Editor’s Notes

cformers continue to
R call for restructunng

schools, but the number
of schools that arc markedly dif-
ferent from the norm has re-
mained very small unti] the mid-
1990s. Most of those engaged in
restructuring have not been of
the ordinary public school type.
They werce true allematives to the
traditional. Morg recent contem-
porary alternatives have sought
to develop from within the ex-
isting structures of the public
schools and their funding
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sources. What then makes a
school an “altermative,” and what
is it alternative to?

The carly alternatives, like
those of the 1980s, represented
innovation; small-scale, informal
ambiance; and departure from
bureaucratic rules and proce-
dures. Amid all the current talk
of school restructuring, alterna-
tives are the clearest example we
have of what a restructured
school might look like. They
represent our most defimitive de-
parture from the programmatic,

organizational, and behavioral
regularities that inhibit school
reform. This issues of Thresh-
olds begins with the philosophi-
cal and historical and ends with
the more practical, real-life
situations of alternative school-
img. Bill Schubert has written a
short introduction for this issue
of Thresholds which combines
some of his early thinking on the
topic with his more recent ideas
on the movement,
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Introduction: Reflecting on Educational
and Curricular Alternatives

hat are educational
alternatives? How
does it make sense to

think about what alternatives in
cducation means? Many mean-
ings of the term altermatives can
be possible and productive. Let
us consider some.

When most people think of
cducational alternatives, they be-
come mindful of alternative
schools, 1.e., ¢xperimental school
ventures that deviate considera-
bly from the dominant public,
parochial, or private independent
schools that most students attend.
One thinks, for instance, of A. S,
Neill's classic school in England,
called Summerhilf (Neill, 1960).
Equally important, and more ne-
glected, are altemnatives within
the context of public and private
schools. Here wc might reflect
on Herb Kohi's (1969) classic 36
Children—the alternative he cre-
ated n one classroom comer of
the vast and variegated complex-
ity of the New York City Public
Schools. Today, the term alfer-
native invokes magnct schools,
charter schools, vouchers, homg¢
schooling, and more. All of
thesc arc indeed viable alterna-
tives that need to be reckoned
with as we consider educational
alternatives for the future. A
small sample ol extant alterna-
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tives is portrayed in the articles
presented in this issue of Thresh-
olds.

Today, the term
alternative invokes
magnet schools, charter
schools, vouchers, home
schooling, and more.
All of these are indeed
viable alternatives that
need to be reckoned
with as we consider
educational alternatives
Sfor the future.

The first article 1s philosophi-
cal and the second is historical in
nature. Both focus on exemplury
alternatives of the past, as wcll as
ones that offer a progressive vi-
sion for today. The first is titled
“Inviting Criteria for Democ-
racy’s Schools,” a paper written
by John Novak, Brock Univer-
sity. His work in mvitational
education and the development
of positive connections and ex-
pectations of the school are a be-
ginning point. Following No-
vak’s article is Rabert Morris’s

“perspectives’ on charter and
home schooling. The first part of
his work reviews the history of
alternatives as a lead-in to the
charter school movements of the
late 1990s. Robert Krajewski
profilcs the attempt by Milwau-
kee schools 1o institute a voucher
system. His discussion oullines
the questions that this 40-vear
ald but still controversial practice
ralses.

Next, Gus Douvanis locks
closely ai “Student Rights and
System Responsibilitics” within
the alternative school movement.
Dr. Douvanis 1s an LLB and 1:dD
and is onc of a growing number
of lawvers who scek to clanfv
and distinguish the undertying
rights and privileges of thosc
who attend and/or work within
and for public educatton.

The next four asticles are
more praclical and grasaroots n
naturc. They have been selected
10 help the reader focus on the
changing problems of altemative
education and to get a picture of
a variety of methods, activities.
approaches and mnovations that
are working and others that can
work when handled correctly.
“Alternative Education: An Op-
portunily for Success,” by
Dewey Blackledge and Ann
Kick, recounts one school sys-
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tem’s attempt to solve an ever
increasing dropout rate. Through
the identification of a strong sct
of at-risk factors and characteris-
tics, along with an easy-to-use
identification model, these
authors provide us with a begin-
ning picture for changing the tra-
ditional environment. Les Pot-
ter’s article, “Providence High
School’s AVID Program” also
focuses on one program and its
successes 1n helping students
rcach their human potential,
Norman Weston remembers his
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Inviting Criteria for Democratic Schools

S chools in and for a demo-
cratic society can take
many forms. Interestingly,
democracy 1 an ongoing process
of experimentation open to di-
verse ways of making sense of
the world and constructing a
meaningful life. Pluralism runs
deep in our democratic society
which rightly rejects monocul-
tural imposition on the norms of
schooling. The times are chang-
ing. New concerns compete for
center stage. Longstanding con-
cerns may linger but they cannot
retain the urgency once given
them. They may be redefined to
adapt to new developments. All
these factors work against final-
ity of form and structure for
schools. What may have been
appropriate at one time seems out
of step at another because the
world will not stand still. Per-
haps then, the ultimate question
in a democratic society should
not be “What is the right way to
structure schools?” but “What are
the alternatives and by what
standards should they be
judged?”

Accepting an ethos of ex-
perimentation, diversity, and
change for democracy’s schools,
however, does not exempt edu-
cators from the responsibility to
articulate criteria for evaluating
altermative processes and poli-
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ctes. In fact, it makes the discus-
sion of criteria more urgent, for
without the struggle toward
common ground and shared pro-
cedures, anything goes: and the
communication necessary for
democratic community is dis-
solved. As Gutmann and
Thompson (1996) cogently show.
conflict should not be avoided;
rather, the task is to develop the
principles and conditions condu-
cive to a deliberalive democracy.

In a democratic society,
the heart of schooling
is schooling with a heart
aimed at personally
satisfying and socially
defensible goals.

This article constructs a trame-
work for assessing altemative
recommendations for schools in a
deliberative democracy. The
fundamental assumption 1s that
democracy’s schools value the
unique individual potential of
each of its members. This po-
tential can be called forth and
developed 1 ways that are per-
sonally satisfying and that
deepen and extend the demo-

cratic spirit. This article takes
the view that educators commit-
ted to a democratic education
must first invite the individual
and collective potential of ali its
members. To do this, they may
be aided by following the model
of an inviting family participat-
Ing in a democratic socicty.
Schooling v a democracy,
therefore, 1s fundamentally an
imaginative act of hope (Purkey
& Novak, 1996) in that it in-
volves deep aspirations intetli-
gently, creatively, and persis-
tently pursued. The language we
usc to describe that pursuit is not
neutral: It points us in a dirce-
tion and opens up possibilities.
As Neil Postman (1995) has
sagely noted, as we weave
words, we also make worlds.
Thus, it is important to be delib-
erate about the words we use be-
cause through them, we continu-
ally make and remake the world.
Unfortunately, many business
and factory metaphors are unre-
flectively offered as modcls by
which to evaluaie and justify
schooling. “We’ve got to bottom-
hinc tcacher-time-on-task to get a
bigger bang for our budgeted
buck.” “How can we becomc
more efficient?” "How can we
turn out a more uniform prod-
uct?” All these familiar phrases
speak the language of cost effec-
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tiveness and centralized control.
Although the responsibility for
effectiveness and quality control
is important, if it becomes the
sole or dominant focus, the invi-
tation to multiple voices is
drowned out.

In a democratic society, the
heart of schooling is schooling
with a heart aimed at personally
satisfying and socially defensible
goals. Much of the heart of edu-
cation would be severed if teach-
ers see themselves as managers
and students are viewed merely
as products shaped to fit a com-
petitive cconomic system. If we
wish to develop imaginative acts
of hope which build on the
deeply felt commitments of the
democratic heart, we would be
better served by viewing our-
sclves as inviting families rather
than as effective businesses or
efficient functionarics.

Invitation
The image of schools as in-

viting families (homes) has been

an essential premise of invita-

tional education (Novak, 1992;

Purkey, 1978; Purkey & Novak,

1984, 1996). This communica-

tive, self-concept approach to

teaching and leaming well
matches the democratic ethical
principles of caring, community,
dehberation, and fairness (Purkey

& Novak, 1998). Itis focused on

the following five basic princi-

ples:

1. Pcople are able, valuable, and
responsible and should be
treated accordingly;

2. Educating should be a col-
laborative, cooperative activ-

ity;

3. The process is the product in
the making;

4. People possess untapped po-
tential in all areas of worth-
while endeavor;

5. This potential can best be re-
alized by places. policies,
programs, and processes
specifically designed to invite
development and by peopie
who are intentionally inviting
with themselves and others
personally and professionally
{Purkey & Novak, 1996, p.3).

These five principles, when
seen in the context of an inviting
family, provide criteria for
evaluating the structures and
practices of a school.

An inviting family can come
in many shapes and sizes. Cer-
tainly a pluralistic, changing,
democratic society nurtures
families who do not fit the ¢on-
ventional characteristics carica-
tured in the movie “Pleasant-
ville.” OQur ideals of what counts
as family are changing. Amidst
11s variety of forms and struc-
tures, however, an inviting fam-
tly 1s marked by a commitment to
nurturing care and fostering de-
velopment. This commitment to
the care and development of all
the members of the family is evi-
dencd by the following six char-
acteristics:

1. Respect for individual
uniqueness. {(Each member

of the family is seen as a

unique, non-comparable 1n-

dividual who has something
to offer which is appreciated
and celebrated.)

2. Cooperative spirit. (Members
of a good family work to-

gether for the good of the

family and seek to help those

families members in need.

Sense of belonging. (Family

members think in terms of

our home, our traditions, our
loyalties.

4. Pleasing habitat. (The resi-
dence i1s alive with color,
living things. and comfort: It
is a place people like to come
home t0.)

5. Positive expectations. (Fam-
ily members are treated with
mutual respect and encour-
aged to develop their unique
talents and discharge their re-
sponsibilities.

6. Vital connections to society.
(Family members share their
wide and varied connections
to the larger world and dis-
cuss and deliberate the
meanings of these cvents
with each other.) {Purkev &
Novak, 1996, pp. 126-128).

L

Each of these six characteris-
tics of an inviting famuiy pro-
vides criteria for assessing how
etfective a school is in meeting
its demacratic commitments. A
serics of questions such as the
following might be uscd to 1den-
tify the level of success of each
characteristic.

1. Respect for Individual
Uniqueness: What is positive
and unique about this school?
Are evaluations made in a
caring way? How are stu-
dents and others offered as-
sistance if they are having
difficulty? How is umque-
ness celebrated?

2. Cooperative Spint: Js mutual
support stressed over compe-
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tition? How do people take
cooperative responsibility?
Do students, staff and parents
have a say in making deci-
sions? Is peer teaching en-
couraged?

3. Sense of Belonging: Is the
school perceived as a caring
place? Is there a core nur-
turing person for each stu-
dent? How are people treated
during and after absences?
What shared social ¢vents are
there in the school?

4. Pleasing Habitat: Daoes the
school appear cared for?
Who i1s involved 1n caring for
the school? Are there green
plants in the school? Does
the school feel alive with
positive things?

5. Positive Expectations: Do
administrators say good
things about each teacher?

References

Guiman, A. & Thompsan, D.
(1996). Democracy and disagreement.
Cambridge, MA: Belknap.

Novak, I. M. (Ed.}. (1992). Ad-
vaneing invitational thinking. San Fran-
cisco; Caddo Gap Press.

Postman, N. (1995). The end of

education: Redefining the value of
school. New York: Alfred A. Knoph.

Do teachers say good things
about each of their students?
Da students say good things
about their teachers and ad-
ministrators? What are some
imaginative acts of hope
demonstrated in the school?
6. Vital Connections to Society:
How active is the school tn
the outside community?
How visible is the outside
community in the school?
Are volunteers encouraged in
the school? To what exient
are larger societal and global
issues deliberated at school?

These are just a few ques-
tions to ask in assessing a school.
In the spirit of calling forth the
democratic ethos, those whose
schools are being evaluated in
this mode] should also be able to
suggest further ways their

Purkey, W. W. (1978). Inviting
school success: A self-concept ap-
proach to teaching and learning.
Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Purkey, W. W., & Novak, J]. M.
(1596}). Inviting school success: A sclf-
concept approach to teaching and
learning, (3rd ed.). Belmont, CA: Wads-
worth,

schools are like inviting families.
If such a suggestion is greeted as
very strange to them, then it
shows that the underlying com-
mitment is superficial.

Creating and evaluating the
alternatives among school struc-
tures and programs becomes a
vital, ongoing part of a demo-
cratic school. This articie has
offered the model of the inviting
family school as a serious basis
for school evaluation. The ques-
tions should be viewed as discus-
ston starters rather than as (inal,
achieved qualities as “inviting”
criteria. They would function to
rebuild the school world along
democratic lines. Novak and
Purkey (1996) offer a set of cnite-
ria for support by Amerncan cdu-
cators if they are 1o retain their
commitments to diversity and
commurnity.

Putkey, W, W, & Novak, J. M,
{1998). An invitational approach to
ethical practice in teaching. The Edu-
cational Forum, 63: 37-43.

Thresholds in Education (February, 1999)



Alternative Schools and Schooling Practices:
Perspectives on the Charter
and Home Schooling Movements

lternative schools and

schooling practices

have a long and 1m-
portant history in American edu-
catton. Consider the establish-
ment of independent parochial
schools by the Catholics in the
mid-1800s. The Catholic Church
decided to operate its own
schools in an atlempt to provide
[Catholic] children an alternative
lo Protestant-dominated schools.
William Seward, governor of
New York during that time, ad-
vocated that the Catholic schools
could even become part of the
state schoo! system and still re-
tain their private charters and re-
ligious affiliation.

By the early 1900s, alterna-
tives to traditional schooling
were being established to counter
what was viewed as the more
authoritarian and oppressive at-
mosphere of public schooling.
These “altemative schools™ were,
for the most part, a reaction to
the public school’s political and
economic doctrines. A more re-
cent cxampie of this would be the
Summerhill School of the 1950s.
Based on the model originated by
A. S. Neill in England, 1t was a
school organized to develop non-
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authoritarian personalities. Chil-
dren were free to attend class, or
not, as well as allowed to help
run the school if they chose.
This modcl has often been re-
ferred to as a contemporary
model of alternative education.

Although there has not
been a tremendous
flight from public
education as of yet,
there seems to be a

deepening sense that
public education is

Jailing, that there is no

real hope of a solution.

More recently, the 1970s
witnessed a large number of con-
servative groups advocating an
alternative dubbed the magnate
school. This type of school has
been viewed mainly as a type of
voluntary desegregation. By the
late 1980s and early 1990s, the
magnate schools became part of
the debate about whether or not
parents had the right to choose a

specific school or program for
their children. Since the mid-
1980s, policymakers have pro-
moted plans to increase options
within public education. Al-
though there has not been a tre-
mendous flight from public edu-
cation as of yet, there seems to be
a deepening sensc that public
cducation 1s failing, that there is
no real hope of a solution, and
that other options arc becoming
necessary. As a result of reports
from the nation’s classrooms
about drugs, violence, burcauc-
racy and poorly-cducated stu-
dents, there 1s an decrcasing con-
fidence in the “American tradi-
tion of ‘common’ schooling thal
reaches back to the early 19th
century” {Toch, T., 1991, p. 66).

The Charter School Movement
Currently, 11 states, starting
with Minnesota in 1991, have
passed laws allowing the crcation
of independent public charter
schools (approximately 140
charter schools exist at this time).
By the late 1990s, twelve more
states are attempting to get such a
law passed. Rules vary from
state to state; but basically, pub-
lic school districts give charters
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to groups of reformers or educa-
tors who want to run experimen-
tal schools. The state aid follows
students to their charter school.
There is a restriction in most of
these states on the number of
such schools that can be estab-
lished (e.g., California, 100;
Massachusetts, 25).

This type of alternative
movemenlt 18 considered by many
to be the latest attempt at solving
the problems of public education
by creating “alternatives.”

Charter schools are
characterized by heavy
parent involvement.

Charter schools offer an altema-
tive to teachers and administra-
tors who have bccome discour-
aged with the bureaucracy and
restrictive atmosphere of public
schools. As one California prin-
cipal put it, “The charter takes
the handcuffs off the principal,
the teacher, and the parents—the
people who know the kids best.
In retum, we are held responsible
for how kids do” (Wallis, 1994,
p. 56). At its best, this move-
ment is an effort to give options
to children and parents dissatis-
fied with the present public edu-
cational system. At its worst,
however, it could be undermin-
ing our public school system.
Charter schools are charac-
terized by heavy parent involve-
ment. Some schools even require
parents to sign contracts stating
that they will actively participate

in their child’s education. This
often includes hours of volunteer
work at school! Basically, the
charter school movement hopes
to challenge the old structure of
education and to place the
authority in the individual
school. No matter what the aca-
demic focus of the charter school
—and it ranges from emphasizing
science to serving a special group
of students such as dropouts or
discipline problems - all share an
increasing frustration with the
public education system n
America.

That frustration has contin-
ued to build since the publication
in 1983 of a federal study, “4
Nation at Risk” claimed that
American students were per-
forming poorly compared to for-
eign students. As areaction
throughout the mid-to-late 1980s,
school systems increased spend-
ing and teacher salaries. In spite
of spending 7.5% of its gross na-
tional product on education
(larger than any other country
except Israel}, U.S. students (13-
year-olds} still lagged behind
more than 10 nations in math and
science by the early 1990s
(Wallis, 1994). More recently,
the amount of money being spent
in the classroom has diminished
significantly. In 1950, two-thirds
of total spending was in the
classroom as opposed to less than
half by 1990 (Wallis, 1994). In
the 1980s, the voucher move-
ment arose which allowed par-
ents to spend their public school
money as they desired, support-
ing either public or parochial
schools (Shankar, 1994). The

charter school concept is even

more controversial since it takes

funds away from public schools
for the private charter. In most
states, the designated funding

(per puptl) goes to whatever

school the student attends-—pub-

lic or charter. This is causing
opposition from public school
supporters (teachers unions) and
has become a political issue in

California.

Proponents of chartcr schools
make basically the same claims.
Minnesola, for cxample, states
the reasons for launching its
charter schools te be the follow-
ing:
¢ Charter schools fit with cur-

rent thinking on outcome-

based education and parent
choice. Children with differ-
ent needs and aspirations
neced different education set-

tings. Parents can select a

charter school that best meets

the needs of child and family.

» Charter schools contribute to
teacher empowerment.
Teachers can manage the
schools, if they so choose.

¢ Charter schools have student
learning at heart. The entire
system—its birth and contin-
ued existence—depends on
student outcomes; these are
the measure of its success or
failure.

e Regular schools face restric-
tions that charter schools
don’t. A regular school
might have to accept all stu-
dents; a charter school could
sharpen its focus to address
needs of at-risk students only
(Randall, 1993).

Thresholds in Education (February, 1999)



Although the focus of charter
schools may vary, most support
smaller class size, heavy parental
involvement, small overall
school size, active hands-on
learming, and use of technology
In the learning process. These
are principles that have been suc-
cessful in experimental schools
in the past. They highlight the
difficulty of putting such ideals
mto effect on a large scale in
large public institutions.

In New York City, Deborah
Meter is co-principal of Central
Park East. As a veteran principal
and school reformer, she is
making attempts to increase the
number of charter-like high
schools and middle schools from
50 to 100 through a $125-million
granl. She hopes to demonstrate
successful methods to build a
city-wide support system for in-
dependent schools. Although she
objects to the term “altermative,”
Meier’s basis for the establish-
ment of these schools is that they
put decisions about education in
the hands of parents, from choicc
of schools to determining the de-
gree of involvement in confer-
ences with teachers. She also
favors the building of strong re-
lationships between adolescents
and adults within the school set-
ting. This, she believes, can be
accomplished through adult
meetings that include students,
informal tutoring and coaching
(students helping other students),
and total accessibility of all
adults in the school. One other
important aspect of Meier’s
charter school is its curriculum

which usually has a thematic fo-
cus that is typically interdiscipli-
nary. Meier’s main philosophy
seems to be that while educators
cannot be expected to inspire all
students, they do need to avoid
extinguishing the curiosity and
passion for leamning that naturally
exists. She states that “schools
have to be communities that
nourish our common values and
our differences” (Scherer, 1994).

Yvonne Chan, Principal of
the Vaughn Next Century
Leaming Center in Los Angeles,
was one of the first to apply for a
charter status when the law was
passed in 1992 in California.

She has transformed a failing
inner-city school by effectively
using funds and administering a
number of positive academic
changes. For instance, when
teachers work longer hours, they
are paid more and given more
authority, and are likewise more
accountable. Chan has also been
given more authority over her
staff. But her faculty members,
who serve on one of eight parent-
teacher committees that mect
weekly, are the basic force run-
ning the school. Parents are re-
quired to sign a commitment
contract as a prerequisite for their
children’s enrollment (Wallis,
1994),

Another charter of interest is
Northlane Academy in Freeland,
Michigan. It is onc of 9 charter
schools in Michigan that opened
in the Fall of 1993. Ron Helmer,
principal, focuses on teaching
kids to think and understand
through students” actual experi-
ences. The faculty and Mr. Hel-

mer strongly encourage a desire
to learn. He is the public school
curriculum coordinator and in-
structional leader, but one of his
main tasks is to give directions to
teaching and beyond.

A few cities are experiment-
ing with other alternative ideas.
Baltimore, Maryland, and Hart-
ford, Connecticut, hired a for-
profit company to run their
schools. The idea behind this
move, according to the Baltimore
school superintendent, will be to
have a company that is truly ac-
countable, that offers a way to
get through the bureaucracy, and
that has a possible solution to
failure in urban schools.

A specific example is Harlem
Park Community School in Bal-
timore. In 1992, the decrepit,
failing school was among eight
schools recognized as needing
drastic change by the new su-
perintendent, Walter Amprey.

He proposed a “take over" by
Education Alternatives, Inc.,
through a five-year, $125-nullion
contract. Education Alternatives,
Inc., a Minnesota-based corpora-
tion, already operated three
schools in three states. The plan
had initial opposition, but the
success of the schools has re-
sulted in converting some of
those who originally disap-
proved, Besides physical im-
provements to the schools, the
teaching program emphasizes
individualized instructional plans
with goals. It also emphasizes
parental involvement, positive
encouragement and the use of
computers. The apparent success
in these Baltimore schools con-
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vinced the Hartford, Connecticut
Board of Education to sign a
contract with the same corpora-
tion, under which it will manage
the entire city-wide system of 32
schools.

The Paideia School

Yet another counter example
of today’s public schools is the
Paideia School Model in Chatta-
nooga, Tennessce, Inspired by
“The Paideia Proposal™ by phi-
losopher Mortimer Adler, Jack
Murrah of Chattanooga’s
Lyndhurst Foundation decided,
in 1993, to introduce the pro-
posal. It consisted of a “liberal
arts education to prepare students
for work, citizenship and lifelong
learning...” (Gettys and Whee-
lock, 1994). Other basic prem-
ises included inviting teachers
with an appreciation for dis-
course, parental involvement,
and didactic teaching. The cur-
riculum includes Socratic ques-
tioning, student-centered learn-
ing, and teacher-led weekly
seminars, all of which demand a
great deal of thinking on the part
of the students. Paideia is unigue
in its insistence on an education
that values the life of the mind.
Great stress is placed on dia-
logues in order to deepen stu-
dents’ understanding of ideas.

The success of Paideia is re-
flected in the increasing student
demand and in the academic
achievements. In 1993 and 1994,
100% of its graduating seniors
enrolied in post-secondary edu-
cation. In response to this suc-
cess, the district opened the
Chattanooga School for the Lib-

eral Arts for grades K-6 in 1991,
with another grade added each
year to create a K-8 school by
1993. Word-of-mouth advertis-
ing has made these schools the
most sought-after in Chatta-
nooga. Paideia’s success seems
to be boosting confidence in
public schools and may inspire
other schools to find their own
paths to academic effectiveness
(Gettys and Wheelock, 1994).

Home Schooling: Another
Option

Still another choice is being
made by parents seeking educa-
tional altermatives. This move-
ment is becoming more popular
and organized. Approximately
one-half million children are now
home-schooled as opposed to
12,500 in the late 1970s, ac-
cording to Gibbs (1994).

An increasing number
of parents look to
home schooling because
they are concerned
about the safety
and educational quality
of public schools.

Religious beliefs and spiritual
values underlie the motives to-
ward home schooling for signifi-
cant number of people. An in-
creasing number of parents look
to home schooling because they
are concerned about the safety
and educational quality of public
schools. Many proponents be-

lieve that public schools are sti-
fling because they engage in a
herd-like approach to teaching
children. Most of these parents
want to take responsibility for
their own lives and their chil-
dren’s intellectual and creative
development. They contend that
one-on-one instruction is ex-
tremely effective, even if some-
one who is not a certified teacher
carries it out.

A few years ago, much of the
controversy centered around the
legality of home-schooling. In
California one school district has
made definite efforts to keep the
home-schoolers linked with pub-
lic schools by giving them a cur-
riculum subsidy of $1,000.00 per
child/per ycar to purchase dis-
trict-approved textbooks and
other teaching matcrials. If the
child simply enrolls in, but does
not attend one of the district’s
schools, the district receives
$3,000.00 in state aid for the
child. The parents get $1,000.00
of that money, optional tesling
for the child, and the offer of
teacher consultation whenever
necessary (Natale, 1994).

Critics of home schooling are
concerned with the lack of test
scores and “measured” learning
in general. They also point out
the lack of exposure to various
beliefs and backgrounds nor-
mally encountered in public edu-
cation. Home-schooled children,
critics say, do not receive that
socialization experience, But,
home-school parents argue that
the social experience in public
schools is not necessarily a posi-
tive one. They are focused on
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providing an environment in
which their chidren can learn
through a flexible, challenging
curriculum that is specifically
designed for their needs and de-
voted to their safety and best in-
terests. Studies have also shown
that children schooled at home
score between the 65th and 80th
percentiles on standardized tests,
as opposed to the national aver-
age which is 1n the 50th percen-
tile {Gibbs, 1994).

The Importance of Alternatives
for the Future

Amid the successes of the
charter school and other alterna-
tive schools, there are certain
problems and criticisms. One
problem is the difficulty of
starting charter schools because
of the weak charter laws in many
states. There also exists open
hostility by some school boards
and unions. Other problems in-
clude inexperienced staffs with
no clear-cut idea about how to
carry out a successful program.
Many states grant charters for a
maximum of 5 years. If the
school is unsuccessful, the char-
ter is not renewed. The innova-
tion brought to the Baltimore
schools by EAI has brought a
mixture of rave reviews and
questions about the qualifications
of the company in the area of
educational expertisc and tts lack
of statistics showing results in
such endeavors. Many people
want hard evidence that has not
yet been produced.

Some say that charter schools
are examples and inspirations for
what a school can become. Oth-

ers, however, believe that charter
schools are more of a negative
influence because they attract the
more talented and wealthy away
from the regular school setting.
In Minnesota, the state having
the longest experience with
charter schools, many current
education officials admit that
they were influenced to make
reforms in their districts by the
mere prospect that a charter
school might open in their area.
Public schools that have not been
progressive enough were forced
to make changes through alter-
native schools.

Both the charter-school
movement and home-
school movement seek

to change the format of
public education and
place authority in the

individual school,
teachers and parents.

The most serious criticism,
however, concems educational
performance. According to Bal-
timore School District figures,
test scores have dropped in the
eight Baltimore elementary
schools and risen slightly in the
rest of the system. Also, student
turmover rates are high. The ar-
gument 1s also made that a pri-
vate corporation has no business
making profits off public
schools. Overall, the problems
and criticisms of the altematives

to public education are few. The
positive aspects seem to out-
weigh the negatives so far.
Charter schools now in operation
are expertencing high demand.
Principal David Lehman of West
Michigan Academy has applica-
tions for the year 2002— and
even a letter from a couple re-
questing space for their child not
yet borm.

The movement toward char-
ter schools and other alternatives
is inevitable according to some
experts. Ray Buddle, retired
University of Massachusetts pro-
fessor of school administration,
who has been given credit for
inventing the charter school con-
cept, believes that the movement
is at least a “wake-up call for the
establishment™ (Wallis, 1994).
Also, he believes that the old
system just doesn’t work any-
more. He confides that it will
take at least 10-20 years for real
change to take place in our public
schools, but that this is the reason
parents need to demand better
choices now.

The growing efforts to find
answers to the problem of public
education have led people to iy
to break free from schooling’s
more traditional regulations and
bureaucracy. Both the charter-
school movement and home-
school movement seek to chanwe
the format of public education
and place authority in the indt-
vidual school, teachers and par-
ents. These alternatives are ofien
noted to parallel closely the be-
liefs of John Dewey. Both favor
student leaming through actual
experience with an emphasis on
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student interests, student activity,
group work and discussion. One
of Dewey’s basic assumptions
was that ideas, values, and insti-
tutions should change as the
needs of society change. Debo-
rah Meier’s philosophy of the
school as a changing “commu-
nity” agrees closely with
Dewey’s thinking.

Proponents of alternatives to
public education continue to ar-
gue that although periodic at-
tempts are made to reform the
schools, “those breezes usually
leave behind another layer of
managers in the central office,
another mandatory service to be
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Vouchers: Milwaukee’s Choice?

years ago, vouchers re-

main controvcersial be-
cause Americans are deeply op-
posed to plans using public
money to support private
schools. Public schools are per-
ceived to be our nation’s founda-
tion so theit continued improve-
ment is crucial to the nation’s
[uture.

I ntroduced more than 40

Equity

Although separation of
church and state has been inte-
gral to our nation’s constitutional
development, over the years the
issue has remaincd in hot de-
bate- as it is today. Scparatist
defenders are out to protect re-
ligion from state mandates while
oppenents argue for school
acountablility. Public schools
will become befter, some say, 1f
private altcrnatives provide some
competition. Vouchers are key
to alternative arguments,

Today, private schools enroll
abgut 12% of all school children;
and about 85% of private schools
arc scctarian, 51% are Roman
Catholic. Generally, smaller and
less diverse non-public schools
are likely to be comprised of stu-
dents from more advantaged
backgrounds. Comparisons of
public/private quality continue
unabated. At first glance private

by Bob Krajewski,
Praofessor, School of Education,

Universiry of Wisconsin at LaCrosse, LaCrosse. Wisconsin

schools seem to be winning the
excellence race. Complex fac-
tors, however, such as geogra-
phy, imposed norms, selectivity
(1.e., being able to accept and/or
reject students). and levels of fi-
nancial support serve to aiter the
picture.

Quality

There is great interest 1n the
cducational quality question:
Are the private schools really
better academically than public
schools? Private schools admit
and retain whomever they want,
with whatever criteria they wish
to use. Determining academic
prowess 1s problematic since
there are so many factors to con-
sider. Many researchers will ar-
gue that the biggest predictor of
success is family background and
prior academic achievement.
When these factors are consid-
ered in measuring acadcmic suc-
cess, the gaps between private
and public achievement virtually
disappear. Not surprisingly,
overall data supports the view
that voucher students attending
private schools do not achieve
better than comparable students
in public schools (Murphy,
1998).

Inner-city schools, for exam-
ple, face a quality disparity
rooted in the fact that large city,

per-pupil expenditures and othcr
needed resources are scarce in
comparison to their suburban
school neighbors. The following
example 1s unfortunately repli-
cated in too many cities. Located
in Chicago’s south central area,
adjacent to perhaps the most im-
poverished housing project in the
United States, is DuSable, a
100% Black student high school.
The per capita income there av-
erages $5,000, The district ex-
pends only $6,000 per student
each year and has a 50% dropout
rate. Area gang gunfirc remains
a constant menace endangering
students every day. DuSable’s
Black, male principal has an
earned doctorate and 1s a former
Phi Delta Kappa Educator of the
Year. In comparalive contrast,
New Trier High School, located
25 miles north of Chicago, has un
86% White and 11% Asian en-
rollment on a beautiful, Ivy
League-like campus contiguous
to several neighborhoods with
$500,000+ homes. The average
per capita income is over
$62,000 and at least $12,000 per
student is expended each year
New Trier’s teachers’ salarics
average $25,000 more than Du-
Sable’s. One of New Trier’s
main concems is where to have
students park their BMWs, Mer-
cedes, etc. School neighbors
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capitalize on this situation by
renting their large drveways as
student parking lots for a mini-
mum of $2,500 per car each se-
mester.

Public/Private Issues
Milwaukee has long sought
to redress such inequities. Alter-
natives to even the playing field
for all students should include
equal factlities, good teachers,
and up-to-date technology. In
the past decade, Milwaukee has
turned to school choice via a
voucher system. Milwaukee’s
Parental Choice Program
(MPCP), the first large-city
voucher program to make public
funds available for private school
tuition, began in 1990 when stu-
dents were given as much as

MPCP proponents
argue that allowing
low-income, mostly
students-of-color, to
choose which school
they will attend and
what they will study
effects greater flexibil-
ity, accountability, and
academic performance.

$4,700 to attend private, non-
religious schools. According to
School Board News (p.7), MCPC
was designed to permit up to
15% ($15,000) of Milwaukee's
poorest students to attend private,
nonsectarian schools, allowing

the state to pay up to $5,000 per
year—with the stipulation that
for each student voucher, Wis-
consin proportionately would
reduce Milwaukee public school
aid. MPCP proponents argue
that allowing low-income, mostly
students-of-color, to choose
which school they will attend and
what they will study effects
greater flexibility, accountability,
and academic performance.
Other advantages, they say, in-
clude enhancing parents’ roles in
their children’s education, in-
creasing student motivation, and
better matching of student pro-
grams with student needs.

Resolutely leading the initial
MPCP charge was Polly Wil-
liams, a Wisconsin Assembly
Democrat-of-color, who sought
to use vouchers as a method of
helping poor children—espe-
cially those of color, their par-
ents, and the communities where
they lived. Allying with and ob-
taining support from Republican
Governor Tommy Thompson and
others, she achieved her immedi-
ate goal of passing the voucher
bill. Victory was hers.

Most wars have many battles.
Williams soon discovered that
winning initial skirmish(es) can
be costly to both advocate and
intended beneficiaries. As the
voucher program was imple-
mented, Williams’ power waned
and, as it did, the program itself
began to change. In 1995, MPCP
was expanded to allow parents
and their children to use vouch-
ers to attend religious schools
where students could elect out of
participating in religious traming;

and in 1998, citing unfaimess to
middle-class families, Milwau-
kee Mayor John Norquist pub-
licly supported phasing out the
program’s tncome cap. Still
fiery, but increasingly battle
weary, Williams accused conser-
vative and class interests of tak-
ing over the voucher program to
benefit higher-income families.
“When we take the cap off, we
have lost the intent of that legis-
lation...” (Bice & Williams,
1998).

Yet, legislation remains an
MPCP ally, for in each of the
years during the period from
1990 to 1998, Milwaukee area,
low-income students were given
vouchers up to $4,700 to attend
private schools of their choice.
In 1995, for example, over 1500
students participated. In fact, the
1995-97 Wisconsin state budget
provided enough funds each year
for 15,000 (poor) Milwaukee
students to choose private
schools irrespective of the relig-
1ous affiliation of the schools.
The private schools existing in
19935 couldn’t accommodate
15,000 students. They still can’t
today.

On June 19, 1998, following
three years of state court rulings
that vouchers shouldn’t be used
for enrolling students in religious
schools, the Wisconsin Supreme
Court voted 4-2 to back MPCP
on religious school choice, thus
upholding the 19935 state law al-
lowing use of public funds for
religious school tuition. In de-
ciding, the Court specifically
noted that MPCP’s expanded
secular purpose of improving
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low-income children’s educa-
tional choices neither advances
nor inhibits religious education
since it “applies equally to relig-
1ous and sccular schools™ (Peers,
1998).

In Falil, 1998, the Wisconsin
Department of Public Instruction
reported that 6,200 students par-
ticipated in the MPCP school
choice program- -2,200 of whom
attend private, non-sectanan
schools. Of the 4,000 attending
religious schools, 2,785 students
attend Catholic schools, 561 at-
tenid Lutheran schools, and 654
students attend othcr religious
schools. This pilot program will
be expanded up to 15,000 stu-
dents from the inner-city {Wis-
consin State Journal, November
15, 1998). For the 1998-99
school ycar, the Wisconsin De-
partment of Public Instruction
projected about 6,000 to 10,000
students would attend fewer than
100 private and religious schools
with vouchers of approximately
$5,000 (Murphy, 1998). But
since existing schools can’t pos-
sibly handle that many students,
does this mean that for the MPCP
program 1o achieve maximum
enrollment, new private schools
need to be built? Not necessar-
ily. Prudence remains key; as in
any new program, problems
emerge. Factors such as attrition
rates of both voucher students
and voucher schools must be
better addressed before this
question is answered. For exam-
ple, a cursory look at the first
eight years of MPCP reveals that
some voucher schools shut down
(several in mid-year), and

voucher student dropout rates
averaged more than 25% (Witte,
1995).

Accountability

As stated earlier, choice pro-
ponents believe competition cre-
ated by vouchers will force pub-
lic schoals to improve. Widen-
ing choices, they claim, not only
raises quality but also can, and
prabably will, reduce racial and
30c10-economic isolation since
poor children will be able to at-
tend elite private schools, thereby
better leveling education’s play-
ing field. But will the voucher
plan realistically open elite
schools to low-income children.
and will they expand available
educational choices to disadvan-
taged families? Murphy says no,
offering two major reasons: (1)
Vouchers tend to favor the more
advantaged families, and (2)
even though vouchers began with
restrictions favoring low-1ncome
famuilies, higher-income families
exerted enough pressure to ex-
pand benefits to themselves and
others, potentially undermining
intended MPCP benefits for the
poor (Murphy, 1998}.

How is the religious aspect fit
into the achicvement/cost argu-
ment? Opponents such as ACLU
view MPCP-like programs as
unconstitutional because they
allow public and taxpayer money
1o go to schools educating chil-
dren in specific religious doc-
trine. Don Moore, Executive Di-
rector for Chicago-based Designs
for Change, also oppose such
programs because they divert
funds from public schools to pri-
vate ones that can “pick and

choose who they’ll admit” and
not have to publish data about
their achievements (Peers, 1998).
Others clatm that such practices
violate the Establishment Clause
of the First Amendment. which
prohibits state subsidies of rehg-
ion.

An example of how the
voucher plan’s initial goal for
educational equity has been un-
dermined becomes apparent
when examining the Bradley
Foundation, a major funding
source of Mtlwaukee's (and other
cities’) school choice ¢tforts. The
Foundation’s stated goal 1s to
facilitate high quality education
for poor chuldren. Unstated mo-
tives, however, have heen yet
raised by Foundation President
and CEO Michael Joyce, who
occasionally reveals an ulterior
motive when he comments that,
if MPCP lcgislation is to move
forward, pressure for its passage
must come, not from the forlomn
poor but rather from “the next
level.” If school choice is good
public policy for the poor, he ar-
gues, it ought to be good for
everyonge irrespective of income
level (Fisher, 1995, p.6).

So, what are the likely out-
comes? The poorest families
will lose out because expanded
voucher programs tend to favor
the better-off poor families.
Since families who are better-off
have betier information access,
can afford transportation, have a
higher inclination to employ edu-
cational options, and are more
likely to be mvolved in a voucher
program in the first place, Levin
believes the very poor arc likely
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to be left behind (Levin 1997,
p.13).

Murphy claims that voucher
arguments are increasingly being
addressed in terms of social jus-
tice, student performance, and
accountability (1995). Regarding
social justice, one of the most
important questions regarding
school choice s who really has
the final choice about where a
student attends school. Levin
asserts that ultimately this will
rest with the private schools, not
with parents, since private
schools are free to reject appli-
cants, limit spaces, or choose not
to participate at all in the MCPC
program (Levin, 1997). Whereas
the public schools must educate
all students, irrespective of stu-
dent ability or physical, emo-
tional, behavioral, or other spe-
cial needs, parochial schools may
pick and choose whom they will
admit and retain with no external
restrictions (Leaven, 1998).
Furthermore, those parents who
do have sufficient influence will
tend to be higher income and
more advantaged parents. The
trend is already clear. Witte
(1995) reports that the MPCP
program consistently favors more
advantaged families over those in
the low-income group. More-
over, Metcailf shows that in
Cleveland (another example), the
“best”, brightest, public school
students are the ones attracted to
the private schools. This leaves
behind the most disadvantaged to
attend the public schools. But,
the public education system has
not been improved for the “left-
over” poor children. Quite the

opposite has occurred; vouchers
have robbed resources and trans-
ferred them to the private sector.
In contrast to the hopes of
voucher proponents, many fear
that MPCP programs will only
reinforce segregation and social
stratification since lower income
parents and students may lack a
“knowledge base” to select
schools, and some schools will
close. Only about 12% of stu-
dents are now being served by
religious schools. That leaves
almost 90% in a public system
with less funding to serve them
(Leaven, 1998). Critics argue
that trying 1o switch more stu-
dents could deprive struggling
districts of their best students and
the state dollars provided to edu-
cate them.

Regarding social
justice, one of the
most important
questions regarding
school choice is
who really has the
final choice about
where a student
attends school.

As voucher systems expand,
the debate continues to heat up.
Catholic groups, on the one hand.
favor the voucher system since it
provides a steady source of aca-
demically inclined students to
their own schools. The National
Council of Churches, represent-

ing the nation’s mainline Protes-
tant churches, on the other hand,
argues that we have a moral re-
sponsibility to support public
schools since they are the pn-
mary route for poor children to
recelve an education. Americans
United for the Separation of
Church and State, People for the
American Way, and a growing
number of African-American
churches and liberal Jewish
groups who want public school
funding increased concur with
this Protestant view (Chicago
Tribune, November 11, 1998,
p.7).

Finally, the accountability
1ssue will become increasingly
urgent. Private schools may not
be able to retain complete auton-
omy in admitting students, hiring
and finng teachers or determin-
ing what teachers teach and how
academic achievement is mcas-
ured. In Wisconsin, new
amendments have already been
added to the MPCP voucher law.
First, schools must randomly
admut students {(except for special
needs children) if demand ex-
ceeds available slots. Sccond,
voucher schools must submit a
yearly, independent, financial
audit. However, the new law
does not call for annual program
performance evaluations, thereby
avolding the possibility of com-
paring student achievement in
voucher and pubiic schools. But,
this could change as more public
dollars go to private institutions.

Another accountability hot
button will certainiy become
costs. Levin (1997) estimates
that, if a national voucher system

16

Threshelds in Education (February, 1999)



is implemented, the vouchers
themselves will cost at least $48
billion in addition to $25 billion
for current private school stu-
dents who would be entitled to
receive vouchers. The figures
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Alternative Education: Student Rights
and System Responsibilities

T he reauthorization of the
Individuals with Disabili-
ties Education Act of
1997 contained provisions for
removing students with disabili-
ties from regular education for
school violations of drug or
weapon possession. The re-
moval of disabled students who
present a danger to themselves or
classmates was also mandated.
This policy direction underscores
the importance of schools and
school systems developing ef-
fective alternative schools. This
article is a review of the law
which can provide policy guide-
lines for determining public
school and student obligations.
The legal bases for alternative
education policies are stale con-
stitutions, statutory law, and
court decisions. Most state con-
stitutions contain clauses to the
effect that all citizens of a certain
age range are entitled to a free
public education. Common
phrases that define the extent of
the state's obligation to provide
that educational opportunity are
"an appropriate education” or "an
efficient education" sufficient for
the graduate to be able to func-
tion in society. These provisions
have been held to include stu-
dents who are disabled, exhibit
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behavioral problems, have social
problems, and those who may
have a temporary condition, such
as pregnancy, which may cause
problems in the regular educa-
tional setting.

Several states have
passed laws to ensure
that alternative educa-

tional opportunities are
established by local
education agencies
so that no student is
deprived of a
meaningful education.

Both state and the federal
legistatures have passed laws
which mandate that all students
receive educational opportunities
that may not be limited by the
student's disabilities or social or
behavioral actions, The [DEA
(Individuals with Disabilities
Act) mandates that all students
with disabilities receive a free,
appropriate, public education de-
signed to meet the individual
needs of each student. Section
504 of the Rehabilitation Act of

1973 forbids discnmination in
educational opportunities against
any person with a disability, in-
cluding behavioral disorders or
drug or alcohol addiction when
that person is in treatment.
Several states have passed
laws to ensure that alternative
educational opportunities are es-
tablished by local education
agencies so that no student is dc-
prived of a meaningful educa-
tion. Some of these laws, such as
the California statutes, are very
detailed and cover twenty sec-
tions of the California Code.
Others. such as the Georgia
Code, are very brief and, as such,
are subject to much interpreta-
tion. The Georgia Codc simply
states that alternative schools arc
a permissible part of the schoal's
in-school suspension program.
Section 20-2-155(b}) of the Geor-
gia Code creates an in-school
suspension program for which
statc funds arc allocated. The law
states, inter alia:
The State Board of Education
1s authorized to create an
in-school suspension pro-
gram. The in-school suspen-
sion programs may be housed
in the regularly assigned
schools, schools specially or-
ganized for such programs, or
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alternative schools provided
the students are isolated from
typical school activities until
they demonstrate sufficient
adjustment to warrant their
returning to their previously
assigned classes.

This type of enabling legisla-
tion raises the issue of what type
of allernative school 18 most ap-
propriale for a given situation.
Raywid (1990) has established a
system of classification of alter-
native schools that scparates
them by type. The type of alter-
native school envisioned by the
Georgia legislation would come
undcr what Raywid characterized
as a Type 2 school. Type 2
schools tend to be judgmental in
their basis and punitive in their
orientation. Kelmayer (1995)
called such programs "soft jails."
They are created as a last chance
prior to expulsion and are often
"highly structured, tightly regu-
lated, and employ behavior cor-
rection strategies, along with
firm and aggressive disciplinary
policies.” These programs are
contrasted with Type 1 programs
which are characterized as "lib-
erating" or "more humane, re-
sponsive, more challenging.”
The Type 3 program has as its
objective "therapy rather than
reform school.” The underlying
assumption is that the basis of
the student's troubles lies some-
where within the student. The
type of program, or hybrid of
these programs, will be based on
the needs of the population and
the administrator’s personal
philosophy of what is an appro-

priate education for students at

risk.

Some other state laws creat-
ing alternative schools differ in
form and intent from the Georgia
Code. For example, Oregon's
statute states that school districts
may adopt resolutions to estab-
lish and maintain alternative
schools that:

1. Have the purpose of serving
students who are on suspen-
sion, are having a truancy
probleni, are experiencing
academic farlure, have a his-
tory of class disruptions, or
are exhibiting other academic
or behavioral problems.

2. Serve grades K through 12,

3. Dcvelop a plan to be admin-
istered by the board of edu-
cation that:

a. specifies the reasons for
accepting for assignment
to the school and any
criteria for admission that
are to be used to approve
or disapprove assignment.

b. specifies the criteria and
procedures for students
assigned to the school
returning to the regular
education program of the
district.

c. evaluates the effective-
ness of the school and its
educational program.

d. requires that students at-
tend each day for a penod
equal to the minimum
school day,

e. restricts student partici-
pation in extra-curricular
or inter-scholastic activi-
ties.

f. requires that students
wear uniforms prescribed
by the board of education.

1t should be noted that the Orc-
gon law provides for the perma-
nent exclusion of students from
school for cause (See C.B. v.
Driscoll, supra.). Louisiana's
Code provides that the State
Board of Education shall adopt
gwidelines for alternative schools
that shall provide for:
1. Identifying the needs of stu-
dents.
2. Using group and individual-
1zed courses of study.
3. Providing assistance with so-
cial skills and work habats,
4. Using alternative teaching
methods.
The law further provides that
teachers in the schools shall be
selected from a list of volunteers.
Eligibility shall be determincd
from a list of students with disci-
pline problems whose behavior is
disruptive.

Current Case Law and Alter-
native Schools

Though there is not a sub-
stantial body of appeilate casc
law dealing with alternative
schools, an examination of the
cases that do exist may provide
helpful guidelines for defining
the rights and obligations of both
public school systems and stu-
dents who may be candidates for
assignment to alternative schools.

Jordan v. School District of City
of Evie. 583 F.2d 91 (1978).
This 1s one of the earltest
cases dealing with the right of
school systems 1o create alterna-
tive education programs and to
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assign disruptive students to
them. The parents of James Jor-
dan objected to his removal from
his regular school and his trans-
fer to another school designed to
meet the special needs of disrup-
tive students or students with be-
havioral problems. The parents
argued that their son's right to an
education, as guarantecd in the
Penmsylvanta Constitution, was
violated as were his due process
rights. The court established
clear precedent that the public
schools have the nght to estab-
lish alternative schools and as-
sign students 1o them as Jong as
minimal due process procedures
are followed.

The minimal due process re-
quired is that the assignment be
made on the basis of valid and
clearly stated criteria; that the
assignment not be arbitrary or
capricious; and that the student
be given notice of the school rule
or law s/he is alleged to have
violated and the opportunity to
be heard on his or her version of
the incident by a fair and impar-
tial tribunal (may be a single in-
dividual). In the absence of a
showing that due process was
violated, the school may assign
or transfer the student to an ap-
propriate, alternative, educational
placement over the objections of
the student or parent.

The importance of following
due process procedures is evident
in a recent case from Alabama:

Dothan Citv Board of Education
v. VM H. 660 8.2d 1328 (1995):
A student challenged the
school board's decision to place

him in a long-term alternative

school as discipline for possess-
ing an item that could conceiva-
bly be used as a weapon in vio-
lation of the student code of con-
duct. The student (V.M.H.) had
an atr ntfle locked in his car in
the parking lot. He argued that
the air rifle was unloaded and
that there was no ammunition for
it in the car. He claimed that he
had been denied due process be-
cause the student code definition
of weapon was "unconstitution-
ally ambiguous and vague” and
because the principal unilaterally
made the determination that the
air rifle met the definition of a
weapon.

In a split decision, the court
agreed stating that the definition
of weapon was vague noting that
a sharpened pencll, a tennis
racket, or a baseball bat could be
used as weapons. The court
stated that the school board had
violated the student's due process
rights by substituting the school
principal's judgment in deter-
mining whether the item was a
weapon within the meaning of
the school's code of conduct for
its own.

In another due process appeal
the issue of using waivers beforc
assignment to altermative schools
1s discussed. The use of warvers
to disciplinary hearings is he-
coming more popular because of
the time consuming nature of
formal hearings.

Buchanan v, Hardeman County
Board of Education. 1996 Fed.
App. 0352P:

A student was alleged by the
principal to have violated school
rules and was atlowed to choose

between serving a ten day,
at-home suspension or attending
an alternative school for ten days.
The parent and her son opted 1o
attend the alternative school and
signed an agreement indicating
her consent to her son's atten-
dance at the alternative school.
She later filed a complaint al-
leging deprivation of property
(an education) and violation of
due process because her son had
not been given a hearing. She
further alleged that the alterna-
tive school form she signed was
insufficient to waive her son's
rights to procedural due process.

The school argued that the
form, in and of itself, constitutes
a consent to the discipline 1m-
posed and thercby rendered no-
tice and an opportunity to be
heard unnecessary. The court
determined that the minimal due
process requires notice and
hearing and that the agreement
does not state a waiver of notice
or the opportunity 1o be heard.
Therefore there was no waiver of
the right to refute the conduct
alleged and the discipline im-
poscd.

Another due process 1ssue is
whether assignment to an alter-
native school 1n and of itseif
violates students’ rights.

Doev. Bagan. 41 F.3d 577
(1994).

In this casc a student was
charged with the sexual abuse of
another student. He was placed
in an alternative schoel while the
investigation of the charges was
pending. His mother argued that
his due process rights were vio-
lated by the transfer to the alter-
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native school because his reputa-
tion was destroyed, and he was
humiliated because other stu-
dents knew about the reason for
the assignment thereby denying
him the state’s, guaranteed nght
to a public education.

The court denied the studceat's
claim because the only thing he
had been denied was the right to
attend the school of his choice.
The court found that no such
right exists. There 1s no constitu-
tional right to select a school or
change schools. The court in
Bagun relied on two earlier deci-
stons:

Zamara v, Pomery, 639 IF.2d
662, (1981):

The court held that there may
not be a right to be heard on a
disciplinary action when the only
sanction to be imposed is atten-
dance at an altemative school
without some showing that the
education received at the alterna-
tive school is significantly differ-
ent from or inferior to that re-
ceived at the regular public
school.

Lujan v. Colorado State Board of
FEducation. 649 P.2d 1005.
(1952):

Students must be given the
opportunity to receive a free
public education. There is no
authority indicating that the right
to a public education encom-
passes a nght to choose one's
particular school. The statement
that students must be given the
opportunity to receive a free
public education raises the issue
of whether that opportunity may
be lost. The Georgia Court of

appeals held that 1s, in fact, the
case. The court stated that the
permanent expulsion of a student
for disciplinary reasons did not
conflict or violate a student's
constitutional right to a free pub-
tic education because the right
could be limited by statute and
the applicable statute did not
prohibit permanent expulsion.
The court went on to state that
the right to a free public educa-
tion is not unlimited (D. B. v.
Clark Countv Board of Educa-
tion, 469 S.E. 2d 435. (1996).

Criteria for Establishing Al-

ternative Education Programs
Reflecting on the dispositions

of most courts” and schoo] dis-
tricts’ boards’ of education find-
ings, the following criteria
should be used:

1. When your school or school
system has been having a
problem meeting the needs of
special populations of stu-
dents who have not re-
sponded to traditional school
programs; These populations
may include the disruptive,
violent, gifted, or other stu-
dent population who are not
succeeding in the regular
placement;

2. When you are tnterested in
creating an alternative learn-
ing environment to address
the individualized needs of
these students;

3. When you want to create a
program to comply with state
and federal mandates to edu-
cate all students and want to
comply within the constraints
of limited resources;

4, When you care about helping
special student populations,
regardiess of how difficult
their behavior may be; and
you want to do this without
being punitive or unduly 1so-
lating the students; and

5. When you want to preserve
the leaming environment for
other, non-disruptive or non-
violent students.

Who Should be Considered for

this Program?

1. The habitually disruptive stu-
dent,

2. The disinterested or disaf-
fected student.

3. The student who has been
commitied 1o a juvenile or
adult justice system.

4. The chronic truant or non-
attending student.

5. The student who is a chronic
disciphinary problem.

6. The gifted student.

The pregnant student.

8. The homosexual student who,
because of their sexual or-
entation, may be at nsk from
other students.

9. The student who has dropped
out.

~

Whoao is the At-Risk Student?
Courts are holding schools to
a fairly rigorous standard when it
comes to identifying students
whose mental or physical dis-
abilities may entitle them to spe-
cial educational services, in-
chiding alternate placements,
Fair, impartial, and accurate
identification and early and ap-
propriate intervention can be cru-
cial in the education of potential
problem students. The classroom
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teacher is the first line of identi-

fication of students who may

need special services or place-

ments. Some of the characteris-

tics of such students include the

following:

¢ Students of low family socio-
economiic level

s  Students of tow sense of self-
¢steem

¢ Students having poor goal
orientation

» Students who are apathetic or
withdrawn

e Students who are angry, defi-
ant, or disruptive

s Students who come from sin-
gle parent or broken homes

¢ Students with low standard-
ized test scores

References:
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¢ Students with low aspirations
and parents who have low
expectations for their chil-
dren

Phi Delta Kappa compiled a
weighted list of specific behav-
iors which indicate that a child
may be at-risk. Some of these
behaviors, in rank order, are:

o Attempted suicide during the
last year

» Used drugs, sold drugs, or
engaged in substance abuse

e Negative sense of self-esteem

e Pregnant

» Was expelled from school in
the last year

e (onsumes alcohol regularly

e  Was arrested

D B. v. Clarke County Board of
Education, 469 .E. 2d 435 (19946).

Doe v. Bagan, 41 F. 3d 571 (1994).

Dothan City Beard of Educatian v.
V.M.H,, 660 5. 2d 1328 (1995).

e Parents have negative attt-
tudes about education

¢ Has siblings who have
dropped out of school

» Was sexually or physically
abused in the last year

e  Was suspended from school
twice in the last year

» Was absent more than twenty
days in the last year

e Was retained (held back) in
grade

e Average grades were below
“C” in the last school year

¢ Mother is the only parent
living in the home

Jardan v. Schoal District of City of
Erie, 583 F. 2d 91 (1978).

Lujan v. Colorado State Board of
Education. 649 P. 2d 1005 (1982).

Zamora V. Pornery, 639 F. 2d 662
(1931).
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Alternative Education:
An Opportunity for Success

hy can't schools be
N k / ihe way they used to

be? How many

times have we heard
that statement or similar state-
ments from people in the general
public? “When I was in school,
things were different.” Yes, they
certainly were. In the 1940s, only
about 25% of students graduated
from high school (U.S. Burcau of
Census, 1994). These figures re-
flected a philosophy that was de-
signed to sort out and select
groups of students to be educated
and was never intended ta pro-
vide quality education for ali stu-
dents. Today the national
graduation rate is at 85% ac-
cording to The Nutional Educa-
tion Goals Report (1996). In the
1940s, students who rematned in
school through high school had
high standards set for them be-
cause their parents pushed them
to cxcel, and most students were
attentive to their teachers because
of the rigid disciphnary process
during that time. Today public
schools must serve a diverse
group of students, many of whom
have little support from home
and little desire to be in school at
all.

by Dewey Blackledge

University of Southern Mississippi, Huttiesburg

and Ann Kick
Director, Laurel School District

fnadequate housing, inappro-
priate diets, and low achievement
levels of caretakers all lessen the
likelihood that students’ cduca-
tional endeavors will be success-
ful. Many students who enter
school from culturally diverse
backgrounds are at a disadvan-
ltage. They do not respect or un-
derstand the culture of the class-
room because it 1s radically dif-
ferent from the culture of their
home environment. Many school
administrators and classroom
teachers are not prepared to meet
the societal and behavioral ex-
pectations they face.

A recent study indicates
that rural students
may be as much at risk
of dropping out of
school as those in
urban environments.

(Gandara (1989) contends that
many of these students often at-
tend school without the benefit of
support from home. Their par-
ents do not understand the school
curriculum, how the students are

evaluated, or even the quality of
education offered to their child.
They do not know how 1o wark
within the framework of the
school system to properly nter-
cede on behalf of their child so
that success can be attained.
When we think about at-risk
students and high dropout rates,
we tend to think of urban, inner-
city, young people exposed 1o the
dangers and lures of the strect,
However, a recent study indi-
cates that rural students may be
as much at risk of dropping out
of school as those in urban envi-
ronments (Blackledge, 1997).
Poverty, dysfunctional families.
crime, drugs, and learning prob-
lems are not reserved for students
in inner city schools. When stu-
dents in schools serving rural
areas are faced with the samc
problems as urban students. they
are just as likely to drop out of
school. Blackledge (1997) found
that when race, poverty, and fa-
milial characteristics ar¢ statisti-
cally controlled, urban and rural
students have an equal chance of
dropping out of school.
According to Jordon, Lara.
and McPartland (1996), the
dropout problem mn high schools
across the Umted States has
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reached crisis proportions. In
schools where high concentra-
tions of poor and minority-
classified students are enrolled,
over 50% never finish high
school graduation requirements.
The national push for higher
standards for graduation may, for
these students, have the unin-
tended consequence of placing a
high school diploma beyond their
reach.

A survey of early high school
dropouts reported by Jordan, et
al. (1996), states that a “push™
factor from the school is more
instrumental in encouraging stu-
dents to drop out than is a “pull”
factor from family, society, and
employment. The school-related
reasons for leaving school usu-
ally occur when the educational
environment becomes frustrating,
punishing, or a place of avoid-
ance. Many times these students
are “pushed” or encouraged to
leave, Often school, for these
students, 1s a series of academic
failures, conflicts with staff and
peers, disciplinary hearings, sus-
pensions, and expulsions. Drop-
ping out for these children cer-
tainly seems to be a solution
rather than a problem.

The increasing school drop-
out rate is a local, state, and na-
tional problem. It is reflected in
the assessment of a poor or ex-
cellent school, in the workforce
of a community, and in the econ-
omy of the state; and, it is cer-
tainly a concern of the nation.
The dropout problem is not lim-
ited to densely populated urban
areas. According to The Na-
tional Goals Report (1996), 44

states have made no progress
since 1990 toward increasing
their high school completion
rates. The study conducted by
Blackledge (1997) was carried
out in Mississippi in both an ur-
ban and a rural school district.
This study concluded that geog-
raphy 1s not an issue in deter-
mining which students will drop
out of school.

In another study in 1997,
Garnier, et al, found that drop-
ping out of school is a process
that occurs over time and results
from a combination of individ-
ual, family, and school experi-
ences. This current research de-
scribed dropping out of high
school as a long-term process
beginning in childhood. This
process encompasses the effects
of family, child, and school fac-
tors on a child’s development.
The model which emerged from
this study emphasizes the im-
portance of including longitudi-
nal data and family factors that
create composite sets of multiple
risk factors which greatly en-
hance the likelihood of school
failure. This idea is also strongly
supported in several other studies
by Wells (1990}, Frymier and
Gansneder (1989), Frymier, et al.
(1992), Purvis and Jacobs (1996),
Yungman (1993), Sheppard
(1991), Evelo, et al. (1996), and
Weber (1989). These studies are
illustrative of the interrelation of
independent variables in the
family, community, and school
environments that cause students
to become educational failures
and drop out of school.

Once the possible composite
and individual dropout predictors
are available for school adminis-
trators, teachers, guidance coun-
selors, and support staff, some
recommendations for increasing
the graduation rate for any school
in any geographic area can be
made. Those recommendations
include a counseling program for
potential dropouts that inciudes a
student profiling instrument. That
profiling instrument should be
developed and implemented in a
counseling program so identifi-
cation of potential student drop-
outs could be determined at an
early stage in the educational
process. Identification of poten-
tial students who may be at risk
of dropping out of school helps
educators develop preven-
tion/intervention strategies.

The three, broad, composite
sets of data which should be in-
cluded in the profile instrument
developed are student character-
istics, family characteristics, and
school characteristics. Following
1s a list of the risk factors and
characteristics identified in a re-
view of five studies which re-
search shows contribute to the
profile of a potential dropout:

Student Characteristics:
Gender

Ethnicity

Age

Attendance
Retention
Socioceconomic status
(Grade enrolled

e (Citizenship/discipline
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Family Characteristics:
o Type of Family Unit
+ Teen Parent

¢ Family Trauma

[t I1s important to note that,
while any student may at one
lime or another exhibit some of
the charactenstics described
above, it is the pattern that
emerges which identifies poten-
tiai dropouts. By clustering the
factors that contribute to becom-
ing a dropout into thrce compos-
ites of student, family, and
school, the educator can begin to
determine the degree to which a
student 1s at risk of dropping out.

Once potential dropouts are
identified, alternate methods of
delivering an appropnate educa-
tion to these students ¢an be de-
veloped. These students may not
be motivated by the traditional
values imposed 1n the past by
families and may often see no
relation between education and a
better lifestyle. They must be
prescnted the material in a difter-
ent method that stimulates, moti-
vates, and gives them reason to
change their behuvior and to es-
tablish education as a priority. As
educators plan for and administer
alternative education programs
for at-risk students, they need to
be aware of the factors that con-
tribute to a student’s dropping
out. Only then can programs be
developed that provide students
with a reason to stay in school
and the will 1o combat the forces
working to encourage them to
drop out.

Even as the need for alterna-
tive education increases, so do
the solutions available to educa-
tors today. Students who are un-
able to function in the traditional
classroom often respond well to
instruction that is individualized
and targets their specific needs.
Computer softwarc s readily
available that can do the labor-
intensive task of developing an
individualized program for every
alternative school student and
free the instructor to become a
coach and cheerleader as students
movc¢ through the program.

Alternative schools
should provide not
just a different place
Sfor disruptive or
non-conforming
students but a different
environment for
students with
unique needs.

Often students must cope in the
“real world™ with such grown-up
problems as taking care of young
children, finding enough food to
eat, and dealing with irresponsi-
ble and sometimes abusive
adults. For these students, the
everyday, school-related activi-
ties like recess and lining up to
20 to the Junchroom or library or
raising your hand for permission
to speak may seem totally unre-
lated to their world, Altemative
schools can provide an environ-

ment that treats them like young
adults while fulfilling an innate
need for structure and support.
Altemative schools should pro-
vide not just a different place for
disruptive or non-conforming
students but a different environ-
ment for students with unique
needs.

The one thing that a true al-
ternative school can provide 1s
hope for a better future. In our
society no child shoutd scc drop-
ping out of scheol as a solution
to a problem. For the student
who cannot remain in schooj
during a regular 8:00-3:00 schooi
day, on-line schools offer a
unique choice. Through such
programs, students can be issucd
laptop computers with modems
through which they can dial in 1o
scheool from home and completc
the requirements tor carnegie
units toward graduation. Some
programs even offer on-line sup-
port from certified teachers,
while others allow students to
check in with their teachers
through the telephone during
specific hours.

Some high schools across the
country have instituted a “credit
recovery’ program for students
who have failed so many courses
that graduation seems out of
rcach. Students arc allowed to
complete the work toward
graduation through on-line in-
struction and must pass compe-
tency tests approved by high
school teachers to reccive credit.
Once these young adulis realize
that there is hope for a diploma.
many of them will apply them-
sclves with a surprising intensily.
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No child wants to be a failure,
but many children have failed for
50 long that they cannot see

References

Blackledge, Jr., {1997). The rela-
tionship between school dropouts and
selected factors and characteristics.
Doctoral Dissertation, The University of
Southern Mississippi, Hattiesburg.

Evelo, D., Sinclair, M., Hurley, C.,
Christenson, S., & Thurlow, M. (19946).
Keepine kids in school. Institute on
Community Integration. College of
Education and Human Development:
Umniversity of Minnesota.

Frymier, J., Barber, L., Carriedo,
R., Denton, W., Gansneder, B., John-
son-Lewis, S., & Patterson, N. {1992).
Growing up is risky business and
schools are not to blarne. Phi Delta
Kappan, 1, 9.

Frymier, J., & Gansneder, B.
(1989). The Phi Delta Kappa study of
students at risk. Phi Delta Kappan, 71. 4
& 142,

Gandara, P, (1989), 'Those' chil-
dren of ours. Moving toward comrnu-
nity. NEA Today Issues 89, 38-43.

themselves in any other light.
Altemative education should be

Garmer, H. E., Stein, ]. A, &
Jacobs, I. K. (1997). The process of
dropping cut of high school; A 19-year
perspective. American Educational
Research Journal, 34 (2), 395-419,

Jordan, W_I., Lara, J., & McPart-
land, J. M. {1996, September 1). Ex-
ploring the causes of early dropout
among race-ethnic and gender groups.
Youth & Society, 28, 62. National
Education Goals Report 2000. Building
a nation of learners. (1996).

John Engler, Chair (1995-1996).
National Education Goals Panel, p. 38.

Purvis, I. R., & Jacobs, A. {1996,
January). Preventive measures for the
at-risk child in elementary school. Edu-
cation Service Center and Southern
Education Consortium, University of
Southern Mississippi, Hattiesburg,

the place where they leamn to
succeed.

Sheppard, D. L. (1991, May). The
relationship between dropping out of
school and selected variables in a south
Mississippi school district. Doctoral
Dissertation, The University of South-
ern Mississippi, Hattiesburg.

U. S. Department of Commerce,
Bureau of Census. Economucs and Sta-
tistics Administration, Educational At-
tainment in the United States. March
1994, 1993, and 1992, & 1988. Wash-
ington, DC: Author.

Weber, I. M. (1989). ldentifying
potential dropouts: A compilation and
evaluation of selected procedures. Cen-
ter on Education and Training for Em-
ployment, The Ohio State University,
{Book)

Wells, 8. E. (1990). At-risk vouth:
Identification, programs, and recom-
mendations. Englewocod, CO: Teacher
idea.

Youngman, J. (1993). Early identi-
fication and interventions for elemen-
tary students at-risk of not succeeding
in school. Doctoral Disertation. Nova
University, Melbourne, FL.

26

Thresholds in Education (February, 1999)



Providence High School’s AVID Program:
A Unique Educational Alternative

hat i1s AVID? It
means Advancentent
Via Individual De-

termunation. This 1s a relatively
new program geared to heip a
selected school population. Like
many high school systems in
America, Providence does a very
cood job of getting motivated
students into the colleges of their
choice. The school has voca-
tional, school-to-work, and half-
day work programs for the stu-
dent not considering college right
after high school. Students who
arc interested in the armed serv-
ices can see their local recruiter
during lunch and/or attend in-
formative sessions to pursue thefr
careers. Special education stu-
dents have programs to help
them adjust to the transition from
school and afler graduation. Stu-
dents considered to be at-risk
with the potential of dropping out
of Providence High are provided
incentives, special counseling,
and programs 1o keep them in
school. Even athleies who are
considered Division | prospects
can receive guidance to assist
them in their college plans. Woe
to the school principal who does
not get that “star” athlete into a
major university. Parents, com-
munity, and the media will con-
demn the admunistrator for not

By Les Potter

Principal. Providence High School, Charlotte, North Carolina

ensuring Johnny or Judy Jock’s
placement in college as a result
of low test scores, low grades, or
non-college courses attempted.
The staff works very hard to
make sure this does not happen!

Unfortunately there
is a group of young
people whom most high
schools forget. I call
them the “mid-kids” —
students caught between
day and night—not eli-
gible for any existing
programs and forgotten
by most educators,

Providence High School is
very fortunate to have 2,239
seemingly well behaved, moti-
vated, young people ina 9-12
suburban setting. Over eighty
percent of the students attend
four-year calleges. The school is
a Blue-Ribbon School recog-
nized for its academic excel-
lence. Advance placement rec-
ords show Providence leading the
District {in public and private
schools) in the number of stu-
dents enrolled, tested, and scor-

ing above a three (five being the
highest) on the test. Providence
High School leads North Caro-
lina in the number of students in
the National Honor Society.
Overall this school does very
well for college prep students.
Unfoertunately there is a
group of young people whom
most high schools forget. 1 call
them the “mid-kids” students
caught between day and night—
not eligible for any existing pro-
grams and forgotten by most
educators. They arc the solid
“C” students who don't cause
many problems—unmotivated
students who have potential but
don’t use it; they just blend into
the woodwork in the average
high schaol. Counselors don't
sce them because they may not
know who they are. We admin-
istrators don’t see them either.
There are hundreds of students
who fit the AVID profile at
Providence. The staff needs to
identify them and help them
achieve to their maximum.
Charlotte-Mecklenburg
Schoo!l District has had the fore-
sight to recognize this waste of
human potential. It looked
around to see what could be done
to help all students reach their
untapped potential. This led the
District to establish AVID, a

Thresholds in Education (February, 1999)

27



program specifically for this type
of student. In the 1997-98 school
year, the AVID program was
started in a limited number of
middle and senior high schools.
[t was so successful in its struc-
tured curriculum and pedagogy
that it is now required in all sec-
ondary schools in Charlotte-
Mecklenburg. Providence High
School welcomed the opportu-
nity to help the forgotten student.

The summer of 1998 saw
hundreds of secondary principals,
teachers, and counselors attend
an Eastern conference on AVID
in Newport News, Virginia. The
conference lasted five days but
was worth every minute spent
there! Although most of the in-
formation on teaching, content,
course integralion, parental in-
volvement, tutoring, organza-
tion, and providing feedback was
not new to any experienced cdu-
cator, the structure of the pro-
gram was unique.

[ am going to describe the
mission, goal, and achievement
of AVID, and what Providence is
doing to tmplement this program.
AVID is the brainchiid of Mary
Catherine Swanson who taught
English for twenty years. She
developed AVID in California in
1980 as a program for undera-
chieving, secondary students to
prepare them for the rigors of a
four-year college. So far, more
than 93% of AVID students have
enrolled in four-year colleges,
and 89% of them are in college
two years later. At the summer
institute in Newport News, edu-
cators were privileged to hear
many success stories of students

who clearly said that they would
not be where they are today
without the AVID program. It
gave them structure, help, and
hope for the future.

By definition, “AVID isa
staff development program for
educators and a college prepara-
tory program for all students, es-
pecially those underachieving
who have not previously suc-
ceeded in college preparatory
curriculum” { AVID Notebook,
1998). Although AVID can
work with all students, it appears
to work best with the undera-
chieving students.

The sorting practices of

schools constitute the very

identities of the students they
touch. It 1s not that dumb
kids are placed In slow
groups or low tracks; it is that
kids are made dumb by being
placed into slow groups or
low tracks. And, as demon-
strated by AVID, students
can be made smart by being
placed in challenging courses
when they have a system of
social scaffolding supporting

them. (Mehan, 1996}.

The purpose of the AVID pro-
gram is to identify these students
caught 1n the middle, prepare
them for the college preparatory
path for tour-year collcge eligi-
bility, and restructure teaching
methodologies to ensure that this
happens.

I was able to obtain a sum-
mary of AVID research findings
that helped me decide that this
was a good program for our mid-
kids. Although I was more per-

suaded by the many practitioncrs

from around the country who

have successfully tried and used

AVID, they were umversally

sold on the concept. Briefly,

here are some of the findings of

AVID:

e AVID serves over 20,000
students throughout Califor-
nta, Nevada, Kentucky, Vir-
gima,North Carolina, Mis-
sourn, Colorado, Anzona,
Europe, the Far East, and
Central America.

e The AVID network of
schools includes nearly 500
sites.

s Since 1990, over 5,000 stu-
dents have graduated from
AVID programs.

e  Over 90% of AVID graduates
enroll in college.

e AVID graduates persist in
college at an §89% rate.

» The longer students partici-
pate in AVID, the more likely
they are to indicate they
would enroll again.

o (lasscs average around 25
students.

o The AVID team consists of
teachers of English, math,
science, social studies, and a
guidance counselor. Students
wanting to participate in
AVID are more likely to have
higher academic grades after
enrolling 1n the program.

e AVID students participating
in free and reduced lunch
programs (1.e. lower socio-
economic students) were
more likely to mdicate that
the student, tutor, and teacher
supporl was useful.
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Conclusions reached through

surveys and research were that

AVID blurs both racial and eco-

nomi¢ boundaries and gives all
students equal educational op-

portunities. Grades, attendance,

participation, and parental in-
volvement increased through

AVID. AVID teachers also took
a special interest in the mid-kids
now that they were identified as

AVID students.

The AVID Student Profile:
Underachieving

Average to high test scores
Average GPA

College potential with sup-
port

Disadvantaged and under-
served

Low income

Historically underserved in
four-year colleges

First in family to attend col-
lege

Special circumstances
Desire and determination by
both student and parent

Obwviously all students will not
perfectly fit into this profile, but
many students do fit into several

of these categories. Thesc are
the ones looked at first. (I was

sutprised how many students it
this profile.)

The program components

include:

Eligible students {selected by
the schoo!l staff), and their
parents elect to participate in
the program. On-going
communication with the par-
ent is vital to the success of
the program.

Tutors work with AVID stu-
dents both individually and in
study groups. {Providence
recruited its tutors from the
retired population and col-
leges. These are paid posi-
tions supported by the school
district.} Tutors assist stu-
dents in all academic areas to
make progress commensurate
with college expectations.
The AVID teacher will in-
struct students in lessons de-
rived from maximum com-
petency materials, ortginally
developed collaboratively in
AVID by high school and
college instructors.

The AVID Site Team con-
sists of teachers, counselors,
administrators, parents, and
can inciude students and tu-
tors. The Site Team supports
the efforts of the AVID Co-
ordinator (z teacher who vol-
unieers to lead the initiative,
who can be rewarded by an
extra planning period) and
helps the AVID program suc-
ceed in the school. Regular
meetings are held to involve
the team in planning, assess-
ing, and problem-solving,.
Seminars are offered in note-
taking, study skills, test-
taking, time management,
SAT and college entrance
and placement exam prepa-
ration, effective textbook
reading, and library research
skills. Students receive help
in preparing college applica-
tions and financial aid forms.
Guest speakers from colleges,
the Military, business, and
the community visit the

AVID class. Students take
field trips to museums, his-
torical sites, theaters, col-
leges, businesses, and cul-
tural events.

AVID program implementa-
tton and student progress
must be monitored, and re-
sults must be analyzed to en-
sure progress. Parents must
be involved through the en-
tire process while the student
15 1n high school. Thisis a
commitment that must be
kept by the parents.

There 1s a notebook that stu-
dents use with a particular
note-taking device.

Specific teaching methodolo-
gies have been utilized in
AVID with great success.
These are called WIC, which
stands for Writing, Inquiry,
and Cellaboration. AVID
teachers, Site Team mem-
bers. and tutors are trained to
use these methods success-
fully with all students to
make rigorous curriculum
more accessible.

The sociological effects of

AVID, as described by Hugh
Mehan (1996), are that AVID

assists students and families in :

navigating the hidden cu-
ricutum of schools,
acquiring cultural capital and
overcoming SES (socio-
economic status),
discovering the social scaf-
folds that facilitate their aca-
demic progress,

“crossing borders” to develop
a new peer group while
maintaining old friendships,
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* developing an achicvement
ideology, and

e engaging in academic dis-
course.

AVID works because it:

* places low-achieving students
in rigorous curriculunt and
gives them the support to
achieve.

e provides the explicit “hidden
curriculum” of schaols that
1sn’t being taught in schools
but ts leamed anyway. (See
the work of educational
writer, Elliot Fisher, for the
definition and explanation of
“hidden curriculum.™)

* provides a team of students
for positive peer identifica-
tion.

» redefines the teacher’s role as
that of student advocate.

* provides opportunities for
teachers and parents to work
together for the students’
sake.
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One Bright and Shining Year

teachers in an accelerated,

evening, master’s degree
program. Since we stay together
for two years as a cohort group, I
get to know more about their
personal and professional lives
than many university teachers
might. Each week [ watch as
these teachers come into class at
4:30 after a long day at school —
often tired, frustrated, and some-
times angry. I can relate. These
are the symptoms of what, years
ago, Philip Jackson (1986) called
the "daily grind" of teaching.
Though I have becn out of the
classroom for nearly 20 years,
some things have not changed. In
fact, from my current perspec-
tive, the intensity of the "grind"
seems to be increasing year by
year. So, I routinely set aside the
first 45 minutes to an hour of
each class to let the group share
their good and bad experiences
and unwind from the day.

While I enjoy my current
work, | sometimes despair at
what the future of teaching and,
with it, public education holds. I
left the classroom in 1980 feeling
that the options for creative solu-
tions to everyday teaching prob-
lems were closing down all over.
The educational climate was be-
coming reductive. Back-to-basics

I work with practicing

By Norman Weston
Assistant Professor

Department of Interdisciplinary Studies
National-Louis University, Wheeling, IL

talk, an emphasis on account-
ability, and prescriptive learning
models were on the rise. It was
time to leave.

After a number of years
working in university libraries, [
returned to education in 1994,
this time as a university profes-
sor. Why did I return? When
teaching conditions had not be-
come better over the years, what
hope could 1 offer teachers? Why
should I even coatinue this
work? The answer is: one good
year.

This article ts about one
"bright and shining"” year I had as
a teacher when I felt and experi-
enced all of the exciting possi-
bilities that teaching can and
should offer. [ have experienced
teachers and students working
together to chart the course of
their own learning, and I know
how good that can feel. I also
know that it works. I know that it
works better than externally pre-
scribed curricula and "by the
book" teaching methodologies.
When feeling low, [ am continu-
ally brought back to that one
good year for a sense of inspira-
tion and hope that things can be
better in schools for teachers and
students alike. And, that with a
little imagination, daring, and
faith, students and teachers

working together can create a
living curriculum that provides
both meaning and shared direc-
tion to their lives. What follows
is the story of that year.

Looking back, 1
believe this agenda
crystallized for me
during the days of
the Vietnam War when
many young men
my age were forced to
make some very
troubling decisions.

Beginnings

During the summer of 1974, 1
was preparing to begin my fourth
year of teaching at a Catholic
elementary school in southwest-
ern Michigan. While talking in
the backyard with a friend and
colleague about our plans for the
upcoming school year, we real-
ized that we shared some com-
mon beliefs about the ends and
means of education. We agreed
that students should be encour-
aged to think for themselves and
should thus be allowed to make
meaningful decisions about their
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lives and learning within the
school setting. After all, wasn’t
this what they would be required
to do after leaving school?

We also believed that stu-
dents should be involved in dect-
sions not only about what they
study but when they study.
Making 5-year decisions and
choosing from alternative com-
mitments is an inescapable part
of adult life. Children need to
have the opportunily to test their
1deas and beliefs in the here and
now setting of the school. We
were concerned that engaging
students in decision-making was
the best way to prepare them for
responsible adulthood. One must
not only choose but also learn to
choose wisely and take responsi-
bility for one's choices. As a per-
sonal attribute and positive social
value, learning how to make re-
sponsible choices was of primary
importance to child development.

Looking back, I believe this
agenda crystallized for me during
the days of the Vietnam War
when many young men my age
were forced to make some very
troubling decisions. For many,
the choices were either to par-
ticipate in the war passively, ac-
quiescing to fate and hoping for
the best, or 10 actively protest the
war, Much to the consternation
of my family, I chose to protest: [
resisted induction into the army.
My teaching colleague, also a
protestor, was one of the first
nuns in our school to stop wear-
ing the traditional nun's habit,
start speaking her mind openty
on affairs of the church, and
joined a local women's liberation

group. While we came by our
beliefs via separate pathways, we
found we had much in common.
Grounded in our shared set of
beliefs (which became our phi-
losophy of education), we agreed
to merge our two classrooms and
experimentally team-teach the
entire fifth grade during the up-
coming school year,

Setting and Space

Our building was an old high
school with plenty of room for
the school's K-8 population.
Since there was no shortage of
room, we were given an upstairs
wing of the building including
three classrooms connected by a
long corridor with girls’ and
boys’ washrooms at either end.
QOur wing was completely sepa-
rated from the rest of the school.
We had, in essence, a school-
within-a-school just for the fitth
grade. In late summer we eagerly
set about rearranging this space
to help foster the kind of learning
we hoped would go on there.

As it turned out, we
would later extend our
landscape for learning

to include the world

outside the school walls.

Before the students arrived in
September, we had designated
each of the three rooms for a
special purpose. Our goal for
space use was to create and
maintain a flexible and open

learning environment where stu-
dents could move and interact
freely with one another and with
the available learning materials.
In the beginning, our vision of
the learning space and environ-
ment consisted of the long corri-
dor and the three adjacent rooms.
As it turned out, we would later
extend our landscape for leaming
to include the world outside the
school walls.

We set up Room One as an
all-purpose meeting room and
large group instruction area. This
was where we would gather cach
momning to begin the day. Desks
were removed and, in their place,
each student was provided with a
cubicle for personal items. Fifty
10 sixty students seated in folding
chairs fitted with attached writing
boards could easily fit into the
room. The chairs could alter-
nately be rearranged for small
group discussions, or stacked at
the back of the room 10 open the
whole space for other large group
activities if need be.

Room Twao was outfitted with
long tables for small group proj-
ect work and science and art ac-
tivities. This room would also
contain three or four learming
stations stocked with subject-
related materials to be changed
on a weekly or monthly basis.

Room Three contained fac-
ulty desks, individual study car-
rels, a listening center, and a
small library fumished with a
couple of couches and an easy
chair. This room would be our
after school office and a placc for
the children to study and find
some quiet during the day.
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Curriculum Growing Pains

While arranging the learning
space, we were also thinking
about curniculum - what and how
we would teach. We knew we
would be expected to teach
rcading, mathematics, science,
religion, language arts, and social
studies, Ffow we taught these
subjects was not set. As soon as
the students arrived, guided by
our set of beliefs, we began to
develop and test procedures and
activities which, we believed,
would serve to encourage indi-
vidual growth, sclf-direction, and
responsibility.

We were not immediately
successful. The going was hard
at first. We spent many hours
after school and on weckends
wrestling with organizational.
curricular, and philosophical
matters such as: Do we need
reading groups? What purposc
do they serve? Do we need to
have a formal spelling program,
OT can we somehow integrate
spelling and wnting? Docs indi-
vidualized nstruction serve
merely to cast students adrift, or
does it release them to develop at
their own pace? Will their "own
pace”" be acceptable to us, to their
parents, and to the school princi-
pal? How much direction and
control over the student’s learn-
ing experiences and curriculum
content should we as teachers
assume? Are we really fostering
self-direction and personal re-
sponsibility using this classroom
procedure, or 1s something else
(some other value) being trans-
mitted?

As we struggled, so did our
students. They were not used to
planning and orgamzing so large
a part of their daily and weekly
activities. For a long time many
had difficulty getting started,
following through, and meeting
some minimal requirements for
skill development that we had
set.

Through a conscious
and systematic effort
to build in choices
and options for
activities in each
of the required
subject areas, we
gradually managed
to shift the locus
of responsibility
for learning away
from us and onto
the students.

Up to now the students had
learned to be almost entirely de-
pendent on the teacher to specify,
direct, and control all aspects of
their learning in school. Through
a conscious and systematic effort
to build in choices and options
for activities in each of the re-
quired subject areas, we gradu-
ally managed to shift the locus of
responsibility for learning away
from us and onto the students.
This is not to say that we
gave up our responsibility as
teachers for structuring the envi-

ronment; we simply built into the
curriculum an allowance for stu-
dent input, interaction, and per-
sonal choice. Over time, as they
began to take on more and more
responsibility for their learmng.
Student input began to play an
integral part in shaping and di-
recting the curriculum.

Means and Methods

We routinely taught to both
large and small groups of stu-
dents depending on whether we
were introducing a new topic in a
subject area or working with just
a few students to reinforce a
needed skill. However, individu-
alized instruction and student,
self-directed, project activities
comprised a large part of the
learning that went on. Topical
learning centers, math and lan-
guage arts activity card boxes,
and continual progress math and
reading skil! centers were all part
at each student's, contracted,
weekly, leaming activities. Mon-
days began with the students
planning their daily and weekly
activities, which were turned in,
n the form of a contract. We thus
provided them with choices but
within a structure, Boundaries
are important and necessary for
children to practice exercising
freedom.

Over time, our teacher-
planned activities became more
open-ended, prompted by the
needs and interests expressed by
the students. The curriculum-in-
action seemed to grow and
evolve not 1n a linear, precon-
ceived fashion, but organically -
thrusting itself forward in re-
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sponse to the purposes and inter-
ests of the students. We did not
know where we were heading,
but were confident that we were
on the right path. In retrospect,
the curriculum gradually became
what I would now call a "lived
curriculum "one infused with
personal meaning and purpose. (I
later learned that .. Thomas
Hopkins (1954) referred to this
as the "Is" curriculum as opposed
lo the "Was" curriculum.)

For example, we set aside a
Project Period during the last
hour of each day where a student
or group of students might pur-
sue a unique interest. Aside from
encouraging self-directed learn-
ing, the idea of the projects was
lo promote experience with long-
range planning and sustained in-
quiry. Projects ran the gamut
from straight-ahead written re-
ports, to home experiments,
ciassroom demonstrations, and
artistic projects. As an unfore-
seen side benefit, we observed
much out-of-school collaboration
going on among students as a
result of their shared project
work.

At about the same time, we
began to expand our conception
of the leaming environment to
include the world outside the
classroom by taking numerous
field trips to local businesses and
nature settings. (This necessitated
my obtaining a license to drive a
school bus — a learming expen-
ence in itself!) The bowling al-
ley, the beach, a nearby nature
center, an apple orchard, and the
pool at the local YMCA (where I
helped teach 6 or 8 of our stu-

dents to swim) all became places
of learming. Not only did we go
into the community, we brought
the community to us.

For example, Thursday after-
noons were set aside for Sharing
Period when students from other
grades, parents, and community
members were invited into the
classroom to share their interests
and hobbies. Both students and
teachers participated in inviting
and scheduling these visitors. |
will never forget the father who
came in to talk to us about Po-
land. He told us what it was like
to grow up there before World
War I1, and how painful it was to
leave his homeland and come to
America after the war. Since that
day many years ago, I have car-
ried with me a new respect for
the Polish people. I often won-
der how this single afternoon has
stayed with me through the years.
I also wonder how many events,
which took place on these infor-
mal afternoons, have stayed with
those former fifth grade students.

Unexpected Effects and Result
As the year progressed, I
looked forward to school each
day because something new was
bound to be taking shape. Since ]
did not have to plan for them
every minute of the day, [ could
let myself be surprised at what
the kids were up to. [ knew | was
truly growing in my profession.
New opportunities for personal
and professional learning were
always emerging. No longer did I
see myself as the one responsible
for doling out bits and pieces of
disparate knowledge to students

in hopes that they would, or
could, make some overall sense
of 1t. As responsibility for learn-
ing shifted increasingly to the
students, I took my role as a
member of the learning commu-
nity, albeit a sentor member.
Granted, as senior members and
teachers, we provided structure
and organizational routine, but
within that structure there was
wide latitude for individual stu-
dent growth and expression.

By vear's end, we were con-
vinced that we had accomplished
much. The climate we had cre-
ated felt right—less restrained
and more open to possibility. Wc
could see how actively mvolved
students were in their learning.
They exhibited self-confidence
and a new sense of pride in their
work. Though we had not "cov-
ered" a pre-specified amount of
subject matter, we had journeyed
down many unforeseen and pro-
ductive pathways led on by our
evolving interests. It was not un-
t1] the results of the year-end
achievement tests arrived, how-
ever, that we realized just how
much these students had grown.

To our amazement, scores on
the Stanford Achievement Tests
showed statistically significant
growth in af! areas measured.
With 9 months considered nor-
mal growth, our mathematics
scores averaged 14 months
growth; reading, 16 months; sci-
ence, 15 months; language arts,
20 months; social studies, 24
months; and spelling, which we
had not systematically taught
during the year, grew an average
of 12 months! Needless to say,
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we were pleased, although a bit
shocked by the magnitude of
changes in the scores. In previous
years these same students had
averaged only 6 to 10 months’
growth in most areas. School
scores for other grade levels who
had followed the traditional cur-
riculum, stayed at the average 6
to 10 month growth level. What
specific factors could explain this
level of improvement?

Using a pass/fail system of
grading, we had tried to maintain
certain minimum standards for
quality and achievement in stu-
dent performance. Assigning
grades for everything, we had
decided, wasted much time and
effort better used to maintain
enthusiasm and momentum for
further learning. Never was our
intention to focus solely on aca-
demic achievement as a measure
of our program’s success. All
along, we had sought something
much decper and, we hoped,
more lasting. We hoped to instill
a sense of confidence, self-
direction, and purpose in the
lives of our students. We wanted
them to become independent
learners for a lifetime. Com-
pared to other school classrooms
with standard grading proce-
dures, our program had proven to
be more academically successful
than we had originally dreamed
possible.

Looking Back:
What Happened

Over the years, [ have tried to
identify influential variables,
which might have accounted for
our success. One could point to a

number of things: the amount of
physical space in which teachers
and students could maneuver and
create; the freedom granted us to
teach how and when we chose;
or to the strength, focus, and
flexibility of our teaching
brought about by the symbiotic
nature of team teaching. Qur own
personal teaching styles and the
skill and ability to translate our
ideas into action must also have
played a part. Each of these was
certainly an important influence,
and, as aspects of the program,
could be investigated in their
own right. Howcver, I believe
that each was uniquely realized,
put into play, and amplificd by a
deeper, more pervasive compo-
nent which constituted the pro-
gram's "deep structure"— that
being an explicitly stated,
evolving, shared philosophy
about the means and ends of
education that we believed fos-
tered self-directed Icarning and
personal responsibility within
and among students.

The curriculum acknowl-
edged and built upon the needs,
interests, and abilities of the stu-
dents. This meant that the stu-
dents themselves provided, in
large part, the substance and ul-
timate direction for the curricu-
lum. As teachers, our philosophy
and our educational values and
beliefs conveyed to form a living
"blueprint,” a sharcd guide for
learning. Thus, we provided an
evocative, necessary structure for
an evolving curriculum. By pro-
viding a structured environment,
which required students to take
responsibtlity for their learning,

we aimed to prepare them to be-
come responsible, self-directed
adults. This required concentrat-
ing, not on the future, but on the
present, on the "here and now."
We agreed that to foster true and
lasting learning, we had to makc
learning meaningful now. Ac-
cordingly, one of our most basic
criteria when planning a learning
experience is to "make it real”

(Kelley, 1947).

Making It Real

Making it real meant engag-
ing students in activities and so-
cial consequences in the world
around. Examples included crea-
tive and expressive wriling, or
writing to clarify a point of vicw .

"Making it real"”
meant starting with
each child's expressed
interests and concerns,
and then helping him or
her to stretch and
connect experiential
knowledge with the
various worlds of
disciplinary or
structured knowledge.

All sought to uncover student
voice. Letters to the opinion page
of the local newspaper, a Pen Pal
program with a school 1n Maine,
and writing for our own maga-
zine were encouraged to this end.
I recall one of our students being

Thresholds in Education (February, 1999)

L")
whn



called to testify in court as a re-
sult of a letter she had written to
the local newspaper about a large
pothole she had noticed on her
street. She wrote that the pothole
was dangerous and should be
filled in before there was an ac-
cident. As fate would have it, a
few days after her letter appeared
n the newspaper, there was a
serious car accident involving the
pothole. I found out about this
one day when the girl's mother
called to say that her daughter
would not be in school for a cou-
ple of davs because she had to go
to court to testify. Talk about a
real leaming experience!

In mathematics, "making 1t
real" could mean leamning how to
bowl (a class field trip). keeping
our own score, and playing as a
member of a team. At other
times students charted food
prices at the local food market;
lard out foot-race courses and
clocked and charted their runnming
speeds; monitored their own
heights and weights throughount
the school year; and as a group,
designed and built kites from
scratch (some of which even
flew!).

"Making it real" meant start-
ing with each child's expressed
interests and concerns, and then
helping him or her to stretch and
connect experiential knowledge
with the various worlds of disci-
plinary or structured knowledge.
John Dewey called this approach
moving the child from the "psy-
chological” to the "logical." By
adopting the "make it real"” phi-
losophy, we felt we were moving
cach child toward an immediate

sense of purpose, cohesiveness,
and continwity in his or her
learming.

We did not set out
to increase our students'
fest scores; yet I suspect
that if we had begun
with this stated objective
(like so many curricula
today), we would
have become blinded
to, and stifled, the
latent learning power
of our students.

Our philesophy, then, was
alive and n the forefront of
every curricular and pedagogical
decision we made. It served not
only as a guide for curricular
planning, but for on-the-spot,
pedagogical decisions made ei-
ther in the classroom, in the cor-
ridor, or away from school. We
were concerned with subject
matter, but more importantly we
were concerned with the growth
and development of the desire to
learn within the child. We be-
lieved that the internalization of
feelings of self-worth and per-
sonal efficacy were more impor-
tant, more crucial, and more truly
educative for the child in the
long run than to have merely
"covered the material." We were
seeking to develop both strength
of intellect and strength of char-
acter. This goal meant creating

situations and structures for
leaming in which students would
be required to test and expand
not only their knowledge, but
also their attitudes and beliefs.
Dewey (1938) believed that
teaching, which can foster those
attitudes within students that will
help them prepare to meet the
future with hope and confidence,
lies at the heart of all educational
endeavor. It is attitude, perspec-
tive, and the ability to think that
count in the end — not a pile of
disconnected information.
Dewey talks of education as be-
ing the proper preparation of at-
titude to meet the future. Per-
haps the greatest of all pedagogi-
cal fallacies 1s the notion that a
person learns only the particular
thing he is studying at the time.
Collateral learning in the way of
formation of enduring attitudes,
of likes and dislikes, may be and
often is much more imporiant
than the spelling lesson or the
lesson in history or geography
that 1s leamed (Dewey, 1938,
p.48).

Dewey gocs on to say that the
most important attitude that can
be formed in a student is the de-
sire to leam and to go on fcamn-
ing (p.48). I believe that in our
program we had achieved the
conditions that Dewey's tcrmed
"collateral learning.” Much
learning went on that we, as
teachers, did not necessarily
know about. There was so much
individual and group project
work going on all the time that
we simply could not monitor 1t
all. I cannot begin to speculate
on how this may have contrib-
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uted to the academic growth
shown by the test scores. It was
as though we had tapped into and
released the latent power of the
student side of the teacher/stu-
dent learning equation, We did
not set out to Increase our stu-
dents’ test scores; yet [ suspect
that 1f we had begun with this
stated objective (like so many
curricula today), we would have
become blinded 1o, and stifled,
the latent learning power of our
students. Instead of rocketing
ahead. veering off when and
wherc they did, the curricu-
lum-as-experienced may well
have beeome dead-ended, encap-
sulated, and impotent - that is,
normal. As it was, | believe the
imcreased student performance,
as measured by the tests, grew
out of our cflorts to create the
kind of creative, cooperative, and
responsive lcarning environment
we had envisioned together in
the backyard the summer before
the school year began.

How the desire to learn was
felt and experienced by any par-
ticular student still remains a
mystery to me today. What
seems clear though is that much
incidental or collateral learning
happened out of our sight as
teachers, taking place in the
classrooms, in the hall corridor,
or after school at home when
many students got together on
their own to work on projects.
Learning went on that we did not
direct or initiate. In the end, we
followed not a plan, but a set of
beliefs, a philosophy, which be-
came actualized in the learning
experiences of the students.

As a postscript to this “bright
and shining” year, because of
family and financial reasons, [
left the parochial school system
the following year and moved to
a rural community where [ found
a job teaching third grade in a
public school. Hoping to dupli-
cate my recent exhilarating expe-
rience, [ approached my new
colleagues with some possibili-
ties and got this response: “Well
... we can't do that because of ...
and ... besides, we have to follow
the textbook because the fourth
grade teachcrs expect us to have
covered the material, and now,
we have to write these behavioral
objectives ..."” They were night, |
could not recreate my experience
of the year before. | closcd my
door and struggled on my own
managing to stick it out in
teaching for another three years.
During this time I was judged by
my peers and the community as
being a good, if not exceptional,
teacher. However, 1 eventually
decided to leave teaching alto-
gether and soon found myself in
graduate library school hoping to
recapture my excitement for
lcarning on the university cam-
pus but in an entirely different
profession.

New Directions

Ten years later, as a doctaral
student in education, | became
involved in the Teacher Lore
Project at the University of Illi-
nois at Chicago under the guid-
ance of Professor William H.
Schubert. Over a period of five
years, Teacher Lore researchers
conducted a series of investiga-

tions into the teaching lives of
Chicago area teachers. Through
conversational interviews, we
tried to find out from these
teachers what they had gained
through experience that provided
meaning and direction in their
current lives both in and out of
the classroom. The goal was to
not only understand how good
teaching comes about, but also to
build up an experiential knowl-
edge base about teaching to pass
along to prospective teachers
(Schubert & Ayers, 1992).

My expericnce as a Teacher
Lore researcher brought me back
again to thinking about my best
and most successful year in
teaching hack in 1974, What [
leamned from interviewing a
number of teachers who were
considered exemplary by their
peers, and what they had (o say
about their teachmg and their
lives resonated deeply with my
own past experience. What [
heard from them, and now
recognize to be true from my
own teaching experience, 1s that
to be a good tcacher:

(1) One must be his or her own
authentic self in the classroom;
that is, one must be "present” to
the students, bringing all one's
feelings and emotions into the
classroom. With this comcs real
life and rcal leaming.

(2) One must provide students
with learning experienccs which
arc scen and felt to be real und
meaningful. Making il real
means fostering and strengthen-
ing the connections between the
child's out-of-school experiences
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and that which he or she studies
in school.

(3) One must be responsive to
the student. This means bemng
able to see individual faces when
one looks into the classroom. It
does not mean teaching a body of
subject matter to the hypothetical
"average" student.

(4) One must perceive of onesclf
not only as a teacher, but also as
a learner, as a member of a
classroom community of learn-
crs. The good teacher never
knows his or her subjcct matter,
studenls, community, or inner
motivations well enough.

(5) One must have a sense of
purpose and direction in one's
teaching. Thus comes about by
deep and continual reflection
about the goals and purposes of
education and how these are aor
are not being translated nto ac-
tion and reality in the classroom.

(6) One must help the child in-
tegrate his or her leaming. This
relates to making learning "real”
and to being responsive to the
individual needs and interests of
the child, while at the same time,

References

Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and
education. New York: Macmillan.
Hopkins, L.T. (1954). The emerg-

ing self in home and school. New
York: Harper & Brothers.

helping to expand his or her in-
tellectual horizons into the varni-
ous fields of disciplinary knowl-
edge.

(7) One must create an atmos-
phere of trusr and personal re-
sponsibility 1n the classroom. To
meaningfully learn, the student
must feel free to risk exposing
his or her 1deas and feelings in
the presence of others without
fear of ridicule. In order for this
to happen, the classroom must be
perceived as a safe and welcome
place in which to explore and
express one's ideas creatively
and imaginatively.

(8) And finally, responsibility, as
a desired human value can only
be taught in an atmosphere of
trust. Students can act responsi-
bly only when they are given the
opportunity to do so. It has been
said, "the world works to the de-
gree that we keep our promises.”

Thus, the good teacher tries
to link the freedom to do and say
with the responsibility to follow
through. What does this mean for
teaching and learning? More im-

Jackson, P.W. (1968). Life in class-
rooms. New York: Holt, Ringhart and
Winston.

Kelley, E.C. (1947), Education for
what 1s real. New York: Harper.

portantly, what does it mean for
the lives of those who live in
classrooms — teachers and siu-
dents? We know that good
teaching scts the stage, bul expe-
nence has shown me that student
mvolvement in directing their
own leamning has powerful con-
sequences for instilling the desire
to go on leaming. While having
witnessed the exponential power
of Dewey's attitudinal and collat-
eral learnings on educational
outcomes, the processes involved
in the formation of these learn-
ings have, for me, rematned con-
cealed in a kind of educational
"black box." What meanings do
students derive from the cur-
riculum? How do they interpret
or make sense of schoe! lcamn-
ig? To gain insight into these
questions, we have to turn to the
students themselves. Only
through them can we be re-
minded about what and how
children learn best in school and,
thus, provide them with curricula
that are effective and meaning-
ful.

Schubert, W.H., & Ayers, W,
(1992} Teacher lore: Leaming trom our
own experience. New York: [ongman

38

Thresholds in Education (February, 1999)



Writing to Make a Difference

First Day of Summer School
[’m taking twenty-five high
school kids on a six-block walk
to fill out forms as part of the
summer johs program we are
warking for. Our job will be to
learn how to make a publication.
We manage the journey there and
back to school with no problem.
The students are anxiously eager
1o find out what 1s going to hap-
pen during the program. They
are 1old that they will all be ex-
pected to work together to pro-
duce a publication to be used by
freshmen coming to school in
September. We spend the rest of
the day deciding what 10 write
about. I stand on one side of the
room; the kids sit around tables
1n a large meeting room. Each
table becomes a working group.
The task is to put together a list
of topics useful for freshmen
coming to an inner-city high
school in Chicago. T ask them to
think about what would be most
helpful and interesting for stu-
dents. Our final list looks like
this:
* (Gangs and gang violence
» Relationships with the oppo-
site sex
¢ Family problems
o The law
¢ Sex

by William Campillo

Director of Acorn Charter School, Chicago, IL
and Consultant for Small Schools Workshop,

University of Illinois at Chicago

s  AIDS
¢ How to succeed in school

There are three mceting
rooms, In one of them, students
learn to use computers to wnte
and edit their work. In another.
they write 1n journals and work
on the process of writing. In a
third, they talk about how to re-
search the topics they are writing
about. During the moming, stu-
dents spend an hour in each of
these three classes. They eat
lunch, and then everyone meets
in the computer room for a “lab”
period. There, kids break into
smaller groups and do many dif-
ferent things: They watch mov-
ies, listen to music, and there are
a number of tnteresting discus-
sions going on. At least eight
students are doing something on
the computers. At the beginning,
this lab period is not related to
our task; but, as timg went on,
this became the most productive
and creative period of the day.

First Week of Classes

['m working with the stu-
dents on the computer portion of
the project. I want to start with
word processing and work up to
desktop publhishing. I start with
the idea of writing and using

symbols or letters to represent
words and tdeas. We talk about
the evolution of the alphabet and
how the printing press revolu-
tionized communication. Our
first class assignment is to take a
newspaper and condense it into a
four-page newsletter. The class
15 divided into two, small, work-
ing groups, and the discussions
begin. What articles are impor-
lant cnough 1o he included 1n the
four pages?

A big discussion of abartion
heats up between Rocio and
Evelyn. The whole class cventu-
ally gets involved. Some are
against it, and some aren’t. But,
what is more important is that
this 1s the first time most of these
students are having an opportu-
nity to voice their opinion about
abortion. The discussion begins
with the students. It isnever
prompted or moderated. They
find that they do have an opinion
about things they read about in
the newspaper or hear adults
talking about. Rocio decides to
research and write about tecnage
pregnancy. There are advantages
but also disadvantages to these
possibilities.
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Second Week of Classes

The scope of our job has be-
come much broader. We search
for material to write about. We
find that all issues are complex
and intricate. Everything has two
sides. We debate gangbanging,
the law, sexual activity, the
school system, and teachers.
Everyday it’s another issue. We
are arguing a point but also lis-
tening to other points of view.
1t’s open, and anyone can say
what they want at any time.
Most of the students have chosen
a topic and begun to write a draft
by this time, but there are about
five kids who are not getting in-
volved.

Finding out that
the school can’t always
be a safety net seems
somewhat of a betrayal,
as if the school does
not care about the
students’ well-being.

Our best discussions happen
during the 1ab period. I’ve in-
vited some guests to come visit
us and share some of their expe-
riences. During the eight-week
period, we talk to a public de-
fender, an engineer, a director of
personnel for a corporation, and
some alternative high school stu-
dents from another part of town.
Talking to these people, who
seem to have nothing in common
with the lives of these students,
proves to be enlightening for us

all, The interviews with these
people are to be used as part of
our resecarch. We talk about what
was said after our guests left. On
other lab days, some students
watch movies and video-taped
programs. Others are experi-
menting with graphics and page
layout on the computers. Other
groups are writing or reading.
We're in a large computer lab
with plenty of room allowing
many different activities to go on
at the same time.

Fourth Week

It’s time to start thinking
about what our final product is
going to look like, but there is
something else going on—a dose
of reality. The school counselor
comes in to be intcrviewed by the
third period research group. We
decide to do some role-playing as
a way to find out how a coun-
selor deals with different prob-
lems a student might have. One
girl pretends she is pregnant,
Another student is in a gang.
Another, a munaway...a drug
problem...a problem with a
teacher, and sa on. These stu-
dents are truly disturbed when
they come out of this class pe-
riod. Regardless of what the
problem is, the school counselor
has the same answer: 1 am only
here to help you with academic
related 1ssues. The role playing
is close to home. Many of the
kids in the class have related
kinds of problems, and we all
know many other students who
have these same problems. It
begins to sink in. There is noth-
ing the school can do. The

school gives many students a
feeling of security in their other-
wise unstable lives. Finding out
that the school can’t always be a
safety net seems somewhat of a
betrayal, as if the school does not
care about the students’ well-
being. This leads to thinking
about how a young person is
supposed to deal with these
things. What are the conse-
quences? From that moment an,
we have a mission. We hegin to
talk about changing the situation.

We always eat lunch to-
gether—just our group. We
share or put money together
when the free lunches aren’t edi-
ble. This has really helped to
make us feel like a fanmily. The
talk at the lunchroom tablc is
more personal, ofien humarous.
[ learn that Lisa is having a seri-
ous family problem. Her parents
have split, leaving Lisa and her
sister to find their own way. She
is staying with a cousin but
doesn’t know where she might be
the next day. Lisa decides to usc
the public library as a temporary
shelter during the day. During
the regular school year, she is
labeled an underachiever with
low motivation. Over the sum-
mer, she reads everything she can
find about ATDS. Her article
contains more research than any-
one else’s in the class. She
smiles and seems happy when
she i1s with the class.

Sixth Week

Some students arc serious
about mastering the Desktop
Publishing software. Some have
already produced fine work using
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the draw and paint programs.
Computer time becomes intense
and serious. They confidently
maneuver through the most com-
plicated, professional software
programs. We have a production
team together, and everyone is
writing about something with the
exception of Veronica, Evelyn
and Brian. Veronica and Evelyn
have not taken the project seri-
ously. They manage to put off
choosing a topic for six weeks.
They don't seem to like working
with the computers. Brian is
trying hard not to be a part of the
group. The rest of the group is
focuscd on finishing the publica-
tion before the summer term
ends.

The Mayor’s Summer Jobs
Program has sponsored these
students for the summer. They
want to publicize some of the
more interesting projects going
on this summer. During the
week, they send a reporter from
The Tribune. He interviews
some of the sludents after read-
ing the matenial. He brings a
photographer as well. The ncxt
day we find ourselves in The
Tribune. Students’ quotes appear
in an article describing pur mis-
S101:

At Wells High School, a sur-

vival manual for {reshmen

tells much more than how to
choosc the correct courses
and what to do 1f you forget
your locker combination.

The manual tells quite liter-
ally how to survive. It maps
out gang turf and discusses
weaponry. It details what
happens to dropouts and
warns the freshmen...

After this report comes out,
we get a visit from the major
television news programs in the
city. A local, Spanish language,
news reporter comes down to do
interviews as well. We're start-
g to get used to all this atten-
tion. We never realized how
much these issues needed to be
addressed. The students’ work is
being scrutinized by the public
which 1s a very uncomfortable
feeling at first. After they read
about themselves and look at the
ncws reports, they know that they
have something very important to
say. Evelyn, Veronica and Brian
get charged up. They scramble
to finish something 1o be in-
cluded in the book. They too
have something to say.

Eighth Week

During the final week, [ 1alk
to the students for a while, 1
congratulate them for seriously
taking on the responsibility of
helping other students like them-
scives. [ remind them about how
the skills they have learned wili
be valuable later on. These kids
have a few things in common.
Their households are below the
poverty level, and they are la-

beled “at-risk™ of dropping out
by the high schools they attend.
We talk about taking control of
our lives, changing, doing what
has to be done to get through
high school. I stop talking, and
there is only silence. Qur last
few days together are filled with
so much work that there is little
time to talk about the experience
we’'ve had. We plan a party for
the last day, hoping the book will
be finished by then.

The final day comes quickly,
and we are finished. More pho-
tographers show up during our
party. Itis a potluck that turns
out to be a feast. The moment
has come to look back at aur
work and say goodbye. The
book looks professionally done
with graphics and expertly laid-
out pages. We all love it, Asthe
party ends, the students come to
say goodbye. We look into each
others’ eyes and smcerely con-
gratulate each other. Handshakes
and hugs, tears—it’s over. For
the first few weeks of school, this
New Freshman Survival Manual
becomes the focus of attention
citywide. The principals of the
school accept the book as the of-
ficial freshmen onentation man-
ual. The kids arc interviewed on
radio and television. They take
ownership. They defend the
controversial parts and proudly
accept credit for the project. 11’s
all theirs.
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