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With the pervasiveness of racism, some scholars bave interrogated the role of
discourse in perpetuating the racial status quo. While research has denoted
how prominent leaders and policies advance deficit-laden characterizations
of minoritized groups that reify racial hierarchies, how racial discourse is
mobilized in day-to-day politics remains less understood. This study investi-
gates this phenomenon by examining the racial appeals used by charter
management organizations as they garner support. It finds that charter man-
agement organizations used color-evasive discourse and variable racial nar-
ratives to build the case for their organizations with funders, families, and
school board members. This code-switching points to the strategic use of racial
discourse in local politics while demonstrating how racial power can be man-
ifested in the pursuit of resources.
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rowing awareness of the pervasiveness of racism has spurred increased
Gscrutiny of its embeddedness in recent years. With this, many have not
only interrogated its overt manifestations but also the more insidious ways
it is upheld. Among the latter is the role of discourse, or the ways that under-
standings of racial groups are mobilized in language, texts, and imagery in the
public sphere (Haney Lopez, 2014). Rather than acting as a benign force,
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scholars have illustrated how racial discourse has bolstered the systemic allo-
cation of advantages and disadvantages among racial groups. Many have
pointed to its historical role, noting, for example, how derogatory depictions
of colonized and enslaved peoples aimed to justify colonialism and the dawn
of capitalism (Mills, 1999; Robinson, 2019). Others have elevated its contem-
porary influence. For instance, scholars have demonstrated how leaders
deploy coded racial appeals to build support for policies that maintain privi-
leged status for dominant groups (Chavez, 2013; Haney Lopez, 2014). Others,
too, have illustrated how deficit-laden depictions—many of which seek to
evoke contempt or paternalism for minoritized communities—are embedded
in policy processes and form the rationales that influence the policy problems
and solutions that are identified (Brown & Donnor, 2012; Menjivar & Kil,
2002; D. M. Scott, 1997). While the circulation of this discourse has not
been without resistance (Bowler & Segura, 2011; Haney Lopez, 2019),
research suggests that it remains an enabling political force that reinforces
the racial status quo.

Scholars investigating the discursive and racial tenor of education policy
processes have found similar trends, often delineating how derogatory char-
acterizations of minoritized groups are codified in legislation or employed in
reformers’ persuasive tactics (Dumas, 2013; Felix & Trinidad, 2020; Flores,
2016; Welton et al., 2015). While these studies provide insights into how racial
hierarchy is perpetuated in education policy, how this discourse operates in
the day-to-day work of education leaders remains comparatively less under-
stood. Sociologists of race assert that race is continuously acted upon and
negotiated in social exchanges (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Omi & Winant, 1994),
including formal and informal interactions at the local level. Thus, the political
activities of education leaders, including the pursuit of enrollment, funding,
and political endorsement, necessarily relies on relational and discursive tac-
tics that are influenced and circumscribed by race and racial ideology. Given
race’s omnipresence and the often-harmful ways racial discourse has func-
tioned in policy processes, this investigation explores how education leaders
invoke racial appeals as they build stakeholder support at the local level.

The study investigates this phenomenon by exploring racial messaging in
the political efforts of charter management organizations (CMOs)—nonprofits
that manage two or more charter schools under the network’s philosophy,
model, and branding. Over the past two and half decades, CMOs have
emerged as prominent institutions. As almost 50% of charter schools across
the United States have come under the purview of for-profit or nonprofit-
management, CMOs operate the majority, serving over 70% of students in
managed schools (Miron et al., 2021) and often holding the market share of
charters in urban areas (Lake et al., 2010). While CMOs vary in mission and
span, they maintain central offices that sustain or replicate schools across their
network, helping to support charters in expeditious ways (Farrell et al., 2012).
Moreover, some research suggests that CMOs have supported strong
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academic outcomes among the low-income students of color who comprise
the majority of their schools (Furgeson et al., 2012). These outcomes have
been found in some organization-specific studies, wherein students affiliated
with a CMO have been found to outperform their non-CMO peers in state
assessments or norm-referenced tests (Colby & Wicoff, 2006; Gleason et al.,
2013). Others studies with a national sample have also found that CMOs
have a positive impact on achievement, as measured by test scores, gradua-
tion, and college matriculation rates (Cheng et al., 2017; Lake et al., 2012).

While some provide a favorable assessment of CMOs, other studies have
surfaced problematic evidence of their impact and practices. For example,
studies have suggested that CMO impact is inconclusive, noting the variability
of student performance among organizations and evidence of weaker math or
English language arts scores among CMO students when compared with
peers in non-CMO charters and traditional public schools (Center for
Research on Education Outcomes, 2013; Woodworth et al., 2017). Others
have shown that some CMOs use exclusionary enrollment practices
(Vasquez Heilig et al., 2011), which may inflate the performance data that
advocates elevate to justify their expansion. The racialized character of
CMO practices has also been empirically demonstrated, begetting questions
of how CMOs may exacerbate racialized power dynamics. This critique is
not only elevated in studies that delineate the demographic mismatch
between CMO practitioners and their students (J. T. Scott, 2008; White,
2018) butalso in those that have identified how deficit-laden characterizations
of communities of color have undergirded many CMOs’ philosophies and
programming (Golann, 2015; Henry, 2019; Sondel, 2015) and the broader dis-
courses they employ in marketing tactics (Hernandez, 2016).

Given their growing role and the dynamics surrounding their prolifera-
tion, this study investigated the political behaviors that CMO leaders used to
maintain their organizations. This embedded case study was guided by an
interdisciplinary framework that synthesized concepts from political science
and the sociology of race and discourse. This conceptual approach enabled
an examination of localized political processes and maintained race and dis-
course as central analytic axes—all of which have tended to be underexa-
mined in CMO research in favor of broader and often decontextualized
assessments of their practices. I drew upon interviews, observations, and
documents to examine how a population of 10 CMO used racial appeals as
they engaged stakeholders in one district, considering the holistic and varying
patterns that CMOs displayed. Findings suggest that CMOs articulated an array
of racial appeals, which were often coded and varied by target audience, as
they sought to garner support. Many of these narratives were deficit-laden;
that is, many CMOs pathologized minoritized communities, advanced pater-
nalistic sentiments, and naturalized patterns of inequity to create a sense of
urgency for their organizational intervention. At the same time, some racial
narratives were positively connoted, particularly with local audiences,
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suggesting that racial appeals may be used to advance equity-oriented mes-
sages. The variable nature of the racial narratives that CMOs advanced pro-
vides a window into their strategic use in localized political processes and
illustrates how racial power can be manifested or challenged in political
interactions.

CMOs as Institutional and Political Actors: What We Know

CMOs emerged in the mid-1990s as policymakers and advocates promoted
their ascension to address some dynamics in the nascent charter sector. For
instance, there was initial evidence that a networked approach to building char-
ters lent greater capacity within and among schools. Many early independent
charters struggled with site-based autonomies, and a central office—like those
in CMOs—helped alleviate these challenges by having dedicated personnel
who could attend to tasks like fiscal management, facility acquisition, and
human resources (Farrell et al., 2012). As advocates acknowledged the support
that charter management could provide, they also elevated CMOs as institu-
tional vehicles in the wake of another challenge facing the sector: growing
skepticism around for-profit managers and the poor fiscal and academic perfor-
mance they had generated (J. T. Scott & DiMartino, 2010; Wohlstetter et al.,
2013). With their nonprofit status, CMOs could support the sustainability and
replication of charter schools without having to attend to shareholder demands
(Farrell etal., 2012). All the while, they could continue embracing the transfer of
private-sector practices to public schooling and seeking to bring high-quality
charters to competitive scale (J. T. Scott & DiMartino, 2010). With their more
favorable nonprofit status and the ability to enhance charter capacity, CMOs
began to proliferate—a growth that was supported by charter-friendly state leg-
islation, media attention, and investment from the philanthropy and the federal
government (Lubienski & Weitzel, 2010).

With their growth, scholars have investigated the institutional features of
the CMO sector. For example, while CMOs share a theory of change, studies
have shown that their networks and affiliated schools are diverse in focus and
reach. CMOs have varied in the number of schools they operate and in geo-
graphic span, with some maintaining schools in a given city, state, or region,
while others maintain a multistate presence (Miron & Gulosino, 2013).
Moreover, these nonprofits have recreated distinct school models, ranging
from those that emphasize strict discipline to schools that focus on college
preparation or inquiry-based learning (Furgeson et al., 2012). With their diver-
sity, scholars have also drawn attention to differences in how CMOs grow
their schools. While many CMOs remain small and local, J. T. Scott and
DiMartino (2010) suggested that those seeking to replicate approach it in
two ways—corporate style growth or franchising. In the former, CMOs exert
more direct control over each site, resulting in more tempered and uniform
replication, while the latter facilitates faster recreation with less fidelity.
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Farrell et al. (2013) generated a different typology to describe CMO growth
styles. They explained that some CMOs enact premeditated approaches based
upon strategic objectives, organic approaches in response to stakeholder
demand, or opportunistic growth based on the resource availability. Overall,
research suggests that CMOs do not act uniformly, but rather employ differing
approaches as they sustain, and in some cases, grow their organizations.

Researchers have also examined the demographic characteristics of these
institutions, noting the conspicuous patterns that have emerged in their prolif-
eration. Notably, studies have shown that CMOs are disproportionately situated
in urban areas (Lake et al., 2010) and serve a greater number of low-income,
Black and Latinx students when compared with their host districts (Furgeson
et al,, 2012). This pattern is complicated by the demographic differences
between students and educators in many urban charters. While charters have
higher proportions of teachers of color when compared with their host districts
nationwide, those in urban settings with a large concentration of CMOs, like Los
Angeles, Philadelphia, and New Orleans, have significant demographic mis-
matches between practitioners and students—representation gaps that are dou-
ble or more of those in district schools (Casey et al., 2015; White, 2018). Scholars
have shown that these mismatches are exacerbated by practitioner turnover,
which is prevalent in CMOs (Lake et al., 2010; Torres, 2014) and particularly
acute among practitioners of color (White, 2018). With these findings, these
studies consider how these differences in demography may affect the respon-
siveness of CMO schools or exacerbate racialized power differentials.

As scholars have elucidated CMOs’ institutional features, others have
examined the political factors that affect their sustainability. While some stud-
ies have highlighted the significance of dedicated personnel and central offi-
ces (Farrell et al. 2012), many have identified private funding as a key factor in
CMO growth. Scholars suggest that prominent financial networks have
enabled CMOs to recreate their models (Wohlstetter et al., 2011). Notably,
studies have shed light on the distinct role of venture philanthropy, delineat-
ing how CMOs have not only benefitted fiscally from philanthropy but also
politically as donors leverage their networks to agitate for favorable policies
(Reckhow, 2012; J. T. Scott, 2009; Tompkins-Stange, 2017). With the sector’s
diversity, CMOs hold differential ties to corporate or philanthropic groups,
though scholars have noted that larger CMOs have deep connections to cor-
porations, foundations, and other reform networks (Kretchmar et al., 2014; J.
T. Scott, 2009). Despite this variability, evidence suggests that private enter-
prise and philanthropy have lent political and fiscal resources to support
CMO expansion, helping them grow in prominence.

Studies of CMOs’ racial politics, wherein scholars investigate how racial
dynamics circumscribe their political processes, are also a subset of the liter-
ature. For instance, scholars have exposed how racial groups have been
included or excluded in CMO governance. In two such studies, Buras
(2011) and Dixson et al. (2015) demonstrated how reformers have engaged
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in opportunity hoarding in New Orleans—a landscape where CMOs operate
the majority of charters. In their analysis, they exposed how entrepreneurs dis-
possessed Black practitioners and community members from power and redis-
tributed resources to mostly White, elite outsiders to rebuild the city’s
educational system after Hurricane Katrina. There are also a growing number
of studies that elucidate how understandings of race and racial groups are
mobilized in CMOs’ political efforts. Some have examined how racial equity
has been broadly conceptualized in charter advocacy and rhetoric, often inter-
rogating the individualistic conceptualization of empowerment embedded in
their discourse (Dumas, 2013; J. T. Scott, 2013). Others, too, have examined
the racialized rhetoric CMOs employ to depict the focus and scope of their
work, demonstrating how CMOs can pathologize communities of color and
reify harmful stereotypes to illustrate their impact for general audiences through
marketing practices (Hernandez, 2016). Taken collectively, these studies
expose how racial discourse can undergird CMO politics and suggest how their
broader discourse can reify prominent racial and market-oriented ideologies.

This review suggests that scholars have made important insights into the
ways CMOs function as institutional and political actors. CMOs and their affil-
iated schools are diverse—though, demographic patterns among CMO stu-
dents, practitioners, and their host districts have come to characterize the
sector. They are also political actors, many of whom have leveraged political
and racialized tactics to sustain their organizations. At the same time, more
inquiries are needed to understand their localized political behaviors. The
research on CMOs has tended to advance broad and often decontextualized
assessments of their institutions and political actions. Yet, much of the political
work of CMO leaders happens at the ground level as they seek the charter
authorization, financial support, and student enrollment to sustain their
schools and organizations. These localized political behaviors are the focus
of this study. Through the interdisciplinary framework described below, 1
investigated how CMO leaders sought to build local coalitions to support their
schools with keen attention to the discursive and racialized strategies
deployed in their efforts. Given the racialized patterns surrounding their
growth, attention to the racialized dimensions of their practice represents
a critical addition to the field as it elucidates how racial appeals may be mobi-
lized in localized exchanges and how those tactics can reify, reformulate, or
resist social understanding of race that affect equity advancement.

Investigating Racial Appeals in CMO Efforts:
An Interdisciplinary Framework

To understand the political and discursive dimensions of CMOs’ localized
efforts, this study employed an interdisciplinary framework that synthesized
tenets from urban regime theory with sociological understandings of race
and discourse. By integrating these concepts, this analytic approach provides
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a multifaceted and comprehensive approach through which to examine the
varied dimensions of CMO political practices.

Urban Regime Theory and the Localized Political Work of Leaders

Emerging from political science, urban regime theory investigates coali-
tion building and the dynamics that surround this political process. At its foun-
dation, the theory posits that politics are shaped by the relationship between
appointed or elected leaders and the external control of resources (Stone,
1989). With political and economic shifts that require leaders to pursue a range
of inputs (Stone, 2008b), regime theorists assert that leaders do not work uni-
laterally to institute reform. Instead, the theory suggests that leaders must
secure arrangements (i.e., coalitions) with various actors to cultivate the
resources and conditions needed for their initiatives (Stone, 1989).

Conceptualizing politics and leaders’ work in this way enables an analysis
of the actors they engage in reform efforts. At a basic level, this theory asks who
coalition members are—a question that is often answered by identifying what
resources are essential for policy and what actors can provide them. Shipps’s
(2003) pivotal investigation of Chicago’s education policy waves illustrated
this key point, revealing how coalition composition was greatly determined
by the importance of actors’ resources to reform objectives. Of the reform coa-
litions she identified, her discussion of “entrepreneurial regimes,” or the coali-
tions necessary to restructure schools in the market’s image, is particularly
relevant to this study. She found that business elites, families, and politicians
were essential to sustaining these regimes, as they provided the monetary, polit-
ical, and symbolic resources that built public legitimacy and secured a deregu-
lated policy context. Through this example and other coalition typologies
identified in education reform (Bulkley, 2007; Shipps, 2012), regime scholars
demonstrate how actors’ material, social, and symbolic resources are instru-
mental to leaders’ decision to pursue their support.

In addition to elucidating coalition members and their resources, urban
regime theory attends to the conditions and relationships that surround
reform efforts. For instance, scholars have often demonstrated the impact of
local history on coalitions, noting how each city has historical structures,
resource inequities, and alliances that inform how reforms are received and
manifested (Henig et al., 2001; Shipps, 2003; Stone, 1989). Within these
contextual dynamics, regime scholars analyze how leaders seek to secure
cooperation from actors who may hold disparate values, priorities, and expe-
riences in local settings. To this end, this theory calls attention to the engage-
ment strategies (e.g., formal/informal relationship-building, marketing)
leaders use to secure support and their embedded persuasive tactics.

These tenets of urban regime theory guided this analysis and its under-
standing of CMO coalition building and the strategies leaders employ to per-
suade actors to lend support—actors who are assumed to hold disparate
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values, priorities, and positionalities that inform their willingness to support
initiatives.! While the theory has typically been employed to investigate
how formal government officials mobilize coalitions, its use in this analysis
of CMOs is also relevant and instructive. As a framework, regime theory is fun-
damentally focused on how leaders navigate a local landscape to build sup-
port for reform. While operating outside of traditional governmental spaces,
CMO leaders are nonetheless officials that play an increasingly prominent
role in urban settings and actively work to secure political, symbolic, and
material resources that sustain their institutions.

Understanding Race and Racial Appeals in Coalition Building

Urban regime theory also provides insights into how race serves as a con-
founding factor in coalition building. For instance, researchers have high-
lighted how interracial distrust, often stemming from a history of local
conflict, inhibits multiracial coalitions (Stone, 1989, 2008a; Trujillo et al.,
2014). Researchers have also examined the dynamics within racial groups
and noted how intragroup relations can promote power for marginalized
racial groups while encouraging intergroup conflict in coalition-building
efforts (Orr, 1996). Others, too, have considered the impact of Black leader-
ship in building coalitions. While positing that Black leadership held political
capital that could alleviate racial tensions, studies have found that Black lead-
ership did not typically lead to broad support nor did it assuage race-based
challenges (Henig et al., 2001). Collectively, these analyses elucidate the
impact of local racial histories and racial representation in coalition-building
efforts, demonstrating how racial group interests are advanced and how intra-
and intergroup relations operate.

While regime scholars have provided insights into how race affects coa-
litions, some suggest that racial analyses remain limited. Horan (2002) articu-
lated this critique by noting how regime scholars have tended to focus on “the
behaviors or attitudes of racially identified political actors” (p. 20) without
attending to other significant factors that make race a power relationship.
Sociologists of race provide additional fodder for Horan’s critique by asserting
that race serves as a central organizing principle of society (Omi & Winant,
1994), thus making it omnipresent and influential in systems, interactions,
and the collective psyche. While race is socially constructed, its effects are tan-
gible, influencing the resources that racial groups have amassed (Cox, 2000;
Mills, 1999; Omi & Winant, 1994) as well as socialization processes that
make race a way of explaining and acting in the world (Appiah, 2000; Omi
& Winant, 2009). With its impact on societal structures and individuals’ way
of being, one can understand race as a circumscribing force in political activ-
ities and how actors engage.

Discourse has played an instrumental role in shaping this racialized real-
ity, as race and understandings of racial groups are learned, acquired, and
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legitimated in discourse and representational practices (Hall, 1997; van Dijk,
2002). Sociologists have shown that discourse “markls], assign[s], and classi-
flies]” (Hall, 1997, p. 259) racial groups, thus influencing how individuals
understand the causes and possible solutions to issues occurring along racial
lines (Lewis, 2004). In shaping mental structures, discourse influences how
individuals and institutions behave and the goals they seek (Lakoff, 2014).
In the policy arena, it informs how initiatives are developed and implemented
as well as the public’s imagination of what is effective or just policy (Dumas
et al., 2016). Given the impact and influence of discourse, this study concep-
tualizes racial discourse as a key dimension of coalition building and consid-
ers how understandings of race are continuously present, acted upon, and
negotiated in political efforts.

Understanding how racial discourse operates in coalition building
requires an understanding of color-evasiveness, the racial ideology that pre-
dominates the United States and much of the globe (Annamma et al., 2017).
Color-evasiveness purports that all racial groups have secured equal opportu-
nity because of the gains made by the Civil Rights Movement. With this sup-
posed egalitarian turn, color-evasive adherents have increasingly foregone
explicit references to race in policy and language to minimize race’s salience
(Bonilla-Silva, 2006). As a result, scholars have noted changing discourse pat-
terns, which include the increasing use of euphemisms or imagery to allude to
racial groups in lieu of explicit racial language (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; van Dijk,
2002). To illustrate, some individuals may describe marginalized racial groups
with income-based or geographic modifiers (e.g., poor, urban) rather than in
explicit racial terms. Text features, such as the placement of pictures and
bolded phrases, can also serve to indirectly refer to racial groups.

While changes in word choice may seem benign, those espousing color-
evasive discourse can articulate racial stories that reify harmful hierarchies in
the midst of this coded language (Bonilla-Silva, 2003). For instance, narratives
that ascribe negative characteristics to nondominant racial groups are a com-
mon feature of this discourse. In addition, narratives that implicitly lay blame
for disadvantage with those in marginalized positions—either by naturalizing
patterns of inequity by omitting references to the structural forces that create
them or by elevating “beating-the-odds” narratives to suggest that individual
merit can enable anyone to succeed—are also commonly articulated in
color-evasive discourse. While color-evasiveness and its narratives are preva-
lent in the United States, scholars have illustrated how this orientation has
been acutely deployed by reformers advancing market-based policies. For
example, scholars have illustrated how market reformers depict communities
as damaged to create a sense of crises that their interventions are purported
to address without mention of the structural factors that create challenging real-
ities (Hutchison, 2011; Saltman, 2015). Studies have also shown how reformers’
depictions of pathology often carry paternalistic underpinnings that minimize
local agency and assets (Baldridge, 2016). Overall, color-evasiveness has
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perpetuated a “racial grammar” (Bonilla-Silva, 2012) that reproduces a racial
order by obscuring how race is discussed while furthering narratives that reify
hierarchies and the forces that enable them.

In addition to reinforcing this racial grammar, the turn toward coded
racial discourse has other social and psychological consequences. For exam-
ple, experiments have shown that exposure to color evasiveness—when
compared with messages that embrace multiculturalism—is associated with
greater displays of explicit and implicit racial bias (Richeson & Nussbaum,
2004; Wolsko et al., 2000). Color-evasiveness has also been shown to decrease
individuals’ sensitivity to discrimination and the development of empathetic
orientations, which can take a cognitive and tangible toll on nondominant
racial groups (Holoien & Shelton, 2012; Tettegah, 2016), cause intergroup ten-
sions (Sasaki & Vorauer, 2013; Vorauer et al., 2009), and affect how organiza-
tions seek to address inequities (Block, 2016). The effects spurred by color
evasiveness have also been empirically demonstrated in educational settings.
For instance, young students exposed to color-evasive tropes are less likely to
identify or accurately describe discriminatory incidents (Apfelbaum et al.,
2010), and color evasive teachers tend to resist efforts to adopt culturally
responsive teaching practices (Hachfeld et al., 2015).With its impact and per-
vasiveness, this study investigates how color-evasiveness and its narratives are
invoked in CMOs’ localized political behaviors to consider how the racial sta-
tus quo is challenged or reasserted.

In synthesizing tenets from the sociology of race and discourse and urban
regime theory, this study makes key conceptual contributions. Its interdisci-
plinary framework not only provides a way to elucidate the important yet
underexamined localized efforts of CMOs but also enables an investigation
into race and discourse’s persistent role in political exchanges, which can
reveal how racial power are asserted, reified, or resisted. With this, the study’s
framework extends the explanatory power of urban regime theory by moving
race and discourse from a concept that is narrowly or peripherally examined
to one that is more comprehensively understood. Moreover, the framework
can be instructive to scholars who seek to investigate how race and racial
equity are implicated in the politics of education.

Research Design

This study answered the following research questions:
Research Question 1: How do CMO leaders engage diverse stakeholders to garner

support and resources for their organizations?
Research Question 2: How is race and racial discourse invoked in these efforts?

To explore this phenomenon, this research followed an embedded case
study design (Yin, 2013), where I holistically examined the outreach practices
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of a population of CMOs alongside an analysis of nested subunits (i.e., indi-
vidual CMOs) to elucidate additional insights. By definition, case studies
enable researchers to investigate phenomena in context, allowing scholars
to analyze multiple data sources to understand the phenomenon and its inter-
play with its environment. This design also enabled the exploration of similar-
ities and differences within and across embedded cases, which provided more
opportunity to corroborate evidence and illuminate specific case dynamics
(Yin, 2013).

Case Selection and Description

I conducted research on all the CMOs operating in Birchwood, California,’
a medium-sized city in Northern California. As a population, Birchwood CMOs
represented a typical case (Patton, 2001), as the organizations shared significant
features that are demonstrated in CMO research. First, like other urban centers,
Birchwood has become a CMO-rich context. Charters have come to serve over
one-third of the city’s school-aged youth and created a competitive landscape
for student enrollment. Birchwood CMOs operate the market share (i.e.,
approximately 60%) of local charters, making them prominent institutional
actors in the city. Moreover, Birchwood CMOs have faced growing critiques
from community members, including those centered on CMOs’ selective enroll-
ment practices and their corporate ties. School board members of the
Birchwood Unified School District—the primary authorizing and regulatory
body of charter schools under state law—also increasingly elevated these cri-
tiques in authorization proceedings. While the school board rarely denied peti-
tions prior to 2015, more board members opposed or denied applications in
recent years and grounded the position in these arguments. These political
issues and public sentiments made it so that CMOs contended with negative
perceptions of their organizations and sought to persuade some stakeholders
of their import and impact.

Birchwood CMOs also reflected the demographic patterns identified in
CMO research. First, schools affiliated with CMOs disproportionately served
low-income students of color when compared with the host district and the
broader city population, with over 80% of their students qualifying for free
and reduced lunch and over 90% identifying as Black, Latinx, or Asian
(Table 1). Data also suggest the predominance of White practitioners, partic-
ularly among their leadership ranks. To illustrate, of the 63 Birchwood CMO
administrators, over half identified as White, with Black leaders representing
the second largest group at about 20%. Imbalances in racial demographics in
CMO board leadership—appointed boards of trustees who determine policy
and strategic goals to guide the operation and expansion of CMO-affiliated
schools—were also present. Taken collectively, 60% of the 111 appointed
CMO board members in Birchwood were White. Black board members com-
posed the next largest racial group (i.e., 24%), and Latinx and Asian racial

229



“A)10 PUE 10IISIP 24 JO AN[EAUSPHUOD UTEIUTEW O] DAY 1S2IEDU ) 01 Papunol a1am safeiuadiad orydergowa(y,
“IouIed 98en3ue] YSISUY = TId DNYM = A\ ‘UBISY = V XUNET = T ‘ULDLOWY ULV = VV ‘youn| 201d-paonpal pue 221 =Ty, "2/0N

— — — SOk SOk ON ON ON ON ON ON ON ON oouasard JeuoneN
— — Sy (028 8¢ (4 C 0 0 0 0 ¢ 0 BIUIOJIED UL SI2IO
— — 6T 1 / 1 1 4 ¢ 9 7 ¢ ¢ poomydIg S[OOYDS JO JoquINN
- %0¢ j4 0t LS 8¢ 4! 9 9% 8¢ T Y4 [44 TTd
%S %G 9 6 4 S 9 4 ¢ S [4 8 PO
%ST %01 ¢ ¢ 0 0 ¢ 0 4 1 1T C ¢ A
%0¢T %0T 4! ¢ T 0 4 0 ¢ ¢ ¥ i 8¢ v
%ST %0% 8 4 YL 8 6V ¥ €8 78 ST ¥ <l T
%ST 2%0¢ €¢ 29 1C 8 oy ¥ 0L 0T LS ¢ 81 \A%
%0€ %SL 8 IL 16 L6 L9 16 98 <6 ¥S 68 LL T (%) sorydersowap juaprig
oseroAe  oSeroae  aderoae  01d  6d 84 /9 9od <4 vd €4 d 19
Si'e} PISIq OWD

(2102-9102) uone|ndod OO S.POOMYDIIG JO MIIAIBAQ UY

L o|qeL

230



Racial Politics and Strategic Messaging

subgroups held 15% or less of the remaining seats. Overall, the data suggest
that Birchwood CMOs had racial imbalances between their practitioners
and the communities they serve, like those found in the broader research
base.

Finally, Birchwood CMOs were diverse organizations, reflecting the sec-
tor’s institutional variation. They ranged in programming (i.e., “no excuses,”
STEM/STEAM [science, technology, engineering, and maths concepts to inte-
grate with the arts], deeper learning) as well as in size and geographic reach.
The CMO population was primarily composed of small or medium-sized char-
ter networks® that exclusively operated schools in Birchwood and/or its sur-
rounding cities. Only two CMOs were extra-large networks with affiliated sites
in multiple states and California regions. Six of the 10 organizations were
founded in Birchwood, and five of these organizations continued to exclu-
sively operate schools within the city boundaries. The size of Birchwood
CMOs suggests that these organizations had engaged in tempered expansion
efforts in the city even though all but two CMOs had operated schools in the
city for at least 15 years.* Yet, at the time of the study, six Birchwood CMOs
were actively engaged in conversations about replication, spurring efforts
to secure additional support and investment.

Given that Birchwood CMOs embody these characteristics identified in
broader research, they represent a typical case. Thus, this investigation can
yield analytic generalizations (Yin, 2013) that can help scholars understand
how racial appeals are deployed as leaders seek to convince stakeholders
to support their reforms. At the same time, there were unique sociopolitical
dynamics in the locale with which CMOs would contend as they built coali-
tions. First among these was the city’s history and culture of social activism,
particularly around issues of economic and racial equity. With Birchwood’s
organizing tradition, its residents tended to be socially conscious and adamant
about being heard in policy matters. Another salient issue was the growing
scrutiny on racial opportunity gaps in local schools. Several recent
Birchwood Unified School District reforms had fueled academic gains, but
these gains had been primarily felt in the city’s Latinx community, leading
many to believe that leaders were underserving Black students. Many per-
ceived the city’s charters as complicit in this marginalization, causing them
to question the cultural responsiveness of their school environments
(Hernandez, 2017).

Data Collection and Analysis

Data was collected from March 2015 through January 2017 and included
18 semistructured interviews, 573 organizational documents, and 48 observa-
tions. I interviewed leaders and affiliates with each of the 10 Birchwood CMOs
to understand the strategies each organization enacted and any challenges
that arose in their efforts. I supplemented interviews with an examination
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Table 2
Data Sources by Charter Management Organization
Data source Bl B2 B3 B4 B5 B6 B7 B8 B9 B10 Total
Interviews 1 2 1 3 3 1 1 1 3 2 18
Organizational documents 42 47 43 77 08 32 42 63 107 52 573

Number of public events observed 4 4 4 4 8 2 2 3 13 4 48

of publicly available documents from each CMO, including internal (e.g., stra-
tegic plans, board-meeting materials) and external materials (e.g., informa-
tional materials, webpages). This provided the opportunity to corroborate
how leaders implemented their efforts and to surface convergent and diver-
gent patterns in CMO messaging for various stakeholders. Finally, I observed
multiple public engagements that CMOs enacted to seek stakeholder support
(e.g., petition hearings, community events, fundraisers), generating detailed
field notes. These observations provided an opportunity to observe CMOs’
coalition-building strategies and to further data triangulation. Table 2 shows
the data sources collected for this study disaggregated by CMO. Given the
varying size of each organization, the amount of data retrieved for each
CMO varied depending on how much material each organization made avail-
able or produced.

To analyze the data sources, I first engaged in qualitative coding (Miles &
Huberman, 2019) of interview transcripts, documents, and field notes to delin-
eate the strategies CMOs used to engage stakeholders. I applied deductive
codes from the study’s framework of urban regime theory (e.g., local political
culture, race/class landscape, city history, stakeholders and their resources,
stakeholder engagement) and racial discourse during an initial data review.
The latter included codes that captured instances of explicit racial language
(e.g., race, Latinx, African American), deracialized euphemisms (e.g., urban,
underserved, low-income), and the visual representation of racial groups in
materials and public engagements. (See Supplemental Appendix for the study’s
full codebook in the online version of the journal.) During this initial analysis
phase, T also generated inductive codes related to the persuasive tactics
CMOs deployed (e.g., testimonial, accolades) and other messages they invoked
(e.g., 21st century, college attendance, economy) while refining code defini-
tions and boundaries through a constant-comparative method (Kolb, 2012).
All codes were then applied during a second round of coding to increase the
precision and reliability of code applications.

To further investigate the nuance of racial discourse, I conducted two
additional analytic steps consistent with critical discourse analysis (CDA)—a
guiding method and tool in this study that elucidates how discourse reprodu-
ces or challenges broader ideologies that systematically influence text or talk.
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CDA allows researchers to analyze microlevel linguistic or textual features as
well as assess the overall messages constructed in their messaging to draw
connections between discursive exchanges and broader societal structures
(van Dijk, 1997). With the prominence of color-evasiveness, CDA provides
a methodological approach to surface the nuances of how race and concep-
tions of racial groups are directly or indirectly invoked in interactions. To do
this, I conducted a focused analysis of the coded excerpts related to racial dis-
course, identifying additional articulations of implicit or explicit racial sub-
texts (e.g., civil rights, restorative justice, diversity, character). As a final
step, I assessed the overall argumentation related to race that were present
in these excerpts. I analyzed how patterns reflected, adapted, or deviated
from color-evasiveness (e.g., eschewing of racial references, individualization
or meritocracy, naturalizing inequity) and how they varied by audience.

To support holistic and embedded case analyses, I created case memos
for each CMO, which captured their individual characteristics and key themes
related to their outreach and racial messaging for stakeholder groups. These
embedded case memos informed the development of a cross-case data dis-
play (Miles & Huberman, 1994) of the discursive strategies CMOs deployed.
Once the data was reduced and organized in cells, I noted patterns in CMO
outreach and verified my findings by using counts to check for representative-
ness (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Moreover, I examined if there were outliers
and negative evidence to consider divergent data. In drawing my conclusions,
Iidentified a finding if the conclusion was triangulated, and more positive evi-
dence was present despite the presence of negative information. At the same
time, I explored negative data to understand the complexity of CMO
approaches where relevant.

Findings

Leaders from each CMO identified funders, families, and school board
members as groups that lent critical resources to sustain their organizations.
Lesser mentioned constituencies included educators, who were identified
by the city’s most recently founded CMOs (i.e., B3, B6), and students, who
were mentioned by a B4 leader who oversaw a small network of deeper learn-
ing high schools. Because evidence demonstrated a consensus around school
board members, families, and funders as a focus of CMO outreach, this inves-
tigation focused on elucidating the coalition-building practices CMOs used to
secure their support.

In the sections below, I briefly describe the primary engagement strate-
gies the focal CMOs used to elicit support from each audience followed by
an in-depth discussion of the discursive and racialized tactics they employed
as persuasive mechanisms. Table 3 provides a holistic and disaggregated
overview of how CMOs deployed racial discourse in their efforts. The racial
appeals in CMO outreach displayed some cross-organizational patterns.
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Table 3
Charter Management Organizations’ Racial Discourse
Patterns by Target Audience

Board member Family Donor
engagement engagement engagement

Race explicit ~ Coded" Race explicit ~ Coded Race explicit ~ Coded

B1 18 35 0 3 — —
B2 10 28 6 19 0 1
B3 2 4 0 7 — —
B4 8 14 0 2 0 3
B5 17 23 2 8 1 10
B6 5 8 0 3 0 1
B7 3 5 0 2 0 6
B8 3 4 0 5 1 1
B9 20 31 0 3 2 11
B10 3 7 2 3 2 17
Total 89 159 10 55 6 50

“Coded racial discourse includes those that are income-related, deracialized, or visually
indexed.

The focal CMOs predominantly used implicit racial messaging to appeal to
stakeholders, typically eschewing explicit racial references in favor of visual
references to minoritized racial groups and the use of deracialized modifiers.
This was particularly prevalent with families and funders, where CMOs gen-
erally made few explicit references to race, communities of color, or specific
racial groups. School board member engagement differed as CMOs made
more explicit references to race in these exchanges, yet CMO leaders still
advanced implicit racial appeals with comparatively more frequency. Taken
collectively, this array of racial appeals enabled CMOs to signal that their
schools served students of color despite the rarity of explicit racial discourse
in their outreach.

In the context of their racial word choice and semiotics, CMOs advanced
narratives about race and racial groups to garner support from target audien-
ces. With families, these narratives were positively connoted while many of
those used with board members and funders were deficit-laden as leaders
built a case for educational intervention. The contours of CMO coalition-
building efforts for target audiences are described in turn in the following sec-
tions. Given the convergence of data around racial discourse patterns used by
Birchwood CMOs, findings are primarily discussed in the aggregate, but devi-
ating evidence is explored when applicable.

234



Racial Politics and Strategic Messaging
Board Member Outreach: Race as Explicitly and Implicitly Present

CMOs identified school board members as key coalition actors who they
engaged for support. Interviewees acknowledged that these local policy-
makers served as primary charter authorizers as per California law, thus mak-
ing them the central political authority and regulatory body that determined if
CMO-affiliated schools could exist. To secure their support, each CMO for-
mally engaged board members through required charter petition applications
that contained descriptions of their programming, performance results, and
their compliance with California’s Education Code. Following petition sub-
mission, CMOs conducted formal presentations for board officials and attend-
ing members of the public. In addition to these legally required engagements,
representatives from eight CMOs mentioned that they engaged board mem-
bers through informal efforts such as one-on-one meetings and invitations
to school sites as a way of seeking support.

CMOs used varied racialized discourse in their board outreach. Some of the
discourse in slide presentations or public commentary at petition hearings was
race-explicit, particularly as they described their school populations and some
diversity-related efforts. For example, the 16 slide presentations in the data set,
which captured efforts by each CMO, included a minimum of four references to
specific racial groups or general allusions to communities of color, equaling 89
references across the CMOs. Sixty-six percent of these references were made in
describing student demographics while an additional 16% were made in discus-
sing academic performance by subgroups. Most of the remaining explicit refer-
ences were concentrated among four CMOs that had been criticized for their
lack of student and teacher diversity. With these critiques, CMO representatives,
who included White leaders as well as practitioners of color, discussed efforts to
diversify their schools in explicit racial terms during hearings. To illustrate, the
White CEO of B5, a CMO with a history of low Black student enrollment, stated
that the organization “had hired community organizers to focus in on the
African American community” while calling attention to the progress B5 had
made in diversifying their leadership ranks.

On fewer occasions, some CMOs (e.g., B4, B6, B7) made explicit racial
references to suggest an urgent need for change. For instance, an Asian
American school leader at B7—a small but reputable CMO that operated deeper
learning high schools—read the following statement during a charter hearing:

Since 2002, the number of African-American men killed on the streets
of Birchwood has nearly matched the number who graduated from
high school. Seven hundred eight-seven Black boys and men in
Birchwood were victims of homicide. During that same time, just
802 graduated ready to attend the state university.

In this example, the B7 leader used explicit racial messaging in naming Black
men and tied race to concepts of crime and grim educational prospects.
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Similarly, those at B4, a medium-sized, Birchwood-based CMO, verbally
shared statistics to describe community circumstances. After naming the
neighborhood’s racial composition, the Asian-American leader described its
high levels of poverty, incarceration rates, and gang activity to delineate the
challenges students and families faced. In these few examples, CMOs
deployed explicit racial language to characterize communities in deficit-laden
ways as way to underscore the need for educational intervention.

While representatives made explicit racial references, CMOs also
deployed implicit racial discourse in their board outreach. Primarily, CMOs
indexed race through visual means, usually through prominently displayed
pictures in PowerPoint presentations. Of the 16 hearing presentations, 14 con-
tained prominently displayed images of students, parents, or teachers of color
on one or more slides. Visual racial representation was also accomplished
with student and parent testimonials during presentations or public comment,
which used by each CMO in petition hearings. Amid visual racial references,
each CMO described their students with income-related or deracialized modi-
fiers in presentation slides and in their accompanying comments. Each CMO
used income-based modifiers (e.g., low-income, high poverty) a minimum of
two times, totaling 59 instances across the board-focused materials. In addi-
tion, CMOs used deracialized modifiers (e.g., underserved, inner-city) a total
81 times across the 16 board presentations, with references ranging from three
to 18 among the individual organizations. Deracialized modifiers were not
simultaneously used with race explicit modifiers while income-related
descriptors co-occurred with race explicit discourse in CMO board member
engagement 35 times. These overlapping instances of explicit and implicit
racial discourse in CMO engagement exclusively occurred as CMO represen-
tatives described their students or discussed student performance.

A subset of income-related and deracialized descriptors was articulated as
leaders described their organizational missions. To illustrate, when describing
their academic programming, a White CMO executive at B9, a large national
network, stated the following: “Our mission is to empower inner-city students
to be different and stand out from their community peers.” Here, the term
“inner city” is a euphemism used by B9 leaders to describe its students of color
that compose most of its school population. A Black leader at B1, a small,
locally based CMO, opted for the euphemism “underserved” in their vision
statement to the school board: “B1 exists to prepare all students, especially
those who have been traditionally underserved, to successfully enter a high
performing high school, with the goal of being admitted into a 4-year college
after graduation from high school.” Whether it was conveyed in describing
performance, demographics, or their organizational missions, CMOs fre-
quently used deracialized modifiers, which coexisted with explicit racial
frames as well visual references to individuals of color in their board member
engagement.
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Summary

To secure board support, CMOs advanced racial appeals that were both
explicit and coded to demonstrate their impact and responsiveness. CMOs
typically used explicit racial messaging when describing their school popula-
tions and performance data. In fewer cases, explicit allusions to race or
minoritized groups were made as CMO leaders characterized Birchwood
neighborhoods and the need for interventions. Yet, explicit and implicit racial
messaging coexisted, primarily when describing CMO students and their
missions.

Family Engagement: A Deracialized Depiction With Positive Narratives

CMO leaders also cited the importance of families as a stakeholder group in
their coalitions. In addition to noting how families motivated their work, leaders
discussed how families lent critical resources, including helping schools meet
enrollment projections and maintaining fiscal solvency amid the competitive
school landscape. Interviews and charter petitions revealed that CMOs relied
upon particular strategies and communication channels to solicit family sup-
port. For instance, each CMO circulated advertisements on social media and
posted informational flyers at local businesses and community centers.
Representatives of each CMO also described outreach that enabled them to
speak directly with families. These strategies included individual recruitment
(e.g., canvassing neighborhoods, festival booths) and conducting presentations
in larger settings (e.g., open houses, church congregations).

Unlike school board outreach, materials intended for families typically
eschewed explicit racial language as they sought to persuade them of their
effectiveness. Of the 48 flyers, webpages, and advertisements targeting pro-
spective parents, only 10 documents contained references to specific racial
groups, which were exclusively made in congress with a graphical depiction
of the schools’ demographic composition. These demographic descriptions
were concentrated among three CMOs (i.e., B2, B5, B10), which differed in
size, geographic presence, and the primary racial group they served. In addition
to the infrequency of race-explicit discourse, family outreach included fewer
coded racial modifiers in comparison with board outreach. Of the 48 family-
facing documents, none included income-related descriptors (e.g., low-
income), and deracialized terms (e.g., diverse, underserved) were made a total
four times by three organizations (i.e., B1, B6, B10), which varied in size,
spread, and years of operation. Visual references to race, which came in the
form of prominently displayed images of students or families of color on out-
reach materials, were the more commonly used implicit reference in family
engagement. Specifically, 18 of the 48 materials targeting families contained
a prominent image of a person of color. While two CMOs forewent visual allu-
sions to minoritized racial groups (i.e., B1, B6) in their materials, these organ-
izations used the terms diverse or underserved to describe their student
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populations in family outreach. Overall, family engagement materials tended to
understate race discursively, and visual racial messaging was less pronounced.
Within this more deracialized depiction, CMOs elevated programmatic
information that could persuade families of their effectiveness and respon-
siveness. For example, each CMO provided information about their pedagog-
ical models (e.g., blended learning, wrap-around supports) in their family
recruitment. In describing their models, each CMO also emphasized themes
related to school culture and college preparation. For example, a B9 enroll-
ment flyer stated, “A college-going culture is embedded in our curriculum,
academic programs, and school activities.” In a second example, B1 described
their model on a webpage for prospective families as such: “Our commitment
to high expectations in attendance, academic achievement, and character
development results in our students being prepared for lifelong success.”
These themes were not only reiterated at the four family events observed
in this study but also included the introduction of a new message with racial
subtexts: social justice. To illustrate, at a community event held by the small
but long-established BS5, the Latinx principal expressed that its students
were to make history. He stated, “Like those that came before them, your chil-
dren are learning to be change makers. They are going to make the world to
be the way they want it to be for your family and your community.” In alluding
to “those that came before them,” the principal alluded to the city’s history of
race conscious social movements, and in doing so, invoked a racial construct
that would likely resonate with community members. A community organizer
and supporter of B10—a CMO with a national presence—made more explicit
allusions to Birchwood’s activist history at a ceremony celebrating a school’s
relocation to one of the city’s Black neighborhoods. She stated, “[Samuel
Haynes] walked the halls of this school and died in our streets. Your children
will now walk these halls and continue his legacy.” Like the B5 principal, this
speaker of color emphasized how B10 students were future leaders. Yet, she
explicitly alludes to a specific leader—Haynes—who was a Birchwood-based
activist in the Black community with the more progressive wing of the Civil
Rights Movement. Invoking Haynes’ name drew connections between the
B10 school and the race-based social movement that had been a part of
Birchwood history, thus situating the CMO in the quest for social justice.

Summary

In engaging families, CMO representatives rarely invoked race-explicit or
coded racial discourse beyond visual racial allusions as they sought to per-
suade them to support and enroll in their schools. With this more deracialized
presentation, CMOs tended to emphasize descriptions of their programming
while at times, advancing narratives related to social justice at parent gather-
ings, which served as an implicit racial reference for Birchwood audiences
who would associate these statements with local social movements.
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Funder Engagement: Color-evasive Approach With Deficit-Laden Tropes

CMO leaders also identified funders as key coalition members because of
their ability to provide supplemental funding and access to financial networks
that could support operations, facilities access, and site development. With
this, CMOs employed strategies to cultivate a funder base. An overarching strat-
egy was to maintain webpages for current and prospective donors. These web-
pages, which were hosted by eight of the 10 CMOs, typically included donation
portals, lists of sponsors, and downloadable flyers regarding corporate sponsor-
ship. Interviewees and observations also revealed that six CMOs (i.e., B4, BS, B7,
B8, B9, B10)—medium or large CMOs with long-standing presence—engaged in
individualized recruitment by encouraging their board members to leverage their
networks to solicit financial investment. Finally, four CMOs (i.e., BS, B7, B9, B10)
held annual fundraisers to engage donors.

Like in other outreach, race tended to be invoked implicitly through
visual means that worked with deracialized modifiers to describe students
and communities. For example, each of the analyzed funder webpages con-
tained a prominent image of a student of color or included a student testimo-
nial in a textbox or video, making a total of 22 semiotic racial references across
33 funder webpages and embedded materials. Amid these visual racial refer-
ences, each CMO included income-related or deracialized modifiers to
describe their students or schools. For example, the small, deeper learning
CMO B7 described its work as follows:

B7 runs small, high-performing urban public schools. Our mission is to
transform the lives of students—especially those who will be the first
in their family to attend college—by preparing them for success in col-
lege, in careers, and in life.

In this statement, B7 used the deracialized phrases “urban” and “first in their
family” alongside a prominent image of a student of color on their funder-
intended flyer to characterize its organizational work. In another example,
B4—a medium-sized, long-established local CMO—stated their mission on
a funder webpage:

[Tlo provide a superior education to Birchwood’s most underserved
communities by creating schools that relentlessly focuses on our stu-
dents’ academic achievement. Our schools have an average of 95%
of students qualifying for free and reduced lunch and are located in
neighborhoods that have high levels of violence and poverty.

Here, B4 used the deracialized term “underserved” and income-based refer-
ences related to poverty status alongside racialized imagery, signaling that the
CMO worked with minoritized communities despite the lack of race-explicit
references.
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Amid this coded language, each CMO with funder-facing materials
emphasized the idea of impact to demonstrate how they were improving
the lives of the minoritized youth. A representative example of this can be
seen in the introductory language on B9’s donor webpage: “Will you make
College Guaranteed a reality for our students? B9 relies on the hard work
and help of many people to maintain high-performing schools. At B9, we
are changing the odds for our students.” The sentiment of “changing the
odds” was also reflected in a promotional video created by the small,
Birchwood-based B5, which was accessible on its funder webpage. In the
video, a B5 board member stated, “We are taking students from despair and
poverty, and they're being educated. I can’t think of anything else that is
more important.” In this description, the White male speaker characterized
B5 students as living in depraved conditions and suggested that the CMO
were the drivers in altering their paths. Overall, materials intended for donors
relied on implicit racial references, which suggested how CMOs worked with
minoritized communities without naming race in the process. In doing so,
they crafted narratives that emphasized the ideas of impact to show how
CMOs positively affected student circumstances.

At the four funder events analyzed in this study, CMO leaders deployed
racial discourse in similar ways, opting to rely on coded modifiers and visual
racial cues to describe students as they crafted messages to garner donor sup-
port. Amid this coded discourse, CMO representatives advanced narratives
that signaled how their schools altered student trajectories, primarily through
student testimonials. For instance, a Black female alumnus from the large
CMO B9 described herself in the following way: “When I was 13, I was resis-
tant, lazy, and downright unresponsive. But the B9 teachers never gave up on
me.” Here, the young speaker suggests that B9 practitioners were central to
altering her behavior, which put her on the path to success that she described
in the remainder of her comments. Another example can be seen in the com-
ments shared by a Black male alumnus from B10—a large, national, CMO—at
an annual fundraiser: “Our society has so many gifted and talented children
living in the worst neighborhoods . . . B10 gave me and my father the founda-
tion to my goals and dreams.” Through his words, the alumnus suggests that
B10 was the change agent that reset his trajectory and mitigated negative cir-
cumstances. Taken collectively, these representative examples demonstrate
how the CMOs further emphasized the idea of impact for funder audiences
by using the voices of their constituents of color to illustrate how their lives
had been affected. While potentially resonant for donors, these tactics had
problematic subtexts. Not only were CMO constituents often asked to recount
traumatic experiences along their personal journeys for primarily White,
wealthy, and non-Birchwood audiences, but their narratives also contained
deficit-laden tropes that tapped into imaginaries and stereotypes of individu-
als and communities of color.
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While coded racial references were more common in funder outreach,
there were six instances where CMOs included explicit racial language in
donor materials. In one instance, B8, a small but well-established Bay Area
CMO, used the phrase “teachers of color” to solicit donations for a teacher
pathway initiative to diversify its workforce. B9 and B10—two national and
large CMOs in the sample—also included references to race or specific racial
groups alongside income-based modifiers in select materials as they
described their student populations. Finally, two CMOs (i.e., B5, B10) used
race-explicit discourse when presenting statistics that elevated the urgency
of advancing educational equity for minoritized youth. To illustrate, B5,
a small, well-established CMO, made this statement in an invitation to their
annual gala:

Birchwood’s future is threatened because kids aren’t getting the edu-
cation they deserve: 27% of the city’s Latino and African American stu-
dents drop out before graduating high school. Of those who graduate,
only 44% graduate with the credits that make them even eligible to
apply to a 4-year college.

While discourse like B5’s was rare, its suggests that CMOs may be willing to
name race when raising awareness around the need for educational interven-
tion for communities of color.

Summary

To garner funder support, CMO representatives primarily relied on
implicit racial discourse as they made the case for their organizations.
Through visual racial allusions or coded modifiers, CMOs suggested that
they worked in service of minoritized communities while rarely characterizing
their work as such. Amid these coded racial appeals, Birchwood CMOs
depicted their organizations as central to changing students” odds—an argu-
ment that was, at times, advanced after depicting minoritized communities
as damaged and in need of saving.

Racial Appeals in CMO Coalition Building

While many increasingly recognize the potency and impact of racial
appeals, this investigation examined how they have been mobilized in the
coalition-building practices of CMOs—a prominent actor in the education
reform community who engage in localized political activities to maintain
their organizations. In synthesizing concepts from urban regime theory and
the sociology of race and discourse, this study surfaced the nuanced ways
racial discourse and its subtexts are deployed to build persuasive messages
that secure support and resources. Findings suggest that the racial discourse
upon which CMOs relied in coalition building was primarily characterized
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by color-evasiveness, which allowed race to be omnipresent yet understated.
CMOs tended to advance implicit and semiotic racial references in their out-
reach and engagements, thus indexing, or signaling, the idea of race for audi-
ences despite the lack of explicit racial language (van Dijk, 1997). In turn, the
more frequently used income-related or deracialized modifiers became alter-
native ways to speak about minoritized racial groups. While the focal CMOs
did employ race-explicit discourse upon occasion—often amid illustrations
of impact or in making the case for intervention—they were comparatively
less prevalent and typically coexisted with coded references that tempered
their use.

While studies have shown that a reliance on implicit racial language can
have negative effects in of itself, understandings of racial groups that are con-
veyed amid this racial insinuation must also be interrogated to comprehen-
sively assess the implications of this discourse. Within CMOs’ racial
discourse, the organizations tended to advance deficit-laden characterization
of their constituents and local communities, particularly as they sought sup-
port from funders and school board members—stakeholder groups who
maintained financial, political, and/or racial power. CMOs and their constitu-
ents often pathologized urban spaces or conveyed paternalistic sentiments
that suggested that minoritized communities needed saving in engaging these
audiences. While these narrative depictions may capture some of the realities
that minoritized groups face in the wake of centuries of systemic oppression,
they nonetheless tap into public imaginaries of urban spaces as those charac-
terized by criminality, damage, and depravity.

In doing so, CMO discourse and its embedded narratives reified the racial
status quo by advancing harmful understandings of racial groups in the pur-
suit of financial, political, and symbolic resources and the cultivation of a pos-
itive public image—a tactic compounded by the demographic mismatch in
CMOs whereby primarily White leaders engage in these political activities
in the supposed service of communities of color. Moreover, their color-
evasive orientation discursively naturalized patterns of inequity by eschewing
references to the forces that created them and by emphasizing individualistic
success stories to suggest that those who fail have done so because of their
lack of persistence. These findings coalesce with the research on the discur-
sive politics of education reformers, providing further evidence of how sup-
porters of market-oriented policies—a group that includes CMOs—can use
problematic tactics in the pursuit of organizational interest. At the same
time, there was evidence that CMOs advanced some positively connotated
narratives amid color-evasive discourse. These narratives, which elevated
messages related to diversity and social justice with local audiences suggests
that color-evasive discourse may, at times, be used to advance equity-oriented
messages that challenge derogatory social understandings that characterize
and uphold racial hierarchy.
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Color-Evasive Discourse and Political Strategy

While the use of color-evasive discourse has its own implications, its vari-
able character in CMO coalition building suggests it serves as a strategic, polit-
ical strategy. On one hand, the strategy underlying this variation is evidenced
by the fact that the data analyzed in this study were intentionally developed.
The materials, webpages, and petition hearing resources were crafted and
presumably vetted by CMO personnel before they were shared for consump-
tion. The presentations and public gatherings were not informal in nature, but
rather contained predetermined speakers and content that helped CMOs
make their case for support. Thus, the variation observed in CMO efforts
can be understood as curated and deliberate.

Moreover, the CMOs articulated messages in ways that would seemingly
resonate with audiences and their values—a longstanding tactic that political
scholars have elucidated (Lakoft, 2014). With families, allusions to social justice
could be understood as showing affinity for Birchwood’s culture of activism and
progressive politics—values that the minoritized groups they engaged would
likely hold dear. With board members, references to diversification not only sig-
naled race consciousness which conformed with the local political culture but
also anticipated critiques CMOs faced related to the racialized patterns among
their students and faculties. For funder audiences, CMOs opted to rely on
color-evasive tropes that emphasized notions of individualism and naturalized
patterns of inequity to urge this socioeconomically powerful stakeholder group
to invest in their organizations through the values they presumably held.

This variability in racial messaging suggests that CMOs engaged in a form
of political and racial code-switching as they built their coalitions—a strategy
that had seemingly paid dividends as none of the CMOs had had their charter
petitions denied, showed signs of fiscal insolvency, nor closed their doors due
to low enrollment during the study’s duration. While these political strategies
had been successful in helping CMOs secure support, they have equity impli-
cations. On one hand, circulating deficit-laden characterizations of people of
color—particularly when enacted by or engaging those that hold racial, polit-
ical, and economic power—reifies negative understandings of minoritized
groups, which affects how the U.S. grapples with race collectively. While
CMOs’ messages may be characterized by “tacit intentionality” (Gillborn,
2005), wherein individuals do not deliberately invoke ideas that reify or resist
racial hierarchy, they nonetheless advanced problematic conceptions of racial
groups at times, which upheld broader patterns of racial advantage and ineq-
uity. Moreover, the selective way that racial discourse was deployed begets
questions as to how the pursuit of resources in a competitive landscape
may drive leaders to employ tactics that undermine important social aims.
Each CMO in this study espoused equity commitments. Yet, they used tactics
that undermined this orientation to pursue resources. While counternarra-
tives, like those articulated by CMOs with families and board members,
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may seek to elevate positively connoted conceptions of race and racial
groups, they nonetheless co-occur and compete with derogatory depictions
in the public sphere, thus providing a window into the way racial power is
manifested in political interactions.

Conclusion

The current moment has exposed the entrenchment of race in U.S. society.
While many have consistently recognized and born the weight of systemic rac-
ism, citizens who previously turned a color-evasive eye to these processes are
increasingly cognizant of how race influences daily manifestations of power,
privilege, and oppression. This emerging recognition of systemic racism and
the growing public will to embrace antiracist orientations will influence the pol-
icies and politics surrounding education reform for the foreseeable future.

While this study makes important contributions to understanding the polit-
ical practices of CMOs, it also provides insights into how scholars may examine
education reform efforts and how their political and normative dynamics can
further or stunt racial equity. The study demonstrates what can be garnered
from investigations of racial discourse, which have been underexamined in pol-
icy research, and suggests how more comprehensive understandings of race
and racial power can be facilitated in political scholarship. While its focus on
one population of CMOs inhibits generalizability, the study advances concep-
tual and methodological tools that can be employed into investigations of how
leaders build resonant and racialized messages in the advancement of their ini-
tiatives. Moreover, given that school choice is likely to remain prominent in the
policy arena, this study can inform how scholars investigate these ongoing
efforts amid changing political windows and opportunities.

While this study generated descriptive and conceptual insights, future
research can enhance the analytic conclusions drawn in this study. For exam-
ple, examinations of CMO outreach can explore how they engage other audi-
ences in their coalition building. Investigations of CMO efforts to elicit support
from the broader public and media would be especially instructive, as evidence
suggests that these institutions have a growing infrastructure (e.g., personnel,
budget) dedicated to influencing public perception, buffering prominent cri-
tiques, and maintaining a positive image (DiMartino & Jessen, 2018).

Scholars can also engage in a range of comparative analyses to enhance
the research base. Specifically, studies can examine the similarities and differ-
ences among CMOs in different regions to draw further analytic conclusions
about the distinct political and racialized behaviors of these actors at the local
level. Additional scholarly efforts can be made to conduct in-depth studies of
CMOs at the local level. This study’s assessment of the strategies enacted by
Birchwood CMOs identified patterns across the organizations. Yet, the study
relied on publicly accessible data, which minimized opportunities to observe
how coalition-building tactics were developed and enacted—insights that

244



Racial Politics and Strategic Messaging

could lead to more systematic comparisons of how CMO practices may differ
depending on their features, histories, and orientations. In addition, future stud-
ies should investigate how CMO tactics compare with those employed by lead-
ers of independent charters and traditional public schools. All education leaders
engage in coalition building to sustain their schools amid a precarious pool of
resources and shifting sociopolitical sentiments. Comparing how leaders enact
political and discursive tactics in the pursuit of support can elucidate the tenor
of their respective political strategies, helping to understand if these tactics are
widespread or distinctly shepherded by particular organizations.

In addition to its implications for research, this study has insights for pol-
icy and practice. The work of educational leaders is inherently relational and
political. As educational leaders navigate contexts, they seek to meet their
organizational needs by securing stakeholder support. As this study showed,
leaders can advance harmful and derogating tactics that promulgate racial
inequities and hierarchy to ensure their institutional presence during these
exchanges. To counteract these practices, school and district officials should
invest and engage in systemic professional development that deepen practi-
tioners’ understandings of implicit racial bias, community assets, and broader
systems of disadvantage. These learning opportunities should engage leaders
and district and school board officials in reflections on stakeholder engage-
ment and its accompanying messaging to identify culturally responsive strat-
egies. Moreover, this professional learning should support practitioners,
education leaders, and charter authorizers in identifying deficit-laden orienta-
tions in schooling practice so that they can support culturally responsive insti-
tutions that attend to the technical, political, and normative dimensions that
circumscribe all educational practice and interactions (Oakes, 1992).
Reflecting upon a fuller range of educational practices can enable practi-
tioners and policymakers to embrace a more multidimensional definition of
equity in schools and policy. Rather than narrowly defining equity, practi-
tioners and decisionmakers can acknowledge how political actions and nor-
mative practices within them can inhibit or advance racial equity.
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!Other political theories, such as Advocacy Coalition Framework, shed light on how
coalitions advance their agendas, but these tend to examine how allies who share core pol-
icy beliefs pursue priorities. In contrast, urban regime theory investigates how leaders
engage and persuade diverse stakeholders who may carry variable beliefs and priorities
to advance their initiatives.

’T used pseudonyms for individuals and the locale as well as alphanumeric names for
each CMO to maintain the confidentiality of the study’s participants.

*Small networks are those that operate three or fewer schools while medium-sized net-
works are those managing between four and nine schools. Large CMOs are those operating
between 10 or 30 schools, and extra-large CMOs support the operation of 30 or more sites
(Miron et al., 2021).

*Of the two more recently established CMOs, B3, which operated two schools, was
established in 2007 while the other, B6, opened the doors of its two affiliated schools in
2014.
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