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PREFACE

Economic inequality, the devastation of global warming, the
threat of nuclear annihilation, and the failure of politics to
address these existential threats drives material and symbolic
precarity.! Growing material precarity is amplified by crises in
a number of symbolic domains that have traditionally pro-
vided people the means to act on and shape their social world.
News media is beset by crises of credibility as digital manipula-
tion, social media takeover, and corporate media consolidation
have resulted in commercial content and punditry replacing
journalism, while rising authoritarian leaders aim to discredit
journalism.? Following 40 years of neoliberal hegemony, liberal
electoral politics faces a crisis of legitimacy, as it appears to
have failed to provide citizens with the means to effect policy.
While policy influence is vast for ruling class citizens, most citi-
zens and mass-based interest groups have little or no influence.?
This crisis of legitimacy is amplified by authoritarian politicians
and political parties hellbent on discrediting electoral democ-
racy.* Neoliberal ideology itself faces a crisis of legitimacy amid
vastly worsening economic inequality; declining mobility; and
soured promises of markets, jobs, and consumption.® The out-
come of neoliberal privatization, deregulation, financialization,
and evisceration of the social state has been realized in radical
material precarity: a mere 1 percent of the world’s population
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owns more than half of all the wealth, and the top 20 per-
cent owns 94.5 percent, leaving 80 percent of the global popu-
lation with only 4.5 percent.® The pandemic amplified this
extreme class inequality: trillions of dollars bailed out corpo-
rations, and the 600 richest billionaires increased their wealth
by $700 billion, while 50 million US workers lost their jobs.”
Neoliberal culture should be radically discredited. Prior to the
pandemic, education faced crises of credibility as decades of
systemic defunding and privatizations were paired with anti-
intellectual, anti-critical, and punitive test and accountability
regimes.® Rather than providing the means to interpret and act
on the world, education has been eroded through instrumental-
ism, vocationalism, and the expansion of repressive pedagogies
propelled by the neoliberal privatization and accountability
movements.’

In the face of material and symbolic precarity and the ero-
sion of the traditional mechanisms for individual and collec-
tive agency, people grasp for certainty. To be clear, journalism,
politics, and education have been systematically undermined
as instruments of collective action and self-governance. Grow-
ing inequality, precarity, and crises of agency have caused
many people to succumb to the assurance of certainty offered
by fundamentalisms and authoritarianism.!® Fundamentalist
religion and market fundamentalism provide false guaran-
tees of certainty grounded in dogma. Authoritarian leaders
promise false security in exchange for an abdication of liberty.
Around the world, Strongmen!! mystify the causes of inequal-
ity; scapegoat the vulnerable; attack science, education, and
truth; and offer themselves up as identifications with strength.
The swindle of authoritarianism depends on a false guarantee
of security and certainty. This book details a pattern. In the
face of precarity, insecurity, and the erosion of the traditional
forms of agency, people are desperately grasping for founda-
tions in forms that falsely appeal to concreteness: numbers
and bodies.
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The turn to the false foundational guarantees of numbers
and bodies can be found across institutions and fields. As digi-
tal technology amplifies audit culture'? and corporate logic,
the quantification and datafication of the natural and social
worlds permeate everything from policing to the humanities
and education at every level. The fetish for metrics promoted
by the ideologies of industrial efficiency, scientific manage-
ment, and positivism are hardly new. But the business of
data tech—artificial intelligence (AI), predictive analytics, the
Internet of Things, adaptive learning technologies, and data
commerce—and neoliberal ideology amplify the crucial con-
temporary contradiction around fact. That is, on one hand,
everything must be measured, quantified, and subject to data
analytics; and on the other hand, every domain is facing a
crisis of truth and legitimacy in which facts appear to be free-
floating, ungrounded, and arbitrary. Politicians and news ven-
ues eschew science, expertise, and education, instead blurting
assertions without evidence, argument, or theoretical justifica-
tion. The refusal of evidence, argument, and theory has become
stunningly mainstream. Most Republican voters deem higher
education to be “bad for America”;'? only 27 percent of Repub-
licans trust scientists, and only 31 percent trust medical sci-
ence.!* Following the 2020 presidential election, 70 percent of
Republicans believed Donald Trump's incessantly repeated lies
that the 2020 election were “rigged” and “fraudulent” despite
the lack of evidence, and as of 2019, 130 members of Congress
denied human-caused global warming. A growing number of
people embrace outlandish conspiracy theories, with the least
educated being the most vulnerable to believing them (I dis-
cuss this phenomenon in chapters 5 and 6).1

In education, this contradiction around fact appears
omnipresent—everything must be “data driven,” and yet pol-
icy proceeds free of evidence, argument, or theoretical justi-
fication. The misrepresention of learning as quantifiable test
outcomes continues in both traditional and new high-tech
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forms. Affect and behavior must now be quantifiably mea-
sured, and the body comes increasingly to be rendered as data.
Online education platforms, biometric pedagogy and surveil-
lance devices, adaptive learning technologies, and avatars for
social and emotional learning are just some of the growing
data-generating industries involved in for-profit contracting.
Yet policies—particularly market-based ones like chartering,
vouchers, and these innumerable tech platforms—expand
without evidence for their efficacy or adequate theoretical jus-
tifications.'® T call this contradiction between the imperative
for data and the evacuation of argument, evidence, and theory
“the alienation of fact.” Increasingly, claims about essential-
ized others and their bodies and decontextualized numbers
ground assertions of truth in place of argument and evidence.
This book aims to make sense of this contradiction, particu-
larly as it has been brought about in part by destructive trends
in public schooling.

The chapters of this book illustrate the alienation of fact
through different cases and different educational domains:
from Al education to The LEGO Group’s quantification of
play, from the digitalization of social and emotional learning
to the privatized corporeal politics of biometric pedagogy, safe
spaces, affinity groups, and rampant conspiracy theories. The
false promise of control in manipulating data and manipulat-
ing bodies turns the pursuit of rational progress into a frenzy
of irrationalism.!” For example, social and emotional learning
apps “cure” social alienation not by engaging children in dia-
logue about their experiences and how their experiences are
produced socially but by putting children in front of screens to
be socialized en masse by Al avatars. Perhaps no more recent
glaring example of the alienation of fact has appeared than
in the COVID-19 pandemic response by certain outspoken
advocates of educational privatization. As public schools were
closed across the United States to stop the spread of the virus,
districts and states turned to online learning. Children whose
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parents are advised by the American Academy of Pediatricians
to limit screen time to 2 hours per day were put in front of
screens for 8 hours. As technology companies cashed in on
contracting arrangements with districts and saw their stock
prices skyrocket, school districts opted to keep children indoors
and in front of computers. Rather than taking schooling out-
doors (where the virus spread is nearly zero, and learning could
be socially contextualized, socially interactive, and engaged
with nature and the built environment), learning became a rad-
ically private and intensely alienated affair of online education
oriented around decontextualized, mass-produced, homog-
enous, corporate curriculum. Control over bodies and the
measurement of those bodies using data and metrics is priori-
tized. Nearly all US schools closed in the spring of 2020 with
the majority turning to a small number of remote learning
apps, such as Google Classroom and a variety of commercial
apps. During the pandemic, Google Classroom jumped from
40 million to 150 million users globally, and Zoom was used
by 125,000 schools in 25 countries.!8

At the outset of the pandemic, leading scholars of educa-
tional technology, such as Ben Williamson, and the journal
Learning Media and Technology warned that much needed to
be studied before jumping to conclusions about the implica-
tions of widespread online education.!® Yet before the impli-
cations of such a radical change to school practice could be
studied, long-time education privatization advocates, such as
Bill Gates and Andrew Cuomo, announced the end of brick
and mortar schooling and the “reimagining” of schooling as
online education—essentially the handing over of the pub-
lic education system to private technology companies.?’ In a
short time, the failure of fully online schooling in the elemen-
tary grades became clear, as students reported headaches and
fatigue, and in Chicago alone tens of thousands of students
signed a petition rejecting the format. The fetish for control
of data, information, and the body, the interest in technology
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profits, and the promotion of techno-utopian ideology aligned
with a longstanding neoliberal privatization agenda and the
prioritization of the consumption of decontextualized, stan-
dardized lessons. Data production, accumulation, and crunch-
ing were of paramount importance in decision making about
how to do school in a pandemic. Yet the policy of putting
children in front of screens all day for what has been a largely
transmissional mode of pedagogy was not backed by medical
science, pedagogical research, or any other rational argument
or evidence. Unsurprisingly, market fundamentalist think
tanks, including the American Enterprise Institute, Heritage
Foundation, and Hoover Institution, put out advocacy reports
during the pandemic without supporting research. These
reports called for vast expansion of vouchers and neovoucher
scholarship tax credits to fund for-profit cyber microschools
and Airbnb-style online education brokers that connect pri-
vate instructors with parents.?! These reports admit that such
schemes are racially and economically exclusionary yet call
for privatizations (proven to exacerbate educational inequal-
ity, segregation, and funding disparities)?? to expand them.
During the pandemic, the dropout recovery agency Gradua-
tion Alliance, owned by global investment firm KKR, made
millions in contracts with multiple states doing telemarketing
robocalls to students. The company counted these calls as suc-
cessful interventions and sold their services despite a lack of
evidence for efficacy.?® In place of evidence, argument, or the-
ory, the basis of policy was faith—a longstanding faith in mar-
kets and a faith in techno-utopian progress expressed through
technology contracting and the vast new educational business
in capturing student energy to produce economically valuable
data.?* What was squandered was an opportunity at best for
learning to be contextualized, meaningful, and related to stu-
dent experience, and for such meaningful learning to become
the basis for self-understanding and social intervention. At
least what was squandered was an opportunity for children
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to play, imagine, read, and have time off of the productivist
treadmill of “academic gains” that treats learning as following
a fixed, linear direction that progresses with the rise of state
standards. Subsequent research has painted a damning pic-
ture of online learning during the pandemic.?> Meanwhile, in
the United States, the COVID-19 case numbers illustrated
in charts and graphs represented sick and dead bodies stand-
ing in for a missing concerted plan or policy to control the
virus—testing, tracking, and quarantining that succeeded in
numerous nations. The only agency provided to most citizens
was the consumption of data about the casualties while the
federal government under Trump largely abdicated respon-
sibility for a coordinated response in the name of market
fundamentalism—reopening and getting back to business.
This book aims to make sense of a puzzling phenomenon.
If there is an imperative for data collection, data-based deci-
sion making, empiricist turns in the humanities and social
sciences, and the expansion of data science to all social realms,
why is there also a flagrant and seemingly growing disregard
for fact, evidence, and truth? I provide a few answers in this
book. I argue that the very turn to decontextualized data as
truth revives and reworks the culture of positivism and car-
ries with it a disregard for the assumptions, values, ideologies,
and theories that undergird truth claims.?¢ Following Adorno,
I contend that the evacuation of theory and fetishization of
decontextualized fact expand in a context of not just precari-
ous social conditions and radical inequality but also of market
exchange. All things become ephemeral as their meaning is
translated into abstract exchange value, leaving people desper-
ately seeking for certainty, concreteness, and foundations.?”
The rendering of all things not just into abstract markers of
monetary exchange but also into abstract units of data pro-
duces an allure for the concrete, the material, the certain, and
the secure. In place of argument, evidence, and theory, in such
a context, bodies and numbers provide a particular attraction.
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As part of the alienation of fact, conspiracy theory explains
social events not through social theory and the dialecti-
cal interplay of social structure and agency but through the
inexplicable workings of salvational strongman superagents
endowed with a mystical capacity to move history and con-
spiratorial secret agents—minorities and women—conspiring
to corporeally replace white Christian men.

Rising authoritarianism depends on an attack on truth. Don-
ald Trump, Viktor Orban, Rodrigo Duterte, Vladimir Putin, Jair
Bolsonaro, Abdel Fattah el-Sisi, Recep Tayyan Erdogan, Naren-
dra Modi, and Benjamin Netanyahu, to name a few authori-
tarians, have undermined knowledge-making institutions,
including schools and universities, news media outlets and
journalists, and venues for free expression. They seek to dele-
gitimate the very possibility of knowing, so that knowledge is
equated with authority and truth resides in the strongman. In
this book, I argue that the legacies of positivism in mainstream
education, news, and corporate media contribute to and have
been a precondition for the crisis of truth that drives the popu-
lar turn toward authoritarian leaders. These trends in the realm
of culture and politics need to be understood in relation to
broader political economic tendencies driving the alienation
of fact.

Globally the transnational capitalist class promotes a pub-
lic education agenda that furthers its economic interests and
cultural-political dominance. Around the world, ruling class
people and the organizations that represent them largely aim
to transform public education itself into private industry and
capture the purpose and use of public education for private
sector profit through labor training, commercialism, and the
reproduction of the social relations for capital accumulation.
This agenda is being pursued in a number of ways and by differ-
ent kinds of organizations. The chapters in this book recount
the historical ways that business and ruling class people have
sought to profit from public education. They also address
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what is new and different through a discussion of some of the
initiatives championed by supranational organizations, cor-
porations, corporate foundations, superrich individuals, and
elite institutions (such as universities, nonprofit foundations,
and nongovernmental organizations). Among the new trends
in educational privatization are stealth privatizations (such as
impact investing and its convergence with the quantification
of affect, behavior, and care as part of the new prominent role
of digital technology), Al, and datafication in the private sec-
tor capture of public education. Recently, the so-called “soft
skills” of student behavior and affect in public schools have
become the objects for measurement and quantification.
During the industrial era, public education contributed to
social and cultural reproduction of capital largely through the
long-term investment in workers slated for their place in the
production process. Capital in the industrial era used public
education largely for teaching skills and know-how necessary
for work ideologically conducive to social relations of pro-
duction.?® The principle means of profit was realized through
creating the conditions for labor exploitation. The culture of
positivism that falsely presented knowledge as universally
valuable, neutral, and apolitical largely served to conceal the
capitalist basis for public schooling—what critical sociolo-
gists termed the “hidden curriculum.”? During the neoliberal
era from the early 1980s to the present, ruling class uses of
public education shifted. Public schools still reproduced the
racialized class hierarchy by teaching working class and poor
students basic skills for work as well as teaching professional
class students knowledge and ideology conducive to leader-
ship roles in the public and private sectors. However, during
the neoliberal era, schools have been re-imagined as business,
students and parents as consumers, and knowledge as a com-
modity to be efficiently or inefficiently delivered. Schools were
made into businesses for direct profit extraction in the form
of contracting and commercialism initiatives, like advertising
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in textbooks and sponsorship arrangements, for-profit char-
ter schools, voucher schemes, and scholarship tax credits that
function like vouchers. In addition, various real estate and bond
investment schemes were created through nonprofit chartering.

The neoliberal era has featured a pronounced hangover of
the industrial era’s focus on quantifiable efficiency, industrial
style accountability, and ever greater levels of control. The
standards and accountability movement pushed high stakes
standardized testing, the standardization of curriculum, and
an intensified “banking education” model.?° While the hidden
curriculum of capitalism was now an overt agenda, positivism
continued to play a pronounced role in the centrality of test-
ing and curricular standardization. The denial of the politics
of knowledge was integral to the growing multibillion-dollar
industry in testing and textbook publishing, homogenization,
standardization, and economies of scale to maximize profit.
What characterized these control-oriented reforms was not
only the predominance of ideologies of industrial efficiency,
corporate culture, and consumerism but also greater degrees of
repressive control over time, space, and students’ bodies. This
was readily apparent in for-profit charter schools, such as Edi-
son Learning, where the curriculum and pedagogy were stan-
dardized and homogenized for all students in the same grade
across all schools in the United States. At KIPP, Inc. (Knowl-
edge is Power Program) schools, grit-oriented pedagogies of
control revived behaviorist strategies of teaching.

Meanwhile, as the most aggressively market-oriented reforms
targeted the poorest, black and brown schools in the United
States, they also imposed rigid, disciplinary, and highly stan-
dardized approaches to teaching paired with prison-like and
militarized space and technology aimed at instilling strict
obedience to authority and controlling bodies. Professional
class schools, while also subject to anticritical anti-intellectual
heavy testing, positioned students as entrepreneurial subjects
of capacity who needed to learn to manage themselves and
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their bodies for exclusionary competition. Such competition
involved learning to self-administer the tools of self-capacity,
such as anti-anxiety and attention drugs.

For both working class and poor students as well as profes-
sional class students, the learned self-regulation of the indus-
trial era gave way to more direct forms of corporeal control.
Twenty years ago, I named the convergence of corporatization
and repression in education “Education as Enforcement.” The
demise of ideological alternatives to neoliberal dominance in
the discourse of globalization made liberal politics paired with
capitalist economics the only game in town, and the purpose
of education was to enforce allegedly apolitical knowledge and
to champion a falsely disinterested managerialism. “Education
as Enforcement,” the expansion of educational repression, has
a decidedly economic dimension. What William I. Robinson
calls “militarized accumulation” refers to the ways that, in the
context of the thorough saturation of commercial exploita-
tion everywhere, ongoing crises of overaccumulation, and cri-
ses of political legitimation, capital resorts to force in order to
extract value from the aspects of the lifeworld that have yet
to be subject to the logic of capital.3! One of the more obvi-
ous examples of this in education include the extent to which
privatization initiatives like charters typically are paired with
repressive pedagogies and disciplinary tactics to expel students
from the private into the public schools. Another example is
the drugging of kids into test score performance, where phar-
maceutical and test and textbook publishing companies make
billions of dollars from the implementation of high-stakes
standardized testing paired with epidemic ADHD diagnoses.
Perhaps the most obvious form of this is the use of natural and
human made disasters to impose vast privatization schemes,
as has been done in New Orleans, Detroit, Puerto Rico, and
post-invasion Iraq as well as many other places.

Militarized accumulation also occurs as the growing atten-
tion to and targeting of student “soft skills” of affect and
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emotion increasingly has become the focus of neoliberal human
capital proponents.3? Efforts to quantify social emotional learn-
ing and play are new. Moreover, the quantification is being
developed in conjunction with commercial digital technolo-
gies, such as Al, blockchain, and the Internet of Things. The
quantification of social behavior and affect is promoted by a
rapidly expanding industry in impact investing. Impact inves-
tors aim to allow public—private partnerships (that is, privati-
zation of public services). Impact investors aim to quantify
social life and the natural world to make every imaginable
thing into an investment security under the guise of account-
ability, cost savings, and corporate social responsibility.3? As
this book makes clear, what is afoot is a convergence of impact
investing schemes, philanthrocapitalism that redefines profit
seeking as charity, and the quantification of human affect and
behavior to legitimate global standards of affect and behavior
and to legitimate forcing children to produce commercially
valuable data under the guise of care, human development,
and progress. This book also makes clear that the human costs
of continuing to deny the politics of knowledge and theory
and to embrace a false universality are far more dangerous
than is commonly acknowledged. Democracy depends on
the capacity for public dialogue, debate, and dissent and on the
tools to interpret and judge claims to truth. That is, citizens
need the intellectual and political tools to comprehend how
facts are undergirded by values, assumptions, and ideologies.
The chapters that follow make the case that in response to
the reactionary educational conditions that have fostered the
alienation of fact, the tradition of critical pedagogy provides
the tools to produce democratic forms of identification and
public life.

In what follows, each chapter does three things. First, each
examines a different dimension of the alienation of fact—how
bodies and numbers are providing false foundations and a
false promise of security and certainty in place of evidence,
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argument, and theory. That is, each chapter deals with the
resurgence of essentialized subjectivity or the resurgence and
new uses of positivist ideology in the new terrain of digi-
tal educational privatization, or both. Second, each chapter
explains these foundational promises in terms of new expres-
sions of the privatization of the public sphere. The chapters
analyze digital forms of educational privatization and the
privatization of public culture. Third, each chapter contrasts
the possibilities of critical pedagogy with the alienation of fact
and the new and ongoing directions of educational privatiza-
tion. Here, as in other work, I hope to expand the scope of
critical pedagogy as an engagement with educational politics
and policy and a struggle for education to contribute to a more
democratic and just society.

Chapter 1 explains the alienation of fact through the changing
legacies and functions of positivist education in the industrial,
postindustrial, and digital economies. It explains the implica-
tion of neoliberal restructuring of education, its accountability
and standards movement, and the corporatization of journalism
in contributing to the conditions for the crisis of truth and the
turn against theory and interpretation as well as evidence and
expertise. The chapter explains how educational privatization
and corporate media consolidation have contributed to rising
authoritarianism through the framing of knowledge. Positiv-
ist reforms (such as high stakes standardized testing, teaching
to tests, and curricular standardization), have promoted an
approach to learning and knowledge in which truth has been
aligned with unquestionable authority and rendered a matter of
faith and dogma.

Chapter 2 details the new digital privatization as typified
in the varieties of Al education—adaptive learning, biomet-
rics, and the convergence of digital surveillance and data
commerce with impact investment schemes. Al education
is sold based on the false promises of personalization, atten-
tion to context and culture, and a reduction of standardized
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testing. Digital privatization brings together the false promises
of essentialized bodies and the positivist fetish for quantifica-
tion. For example, biometric pedagogy measures bodies; frames
teaching as a biological effect; and removes thinking, dialogue,
and mediation from the process of teaching and learning.
Under the guise of overcoming excessive testing and personal-
ization, adaptive learning builds the pedagogy around con-
stant testing and promotes decontextualized, depersonalized
approaches to teaching while creating a new “techno tracking”:
sorting and sifting students while obscuring the cultural politics
of knowledge and the unequal distribution of cultural capital.
This chapter also argues that data in educational technology
needs to be comprehended as a form of representational poli-
tics. It illustrates the emancipatory potential in Al education
with the example of a public pedagogy, Forensic Architecture’s
“Triple Chaser” project, that undoes counters the alienation of
facts about weapons by revealing their often hidden produc-
ers, users, and victims across geography.

Chapter 3 examines the growing intersections of for-
profit digital educational apps and the growing discourse of
social and emotional learning (SEL). For-profit SEL programs,
including surveillance tracking apps and Al avatars, are being
employed to regulate and control students’ bodies and teach
self-management of emotions. I argue that these technolo-
gies measure, quantify, datafy, and normalize behavior and
affect while making student activity into data manufacture.
In addition, this chapter details how the SEL agenda has been
integrated into the human capital model of supranational
organizations that aim to yoke public education to the service
of business through both digital commerce and affective and
corporeal control.

Chapter 4 details how the world’s largest toy manufacturer,
LEGO Group, has, through the LEGO Foundation, sought to
quantify play to make play-based learning part of global stan-
dards through the Organisation of Economic Co-operation and
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Development, thereby creating the conditions for the global
consumption of their products to be understood as necessary
to human development and educational improvement. The
quantification of play also serves the expansion of LEGO into
digital and data commerce with the interface between plastic
toys and screens. The chapter details how LEGO has sought to
redefine play, creativity, and imagination through work and
a skills-based career and technical education privatization
agenda. I detail how this reframing misappropriates key criti-
cal and progressive education concepts.

Chapter 5 explains the educational conditions for rising
conspiracy theory. It shows how the recent vast expansion
of conspiracy theories results in part from the ways that the rela-
tionship between subjectivity and agency has been redefined by
neoliberal educational restructuring and mass media. As knowl-
edge becomes a decontextualized commodity in the current
culture of positivism, agency becomes mystified and compre-
hended through essentialized subjects: salvational superagents
(such as Strongmen) and sinister secret agents (such as scape-
goated minorities).

Chapter 6 considers how crises of hegemony and agency
drive the growing distrust of expertise and specialization. The
chapter shows how doubt about the guise of objectivity in
education and journalism is being directed to a reactionary
politics of paranoia, scapegoating, and hatred as well as to a
liberal doubling down on the guise of disinterested objectivity
that depoliticizes knowledge and denies cultural politics. The
chapter builds on chapters 3 and 4 to examine educational
technology projects that merge data commerce with the new
quasi-science of affect in terms of the growing distrust of sci-
ence and expertise. It also challenges depoliticized interpreta-
tions of these trends. The chapter argues for approaches to
expertise, specialization, and knowledge that foster critical
consciousness and healthy doubt about the relationships
between truth claims and authority.
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Chapter 7 concerns the false promise of certainty located
in the body. It succinctly examines how essentialized subjec-
tivity plays out on K-12 and university campuses and online
" “safe spaces,” and “affinity groups.” It
revisits debates about racial essentialism and whiteness from
the 1990s to argue that struggles for democratic education and
antiracism need to reject grounding politics in the essential-
ized body in ways that conflate ideology with identity and in
liberal guilt. This chapter contends that the personalization and
corporealization of politics spreading in schools, on campus,
and online represent a dangerous flight from the public sphere
and an inadvertent fueling of reactionary politics rather than
fostering antiracist pedagogies as part of radically democratic
commitments. The conclusion calls for critical pedagogical
projects aligned with social movements to challenge the alien-
ation of fact and to expand the democratic and emancipatory
potential of public schooling and educational institutions.

with “virtue signaling,
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1 THE ALIENATION OF FACT:
ANTITHEORY, POSITIVISM,
AND CRITICAL PEDAGOGY

Across social institutions, an imperative for positivism demands
data accumulation, data display, data-driven leadership, and
data-driven accountability regimes. In the tradition of posi-
tivist rationality, facts are alienated from the conditions of
their production and appear to speak for themselves, to be
meaningful on their own, requiring no interpretation. A num-
ber of fields have succumbed to data-driven rhetoric. Police
departments use CompStat to aggregate and crunch crime
statistics and then orient their policing activities to “juke the
stats.” Journalism remains bound to the guise of disinterested
objectivity. Perhaps more than any other field, the impera-
tive for positivism pervades education. Public schooling uses
test-based accountability, in which learning is equated with
numerical test scores, and changes to teaching and adminis-
trative practice are to be guided by the numerical outcomes.
Superintendents, principals, and teachers are, according to
educational rhetoric and doxa, to be driven not by theoriz-
ing educational situations but rather by data. Data-driven dis-
course presumes that the data is not collected with underlying
theoretical assumptions or interpreted by such assumptions.
The leading educational policies pertaining to teacher edu-
cation accreditation (Council for the Accreditation of Educa-
tor Preparation), student-teaching assessment (Pearson-run
edTPA), and curriculum (the Common Core State Standards)
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2 Chapter 1

largely assume that knowledge is a deliverable commodity,
teachers are delivery agents, and students are knowledge con-
sumers. These policies share an approach to learning and
knowledge characterized by an active denial of how knowl-
edge relates to the experience and subjectivity of students and
teachers. In addition, these policies fail to recognize the ways
that learning and knowledge relate to the world and the capac-
ity of subjects to use knowledge to shape it. These dominant
educational policies presume a conception of agency in which
the social power of the individual derives from the acquisition
and exchange of socially consecrated knowledge. Agency in
this view does not derive from the use of knowledge to inter-
pret, judge, act on, and shape the social world while reflecting
on what one does. Instead, agency appears as consumption
and display of knowledge for academic promotion and later
material consumption.

The expansion of radical empiricism coincides with a crisis
of truth, evidence, knowledge, information, and education.
This crisis of truth appears in educational discourse as specifi-
cally market-based educational policy, and practices are pro-
moted and implemented regardless of a lack of evidence for
them or even despite counterevidence. For example, vouchers,
charters, school turnarounds, and urban portfolio models are
all privatization schemes that are unsupported by empirical
evidence, are undermined by empirical evidence, or for which
empirical evidence is impossible to obtain.! Nonetheless, all
of these schemes are promoted by rightist think tanks. In the
United States, Departments of Education under both parties
have embraced unsubstantiated policies swayed by advo-
cacy organizations. Both conservative and liberal think tanks
largely adhere to the radical empiricist model, bickering in
policy briefs over numbers and measurement methodologies
and seldom going beyond disputes over efficacy. For exam-
ple, do charter schools raise or lower test scores? The focus
on positivist measures of numerical efficacy elides questions
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The Alienation of Fact 3

about the economic, political, and cultural purposes and roles
of schooling. Implicit in the efficacy debates is an assumption
that schools assimilate people for the existing social order—
that is, they make productive future workers and citizens who
will accept electoral republican democracy in its corporate-
managed form—rather than learning to transform society in
more just, equal, and free ways.

Similarly, value-added modeling seeks to replace the tra-
dition of rewarding teacher experience with pay for test out-
comes. Value-added modeling calls for K-12 administrators
to measure teacher performance by standardized test outputs
and links compensation and job security to the numbers. Uni-
versities defund the interpretive humanities and expand fields
not just with commercial application but also with empirical
orientation, while theory is replaced by a resurgent archival
research and emphasis on data collection. Higher education is
regularly being subject to calls for quantifying student learn-
ing through tests and then tying financing to the outputs.
Student income loans make this explicit, as private tuition
lending is tied to the expected future earnings of the student.
Under the pretext of consumer protection from the predatory
for-profit higher education sector, The US Department of Edu-
cation under Obama began measuring the value of universities
based on the future earnings of students relative to the costs
of the education. Of course, these projects belie not only an
instrumental rationality, in which interpretive forms of learn-
ing have no place, they also lend themselves to being linked
to commercial exchange and commercial competition. These
assumptions became more overt under the Trump administra-
tion’s educational initiatives, which included aggressive pro-
motion of for-profit education at all levels.

This chapter explains the central role of radical empiricism
and the hostility to theory in education and journalism. In
the contemporary crisis of truth, in place of theory, argument,
and evidence, people are seeking foundations for assertion
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4 Chapter 1

in forms that offer a false promise of certainty—numbers and
human bodies. I focus on the contradiction between the simul-
taneous faith in fact for public, academic, and policy discourse
and the widespread disregard for fact, evidence, argument, and
truth in these domains. The first section in this chapter takes
up this contradiction in education historically and at present.
The second section addresses journalism, and the third dis-
cusses how both education and journalism can be understood
as the alienation of fact: the replacement of fact with dogma.
This problem of knowledge, evidence, and fact is driving a dan-
gerous turn toward not just decontextualized numbers and a
frenzy of empty displays of efficacy for grounding assertions,
but worse yet, essentialist identitarian forms of politics that
seek to ground truth in allegedly good and bad human bodies.
Such essentialist identity politics defines the essence, selfhood,
consciousness, and ideological views of members of groups of
people by common physical traits. That is, such views falsely
comprehend the body as a guarantee of the truth of person-
hood and perspective. As I explain later in this chapter, the cri-
sis of truth, fact, evidence, and theory is profoundly wrapped
up with the recent resurgence of right-wing identity politics
committed to white supremacy, anti-Semitism, xenophobia,
and sexism as well as rampant conspiracy and political author-
itarianism. As Zygmunt Bauman contends, material precarity
produced through growing inequality and the upward amass-
ing of wealth drives people to seek security in the Strongman.?
My argument here is that the estrangement of fact compels
a similar frenzied pursuit of security in the false promise of
material grounding to be found in numbers and bodies.

The neoliberal restructuring of public education and its
revival of positivism is historically implicated in the cur-
rent crisis of truth, fact, and politics. In addition, the crisis
of truth and the alienation of fact must be addressed in part
through critical pedagogical projects that reject the culture of
positivism and its antitheoretical tendencies and instead can
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The Alienation of Fact 5

foster critical consciousness, reflective action, and democratic
identifications.

THE PERSISTENCE OF POSITIVISM IN EDUCATION

The practices of K-12 schooling and the field of education
have a long history with radical empiricism. Empiricist the-
ories of learning date back to John Locke and Jean-Jacques
Rousseau with a conception of the student as an empty vessel
needing to be filled with knowledge or a blank slate on which
to be written. While Auguste Comte conceived of positivism
in the nineteenth century, it was not until the early twentieth
century that positivist models of teaching and learning were
developed from the ideals of industrial efficiency and Freder-
ick Taylor’s scientific management.? The school was reconcep-
tualized as a factory. Across the United States, the Gary Plan
was implemented, in which the time and space of school were
organized to model a factory with shifts and bells. Knowledge
was imagined as an industrial product that needed to be ever
more efficiently produced and transmitted and be consumed
by the student. In this view, teachers’ work ought to be seen
like factory work and could be broken down and made more
efficient, speeded up, and measured. From the 1930s to the
1960s, scientific management surged in education. It was bol-
stered by the rise of educational psychology and its eugenic
legacy that sought to establish an empirical science of intel-
ligence, learning, and ability.* The eugenics legacy of testing
and standardization of knowledge and the learning process
merged with the industrial manufacturing promotion of stan-
dardization of knowledge as product and process needing to be
made ever more efficient. Of course, schooling is a site not just
of domination but also resistance to domination and struggle
by oppressed classes and cultural groups for social, political,
and cultural power. It also represents a struggle over the uses
and purposes of public goods and resources.>
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By the 1970s and 1980s, a growing body of liberal and
radical educational scholarship pushed back against radical
empiricism. This literature drew on the earlier progressive and
radical educational theory of John Dewey and George Counts.
Social and Cultural Reproduction theorists and proponents of
critical pedagogy also appropriated from Karl Marx, Antonio
Gramsci, the Frankfurt School of Critical Theory, and critical
sociology as well as from feminist theory, pragmatism, Black
studies, and poststructuralism. Unlike the dominant positivist
discourses, radical education theory emphasized the inherently
political nature of teaching and learning, the politics of knowl-
edge and curriculum, and the assumption that all educational
practices are undergirded by theories whether recognized or
not. Against the assumption of a universally valuable and dis-
interested view of schooling, radical educational theorists drew
on Gramsci to emphasize the extent to which the school and
the curriculum are sites and stakes of class and cultural struggle.
Against the positivist view of the subject as a receptacle for com-
modified units of knowledge, radical education theory, such as
that of Paulo Freire and Henry Giroux, emphasized that theory
always underpins educational practices and that the question
is really whether teachers are aware of the theories that they
employ.® Radical educators pushed back against the tendency of
psychological and developmental radical empiricist approaches
to biologize, naturalize, and individualize educational prac-
tices. Instead, they emphasized the social, political, and cultural
aspects of pedagogy and curriculum.

While critical educational studies drew on a broad array of
critical theories in the social sciences and the humanities, most
subdisciplines in education in the latter half of the twentieth
century were predominantly influenced by empirical psychol-
ogy. By the late 1990s, economics became the dominant trope
through which educational studies were framed. Economic
framings of educational problems and solutions from the early
1980s to the present is in no small part due to the expansion
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of neoliberal ideology in education and the related account-
ability movement.

From the 1980s to the present, radical empiricism has played
a central role in the radical restructuring of public education
by bringing together two key trends: (1) neoliberal privatiza-
tion in its various forms paired and (2) the radically empiricist
accountability and standards movement. Neoliberal privati-
zation involves public sector defunding, privatizations like
charters and vouchers, commercialism, managerialism, and
the ideology of corporate culture. The accountability and stan-
dards movement involves extensive standardized testing, high
stakes testing in which funding depends on raised test scores,
standardization of curriculum, and the expansion of technolo-
gies for tracking, testing, and homogenizing. Privatization and
accountability are two mutually reinforcing trends with radi-
cal empiricism at their centers. Neoliberal privatization has
been justified since the early 1980s by incessant declarations
of the failure of public education. Such declared failure has
been framed through the register of market and military com-
petition, but it has drawn most heavily on selective claims
of numerical standardized test score failures. Test based fail-
ures have been claimed through reference to international
and domestic comparisons, such as the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development’s (OECD) Programme
for International Student Assessment (PISA), Trends in Inter-
national Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), and Progress
in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) scores as well
as to the low test scores of urban schools.” Public school fail-
ure declarations erase how the tests represent the social class
position of students, their cultural capital, and the radically
different histories of investment in schools and communi-
ties. Schools serving the working class and the poor that were
deemed “failed” in part through reference to the test scores
were deemed ripe for experimentation, especially for mar-
ket intervention. Hence, urban and rural poor schools were
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targeted for privatization in the form of chartering, vouchers,
for-profit contracting, and corporate managerial reforms.

The accountability and standards movement has itself been
a massive for-profit industry in test, textbook, and electronic
curricular products. The standardization of curriculum has
been promoted as allowing greater control over the delivery
and consumption of knowledge. Standardized testing and
prescriptive standardized curriculum products have come to
dominate the public-school curriculum. Standardized tests
erase the process of knowledge making by disappearing the
people who make the tests as well as their social positions,
interests, and ideological commitments. In this view, facts
come from nowhere, are delivered, and are either properly or
improperly consumed. Standardized tests evacuate the neces-
sary act of interpretation of fact that is foreclosed by the pre-
scribed choices of four or five possible answers. Such practices
make learning seem mechanical, as though one collects little
pieces of knowledge along a path that has been established
before one encounters it.

Venture philanthropists such as Bill Gates and Eli Broad
have spent millions to promote educational administration
and leadership that are “data-driven.” They have funded data-
base tracking projects that aim to align numerical measures of
test performance to behaviors and then use the data to inform
and control the behavior of teachers. More recently, philan-
throcapitalist entities such as the Chan Zuckerberg Initiative
(CZI) and major technology companies are promoting the
replacement of teachers and dialogic forms of learning with
mass-produced corporate knowledge products that can be
quantified and standardized. In this case, the disregard for the
specificities of subjectivity and context are sold as their oppo-
site: “personalized learning.”® As I discuss in my book Scripted
Bodies, there are radically empiricist projects that now pair
positivism with the use of various technologies that chemi-
cally control children. For example, nootropic drugs or smart
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drugs, typically amphetamines, are used to drug kids to make
them pay attention when taking standardized tests or to con-
trol themselves so that they do not disturb other kids’ testing.
Grit pedagogy revives behaviorism through tactics for learned
bodily self-control—a new corporeally targeted education for
developing neoliberal character. In the tradition of positivism,
the dominant educational reforms presume that knowledge
and learning are delinked from both the experience of the stu-
dent and from the broader social world.

So, on one hand, educational policy and practice have
become thoroughly dominated by the assumption that what
matters most is just the facts. On the other hand, there is an
incredible disregard for facts, information, evidence, or rea-
soned argument when it comes to the most dominant educa-
tional policy pushes. For example, Donald Trump’s Secretary of
Education Betsy DeVos spent 20 years promoting educational
privatization in Michigan. DeVos promoted for-profit charter-
ing and vouchers. Both policies have an empirical record of
poor performance in test-based achievement.” However, there
is along legacy of right-wing promotion of failed market-based
reform. There is an extensive empirical record of the disaster of
vouchers internationally—a record of gutting the public edu-
cation system, of vastly exacerbating unequal quality schools,
and causing the proliferation of cheap, bad, for-profit schools
for the poor.'® Vouchers in the U.S. have long been promoted
as a way to get a foot in the door for educational privatization.
Once a single market-based scheme can be launched, then
right wing think tanks can call for more studies, more experi-
ments. During the COVID-19 pandemic, right-wing think
tanks advocated the expansion of vouchers and neo-voucher
scholarship tax credits to have the public pay for privatization
and deregulation of schools in the form of “microschools” or
pods, especially for-profit ones. They do so even as no evi-
dence exists to support these schemes, even as the think tanks
admit that they are racially and class exclusionary, and even as
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the voucher and neovoucher schemes have been established as
worsening racial segregation and educational resource inequal-
ity.!! The market and the erosion of the public schools in this
discourse is its own justification.

Another clear case in point of a complete disregard for evi-
dence is the right-wing promotion of charter schooling as a cat-
alyst to replace public schooling with a private industry. Andy
Smarick in the Hoover Institution’s magazine Education Next
was quite explicit that the right should champion charters in
the short run to justify declaration of charters as a failed public
experiment and to justify more widespread privatization.!'? Paul
T. Hill, like Smarick, calls for “churn” or “creative destruction.”
Hill, of the neoliberal Center for Reinventing Public Education,
relentlessly promoted “urban portfolio districts” in order to
expand charter-based privatization and admitted in his advo-
cacy work that there would be no way to empirically ascertain
whether or not the urban portfolio model of “churn,” opening
and closing schools and chartering, would result in improve-
ments of academic performance.'* However, Hill insisted that
the privatizations afforded by the model justify it. Smarick, Hill,
and other market fundamentalists aim to replace public educa-
tion with a private for-profit industry in education.

The thinking of such ideologues was behind the radical
privatization of public education in New Orleans after hur-
ricane Katrina and in Chicago following the razing of its pub-
lic housing projects. After the storm, the New Orleans public
schools and the teacher’s union was dismantled and replaced
by a network of four charter districts. Chicago closed a signifi-
cant portion of its neighborhood public schools and replaced
them with charters. Recently, scholars such as Sean Reardon
at Stanford and journalists such as David Leonhardt of the
New York Times have promoted claims that New Orleans and
Chicago represent evidence of school improvement following
radical neoliberal restructuring (school closures, privatizations,
and union busting), pointing to small increases in standardized
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test scores.!* But by 2017, New Orleans saw a 3-year decline in
test scores, and most studies of Chicago charters find nearly
identical test scores as for neighborhood schools. Meanwhile,
those making these claims of improvement are studiously
ignoring the massive displacement of working class and poor
students and families from these sections of cities combined
with rising family incomes from gentrification. Standardized
tests consistently correlate with family income.!> Following
Katrina in New Orleans, the poorest families were dispossessed
of their communities. The new four charter districts represent a
different population than the one prior to the storm. Similarly,
following the massive planned gentrification/public housing
and neighborhood school closures coordinated by the Com-
mercial Club of Chicago and more than a decade of steadily ris-
ing family incomes in the city, the tests are measuring different
students, and most importantly, richer students. As sociologist
Pierre Bourdieu explained, the reason that test scores corre-
late to family income is because the tests measure the knowl-
edge, tastes, and dispositions of professional and ruling class
people who also happen to be the ones who commission and
make the tests.!® So, we have a situation where rich investors
are pushing the poorest people out of cities, putting in place
market-based school reforms, testing the new population, and
claiming that the reforms rather than the dispossession caused
the alleged improvements. These empirical studies not only
misrepresent positivist standardized tests as definitive evi-
dence of meaningful learning, but they also fail to account
for epidemic cases of charters pushing out the students who
are the hardest to educate, including those requiring special
education, English language learners, and those identified as
discipline problems. These claims of neoliberal restructuring
success are examples of ideological uses of evidence for justify-
ing a privatization agenda.

Mark Fisher described in his book Capitalist Realism this fic-
tive performance of quantifiable efficacy as “market Stalinism.”!”
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The contradiction between the imperative for radical empiricist
approaches to policy and practice and the abandonment of evi-
dence and argumentation is playing out in media culture and
more specifically, news and journalism.

WHAT ANTITHEORY HAS TO DO WITH FAKE NEWS,
BAD JOURNALISM, AND CONSPIRACY

Following the election of Donald Trump, numerous essays in
the popular press offered explanations for how a flagrant and
compulsive liar with no regard for truth or evidence could
garner widespread support. A lot of politicians lie, but the
quantity and brazenness of Trump’s lies represented a broader
disregard for empirical evidence and for education. Over the
course of Trump’s tenure in office, he publicly lied or made
misleading statements 30,573 times.!® Examples of the disre-
gard for evidence range from insisting that Obama was not
born in the United States to a rejection of the scientific con-
sensus about human-caused climate change, to scapegoating
undocumented immigrants by accusing them of rape and
murder, to the making of impossible claims about financing a
border wall, to describing his loss of the popular vote as win-
ning by a landslide, to nominating such figures as Mike Flynn
to head the US National Security Agency (Flynn falsely claims
that Sharia (Islamic law) is being built in the United States,
and his reputation for untruth got his statements in the mili-
tary derided as “Flynn Facts”). Examples of Trump’s disregard
for education include stating that he “likes the uneducated,”
to appointing Education Secretary Betsy DeVos, who through-
out her tenure remained committed to expanding vouchers
and for-profit charter schooling, even though her efforts in
Michigan resulted in overwhelming empirical evidence that
these policies worsen schools and lower test scores.!® DeVos
also financially supported organizations dedicated to expand-
ing the use of public money for private religious education,
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and she used public money to bail out failing for-profit col-
leges that committed fraud. DeVos’s actions raised questions
as to her commitment to truth, fact, and evidence, as did her
investments in a sham brain treatment center called “Neuro-
core” that shows movies to children with autism and ADHD
and interrupts them when they stop paying attention.2® After
investigations revealed the lack of evidence for the pseudo-
scientific “brain training techniques” and revealed DeVos’s
refusal to file ethics and recusal statements for possible conflicts
of interest, DeVos and her husband significantly expanded
their multimillion dollar investments in the company.?!

Popular press explanations for the acceptability and even
widespread embrace of un-truth include varieties of “blame
the internet.” One version of blame the internet offers the
“fake news” narrative, in which the abundance of ersatz news
stories rendered the population incapable of distinguishing
real from fake news. The stories about fake news imply that
“real news” could allow citizens to make informed choices.
But such “real news” covered the 2016 election with nearly no
investigative journalism or dissection of the untruths spoken
by politicians, and with minimal analysis of policy proposals.
However, “real news” suffers from saturation by commercial
promotional content.

Media theorist Robert McChesney has demonstrated that
the decline of investigative journalism must be understood
as the result of corporate media consolidation rather than
internet competition for news outlets.?? The decline of inves-
tigative journalism has resulted in news consisting of about
90 percent public relations content. As corporate media ven-
ues covered fake news and its role in the election, right-wing
media outlets propelled by Trump’s claims began character-
izing mainstream media news itself as fake news. Outlandish
fake news stories were generated in part to drive internet click-
through profits, especially during the 2016 presidential elec-
tion. Web entrepreneurs wrote sensational stories, such as one
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about Hillary Clinton operating a pedophile prostitution ring
out of a pizza parlor: “Pizzagate.” An armed vigilante intent
on saving the victims fired his rifle in the restaurant only to
discover that Hillary Clinton and the children she was pimp-
ing were not there. Of course, Pizzagate is but one sensational
example among the vast growth of fake news from QAnon
and replacement conspiracies to antivaccination movements
and the more quotidian corporate public relations stories
designed to sell things or influence politics (e.g., undermining
environmentalism).

The problem of the news media involves not only the
extent to which content production has been compromised
by commerce but also the extent to which educative institu-
tions have failed to provide citizens with the tools needed
to interpret the quality of sources and veracity of claims. For
example, most Americans have not learned about the stan-
dards and varieties of editorial review, such as journalistic and
scholarly review, and the differences between these and an
internet posting. Functional literacy now requires the capacity
to distinguish sources of information, lest we all heroically
invade pedophile prostitution pizza parlors. But functional lit-
eracy is not enough.

One crucial element missing from the discussion of fake news
is the way that both professional journalism and fake news dis-
avow the politics of knowledge behind claims to truth. Main-
stream journalism effaces its own framing assumptions and
theoretical presuppositions behind the framing of narratives,
the collection of facts, and the interpretation of the mean-
ing of those facts. Rightist critics of media began describing
mainstream journalism as fake news, alleging that mainstream
journalism is a collection of false facts, rather than criticizing
the underlying values, assumptions, and positions that under-
lie the narratives. Following allegations that fake news was
involved in Trump’s election, Trump himself declared CNN
“fake news,” and he repeated and expanded this accusation.
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Trump got this right but for the wrong reasons. Most of the
time, the problem with CNN is not ludicrous made-up stories
but the failure to examine competing values, assumptions,
and ideologies behind claims to truth as well as the relation-
ship between these symbolic contests and material ones. The
lie built into mainstream media is the guise of disinterested
objectivity, in which ruling class and dominant cultural group
interests are universalized, or as the New York Times motto puts
it, as “All the News That'’s Fit to Print.” Corporate media jux-
taposes falsehoods in the fake news with its own allegedly
disinterested and neutral “true” news coverage. The missing
element from both perspectives is consideration of the theory
behind the organization of and interpretation of fact. The lie
of disinterested objectivity is the same lie that is built into
standardized tests and curricula.

News media could draw on an endless pool of scholarly
experts who would analyze and theorize about current events
at no cost. Instead, the prevalence of vapid news media pun-
ditry and yelling heads making unbacked assertions, in place
of investigative journalism or scholarly analysis, has both
financial and ideological dimensions. Advertising drives con-
tent. Amplifying volume and spectacle delivers emotionally
stimulated viewers to ads. Keeping scholarly experts off news
programming avoids the introduction of ideologically danger-
ous questions about power, politics, and history that might raise
doubts about ruling class and ruling cultural group priorities.

Another popular press explanation for the crisis of truth
has to do with the alleged nature of the Trump supporters.
Writing in The Nation magazine, Susan McWilliams provides
the “Hunter Thompson Hell’s Angel’s Revenge Theory” of the
angry white working-class male.?? In this explanation for the
affirmation of untruth by the electorate, decades of alien-
ation driven by neoliberal globalization have resulted in an
economically and politically excluded population of white
men who are driven primarily by revenge on political and
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educated elites. In this narrative, Trump’s rejection of fact,
evidence, and truth is not a problem for supporters, because
they are well aware that politics is a show and, most impor-
tantly, believed that Donald Trump the showman would stick
it to elites (of course, after the election, he proceeded to stock
the government with Wall Street and billionaire elites, who
have aggressively redistributed wealth upward while targeting
the caregiving social state). This perspective suggests that the
real promise of Trump was one of subverting the elite estab-
lishment. In fact, the more transgressive Trump’s statements
became, the more credence they gave to the perception that
he was a true threat to the ruling establishment and was not
beholden to the rules of a game that elites had rigged against
most of the population. Hence, Trump provided a point of
identification for citizens in which his lies were a catalyst to
a greater truth that the mainstream media, political class, aca-
demics, and economic elites largely didn’t want to admit—
that an ostensibly fair system is in fact a system rigged by and
for elites at the expense of most. Like critical theorists, the
Trump voter is deeply suspicious of appearances. However,
the critical theorist wants to take experience, appearance, and
claims to truth on a detour through theory.

Theory provides an examination of the values, assump-
tions, and ideologies that undergird claims to truth. It allows
facts to be interpreted and situated in terms of broader struc-
tural and systemic patterns, history, and context. Theory also
allows one to comprehend how the interpretive scaffold of the
subject is formed by the social and how the social is formed
of subjects. Theory allows one to reflect on one’s actions, and
it expands the language to mediate experience and interpret
facts. As Adorno states, “only speculation which can penetrate
external reality, and show what really and truly lies behind
the facade of facticity that is asserting itself, can be said to do
justice to reality. . . . The only way to capture reality and the
true experience of it is to go beyond the immediate givens of
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experience.”?* Theory expands political agency, and political
agency is crucial for a democratic society.

The Trumpian voter employs conspiracy rather than the-
ory. Conspiracy imagines that there are superagents endowed
with the ability to secretly determine outcomes. In the logic
of conspiracy, those on the outside of the conspiracy are left
with spectatorial agency—able to get a glimpse of the conspir-
acy but without the tools to make sense of what produced a
particular social phenomenon or experience. Bad superagents,
the conspirators, conspire to conceal fact, propagate lies, and
shape history in the shadows. Only good superagents (such
as a charismatic and strong leader), who allegedly embody
truth, can reveal the conspiracy (that is, fabricate it) and then
shape history on behalf of the victims of the conspirators. In
contrast, the conspirators do not simply speak untruth; they
embody untruth. The problem for the Nazis wasn’t that the
Jews believed the wrong thing and needed to be reeducated
to the right views. It was who they were: their essence, their
nature. The problem for Trump and the alt-right is not radical
Islam but Muslims themselves. Hence, the ban on travel from
Muslim majority countries under the pretext of security, even
though there had been no terrorist attacks by individuals of
those nations since before September 11. For conspiracy, the
identity-based grounding of the enemy is not a coincidence
but rather is consistent with the need for a material grounding
to anchor the accusation. The body of the scapegoated func-
tions like numbers in the world of alienated fact, providing
an aura of foundation for scapegoating and lies. As I detail
in later chapters, this is perhaps nowhere more evident than
in the replacement conspiracy theories (chanted in Charlot-
tesville “Jews will not replace us” and motivating the Tree
of Life Synagogue shooting) in which Jews, Muslims, immi-
grants, Blacks, women, homosexuals, and other minorities are
alleged to be replacing straight White Christian men or acting
as secret agents to replace them.
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From vaccines causing autism to fluoride in drinking water,
birtherism, chemtrails to 9/11 conspiracy, Holocaust denial,
QAnon, and so on, a frenzy of irrationalism belies a deep distrust
of facts and yet a faith in fact unmoored from the history and
context that gives fact its meaning. In a culture in which posi-
tivism suggests the supremacy of the fact, fact is decontextual-
ized and dehistoricized, appearing to come from nowhere—to
be all powerful and yet deeply suspicious. In History and Free-
dom, Adorno states that “the world of facts has degenerated
into a cloak, a veil that conceals what is essentially real.” 23
Some of what is “essentially real” for Adorno that is obscured
by the positivist fetishism for immediacy and the swindle of
concreteness are “the laws of motion of society, especially the
laws which express how the present situation has come into
being and where it is tending to go.” 2° The false promise of
concreteness in facts denies such essentials as: a society struc-
tured around class antagonism; the capitalist exchange prin-
ciple; the enlightenment logic of the domination and mastery
of nature; the self, structured through the social antagonisms
of the larger society; and the possibility of mediation and cri-
tique, negating the world as it is and imagining a different
future in part by the practice of theorizing.

In such a context of decontextualized fact, the repetition
of baseless assertions and lies flourishes. The positivist legacy
provides enabling cultural conditions for authoritarians who
are hostile to democratic cultures of free exchange of knowl-
edge, the value of which is established by superior argument
and evidence. Positivism supports those who prefer knowl-
edge to be grounded by the social authority of the claimant,
locating the concept in the subject rather than in society. It
supports affirmation of existing oppressive structures and sys-
tems in part through a misrepresentation of social reality as
static rather than dynamic.?”

Another popular explanation for the embrace of untruth
could be called the “mainstreaming of postmodernism”
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position. This view suggests that we are now living in a “post-
truth” era, in which most people recognize that uncertainties
about facts, spin, or partial narratives are the new norm. Such a
view can be seen in popular discourse when George W. Bush’s
chief of staff Karl Rove derided journalists in the “reality-based
community” who criticized the president for ignoring reality.
Rove claimed that, by acting, those in power make a new real-
ity. Stephen Colbert named the tendency to ignore facts when
making assertions “truthiness.” Oil and tobacco companies
have long embraced postmodern truth by hiding their own
empirical studies of lung cancer and human-caused climate
change. They insist that there are a multitude of competing
narratives and bodies of evidence, and hence, these dangers
cannot be grounded. In the absence of definitive proof, let’s
keep burning fossil fuels and cigarettes. Critics of this main-
streaming of postmodern truth view refer to the material lim-
its of epistemological uncertainty. Facts matter like the fact of
gravity when jumping out of a window. However, Trump’s and
the Republican party’s open and irrational rejection of empiri-
cal evidence is very different from antifoundationalism in its
pragmatist, postmodern, or critical theory forms, in which
competing narratives, arguments, and evidence call into ques-
tion the possibility of access to certain knowledge of objective
reality. As in science, these positions share a comfort with
truth being provisional, antifoundational, and fallible: The best
theoretical assumptions, arguments, and evidence win until
better ones can displace them.

FROM THE ALIENATION OF FACT TO CRITICAL PEDAGOGY

How do we make sense of this glaring contradiction between,
on one hand, the imperative for positivism in which the fact
is positioned as the supreme self-evident value, and, on the
other hand, the abandonment of fact, evidence, or even truth
itself when it comes to speech and policy? What explains these
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contradictions playing out in both educational and media dis-
course is (1) the alienation of fact and (2) the related replace-
ment of reasoned argument with faith/dogma.

Critical theory has a long tradition of analyzing how dogma
sediments in social consciousness. Theodor Adorno, for exam-
ple, offered an explanation for the allure of positivism. Adorno
explained that in a capitalist world in which everything is for
sale, everything loses its value other than as a means of abstract
exchange. While Marx described the alienation, abstraction,
and emptying out of social relations in capitalism, Adorno
explains the promise of numbers as a false promise of con-
creteness and immediacy that responds to the tendency for
abstraction.?® This loss of value renders all things abstract, and
everything in the social world is experienced as floating and
ephemeral. Numbers promise to restore the solidity and cer-
tainty of concreteness and immediacy lost through alienation.
We can think about this promise with respect to standardized
testing. Standardized testing has now been dominating public
education for nearly 20 years, since No Child Left Behind was
launched in 2001. Knowledge is decontextualized and truth
claims are delinked from their conditions of production in the
standardized test. Yet the attachment of numbers to test per-
formance provides a scientistic aura of certainty that recon-
textualizes knowledge and the test taker within a system of
educational exchange that leads through academic promotion
to a promise ultimately of economic exchange. The attach-
ment of numbers to truth claims and their false promise of
certainty and solidity has resulted in a now-dominant way of
thinking about learning as earning. It has transformed a gen-
erations’ way of thinking about learning as instrumental and
grade motivated, equated knowledge with authority, and evac-
uated curiosity that is not contextualized through numerical
reward.

Numerical quantification applies not science but a guise of
science or scientism, invoking a careful and systematic process
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of measurement.? It also suggests disinterestedness, objectiv-
ity, and universality. It provides a feeling of control by invok-
ing abstract objectivity and universality. Although numbering
things offers a response to the alienation of market exchange
everywhere, it is also alienating in its tendency to delimit the
relationship between subjectivity and the objective world.

To extend Adorno’s insight, we might consider those activi-
ties to which the attachment of numerical quantification is
anathema. Numbers do not promise certainty and solidity in
certain contexts. Think about your closest relationships, the
people you care most about. Imagine those you love provid-
ing a numerical rating for your affections. “Dinner with you
was an 8.5.” Imagine telling a joke with a friend and getting
a numerical rating in return. What these examples highlight
is that our pleasures for human intimacy and intersubjective
connection are contrary to the promise of numerical control
offered by positivism. Quantification as a remedy for alien-
ation simultaneously offers a guise of control while creating
more alienation. Those suffering from OCD often have a need
to apply numerical rituals to experiences. For example, to leave
a room, someone with OCD may need to open and close the
door a certain number of times or count the number of steps
to the door. The counting provides a temporary feeling of con-
trol otherwise experienced as lacking in these individuals. The
numbers do not fix the obsession; they just briefly sooth the
anxiety. Is not the ideology of positivism a kind of collective
OCD that offers a soothing yet false promise of control over
a physical world experienced as slipping away, melting into
air? The alienation of fact involves the disappearance of the
conditions of production of fact, the mystification of fact, and
the treatment of fact as dogma to be transmitted and received.

What stands behind the absence of evidence and reasoned
argument in educational policy and practice is faith—a faith in
markets. The faith in markets is not only the result of decades
of neoliberal ideology and the promotion of the TINA thesis

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2233127/book_9780262371735.pdf by guest on 30 September 2024



22 Chapter 1

(There Is No Alternative—to the market) but also of decades
of schooling in which knowledge has been positioned as true
by virtue of the authority of the claimant. The era of stan-
dardized testing has effectively accomplished this equation of
truth with authority by alienating truth claims, making them
appear to come from nowhere and having authority by vir-
tue of their anonymous authorship. Standardized tests do not
come with the tools to question or dispute; they defy dialogue
and follow the logic of monologue.

In my book, The Failure of Corporate School Reform, 1 dis-
cuss the relationship between the new uses of positivism in
education and market fundamentalism or capitalist dogma.
What I term the “new market positivism” is typified by the
reinvigorated expansion of longstanding positivist approaches
to schooling: standardized testing, standardization of curricu-
lum, the demand for policy grounded exclusively in alleg-
edly scientific (really scientistic) empirically based pedagogical
reforms, and the drumbeat against educational theory and in
favor of practicalism. The new market positivism signals the
use of these longstanding approaches toward the expansion of
multiple forms of educational privatization.

In the Fordist era, positivism neutralized, naturalized, and
universalized social and cultural reproduction under the guise
of the public good, the public interest, but also individual val-
ues of humanist education. Critical educational scholars of
the 1970s and 1980s referred to this obscuring of the capi-
talist reproduction function of the public school as “the hid-
den curriculum.” The economic role of schooling as a sorting
and sifting mechanism for the capitalist economy was largely
denied. As Pierre Bourdieu and Jean Passeron pointed out,
such mechanisms as tests and grades simultaneously stratify
based on class while concealing how merit and talent stand
in for the unequal distribution of life chances.3° Reproduction
in the new market positivism still neutralizes and naturalizes
the unequal distribution of life chances through the unequal
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distribution of cultural and social capital. Class mobility in the
United States is far less possible today than in the past. But the
new market positivism also openly naturalizes and universal-
izes a particular economic basis for all educational relation-
ships while justifying a shift in governance and control over
educational institutions. Positivist testing and database proj-
ects that purport to be efficient knowledge delivery systems
and that reward or punish teachers are not only at the cen-
ter of pedagogical, curricular, and administrative reform, but
they are also openly justified through the allegedly universal
benefits of capitalism. The new market positivism subjects all
to standardization and normalization of knowledge, denying
class and cultural interests and the political struggle behind
the organization and framing of claims to truth. The new mar-
ket positivism links its denial and concealment of the politics
of knowledge to its open and aggressive application of capital-
ist ideology—that is, the faith in the religion of capitalism—to
every aspect of public schooling.

In Escape from Freedom, Erich Fromm suggests that the very
possibility of modern rationality comes from disobedience,
dislocation, and estrangement.?! The child’s “no” introduces a
separation from parental authority. For Fromm, the social and
historical conditions for self-reflection come from the alienat-
ing effects of capitalism. Only by being estranged from the
land and labor and social relations can one make an object
of analysis of oneself and society. Paulo Freire, Henry Giroux,
and others followed Fromm’s thought in advocating the mak-
ing of both subjective experience and analysis of the objective
social world objects of critical analysis. In the tradition of criti-
cal pedagogy, the process of theorizing self and society creates
the conditions for humanization and agency by countering
capitalist objectification in its many forms.

As both liberals and conservatives continue to embrace
positivist forms of education and journalism, they contribute
to the alienation of fact and the crisis of truth that it creates.
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Against the “bad alienation of fact” of radical empiricism that
decontextualizes and dehistoricizes truth claims, critical peda-
gogy puts forward what we could call a “good alienation of
fact” that seeks to contextualize and comprehend not only
the theoretical assumptions and ideological underpinnings
but also the broader material interests, social forces, and sym-
bolic contests that are imbricated with claims to truth. Critical
pedagogy estranges experience and truth claims by denatural-
izing them and treating them as an object of analysis. Critical
pedagogy reinvests claims to truth with the conditions of their
production—that is, the history, context, and social contests
that give meaning to truth claims. It provides an approach
to knowledge that emphasizes how acts of interpretation of
fact can form the basis for social intervention. Critical peda-
gogy fosters democratic dispositions, including linking the
process of learning to engagement with public problems and
the commitment to dialogic forms of learning and public life.
As such, critical pedagogy asserts the potential for fact, when
theorized and interpreted, to be a source of agency rather than
an oppressive alienated force.
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2 ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE
AND DIGITAL EDUCATIONAL
PRIVATIZATION

Contemporary concerns about the potentially nefarious ten-
dencies of artificial intelligence (Al) technology have become
widespread in public and popular cultural discourse. These
range from anxiety about Al coming to consciousness, usurp-
ing human control over other machines and infrastructure,
and annihilating humanity (as in the movies Terminator, Ex
Machina, and Elon Musk’s many apocalyptic warnings), to AI’s
uses in automating inequality' in public service agencies to
conceal austerity agendas that target the poor, to concerns
about surveillance capitalism? that eradicates privacy while
translating human experience into behavioral data that forms
the basis for prediction products and behavioral futures mar-
kets. While many of these fears are warranted, a great deal
of the fear of Al applications depends on a false assump-
tion that the technology has a kind of mystical transcendent
agency that evades human capacities for governing it. Instead,
the ways that the technology is being implemented in educa-
tion illustrate longstanding economic, political, and ideologi-
cal agendas and interests.? The positioning of the technology
as an autonomous force delinked from human control con-
ceals the material and symbolic interests served by the tech-
nology. Thus, the strategic erasure of human agency obscures
the very targeted uses of the tech. What is more, as I discuss
below, the misrepresentation of data as delinked from culture
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and politics, as allegedly disinterested and neutral, obscures
the inevitable political and ethical norms and values that par-
ticular education projects (including Al education) animate
and enact.

This chapter argues that the development of for-profit Al
technologies largely fosters the privatization of public educa-
tion and concomitant erosion of the values, practices, and
critical forms of democratic education. In what follows, I situ-
ate the advent of digital technologies in the context of struc-
tural economic and ideological shifts of the past 40 years. Such
changes include neoliberal restructuring, the repressive turn
in schools and society, changes in the use of positivist ideol-
ogy in schooling, the role of new technologies in social and
cultural reproduction and changing imperatives for capital
accumulation. Sections of the chapter illustrate different uses
of Al as part of the technological transformation of the priva-
tization of public education and consider Al in relation to
the broader structural and ideological context. I consider the
ways that Al continues longstanding trends through the pro-
motion of adaptive learning technology and transformations
to teacher work and conceptions of knowledge and learning;
biometric pedagogy and the cultural politics of locating learn-
ing in the body; and the convergence of impact investing and
digital surveillance technologies. Changes in the ownership
and control over different aspects of public schooling relate to
the cultural politics of knowledge and learning.

I first review three significant Al applications in education:
adaptive learning technology, biometric pedagogy, and the
intersection of Social Impact Bonds/pay for success with digi-
tal surveillance. The sections that follow take up these Al edu-
cation examples in relation to the longer-standing legacies of
neoliberal privatization, repression, and positivism for social
and cultural reproduction. The sections consider how the uses
of Al continue and how they break with prior trends and ten-
dencies. The chapter concludes by considering how and what
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place there might be for the values of democratic education in
the uses of these new technologies. By illustrating the demo-
cratic possibilities of an Al education project, at the end of the
chapter, I emphasize that the social and ethical implications of
the technology itself are not fixed or determined.

Al EDUCATION

According to the 2016 White House report, “Preparing for
the Future of Artificial Intelligence,” “a core objective of Al
research and applications over the years has been to automate
or replicate intelligent behavior.”* In education, numerous
companies pursue narrow Al rather than general Al that aspires
to automating general intelligence and machine autonomy.
Narrow Al, which attempts to outperform humans at a par-
ticular task, “underpins many commercial services such as trip
planning, shopper recommendation systems, and ad target-
ing, and is finding important applications in medical diagno-
sis, education, and scientific research.”> Williamson, Pykett,
and Nemorin detail some Al projects that are under way. The
authors analyze tests, textbook and media giant Pearson’s Al
projects including “data analytics techniques, machine learn-
ing algorithms, computer modelling, statistics, artificial neu-
ral networks and neuroscience.”® Some of the most significant
Al projects involve for-profit educational endeavors that push
profit-seeking into schooling in relatively new ways.
For-profit Al education companies and for-profit education
businesses are coming together. As I have argued elsewhere,”
corporate media is converging with corporate education sec-
tors as large media corporations (such as Apple, Microsoft,
Facebook/Chan Zuckerberg Initiative (CZI), and Alphabet/
Google) have become major for-profit education companies,
and traditional educational test and textbook purveyors (such
as Pearson NCS, Houghton-Mifflin, McGraw-Hill, and Wiley
Education) have increasingly become media corporations. In
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addition, longstanding for-profit educational contractors have
moved into Al For example, Knewton (acquired by Wiley Edu-
cation in 2019) was spun off from Edison Learning, one of the
largest for-profit educational management organizations. Col-
lectively, such for-profit corporations have shifted ownership,
design, and control of curriculum and pedagogical practice
from teachers to business. Bolstering a neoliberal ideology that
positions public education as a business and in the service of
business, ideologies of techno-utopian progress, technological
disruptions, and the equating of technology with economic
growth have played a large part in the exponential growth of
digital technology in schools.®

Despite the prevalence of techno-utopian ideology, some of
the actual applications have ranged from the questionable and
ineffectual to the outright embarrassing. For example, in Los
Angeles, billions of dollars were spent on tablets that could
not be used, and young children were found to be drawing on
them with crayons. No empirical evidence exists to support
the success of Al applications of adaptive learning technology
in traditional measures of test-based achievement.® Beyond
the ways that unproven technology displaces sound educa-
tional practice, the usurpation of pedagogy and curriculum
has significant implications for how people understand the
relationships between learning and the self, knowledge and
social context, and the roles and purposes of schools. Techno-
utopianism is thoroughly wrapped up with what has become the
dominant justification for schooling—the means for youth to
become workers and consumers and the means for nations to
compete in the global economy. Learning as the means of social
and political agency and democratic self-governance has been
crowded out of the education technology discourse. Indeed, at
the time when, according to tech leaders Zuckerberg, Musk, and
Gates, the futures of capitalism, the environment, and work itself
are increasingly called into question by technological develop-
ment (more specifically, Al), the ideologies of technological
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utopianism and determinism are ubiquitous in public and
policy discourse.!?

Some of the most prevalent for-profit endeavors of Al in
education involve producing student data that is then sold,
contracting with public entities to get for-profit technologies
into schools, and making the management and influence of
behavior and the body into data products.'! In addition, these
initiatives collapse the distinction between for-profit private
industries and nonprofit public entities. Three such projects
are adaptive learning technology, biometric pedagogy tech-
nology, and the quantification of impact investing schemes
through machine learning. These three projects exemplify the
ways that Al in education allows for expanded privatization,
contracting, and labor expropriation while undermining the
democratic culture and possibilities of schooling as a means
for the broader democratization of society. I summarize the
technologies here first and then discuss them together in
terms of the key concerns with economic exploitation, the de-
democratization of schooling, and the legacies of prior forms
of educational privatization.

Adaptive Learning Technology

CZI's adaptive learning technology platform Summit exempli-
fies the varieties of profit seeking in technology. While Sum-
mit offers school districts its basic program for free, the fuller
implementation requires payment. Summit is part of a lim-
ited liability company (LLC), CZI, that includes such for-profit
pay-for-fee educational services as Byju’s and other for-profits
that were acquired exclusively for capturing user data. The
LLC structure makes the movement of money, not to mention
data, among these subunits secret and unaccountable to pub-
lic oversight. Summit was developed by Facebook engineers,
and although Summit does not have advertisements, it is, like
Facebook, a data production engine. A major concern of adap-
tive learning technology in education involves the ways it

Downloaded from http://direct.mit.edu/books/book-pdf/2233127/book_9780262371735.pdf by guest on 30 September 2024



30 Chapter 2

appropriates private data about youth: “Like Summit, Canvas
connects children to third-party sites (such as YouTube) that
collects data for advertising purposes, and it denies respon-
sibility for any use a third party might make of children’s
or teachers’ data. Companies may share aggregated and de-
identified data without notice to users, despite evidence that
such de-identified data is easily re-identified.”!?
Roberts-Mahony, Means, and Garrison (2016) liken adap-
tive learning to the “netflixing” of education. Purporting to be
“personalized,” adaptive learning technology tailors content
or the pace of delivery to students. Proponents of adaptive
learning technology claim that their products individualize
instruction and are attentive to individual needs, pace, and
capacity, and so they overcome pedagogical standardization,
homogenized curriculum, and excessive testing. Mainstream
criticism of adaptive learning technology points out that evi-
dence does not exist for its efficacy as measured by standard-
ized test scores,!? and that it represents a form of privatization
and commercialism by shifting control over curriculum and
pedagogy from teachers and schools to for-profit corporations.
As T have shown elsewhere,'* under the rubric of “person-
alization,” adaptive learning programs undermine genuine
personalization by delinking knowledge and learning from
the subjectivities, differences, and experiences of students and
their cultures and communities. These programs also prevent
students from comprehending themselves as socially formed
and from comprehending knowledge as a source of social and
political agency. For example, CZI’s Summit Learning platform
employs a traditional curriculum organized around the Com-
mon Core State Standards.!S The mostly online pedagogy aims
to deliver this curriculum. Despite being sold as “personal-
ized,” the curriculum does not relate the subjects of study and
lessons to students lived experience or the broader social world
that informs the interpretation of that experience. About the
only things that are “personalized” are that the automated
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content delivery is accelerated or decelerated based on the stu-
dent’s activity, and the student’s use of the software is made
into a data case about their progress. The technology platform
is positioned as the teacher, the human teacher is sidelined as
a “mentor,” and constant testing of standardized knowledge
and skills are centered, routinized, and converted to metrics.
As a result, the teacher is left with little autonomy to make
lessons meaningful to students by linking learning to student
experience and to make such meaningful learning critical or
socially transformative. In fact, the transformation of learn-
ing in the use of a canned curriculum entirely delivered on
screens has been experienced by large numbers of students
and communities as physically taxing (headaches and hand
cramps) and devoid of the benefits of personal interaction—it
is profoundly alienating.!¢ In places as varied as Wellington,
Kansas, and Providence, Rhode Island, families and communi-
ties rejected the platform.!”

Adaptive learning technologies create the conditions for
student activity to be collected as data and for this collected
data to be bought and sold and financialized as investment
securities, regardless of whether the student advances. That
is, adaptive learning technology stands to revive and deepen
longstanding tracking, sorting, and sifting of students based
on alleged ability. While proponents of adaptive learning
technology claim to reduce testing, the technology and cur-
riculum have been developed around constant testing and
teaching to the tests. The tests are misframed as conveying
universally valuable, disinterested, and objective knowledge.
But the constant testing accomplishes what standardized
tests typically do. Namely, the tests obscure the cultural poli-
tics of knowledge that informs the selection of knowledge to
be taught, and they circumscribe the range of possible inter-
pretations and interpretive frameworks for claims to truth.
The tests prohibit an approach to knowledge in which stu-
dents comprehend claims to truth in relation to material and
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symbolic antagonisms, interests, ideologies, and social posi-
tions. Adaptive learning technology pushes standardized and
transmission-oriented approaches to teaching that rely on
the promise of technological innovation and the ideology of
corporate culture as a justification. The standardization and
homogenization of knowledge and curriculum and the treat-
ment of knowledge as a consumable commodity both promote
a particular conception of the relationship between knowl-
edge and agency. Knowledge appears as something, made by
others with authority elsewhere, to consume and regurgitate
rather than as something discovered and produced through
dialogic exchange. Knowledge is not presented to students as a
means to interpret experience and the social world so as to act
on and shape that world. The pedagogies of adaptive learning
technology stand in stark contrast with, for example, critical
pedagogies that foster deliberation, debate, dissent, and inves-
tigation of the relationships between claims to truth and the
interests, authority, and social positions of those who make
the claims.

The form that adaptive learning platforms tend to take needs
to be comprehended in relation to the structure and interests
of the parent companies. CZI misrepresents itself as a philan-
thropy when it largely operates as a business. Due to its LLC
corporate structure, CZI muddles for-profit and nonprofit sub-
sidiaries, moves money secretly, refuses public oversight and
accountability, and operates as a for-profit business running
pay-for-fee services, grabbing student data that it commodifies
from its “free services.”'® CZI and other “philanthrocapital-
ists,” such as Emerson Initiative and Omidyar Network, col-
lectively mark a significant shift in philanthropy from the
still-large venture philanthropy mode. Venture philanthro-
pists, such as Gates, Walton, and Broad, founded nonprofit
foundations that promote a neoliberal agenda of educational
privatization and the imposition of corporate managerial
culture in school leadership.’” Venture philanthropists have
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facilitated the usurpation of educational and policy gover-
nance over education by superrich individuals and corpora-
tions. Philanthrocapitalists erode the distinction between
public and private altogether in their organizations, eliding
the difference between private interest and public good.

Biometric Pedagogy Technology

As I detailed in Scripted Bodies,?® biometric analytic pedagogy
uses Al technology to teach by measuring bodies. Some sys-
tems utilize skin-sensing bracelets, and others employ webcam
video cameras connected to software platforms that analyze
changes to students’ bodies in response to a lesson. Based on
consumer marketing feedback devices, webcam systems (such
as Affdex) measure positive and negative valences and other
metrics of attention to the teacher. Biometric pedagogy devices
convert physical movements into data and correlate body
movements to presumed internal cognitive and emotional reac-
tions that are assumed to be reactions to teacher behavior. This
data then becomes the basis for the evaluation of the efficacy
of the teacher, the learning of the student. The data is supposed
to be able to inform the teacher’s pedagogical responses in real
time. Machine learning is involved in recognition and compari-
son of physical movements.

Biometric pedagogy devices presume that learning is the
result not of the dialogue-based exchange between teacher and
students but rather of the successful impact of the teacher on
the student as measured by the student’s body. The body as
measure of learning and the equation of physical dispositions
with learning displaces not only traditional conceptions of
learning through dialogic exchange. It also displaces ques-
tioning, thinking, and the recognition that students mediate
or resist what they learn in sometimes contradictory ways.
Although dialogue offers ways for students and teachers to
work through those contradictions, biometric pedagogy does
not. Biometric pedagogy presumes a direct, transparent, and
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simplistic notion of learning as depositing of knowledge.
What is more, the uses of biometric pedagogy in, for example,
the teacher clinical practice assessment system edTPA treats
teaching as a scripted performance that aims to elicit a particu-
lar physical response from students that may or may not cor-
relate with learning. edTPA is a Pearson product that evaluates
student teaching as a recorded performance that is measured
by a standardized rubric. The quality and value of teaching
can be read off of the body. In this case, biometric pedagogy
revives behaviorist and Taylorist approaches to labor aimed
at breaking down the tasks and subtasks of workers to make
them increasingly approximate a continually raised targeted
norm prescribed from the outset. Such prescription fosters an
approach to teaching that denies the subjectivities of learn-
ers, the particular context for learning, and the broader social
structures, systems, and forces that inform the meaning of
knowledge and the interpretive acts of teaching and learning.

Quantification of Impact Investing Schemes

Through Machine Learning

Pay for Success or Social Impact Bonds are not themselves Al
technologies. Pay for Success utilizes digital surveillance tech-
nology and has been increasingly merging with Al applications
for targeting potential victims/beneficiaries of Social Impact
Bond services, pricing of services, automation of services, and
risk profiling of students. Aleron social impact consultancy
(https://aleronpartners.com) typifies this convergence. Social
Impact Bonds are privatization investment schemes that have,
since roughly 2010, rapidly expanded in size, scope, and reach
of implementation. Social Impact Bonds, which are promoted
in the Every Student Succeeds Act (the latest iteration of the Ele-
mentary and Secondary Education Act of 1965) bring together
banks, philanthropic foundations, and governments in order
to privatize public services.?! Social Impact Bonds partner
investment banks, such as Goldman Sachs, with governments
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(like the city of Chicago or the state of Massachusetts) and are
facilitated by nonprofit foundations (like Rockefeller) as well
as some universities (like Harvard). Social Impact Bonds iden-
tify programs like a juvenile justice recidivism reduction pro-
gram or an early childhood education program to be funded
by the investment bank and to be evaluated for efficacy by
an allegedly independent evaluator. The investor pays for the
service, and if the metrics suggest the service was a success,
then the public repays the investor much more money than
it would have cost the public to pay for the service directly.
For example, Goldman Sachs doubled its money by funding
a successful early childhood education project.?? However,
Goldman Sachs selected that long-running program because it
was already a proven success. In its Massachusetts recidivism
reduction project, Goldman Sachs employees lobbied juvenile
justice workers to attempt to influence the “independent”
assessment of success.?? Pay for Success should be seen largely
as a way for private investors to inflate and skim costs of ser-
vices, driving money out of public coffers and into investment
banks while providing lots of well-paying professional class
jobs to those in nonprofits, philanthropies, and universities
who help put these deals together.

While the websites and press releases of the social impact
industry, such as those of bank UBS and rock star Bono, are
effusively celebratory of the convergence of Social Impact
and Al, others see trouble. Alyson McDowell, a scholar and
activist with a widely influential technology and society blog
Wrench in the Gears, has been warning about the dangers of
the convergence of impact investing and digital technology.
She writes,

“Pay for success” was embedded into federal education law with
the passage of the Every Student Succeeds Act. Public-private part-
nerships, in coordination with investors, are embracing this form
of “innovative finance,” catalyzing new markets in human capital.
Digital platforms, including ed-tech and online behavioral services,
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are designed to generate data for the evaluation of outcomes-based
contracts. That is what is behind the push for expanded screen-
time and benchmark testing in schools. . .. Children are being
turned into data so the debt associated with funds allocated to pro-
vide education and social services to them can be traded on global
markets (like bundled mortgages prior to the 2008 crash).?*

McDowell’s warning needs to be taken seriously, as the variet-
ies of Al education schemes stand to completely displace the
humanistic, social, and democratic potential of public educa-
tion in favor of making students into captured data engines,
putting those students on rigid tracks for the future by the
very information they are compelled to produce.

SITUATING Al PRIVATIZATION IN THE CONTEXT OF
NEOLIBERAL PRIVATIZATION, DE-DEMOCRATIZATION,
AND THE LEGACIES OF POSITIVISM

The means of profit through corporeal control expanded
radically in the neoliberal era. The for-profit control of bodies
ranges from the multibillion-dollar test and textbook standard-
ization craze to the connected multibillion-dollar business in
drugging students to enhance test performance and attention
with ADHD medications; the massive growth of security appa-
ratus, school militarization and prisonization; and the boom
in contracting out the management of schools to corporations
facilitated through the charter movement. Since the 2000s,
the turn to the body and its control has expanded with a focus
on behaviorist social and emotional learning and grit peda-
gogies particularly promoted through rigid control-oriented
private school contractors, such as KIPP and Edison Learning
that seek to standardize knowledge, time, and space of school.
Old and new forms of social and cultural reproduction and
the turn to the body created the conditions for the forms of
privatization through digital technology.
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Al technologies continue to deepen the repressive and
corporeal control trends in neoliberal education. Biometric
pedagogy presumes that teaching aims to produce a biological
effect that can be measured on the body and its behaviors. In
this case, physical response stands in for attention and learn-
ing. Teaching becomes a performance that is measured for its
impact on the body of the student. Biometric pedagogy uses
cutting edge technology for real time data analytics that is sup-
posed to provide the teacher with information about whether
students are paying attention or exhibit a “positive valence”
toward a lesson. However, biometric pedagogy is radically
regressive, dredging up early twentieth-century models of sci-
entific management and Taylorism that aimed for ever-greater
amounts of physical measurement of labor and subtasks. Such
measurement aims for ever-greater control over the worker’s
body.

Indeed, itis not a coincidence that biometric surveillance and
“nudging” technologies are being implemented in warehouses,
factories, and schools. A major casualty of such technologies
is the displacement of teaching and learning oriented toward
dialogue, interpretation, and judgment. Instead, teaching is
conceived as a means of knowledge transfer with the technol-
ogy facilitating ever-greater efficiencies of delivery. As Wil-
liamson points out, the biometric pedagogy trend is wrapped
up with the making of social and emotional learning into
quantifiable behaviors that are correlated to market capacities
of subjects as future workers.?> Here we see the uses of Al in
the making of market-based subjectivity and the development
of quantification of subjective representations. Despite being
widely promoted as “personalized,” adaptive learning tends
to delink learning from student and teacher subjectivities and
particular contexts as well as from the broader social context.
Instead, adaptive learning builds standardization, homogeni-
zation, and constant testing into the curriculum and pedagogy.
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Moreover, adaptive learning appears to be developing toward
a kind of techno-tracking—making a longitudinal case out of
the student, interpellating the student through technology
use practices into a good or bad, efficacious or failed, student
for whom the implicit values, ideologies, and messages of the
curriculum are beyond question and debate. Such techno-
tracking sorts and sifts students under a false guise of individ-
ualized teaching—rewarding the cultural capital of class and
culturally dominant students and punishing the cultural capi-
tal of class and culturally subordinate students. In their cur-
rent implementations, these technologies are largely repeating
and deepening the worst aspects of standardized testing and
its refusal of the cultural politics of knowledge, its mistaken
framing of test scores as learning. The tendencies are deeply
antidemocratic: They treat knowledge as a consumable com-
modity rather than as subject to contestation, while undermin-
ing learning as the basis for social and political agency. They
falsely frame knowledge and school as apolitical.

It is not a coincidence that the profit-seeking activities of
privatizers are antidemocratic. To extract profit, businesses
impose hierarchical controls even at the expense of produc-
tivity.26 In the case of educational privatization, the stan-
dardization and homogenization of curriculum, pedagogical
approaches, and school models aims to maximize the possibil-
ities of profit through “economies of scale” and by automat-
ing and displacing the most expensive element of schooling:
teacher labor. While this tendency for standardization and
homogenization of knowledge has been particularly common
in for-profit educational management organizations (such as
Edison Learning), saving money by using mass-produced cur-
ricula, it continues with Al For example, despite the appro-
priation of the language of “personalized learning,” adaptive
learning companies use homogenous curricula and homog-
enous regular tests with automated adjustments to the pace
of delivery. Adaptive learning decontextualizes learning from
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the subjective experiences of students and the particular cul-
tural knowledge they bring to the learning encounter. Simi-
larly, biometric pedagogy devices aim to measure the impact
of delivery of a standardized lesson. Privatization also cap-
tures the uses of public institutions for private sector uses and
imposes corporate managerial models that ensure that the
external private uses of public schools are the priority for pub-
lic schools over other uses that might directly serve the public
interest. A glaring instance of this capture is the way that basic
skills and disciplinary agenda for low pay, low skill workers are
imp