San Francisco?
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