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PREFACE -’

My interest in comparing parent participation in suburban
and urban school districts began in 1967. At that time I was
working (as a researcher) on evaluations of federally funded
compensatory programs in the New York City school system while my
oldest child was enrolled in a suburban public school. Most of
the people I interviewed in New York City (school administrators,
teachers, parents, community organization members and other
researchers) explained levels of parent involvement in terms of
stereotypes.

, It was assumed that there were higher levels of parent
participation in suburban districts because most residents were
middle class. The urbanites I interviewed were under the
impression that this class status provided parents with the
"power”" to "run" their children's schools (including the hiring
and firing of principals and teachers) and a belief system that
placed a high value on formal schooling.

. Lower levels of participation among inner city poor and
minority parents were attributed to their relative powerlessness,
problems associated with poverty, "lack of interest" in formal
schooling and a more highly centralized professional bureaugtacy.

The stereotypes about suburban parent participation did .
not apply to my child's school district, which I call "Eastport."
A majority were middle class, but few were active in school
affairs. They were not provided with information about the
schools (which were, in 1967, overcrowded), and hardly any had
ever attended a school board meeting. The few who told me that
they had tried to improve the quality 6f the curriculum or
teaching, said they had given up because administrators and
teachers resented parent "interference" or they could not find
enough parents who were ''really" interested.

I felt it was important to document the experiences of
suburban parents who tried to influence educational decisions
since almost every strategy devised to improve educational
services for inner city minority students is based on the middle
class model. This generalization applies particularly to
compensatory programs and such political reforms as decentraliza-
tion. Essentially, these reforms perceive minority students and,
their parents as '"disadvantaged" in comparison to their suburban
peers and aim to provide services for students and participatory
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structures for parents to help eliminate the differences.
Federally funded compensatory programs, for example, include a
parent participation component--usually called a 'parent advisory
council” (PAC). Although policy-makers intended that the PACs
provide parents with an opportunity to participate in program
decisions, they have rarely had this effect.

Evaluati. s of these PACs indicate that parents have not
been provided with resources to do the job: participants are
usually selected by school administrators, they are not given any
training and most of ghe. time are merely asked to approve
decisions made by sclool personnel (Davies, 1977).

The inability of some urban decentralization experiments
to bring about the anticipated redistribution of power between
parents and professionals led some analysts to conclude that the
reformers did not understand the nature of participation in the
suburbs (LaNoue and Smith, 1973). Others concluded that the new
forms did not give urban parents sufficient power in decisions
relating to budget and curriculum (Gittell, 1973). Regardless of
how the results are interpreted, there persists a belief that
there is some way to restructure the schools so that poor inner
city parents can end up with the political advantages of suburban
parents.

My observations of parent participation in Eastport led me
to question the decentralization rhetoric. When I reviewed the
research literature on parent participation and community decision
making, I discovered that the situation in Eastport was not
unique. Most of the studies, conducted during the late 1950s and
early 1960s, indicated that both urban and suburban school systems
were relatively closed to parent influence in school policy. The
powers originally delegated by the states to local school boards -
had been taken over by professional educators. The rules
governing parent participation were defined by the professionals.

There were no formal procedures for parents to play a
constructive role in the formulation of educational policy. Such
activities Ware prohibited by the by-laws of the very organization
that had been set up to represent parents: the PTA., (These
bv-laws were changed in 1972 and the National Congress of Parents
and Teachers now encourages parents to participate in policy
issues, including collective bargaining with teachers.) Thus, all
established channels for parent access to decisions were
restricted to supportive participation. Parents and non-parents
who chose to oppose administrative policies usually had to create
ad hoc groups and were frequently labelled by researchers as
"disruptive fdfces" (Steinberg, 1979).
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‘ These early studies had several weaknesses. Analysts
concentrated on formal structures and official role incumbents.
_The investigation of informal social processes and influence was
limited to relationships between elite citizens and school
officials. When constituents have been included they are
typically representatives of established voluntary associations.
As a result our knowledge about the role of informal social
proceases and the methods by which excluded groups mobilize and
develop influence is slim. Besides their neglect of ihformal
social processes and non~elites, the community power studies do
not consider the impact of increased federal initiatives--
patciculat}v on the participation of woméen. ”
“A central thesis underly¢ing this study is that the
research focus on formal structures has created a narrow and
distorted picture of parent participation in both the suburban and
urban contexts, Since my initial recognition of the problem, I
have had several opportunities to observe parent participation in
urban settings. These experiences include the research for my A
doctoral thesis which dealt with the impact of federal bilingual
education policy in New York City (Steinberg, 1978) and a national
study of school-related advocacy groups sponsored by the Carnegie
Corporation (Designs for Change).

The first section of this report is based on data from a

‘ follow-up study of five Eastport parent groups that mobilized in
the early 1970s to change programs provided for their children.
Perhaps the most significant finding is that to effect program
changes, the parents had to form new groups and mobilize outside
of the school system. Then, when school board or administrative
policies were resisted by local building principals or teachers,
they had to sustain the groups and engage in long and frustrating
struggles with local professionals.

What, some readers may ask, can we learn from the
experience of a few parents in one suburban, school district?
Others, concerned with the problems of poor inner city minority
parents, may question the relevance of the suburban experience to
the urban context.

There are at least two reasons to study these parents.
First, since so many people are convinced that it's easy for
suburban parents to influence their children's schools, it would
be interesting to identify the resources reguired to bring about
change. Then, I wanted to look at some inner city school
districts to see if poor minority parents would have access to
comparable resources. This is the focus of the second phase of
the study reported here. Although the inclusion of new interests
frequently involves the mobilization of new groups, there are few
micro-level studies of the process (Oberschall, 1973). A second




-

. purpose, therefore, was to develop methods for comparative
B analysis.
- ) R
The study was funded by a division of the National =~ °
‘:5/’ Institute of Education interested in social networks, which

explains the focus on the social processes associated with the
formulation and development of the parent groups. The theoretical
framework developed for the study (see Appendix A) directed us to
examine the personal networks of the group initiaters' and
principal actors. Our emphasis was on identifying the social
context which promoted interactions crucial to the development of
the group. Specifically, we wanted to find out if the contact was
made within the school system, or the community, and if it was
based on a formal or informal relationship (e.g., was the
relationship between a parent and a teacher based on a formal
meeting in the school or did they meet at a social gathering?).
We were next interested in finding out how the nature of these
relationships influenced the group's ability to develop influence
(for example, are groups based on friendship more effective than
groups based on acquaintances or strangers?). .

Another decision, to concentrate on groups organized by
women, was based on the following considerations:

* Supervision of the child's educational placement and

‘ achievement, in this country, has traditionally been
assigned to the mother. Except for crises, attendance at

school meetings (in Eastport as elsewhere) is typically

dominated by mothers.

* Through their participation in the PTA (or comparable
home~-school organizations', and volunteering in various
school activities, mothers have the highest access to
information about local schools. Nevertheless, in many
communities, they typically have little direct influence
on policy decisions,

. It is frequently difficult for mothers to use established
community organizations to pursue educational reforms, but
our data suggest membership in organizations provides
opportunities for mothers to develop informal networks to
influence school policies. Little is known about these
comunication processes. .

. In the past decade there has been a dramatic increase in
the number of mothers of school-age children who have
entered or re-entered the labor force. We know little
about how this change will affect participation in locai

.  8chool-related issues and access to formal and informal
< sources of information and infuence.

)
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* There is a need to explore the impact of school decen-
+  tralization and the women's liberation movement on the
; relationships between schools and mothers. In some
communities, as in Eastport, these movements have probably
legitimated parent involvement in educational policy and
may be changing the parent role expectations. Our data
indicate that activist mothers often.lack organizatiional
skills and knowledge of bureaucratic procedures-—a source
of conflict in theé parent-administrator relationship. - We
need to know more about the resources available to parents
at the grass roots level to help them.obtain this
knowledge. . o .
i ' }\
. Our data suggest that, regardless of socioeconomic status
or organizational affiliations, in many communities it is
difficult for mothers of handicapped children (or mothers
of children who have been *labeled' in terms of some
special problem) to enlist the support of other parents to
get local schools to develop programs to meet the needs of
these children. .

"* Although the study concentrates on educational issues, a
secondary objective is to identify the factors which promote
effective citizen participation in an era when decisions affecting
many public service delivery systems are being made increasingly
at the state and federal level and where policy implementation is
dominated locally by professionals.
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I. OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY:
THE RESEARCH PROBLEM, QUESTIONS AND METHODS

A. PHASE I

The first phase of this study is concerned with external
innovations which have created new bases for parents to partici~
pate in educational decision making at the local school level.
The focus is on innovations which 1eg1t1mte parents' efforts to
influence what happens to their children in the school program -
(e.g., teaching methods and school based services) or "interual"
1ssues, as compared to school finances and school board elections

,or "external' issues (Boyd, 1976). In recent history the ability
of parents to participate in such decisions was rejected on the
grounds that they lacked the necessary expertise. We view the
external innovations as creating new resources for parent

"mobilization.

By external innovation we refer to national level events
such as federal laws, court orders and new concepts. These
innovations include the development of social science knowledge

‘which supports curriculum modifications for students with special
needs or handicaps, state and federal laws which requ1re local
districts to provide programs for these students, federal programs
for disadvantaged and minority students and social movements or
ideologies which have legitimated local demands.’ Some examples of
the latter are civil rights, feminism, alternative education,
child advocacy and school decentral1zat1on. (See Table I-1 which
indicates the type of resources: created by these innovations.)

" The need to consider "extra-local stimuli" and variations
in local conditions in the analysis of school-community conflicts
was stressed by Wirt who views contemporary school confliéts as

"reflections of the classic political tensions between the leaders
and the led" (Wirt, 1976:61). A "Paradigm of _Turbulent School

Politics" offered by Wirt cons1sts of 5 major variables:

1) Independént variables: 'extra-local stimuli' and the
obilization of a constituency around a specific demand
e.g., shared control, finance reform, desegregation, etc.)

2) Intervening variables: community structure, and the
interaction of demands

v .
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TABLE I-1. NATIONAL LEVEL EVENTS WHICH HAVE CREATED RESOURCES FOR LOCAL SCHOOL DISTRICT PARENTS, 1965-1978%

t

!!T!RNAL EVENT TYPR OF RESOURCE
~ ~ ] Legal New Parant | New Basis for |ProgramiRasourcas Information/ | Moral support/ Other
Handats | Stetusse Pavent psrtici-}Money |Innovationa xpacrtias Lagitimation
L / pation
1. Compansatory Kducation {fedaral x x x )
Lagialation/1965- [a,b) (a,b) x .
2, Bilingusfsducation x x x x x x x Pirect I
Act/velated fedarsl |[federsl . (a) (a,b) . tarvent I«
¢ guidalines 1968 . » . . Advocacy
- . N R . . . (c)
. X - : .
™ 3. ::::7l:g;gcncy ﬂbve— (handl- X x x x x x Advocacy
. cappad) . s, §, ¢ a,b,c a,b,c (¢c)
‘ , 4. Studant reightas x x x x Mvocacy
lats 1960'a sarly :70".3 a,b,c : malnly ¢ (c)
5. Citizan Participation/ 4 x x x x
Dacantralization/'67 84 a,b,c matnly ¢
6. Atternstive School posaible x sone x o X x
Hovement '68- : a,b,a a,b,c
. < ; K d
7. Faminiat movement/'67 x ' x
) ’ © 8, malnly ¢

* Sourca of resourceat
A = federsl govarnment sgenciea
b = atate agenciss .
¢ = independent groupa: voluntary sssociations, foundationa -




3) The focus of demands by school boards on administrators
. (superintendent, central office and principals) -

4) The constraints imposed on local administrators by such
outside forces as the "state and federal government, court
orders, statutes or regulations'

5) ‘Altered authority

In short, the local school district is viewed as an open
system that is interdependent with the local as well as the
national community.

Our earlier research on the impact of federal bilingual
education policy on the New York City school system was consistent
with the approach suggested by Wirt (Steinberg, 1978). Results of
that research and observations of parent participation in Eastport
between 1969 and 1974 (Steinberg, 1975) suggested that extra-
community events or stimuli have contributed to four trends:

+l. The erosion of universalistic standards for allocating
educational services. Prior to these inmnovations
variations in educational services were based on
differential ability rather than individual needs. These
standards permitted school districts, theoreticallv, to
provide the same services to all students in specific
‘ .categeries (e.g., college prep vs. vocational).

2. The redistribution of influence in curriculum/program
decisions. Parents now participate in decisions formerly
dominated or controlled by educational professionals.

3. An increasé in the scale of participation in educational
decisions. The increase in state and federal initiatives
in local school problems has made it possible for citizens
to influence local decisions through actions at extra-
local levels. (In terms of interpersonal social networks,
the innovations have made extra-local ties relevant to '
local action.) ..

4. The creation of new resources for parents to develop
influence in program decisions. Prior to these innova-
tions, parent influence was dependent on prestige (upper
income, acquisition of elite statuses) or the attainment
of formal participatory roles (positions requiring
election or appointment--criteria for acquisition
determined by others). Influence was confined to issue
areas defined by school personnel. The only way a parent

. could influence services provided for his/her own child
was through some form of individual accommodation (e.g..

| - 1y
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getting the principal to change the child's teache®):
Under this system, a parent could not organize within the
school system for a special program. The external
innovations make it possible for parents to mobilize
around gggc1f1c interests. (See Table I-2, Inventory of
Formal Participatory Roles.)

The study reported here deals with the effects of the
fourth trend: - the resources created for parents to develop
influence at the local level. For the first phase of the studv we
identified four groups of parents in one suburban community whose
efforts to influence local school policies reflected an innovation
or concept generated outside of the community. A fifth group that
mobilized around a locally-generated issue was tncluded for
comparative purposes.

The analysis is based on the model shown in Figure I-1
which was derived from Wirt's paradigm and includes the following
factors: .

1) The history of the problem or issue at the local district
level. In order to establish that the nationally
generated innovation had an influence on local participa-
tion, we selected issues where previous efforts to effect
change had been rejected by local authorities. We
observed or interviewed parents involved in these efforts
(in the late 1960s and early 1970s) and re-interviewed
these parents in 1979 (as part of the present study).

2) Community characteristics. Coleman (1957) suggested that
community conflicts and levéls of participation are
influenced by the history of ¢ommunity conflict,
organizational structure, leadership and other contextual
variables. Studies of decentralization which indicate
that local implementation varies in different contexts
(Boyd and 0'Shea, 1975; Cibulka, 1975; Foley, 1976;
Gittell, 1973; .LaNoue and Smith, 1973; Peterson, 1975)
support this perspective. Similar conclusions have been
drawn from evaluations of Community Action Programs where
variations in levels.of participation were reported to be
related to preexisting leadership within the minority and
the larger community, govermment form, factors related to
the program itself and others (Brandeis Study, 1971;
Brecher, 1973; Cole, 1974; Kramer, 1973).

Section II reviews characteristics of three communities
that share the Eastport school district and character—
istics of the school system which appeared to influence
variations in levels of participation around school issues
over time. The history of Eastport's school-cowmunity




TABLE I-2.

EASTPORT SCHOOL

School System Dependenc*®

INVENTORY OF FORMAL PARTICIPATORY ROLES, AND ELIGIBILITY
REQUIREMENTS:

SYSTEM, 1965-1978%

Independenct*

1. School Board
(reprasencacional)

ted by msjority vocta.
Selaction by nemimating caucus/
or ad hee commictse/or
patition. Usual criteria:
techmical espertise (businses,
law, edusaitos), pravisus com~
Ty sarvica.

2. aidvisory Commiztes
Yambar

3. ¥ambar, School Scard
Selection Commites

Nominaced by citizems at open
neeating/elected by majorticy
of residents by neighborhood.
Critaria: commmity {ovolve-
BORC, axpartisa.

4. PIA officer

S. Parant Advisory
Councils

Neminated by committas.
Open nomimatiomns permittad
bat are cars. Schoel per-
soamal serve on cominating
commiggia.

" Seminstesa/elected by perents

at msatings organized dy
school persombeli. Critaris
appears o be sctive in school

§, 723 exacutive doard
aambders.

@

Selscted by PLA prasidant.
Critaria: azpearimee, or intarest
in special commictse sseignments.
Ce.g., safaty, health, special od.

7. 2T Council President
and ezscuctive dosrd

Selectad by noxinatiag come
xittee consisting of PTA
officers from discrice schoo
Sup't preseat at all ssatiags
Critarta: PTA offige.

» Drails: Yeeds addicional
*» Dependent: Defiaitiom:

consulted re agenda and actend 3oet Ietings.

buildings.

sriteria

school perscmmel play Zoraal role in process of selection/ars

Maetings held 23 school
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conflicts identifies the mzjor issues around which parents

. and citizens had mobilized at the district level (budget
controversies, school board elections, facilities, and
school-community relations), the channels for participa-
tion, local school controversies as well as administrative
and school board efforts to respond to parent demands for
increased participation. We looked also at the norms
which influenced parent participation in the 1960s and how
these norms had changed in the 1970s.

3) Characteristics of the conflict group initiators and
- characteristics of the conflicts groups.

Preliminary interviews with suburbun parents involved in
the issues selected for this study indicated that the
groups were organized outside of the school svystem and
initiated by one individual (with the exceptiomof one
group started by a clique of three people).

In Section III we reconstruct the history of each group in

terms of individual and group characteristics. The former

category includes such factors as the initiator's

experience with the problem or issue prior to forming the

group, length of residence, involvement in school-

community affairs, organizational membership and social
‘ ties to those recruited to the group and people outside

" the group who could be counted on to support the issue.

'Six group characteristics were included for the compara-
tive analysis:

a) Identification of the problem. Preliminary

interviews were conducted with two or three

informants who were identified as principal actors

in each group, and knowledgeable observers. They

were also asked to report on their initial .

experiences prior to involvement in the group. .
b) Formation of the group. The initiator and initial

recruits were asked a series of questions about

decisions related to,the formation of the group,

group structure, membership and the development of

the group. b

¢) Resources. Fach person identified as a8 member of
the group's core (defined as the people who did
most of the work) was asked tc name the people
s/he perceived as the leader(s) and principal
actors (people who might not have been core
members but who obtained resources important to
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the group's activities). Each core member was
asked about his/her major contribution to the
group. These responses were checked with other
members.

d) Strategy and negotiations with school administra-
tors. Those members identified as most involved
in the group's activities were asked to describe
the key events leading to a policy decision, the
level of administration involved in these evenis
and any involvement with extra~local agenciee
(e.g., state or federal education authorities and
political representatives, as well as voluntary
associations located in other communities).

e) Internal management. Both core and peripheral
members were asked about the following:
socialization of new members, division of labor,
group cohesion or fragmentation and other factors
that might affect internal operations.

f) Effectiveness. The effectiveness of each group
was rated in terms of three indicators: a policy
or administrative decision that reflected the
group's objective, implementation of the decision
and the institutionalization of the innovation or
change. An example of the third factor might be
the creation of a PTA conmittee to deal with the
program or the establishment of a new department.
In addition, core members and school authorities
involved with the issue (administrators and school
board members) were asked for their subjective
rating of the group's effectiveness.

Data for Section JII are based on 56 interviews with core
and peripheral members of the groups, and 38 interviews with
school personnel, school board members and community influen-
tials. Several were interviewed more than once. Other field
methods included exsmination of school documents, newspaper
articles and letters. Sampling criteria and research instruments
are presented in Appendix B. Section IV summarizes data on the
" personnel networks and other social character1ut1cs of 42 core*
members of the conflict groups.

B. PHASE II

An inventory of interaction settings and mobilization
resources (Section V) was derived from the findings reported in
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Sections III and IV. Thi. inventory provided the basis for
developing interview guides to be used in the urban phase of the
study. The purpose was to see if poor and or minority inner city
parents would have access to the same or comparable resources.

As mentioned above, the study began with the assumption
that levels of parent participation are influenced by community
characteristics and the prior history of school-community
conflicts. This assumption was supported by the results of the
case studies in Section III. The group initiators did not
mobilize in a vacuum--there was a pool of potential recruits among
parents who had made earlier efforts to affect change around the
issue and the potential support of influentials (school adminis-
trators, school board members and opinion leaders) who might be
sympathetic to the issue or recognize the legitimacy of the
parents' demands once they were endorsed by external authorities.

The preliminary interviews established that the initiators
of the groups supporting the externally endorsed innovations had
few ties to other parents and no ties to influentials when they
began their involvement with the issue. An important question
was: how did they recruit others to support the issue and/or to
participate in the group? Specifically, was the relationship
formed within the school system or a community setting?

The rationale for this question is based on the assumption
that it is through their personal networks (social ties) that
members of a group obtain resources to promote the group's
objective. A personal network is defined as the set bf people who
are connected directly to an individual (Mitchell, 1969). These
resources include: influence (the ability to enlist support for
an issue), information, moral support, and others.

Another assumption was that there are a variety of
institutional and non-institutional settings which create
opportunities for school parents to meet others with similar
interests. The school system creates opportunities for parents to
interact on an informal as well as formal basis-~thereby enabling
parents to expand the number of educationally relevant role
partners.

A third assumption was that there exists a community
organization structure which provides opportunities for parents to
interact, exchange school information and mobilize around school
issues. Since membership in these organizations is dependent on
the ability to pay dues, attend meetings and (frequently) social
attributes (religion, ethnicity, social class), participation in
these structures will be restricted. Parents with relatively low

‘access to these community structures will be more dependent on the
school system and informal, or non-institutionalized, settings for




opportunities to interact with other parents. Examples of the
latter are: the neighborhood, and neighborhood based service
fac111t1es (shoppxng centers, recreational facilities, day care
Centers or nurseries, libraries and other cultural centers, etc.).

Each initiator was asked to identify the context in which
s/he had met those identified as initial recruits to the group.
Then, each core member (which included the initiator, initial
recruits and late recruits), was asked to identify the context in
which he/she had met all the persons perceived as likely to
support their educational interests.

Since the school system was the most frequentlv cited
interaction setting (for meeting both members of the group and
those outside the group likely to support them), we looked at the
various formal structures and activities for parent participatiun
within the school setting that might provide parents with
opportunities to interact with other parents and s~hool person~
nel. We also looked for opportunities for parents to develop
leadership. These structures and activities are also found in
Section V.

A majority of the social ties mentioned by our respondents
were formed in various non-institutionalized settings: they were
neighbors, parents of children"s friends, or people met at social
gatherings in private homes. This finding led us to compare the
core members' personal networks in relation to their involvement
in school and community affairs, and the extent to which they work
and social life was concentrated in the community.

Women with the largest personal networks (school related)
and the most ties to influentials were volunteers (they did not
hold paid jobs outside the home at the time of their involvement
with school issues), they were current or past PTA officers, they
belonged to two or more community associations (including
religious organizations), and half or more of their close friends
lived in the school district. Women with smaller personal
networks and few ties to influentials, tended to work outside the
district, were not active in the PTA, and belonged to more
extra-local organizations (usuallv professional groups).

The men who had the largest personal networks and most
ties to influentials worked in the community and belonged to two
or more local organizations.

There emerged, from these network related characteristics
and other information from the in-depth interviews with current
Eastport PTA leaders, some insights about the community charac-
teristics that might promote parent participation and leadershlp,
‘also lsted in Section V.
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It should’be obvious that we did not intend to develop
generalizations on the basis of research in one community and no
controls to enable us to compare active and less active parents.
This was the primary objective of Phase II. The criteria for .
selecting 5 urban neighborhoods and research methods for Phase II
are described in Section VI.

The resource inventory and list of school and communitv
characteristics that appeared to promote parept interaction and
leadership in Eastport were used to develop guides for interviews
with parents and representativez of community based organizations
in the 5 urban ne1ghborhoods. (These guides and related
instruments can be found in Appendix C.)

Section VII, which describes and compares variations in
levels of parent participation in five urban neighborhoods, is
based on over.100 interviews. Interviews included about 40
members of city level organizations involved with community groups
working on educational issues and 92 community based actdrs
(parents and grass roots organization members). The parent
interview guide included such items as administration and
teacher-parent relations, the structure and operation of the local
school council or PTA, the respondents participation in local
school and city level educational activities. Parents were also
asked a ‘series of questions about their personal school-related
social ties similar to those asked the Eastport parents.

Three rQsearchers and one community organlzer familiar
with grass roots\mob111zaC1on around school issues in other urban
settings, were asked to review a summary of the findings from the
Eastport analysis. Their comments are included in Sectiom VIII.

The implicac{ons of the findings for policv makers, school
administrators and parents are discussed in Section IX.
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II. THE SUBURBAN RESEARCH SITE . . N

}The Eastport School District is shared by the residents of. -

three mqn1c1p111t1es. the Village of Eastport, the Town of

Brookdaye and the Village of Old Haven. Before delcr1$1ng the ’ "
districti's six schools and the historv of participation, we will

summarize some of the community characteristics that affect

part1c1dat1on in school affairs.*

A. BAC#GROUND ON THE COMMUNITIES
!
 Socioeconomic Characteristics. Since the g'roups included
in th1s study were initiated in the earlv 19708, this section is
based on data from the 1970 Census. Because Brookdale is an
un1ncorporated area, Census data for the area are 1nc1uded }n the
statistics on the Village of Eastport.: Compar1éons, therefore,
can be made only between Eastport and O1ld Haven. The statistics
show great disparities in the percent black population, mean
* income, the number of female headed households and education
‘ levelfs, in the two areas. . . .

~

>
In 1970, the tocal population of Eastport waa 18 909.
Blacks comprised 8% of the total and slightly more than half (52%)
were women. Fifty-two percent of the total resident's were
female. Other races, mainly Japanese, Indian and Chinese, were
less than 1Z of the total ponulation. The mean income of families
and unrelated individuals was $15,89%. For female headed families
(N=479), the mean income was $9, &04. A little over 4% of the .
families (4.42) were living below the poverty ‘level. - Of those )
aged 25 years and over, 35% had completed less than 4 years of
high school and 2 ad completed. 4 years or more of college.
There were 3869 thildren enrolled in the public schools,
kindergarten through high school. ~—
The total population of 0ld Haven, in 1970, was 7,203.
Blacks comprised 12 . of the total, and three~fourths were women.
Here, too, a majoritv of the total population was female (54%2),
and other races came to less than'l?. The mean familyv income was
$27,256. For female-headed households (N=143) it was $8,602.
Only 1. 92 of the families were living below the poverty level.,

Eighteen percent of ‘the residents aged 15 years' and older had
™ .

*Pseudonyms are used in this and subsequent sections.
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. completed less than & years of high school, and 422 had completed
’ : 4 vears or more of college. About 2131 children were enrolled in
the public school.

Our own observations and interviews with informants,
support the conclusion that a majority of the poor and black
residents are clustered in the Village, which is the most
pluralistic of the three municipalities. A majority of the
residents are in low level managerial blue collar, and service )
industries, but it also includes a “gold coast" (predominantly
Jewish) section. Many of the residents in what appears to be a
fairly large Italian section, send cheir children to parochial

- . schools. It is reported that a majority,of the custodial workers
N in the Eastport ‘schools are.Italians from this section. Several
light manufacturing enterprises are clustered nesr the railroad
station.

Brookdale and Old Haven are similar in terms of socio-
economic chardcteristics.#* Though each includes some areas with
low prOpertv values, the majority of the single family dwellings
are in the highe'r brackets.\ They are bedroom communities that
attract tisiness executives and professionals with young families.

Religion. Based on responses to a 1970 questionnaire
about the school budget (a random sample of the district's
households), 42% of the households are Catholic, 27% Protestant

’ and 20% Jewish. Five percent of the respondents said they had no

. religious affiliation or were atheists (6% refusal rate on this
item). Before World War II, Brookdale and Old Haven had few
Jewish residents. Some had either changed their names or were
married to non-Jéws. Old Haven has historically had a large and
wealthy Catholic population. One reason it was attractive to this
.group was the locatiom of a Catholic ‘parish in the "Manor"
section--a high rent district adjacent to the waterfront. There
is a very well-known .vacht club in 01d Haven which, to this day,
doea)noc accept Jewish members (except for one or two "house"
Jews

All three municipalities appear tp have an equal
proportion of Catholics. An important change is the decline in
Catholic school enrollments which paralleled increases in the
public schools during the mid-1960s.

- kY

There were undercurrents of religious antagonisms in
several school controversies observed between 1970 and 1974--
particularlv those related to teaching methods and d13c1p11ne.

*This 31m11at1ty does not show up in the Census data since
it combines Brookdale and the Village of Eaatport.
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School affairs are dominated by Catholic and Jewish women and the
number of the latter is disproprotionate to their share of the
population. In 1974, just before Christmas, there was a bitter
controversy in 0ld Haven over the display of a religious creche in
front of the Village Hall. A decision not to display the creche
that year was made by the 01d Haven City Council in response to.an
‘interfaith group (of religious leaders). Many Catholics assumed
the decision was a response to Jews. However, most of the Jews we
interviewed were resigned to the display and wanted to avoid any

conflict over the issue.

Since 1970, there has been an increase in Jews and decline
in Protestants. A study conducted for Old Haven's Protestant
church reported a decline in membership of 43.8% between 1965 and
1'9771(‘ h . : ’

Recreation. All three municipalities have parks, tennis
aud other public recreational facilities. The Village is the only
one, however, that maintains a public beach which can be used by
residents of all three areas (for a fee). In 1970, when the new
widdle school opened, its swimming pool became available to
residents of-the three municipalities after school hours and
during the summer. All other waterfront property is owned by
homeowners or ‘private clubs. Residents of 0ld Haven who live
'within a specified area are permitted to'use a small beach,
according to terms set up by a former owner of most of the
property ‘in the "Manor" section. -

- f N

RN

Boating facilities are privately owned. Town residents,
if they want to use public bathing facilities; and 0ld Haven
residents who do not fall within the “map" permitted to use the
beach, must use the Village beach. Those who can afford it, join
private clubs or own summer homes. Resentment over the exclu-
sionary ptaccices‘of the private clubs is another indication of
the racial and religious factionalism within Brookdale and 01d
Haven.

Local Politics. Historically, Brookdale and 01d Haven
governing boards have been dominated by Republicans. The effects
of population change:-on municipal elections did not become visible
until the early 1970s when a liberal Democrat won a seat on the
- 01d Haven board. By 1977 the Democrats had captured 3 positions
on a 6-seat board. Party lines are less rigid in the Village, and
the extent of cross-party voting seems to be related to personali-
ties. Of the three municipalities, the Village has, by far, the
largest number of public jobs including a city manager and other
administrators. Village board members tend to be from lower SES
categorfes than those in the other two areas. Publicly, ‘the
elected officials mainta}gda “hands off'" policy toward the schools.

v
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B. THE SCHOOLS

In 1970, the Eastport school district included apptoxl-
mately 6,000 students enrolled in 4 elementary schools, a middle
school and. a h1gh school. This section will describe each school.

Davis School. Davis, which has always had the smallest
enrollment of elementary schools (around 500 in 1970), is
the only elepéntary school eligible for Title I funds and since
1965 has had a pre-kindergatten program and small' classes in the
early grades. The school is located at the end of the Village's
rnain shopping area, central to the predominantly black and Italian
neighborhoods. It is more than a half-mile walking distance from

the less dense and more affluent sections of Brookdale included in
the Davis zone. .

A citizen study committee which reviewed land use around
the 6 district schools in 1976, noted that Davis had the wost
undesirable location of the 4 elementary schools. The committee's
report noted that Davis was adjacent to 1ndustr1al, commercial,
and heavy traffic along the Village's main thoroughfare, in
addition to its "relative isolation" from other community
institutions.

Ward School. Approxxmatelv 750 students were enrolled in
the Ward School in 1970, which was ‘built in 1967. It is attended
bv children from the Gold Coast section of the Village and
children who live in several multxple family residences surround-
1ng the school. This school has the reputation of having the most
innovative programs and the only district principal with an Ed.D.
degree (in 1970).

Although Ward is located in a more desirable gite than
Davis--it has a "park-like setting" shielded from heavy traffic
(according to the committee report), it "lacks a range of v
supporting commun1tv facilities." Another negative feature of
this school is the fact that it serves children from the three
municipalities. "There has been and continues to be an emphasis
on maintaining their separateness and individuality" (CAPC
Reorgan1zat1on Plan, 1976),

Cbtnwall School. This school, which has maintained an

enrollment of about 850 children since 1970, is centrally located
in the Vlllage of 0l1d Haven. It received the most positive
comments in the citizen's report which referred to Cornwall as "a
vital part of a nexghbothood center gsurrounded by communxty
- facilities and serv1ces--churches, shops, post office, civic
center, 11btary and small parks . . . The fact that the locatl\n
was chosen in 1902 would 1nd1cate'¢hac what planners are trying te._,
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achieve through careful design in new towns here and abroad may
have happened quite by accident" in Old Haven (CAPC Reorganization
‘Plan).

On the negative side, the amount of land around Cornwall
is way below staridard (the original 2.8 acres has been increased
to 3.2, but most of the additional land is still occupied by
private homes rented by the school district) and 2 citizen
committees have recommended that the older sections be demolished.

Maplewood. - The Maplewood School is in Brookdale and
serves about 900 students. It is centrally located, "buffered
from the heaviest traffic . . . but its setting, like the rest of
the neighborhood, lacks the ancillary community facilities and
services that reinforce the Cornwall school site" (CAPC Plan).
Here, again, the size of the site (4.2 acres) is inadequate.

Maplewocd has the reputation of being the hest”
elementary school in the district. Though no statistics are
available on this factor, it is believed to have a disproportion-
ate number of Jewish famlltes--many of whom look down on Cornwall
because the latter has the reputation of hav1ng a h1gh Catholic
enrollment.

The Middle School. This school occupies 8.5 acres and is
centrally located at the borders of the VilLage and Old Haven.
Its enrollment is between 1000 and 1100 since it opened in 1968.
It was designed to accomodate sixth graders "to preclude the need
for additional school facilities in the immediate future" (Master
Plan, 1966). However, the expansion of elementary school
enrollments, projected by demographers when the Middle School was
built, has not materialized.

The Middle School includes a pool, tennis courts, ball
fields and rooms for community meetings.

The Hig;ﬁSchool consists of 2 bu11d1ngs, an original
structure built in 1925, and the former junior high. In 1964 the
2 buildings were rehabilitated and connected by an overpass.
There are 26.5 acres around these buildings, some of which is
occupied by the former Ward School now used as offices for the
school district and the Town.

81nce the late-1960s the high school enrollment has ranged
from 2200 to 2400 students (grades 9-12). A house plan,
instituted in 1968, was abolished in 1970 following budget defeats
«and complaints about the number of high school assistant
principals.
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Both the Middle School and the High School are located on
heavily trafficked main streets, adjacent to shopping centers and
fast food shops. Because of this locntxon, the Middle School has
maintained a closed campus.* In 1968 an open campus was
established at the High School.

C. DISTRICT LEVEL PARTICIPATION

From 1945 to 1970 public participation in Eastport school
affairs could occur through 5 channels: 1) votlng, 2) the
nominating process, 3) board appointed citizens' committees,

4) school board meetings and 5) ad hoc interest groups. Nomne of
these channels had been utilized to promote sustained involvement
in educational affairs, thus participation was issue~based or
episodic. Issues resolved through referenda are limited to
finances and school board candidates. Attempts to influence
policy making were channeled through ad hoc committeés because of
the absence of any specialized educational interest group. .

During the period from 1961 to 1967, the administration of
Eastport schools exhibited several characteristics associated with
the school board reform movement (Callahan, 1975). Centralized
decision-making was insulated from the community at large and
dominated by professionals. Professional domination was
reinforced by participdtory norms. Parants who served on school
coumittees were selected by school administrators and acquiesced
to professional control. Parent participation in the PTA and the
other institutional channels mentioned above, was dominated by a
coalition of "liberal" Democrats (mainly women who belonged to the
League of Women Voters and religious groups) who felt a need to
protect the schools from "conservative' Republicans and parent
pressure groups.

Analysis of voting statistics before 1968, the first date
that the budget was defeated, suggests that turnout is related to
bond issues, the size of the budget and school board contests.
Ninety-seven residents voted in 1960. In 1970 the number had
risen to 5,332. “Since that time,. turnout has been relatively
stable but the budget is usually passed by very narrow margins (on
either the first or second vote).

SevenCy-five percent of the school budget is raised
through local taxes (mainly real estate) and the rest through

*Students are prohibited from leaving the school grounds
during the school day unless parents provide written permission.
This restriction includes lunch time.
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state and federal aid. The 1970 survey on attitudes toward the ‘

’ budget found that the community was almost evenly divided between
those who had voted for the budget, or said they would have voted
for it if they had voted, and those who were against the budget.
The remainder consisted of only 9% of the eligible voters.

- The Nominating Process. Before the school board reform
movement caught up with the district, in 1945, school affairs in
Eastport are reported by "old-timers" to have been controlled by
"back-room" politics and local interests. In 1945 the reformers
instituted a Selection Committee and procedures for the election
of non-partisan school trustees.

' Despite the 1945 reform, educational decision making
continued to be controlled by local interests through the
promotion of "insiders" to the superintendency by conservative
school boards. Relatively stable costs were maintained by
neglecting the school plant.

) This led, around 1959, to the sctivation of a new group of
reformers who wanted to modernize the hich school and replace the
deteriorated old Ward School. Their involvement in the selection
committee brought about the nomination of more "liberal" school

- trustees who hired an "outside”" superintendent in 196l.

. Limited participation, usually about 200 residents,
charactczrirzed. involvement in the nominating process from 1961 to

1969. Although any citizen was eligible to participate, few were
aware of the process until 1970. Up to 1969, the Selection
Committee wac organized on a geographic basis with 12 elected
members who appointed 12 additional members. The criteria for
electing and appointing members varies with changes in partici~
pants. Procedures for electing the selectors were changed in ,
1969, when the .process was opened to the entire community, rather
than just those who attended the Selection Committee's annual
meeting. :

. Judging from the characteristics and behavior of a
majority of board members and interviews with former members of
the Selection Committee, the criteria for selecting candidates in
the reform period included: high business or professional status,
specialized knowledge (usually limited to finance and the law),
participation in civic associations, and a "pro-school” attitude.
A "pro-school" attitude was defined as the desire to improve the
school system, approve increased spending, support the existing
system, and accept professional control of the educational
program. Former teachers, and other educators, were exc luded on
the superintendent's advice that these people tend to have
"definite" opinions about education and a tendency to "interfere"
in school administration. Vocal critics were excluded on the

' 7
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grounds that they had an "axe to grind" and would make it
. difficult for the board to cooperate with the administration.
Residents active in partisan politics were also excluded in order
to "keep politics out of education.”

These criteria led to non-controversial, status-congruent
boards dominated by acquiescent males with little knowledge of . - 1
education other than that gained from their own experience, and
K little knowledge of the community beyond their owm peer groups.

The first signs of a new "anti-school" faction and a
weakening of ties between the schools and school parents, appeared
in 1966 with therelection of an independent candidate. Further
signs appeared in 1968 when 2 reportedly "anC1~budget" businessmen
(nominated by the Selectxon Committee) were elected to the board.

Selection Comn1CCee nominees for 1969 were again :
businessmen. They were reported to be "pro-school," but were said
to believe that the schools could be run more efficiently. One
independent candidate, an educational consultant, supported by a
small factlon of school critics, was rumored to be running to
promote "special interests." Although this independent lost the
1969 election, he was nominated by the Selection Commxttee in 1971
and won.

. The domination of the board by businessmen, the elimina-~
tion or reduction of school services, rumors that the 1967-1968

Selection Committee meetings were "stacked" by "conservat1ves,"
combined with some board-initiated innovations to increase
participation of "anti-budget" groups, appear to have activated
the "pro-school" gyroupcand a few residents associated with the
early reform period. Selection Committee nominees since 1969, for
the most part, have been school and civic volunteers. (The board,
since 974, has been dominated bv former PTA presidents.)

By 1972-73 the board, for the first time, included a
majority that perceived the community as pluralistic, rather than
controlled by a large dominant group. The change was reflected in
a policy eupportlng the development of alternative learning
programs. Previous boards were inclined to teJect parent requests
for innovations or alternatives on the ground that” the community
was dominated by educational "conservatives" who would vote down
the budget if they didn't like the changes.

School Board Meetings. When this study began, bi-monthly
open board meetings re ty;Tcally attended by about twe dozen
¢ people 1q;1ud1ng the!ires1dent of the district's teachers'
' association, a few staff members, PTA presidents and a few active :
! © parents. Since the‘boatd maintained a policy of unanimity, most
decisions were made in closed executive sessions and the annual
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budget was announced only a few weeks before election, educational
affairs were mot salient to the community at large. Public
attendance at open board meetings rose in 1968 and 1969 when
overcrowding and inreased costs became visible.

™

Public apathy, in relation to school affairs prior to
1968, was fostered by the insulation of decision making and.
monopolization of information by the superintendent and school
activists. The superintendent is reported to have told active
parents that the up-grading of the school system required strong
support of "liberals," a compliant school board and suppression of
participation by the community at large which he believed to be
dominated by a "conservative" local faction. Thus criticism at
school board meetings was usually attributed to conservatism or
. personal dissatisfaction. Critics were accused of "attacking" the
schools and excluded from participatory roles. '

This situation began to change in 1968, following the
defeat of the budget and a bond issue, and a parents' revolt
against the transfer of sixth graders from Cornwall and Maplewood
Schools to the Davis and Ward Schools.

D. LOCAL SCHOOL PARTICIPATION

According to Oberschall (1973) and others (e.g.,
Kriesberg, 1973), the emergence of conflict groups at the
community level is dependent on 4 conditions: a shared grievance,
opportunities for people with shared grievance to interact, lack
of access to local authorities and leadership capable of
recruiting supporters. Whether or not local protest groups will
emerge, and their effectiveness, is related to local and
extra-local circumstances. These factors will vary in different
historical periods. »

Therefore, before looking at how the 5 conflict groups
included in this study were initiated, it is important to consider
some local and extra-local conditions which preceded mobiliza~
tion. This background will.help to answer 3 questions:

1. Why did the groups emerge when they did?
2. Why did certain actors assume leadership roles?
3. Why did the parents have.to form new grqﬁps?
For this discussion, we will compare the participation of

Eastport parent activists in 2 periods. The first period involved
parents who were active in the 1968-1970 events described in the

3
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preceding section. The second period involved the parents who
mobilized in the early 1970s.

The Early Activists. Each of the issues included in this
study had a pre-history. *In all cases, individual parents had met
with school authorities to discuss their concerns related to the
issue(s) purpursed by the conflict group; theyv tried to enlist
. support of the various channels sponsored by the school system as
well as the PTA. When these individual efforts failed, some
parents recruited others with similar concerns to meet with school
administrators and/or school board members.

These tactics did not work. Even when school officials or
school board members sympathized with the parents' concerns, there
was a host of reasons to justify maintaining the status quo: if
the parents' objective required additional funds, they were told
that tax-pavers would oppose budget increases for new services,
those who wanted alternatives were told that they represented a
small minority-~the program was designed to serve the majority.

" Once they hﬁd gone through the above channels, most
parents gave up. The few who did try to mobilize typically found
themselves labeled as "troublemakers."

There were 5 structural.and cultural factors which
restricted parent activists -from-mobilizing around their concerns
during the early period: universalistic criteria for allocating
educational resources, professional domination of decision making,
administrative procedures, PTA by-~laws, and middle class
participatory norms.

During the 1960s parent requests for alternative programs
and special services for children with learning disabilities, were
regarded as illegitimate. Educational resources were allocated on
the basis of universalistic standards. Variations in program
offerings were based on differential ability rather than
individual needs. These standards permitted school districts,
theoretically, to provide the same services to all students in
specific categories (e.g., college prep vs. vocational training),
and to ignore or neglect special needs and handicapping conditions.

Professional domination of decisions ated to curriculum
and teaching methods was virtually guaranteed by\3 strategies
which constrained parents from taking their compfaints/concerns
about the adequacy of services provided for their children beyond
the building principal. These mechanisms included adwinistrative
control of information, -administrative domination of PTA
procedures which served to atomize parents and the "neurotic
mother" syndrome.
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Parents were not provided with information (and in some

cases neither was the school board) about the adequacy of the
services provided, student achievement and other factors that
might ,enable them to assess the adequacy of the curruculum. If a
parent raised an issue at a PTA meeting, the principal invariably
told her that this was an "individual" problem that should be
discussed with thé child's teacher, or with him in a private
meeting (all the principals were men).

’ If the problem was not resolved by the teacher, the parent
could then discuss it with the principal. After that s/he could
bring it to the attention of the superintendent. The #chool board
was the final recourse. Few mothers went bevond the classroom
teacher and those that did found themselves labeled as the problem.

The parents we interviewed, who did go to the principal,
reported that they were given one or more of the following reasons
why the principal could do nothing about the problem:

1. The parent's request was against school policy, therefore
his hands were "cieg" by the central bureaucrats.

2. "You're the only parent who has complained about this."
The implication was that there must be something the
matter with the child-~or the parent, since any 'normal"
child or parent would "adjust" to the teacher or the
classroom like "everyone else."

3. "I can't tell my teachers how to run their classrooms. If
I did, the union would get after me." ‘

Since the above rules and responses tended to block open
discussions about school-based problems, most parents were
dependent on their own children and informal communication .
networks for information about what was going on in the class-
rooms. These informal networks consisted of other parents whose
children were in the same classes, and_geachers who were
sympathetic to parents' concerns--especially teachers who lived in
the community. It was through these informal channels that
several parent activists discovered the "neurotic mother" syndrome.

-This syndrome was based on the perception of principals
and teachers that parents who complained were "over-protective” or
"over-anxious." School staff viewed tnese parents as having
unrealistic fears about what was happening to their children and a
lack of trust in the professional's judgment. The overprotective
label was usually attached to Catholic mothers who, according to
the professional's diagnosis, feared that exposure to public
education would weaken the authority of the home. Jewish mothers
were typically regarded as over-anxious because they expected too
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much from their children as well as the teachers. Some teachers,

. particularly those who felt threatened by parents who challenged
them, saw their major function to protect the child from the
parents. (See Lightfoot, 1978, for a discussion of the conflict
between teachers and middle-class parents.) Once these labels
were assigned to them, the mothers were usually excluded from PTA
positions.

Until 1972, when the National Congress of Parents and
Teachers changed its by-laws, PTA members were prohibited from
"interfering in administrative policy."” Since issues related to
the curriculum were placed in the "administrative" category, the
PTA could not represent parent interests in these matters. One
criteria for assuming PTA leadership roles was the mother's
ability to "get along with the principal.” Thus, women who had a
history of challenging school practices were excluded from PTA and
other leadership positions. . '

The norms governing the selection of parents and citizens
for school board positions and advisory committees limited parent
influence to a small handful who had already achieved elite status
through previous leadership positions in the community or the
metropolitan area. The influence of the parents who could achieve
these positions, however, was narrow-—usually limited to decisions

: related to the school plant and the budget (Kerr, 1962). The only
way a parent could influence services provided for his/her child
. was through some form of individual accommodation (e.g., getting
the principal to change the child's teacher).

A weakening of professional control began in 1968 when
Eastport parents protescedLghevcranafer of sixch‘grade students
from Cornwall and Maplewood, to relieve overcrowding in those
schools, to the Davis and Ward Schools. That year the budget was
defeated, and many observers attributed the opposition to the
alienation of the parents at Cornwall and Maplewood. Until that
year, the highest level of opposition to the budget was concen—
trated in the area around'the Davis School, where a majority of
voters were working class or poor. ‘ However, the school board, ‘
then dominated by the acquiescent majority, attributed the defeat .
to property re-evaluations which had increased schoel taxes. The o
board president refused to heed the increasingly vocal parents who
questioned the quality of educational services offered and the
lack of communication between school administrators and parents.

The superintendent responsible for the decision to
transfer the sixth graders was hired by the reform-oriented board
that ca nto power in the late 1950s. The fact that new money
had gone into all the schools except Cornwall and Maplewood--
while these two schools had been allowed to deteriorate and become
overutilized~-outraged many parents.
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This superintendent resigned in 1968 to assume a position
in the State education department and was replaced by a man
reputed to be community-oriented. Nevertheless, the budget was
again defeated in 1969. By this time the school board was
dominated bv businessmen who, with the new superintendent,
enbarked on an extensive program to stabilize school costs and
regain support for the budget. This effort involved the following:

The Educational Goals Committee (1970-1972). The most
visible supporters and dissidents in the 1968 "and 1969 budget
battles were selected to serve on this committee. They were asked
to hold meetings in their homes and.to recruit other parents who
would do so. Participants i.. these meetings were school board
members, administrators, teachers, parents and neighbors with no
children in the schools.

Redesign (1971-1973). A project funded by a grant from
the State Education Department to promote change in local school
districts, Redesign included workshops for school personifel and
parents coordinated by a change agent whose salary was paid by the
State. A Redesign committee was set up in each school consisting
of the principal, teachers selected by the principal, parents
selected by the PTA president and a school board member whose
children attended the school. Representatives from each school's
committee also served on a district level Redesign Committee.

~e

In addition to the above, school board members participated in
numerous meetings with representatives of community organizations
and ad hoc parent groups with specific complaints or demands.

Extra-local Events. Professional control of decision
making was further weakened by the external innovations discussed
in Section I, but the external events had little impact on the
parent activists whose participation began with the local
controversies in the late 1960s. A majority of those who reponded

“to a 1973 survey (Steinberg, 1973), said they had given up hopes
of influencing policy decisions, which they continued to perceive
as dominated by administrators. It should be pointed out,

o )
however, that most of these activists were concerned with ;]5
accountabxlxty and management rather than a specific program or
issue. . \

Most participants in the Educational Goals and Redesign
meetings felt these were devices to Wnanxpulate" parents.
"They're nothing but steam venting sessions to get us to support
the budget . . . That's all the school board is interested in,"
said one parent. Some of the former activists admitted that they
vere confining their energy to maintaining good relationships at
local schools in order to obtain favors for their own children.
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The New Activists. The parents who were ‘able to benefit
from the new resources and develop influence in decisions .
affecting their children's schooling were mainly people who moved
to the district after 1968 or women who were not aqtive in school
affairs during the 1960 controversies. ‘ \

Given the changes described above, one would expect, by
the early 1970s, that the new activists wouic have been able to
develop access to degision making through' the school ponsored .
channels for parent participation or the PTA. But, as Section III
indicates, the initiators of all 5 groups ran ihto the same
opposition as their predecessors. Where locsl buildin principals
and teachers weré resistant to parent involvement, or where PTA
leaders opposed the activist's objectives, they were subjected to
2 new perjorative labels: "militant" or "special interest groups."

|

The major difference between the two sets of acﬂivists is
that the new ones were not stifled by this treatment, were able to
assume leadership positions outside of the PTA and rectuit other
parents to support their cause. . ‘

The experiences related by the conflict group initiators
suggest that they received considerable indirect support from the
external events as well as direct support from the local gvents,
Perhaps the most sigpificant external events were the ideologies
underlying decentralization and feminism. . ‘

Since the mother, in most American school districts, is
the parent given primary responsibility for the child's education,
these 2 movements reinforced each other. The older actijiltl were
socialized to the notion that school decisions should be made by
professionals and that parents were not '"qualified" to participate
in curriculum decisions. They were trained to accept domination
by professionals and men. The idea of organizing to challenge
professionals was frightening to them, particularly those who felt
that educational decisions should not be politicized. Therefore,
they were easily intimidated by the Eastport administrators, all
of whom were men. As we have seen, the mothers who did not ,
conform to the professional's rules were punished by the labeling
tactics and exclusion from the acquisition of leadership roles.

The leaders of the conflict groups, though not all
feminists, were not intimidated by the professionals and were ]
prepared to train the women they recruited to the group so that
they could cope with administrators and bureaucratic procedures.
However, they coped in different ways. Not surprisingly, the
groups led by younger women, who were most influenced by the
feminist ideology, chose to deal with administrators without ithe
aid of fathers. The women who initiated the other groups, on the
other hand, stated that they encouraged fathers to assume
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leadership roles in their groups beéauee it was more eff1c1enb.
They knew that it would be more difficult for the adm1n1sttators

"put down and divert the men." among themselves, the women
r1d1cu1ed the way the administrators treated them but, as the
initiator of the Community Committee on Learning Disabilities put
it: "We felt our children's needs were more important than oup:
self-fu1f111ment." o .

The knowledge that there were people outside the school
district who would support their actxons, not only reduced the
risks in participation, but created pdychological benefits.
Opposition from local groups and individuals=-or che anticipation
of opposition--had a positive effect. Where this®had defeated the
early activists, it sePved to strengthen 'the new ones.

These benefits accrueﬁ primarily to the leaders and
initial activists who had a feeling that they were p1oneers. For
exafiple, when asked why she was attracted to the Open Classroom
Group,. one womnn said: "I joined shortly after I moved here. .I
needed a-'cause, ' something to o cupy my mind and get me involved.
in the conmun1ty."

. A member of Parents for Bfogress said that in spite of the
hassles the groups went througl with administrators, "I can
understand why parents aren't too interested in the group
anymore. It was very exciting when we first started . . . we. felt
we had a mission . . . Once the administration responded, we lost
that feeling and it will probably be difficult to revive unless
our interests are threatened."

More important than these psychological benefits, however,
were those related to achieving the goal which, in all cases,
would have a direct impact on the child and, in some cases, the
patents--pettxcularly the women in the Lunchroom Group where goal
attaimment would make it easier for them to work, and the
Community Committee for Learning Disabilities where provision of
services would reduce economic burdens on the family (tuition for
private schools and private tutors).

The most important local change was the attitude of the
super1ntendenc and school board members and their positive
response to organized pressure from new groups. However, this did
not reduce the activists' problems. The risks were higher and
benefits fewer in the schools run by principals who resisted
parent participation. At these schools teachers were afraid to
work with the parent activists and it was difficult to recruit
parent supporters.
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III. DESCRIPTIONS OF THE 5 SUBURBAN PARENT GROUPS o /

}k‘ .
A. THE COMMUNITY COMMITTEE FOR LEARNING DISABILITIES

"You show me a child with problems,"” said the principal of an
inner-city elementary school, "and I'll show you a problem family.
Whenever I get to meet the parents of these problem children I can see
right away why the child has problems. I don't blame the child, I blame
the parent.”

If we've heard that statement once, we've heard it a hundred
times. The "problem" family is everywhere, according to many principals
and teachers we have interviewed in cities and suburbs throughout the
country. Eastport is no exception. o "

Eastport parents who go to‘school'meetings learn very quickly
never to admit it if their child has problems. Perhapé the parents in
Eastport who suffered the most as a result of this attitude were the

-

mothers whose children had "learning disabilities.” ' ,

THE PROBLEM. Wz first learned about learning disabilities in
1966, from a mother whose husband was a prominent psychiatrist. She had a .
daughter who was diagnosed as "dyslexic' by.a neurologist. At that time :
there was very little published information about the subject and most
educators in Eastport knew nothing . about it. Through this mother, we met .
3 other women whose children had been similarly diagnosed. Their husbands 2
- were successful middle-class professionals. They had done some résearch
on the subject and tried to persuade the Cornwall princip#l and their
children's teachers to modify the curriculum to meet their children's
needs. At first the teachers were convinced that these children had
psychological problems and the mothers sensed that they were perceived as
making excessive "demands' on the school system.

These mothers had met -at a supermarket near the Cornwall School .
and called themselves the "Grand Union Group." It was an underground
group--they held meetings in. their homes or met with gchool personnel
privately. One dayJwe asked-whv they didn'® make the issue public so they
could educate the community about the problem-since one ‘reason given for
rejecting their requests was that the community would not pay for the
sérvices they wanted. They all said they were ‘afraid ttat the stigma
attached to the problem would have a destructive effect on the\children._

Then we called the Cornwall PTA president to see if that - .
organization ¢ould be persuaded to, support the igsue. ' She fold us: .
"Those children are disturbed--the mothers just don't want to admit it.
‘These parents can't expcet the school to do anything about 'it--it's up to .
the parents to take care:of.this on their own." ' : ‘
, Finall};‘éhéumothefb found a sympathetic school board member who
went to, bat for them and in 1968 the.Board of Education agreed to hire 2 .
part-time learning disability specjalists Yo work with students and
teachers. There was such a demand on the.'specialists' time that the

“ - . . ., ’ ‘ i
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‘position was extended to a.full tune one in each elementary school the
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next year, but no serv1ces were providad At the secondary level. - - .

v

, Accord1ng to the mothers, the specialists were to spend most of
their time work1ng with teachers so that they would learn how to handle
the children in the regular classroom. But the program did 'not work out
that way: the teachers, it was reported werp not receptive to the N .
spec1$11st 8 advice. To the mothers' dismay, the children were "pulled ,
out'" of the class for special tutoring. Still, it was better than
nothing, and the mothers felt that, in time, teachers would change. They
decided it would be more productive to concentrate on getting services in’
the -high schools so that they would be available by the time their .
children reached that level.

By 1971, the 4 women had developed a network of parents and
supportive teachers who helped plan a workshop at the high school. The
workshop was conducted by parent volunteers--both fathers and mothers.
Since these activities were conducted in closed meetings, the commun1ty .
knew nothing about them. ‘ ‘ ‘

) Therefore, it was no surprise to find a letter in the local
newspaper, in 1971, criticizing the Eastport school system for failing to
provide services for high school.students w1th learn1ng disabilities. The
letter was written by Susan Carson.*

Wken the Carsons bought a home in the Gold Coast section of
Eastport, in 1966, their son Michael was enrolled in the fifth grade at
the Davis School. Before this, Michael had d1ff1culty learning to read
and write but no teacher had ever ‘'suggested that there was anything
seriously wrong with him. At the recommendation of the fifth grade
teacher, Mrs. Carson agreed to have Michael tested by the school
psychologlst who diagnosed him as having psychological problems. This L
diagnosis was confirmed by a private psychologist who advised the Carsons '
to send M1chae1 to a private school w1th -special programs.

Mrs. Carson was not conv1nced that such a drastic step was -
‘necessary since Michael seemed perfectly normal outs1dg of school. Her
‘doubts were also based. on the way Michael reacted to different teachers.
He seemed to do better with teachers who took time to work with him on a
one-to-one basis and let him progress at his own rate. The fifth grade
teacher, on the other hand, complained to Mrs. Carson that Michael worked
too slowly and could not keep up with the "rest of the class." Mrs.
Carson was inclined to think that the teacher was part of the problem.
However, the pr1nc1pa¥'refused to place Michael in another class and told
Mrs. Carson that she was creating problems for the boy and trying to evade
the "facts." So they decided to enroll Michael in the private school.

After MicHael had been going to the private school for about a
vear, Mrs. Carson accidentally came across an article on "learning
disabilities'" which described children who seemed to have learning

- patterns gimilar to M1chael 8. For the next 2 years, she read everything

. *Pgeudonyms are used in all the case studies presented in this
report. -
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she could get on this subject, had Michael retested by a doctor who knew
; something about learning disabilities and who confirmed that this was the )

. cause of his school problems. The doctor did not recommend reenrolling
Michael in the public school, however, uniess the ischool had special
instruction for him; therefore he was transferred to another private
school. Although Michael improved academically in the new environment, he .
was unhappy. He wanted to go to the East; »rt high school with his friends .
from the neighborhood. It occurred to Mrs. Carson that the public schools
should have methods for teaching children.like Michael. They were
fortunate to have the funds for private instruction--what about the
parents who couldn't afford it?

A variety of sources, which estimated that 10~15% of the
school-age population suffers from some form of learning disability,
convinced Mrs. Carson that there was a need to persuade the Eastport
school administrators to deal with this group.’ Since the Grand Union
Group was still operating behind-the-scenes, Mrs. Carson knew nothing
about these parents' efforts, and proceeded to act on her own. Her first
step was to talk to the high school principal and some district adminis-
trators who treated her as if her child's problem was unique. She was not
active in school affairs and knew only one other family in the district in
the same category: her neighbors, the Hyatts. :

. ~ FORMATION OF THE GROUP. One day it dawned on Mrs. Carson that if
- ‘ the information she had read in the technical literature was accurate,
2 there must be many other parents in the district who were still struggling-
with the same problem. The question was: how to reach them? o

' "I figured that other parents either didn't have the information
that I had or that they were afraid to make the issue public because of
the stigma attached to the problem or fear that it would antagonize the
school administration. I decided to write a letter to the local paper to
make the communjtv aware." ’

The letter, which appeared in the fall of 1971, gave background on
the problem, the type of services recommended by experts, and the failure
of the Eastport administrators to respond to parent concerns. Before
writing the letter, Mrs. Carson explained to Michael that what she was ’
doing was to help him and other children like him. He wanted her to do
it. Mr. Carson and the Hyatts were also supportive.

About 50'parents--most1y mothers--called Mrs. Carson after the
letter appeared. There were dozens of "horror stories" about children who
had been misdidgnosed, insensitive treatment of parents by school
persomnel, thousands of dollars spent on private diagnoses to confirm/
disconfim the school diagnoses. Several cases involved children at the
Davis schgol, including one who had the same fifth grade teacher as
Michael--amd the ‘same experience. Despite the evidence to the cqntrary,
all the parents had been told that they were the "only ones" with this
problem and given the "run around" by central administrators. S

s

ﬂ . .‘ . . x )
THE CORE GROUP AND RESOURCES. Mrs. Carson also received calls

‘ from members of the Grand Union Group and other parents who had been
active in a 1969 effort to get special programs for children with other
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handicaps.
" Carsons to follow the same strategy that worked for them:

Two fathera who had worked on the 1969 issues advised the

organize a

. group, insist that both fathers and mothers participate in the group, get
advice from experts outside the school district, put pressure on the
school board, and threaten the district with a law suit if nothxng
happened. . :

_On the basis of this advice, Mrs. Carson invited the parents who
had phoned her to a meeting at her home. About 30 families were
represented at the meeting but around 75 families agreed to participate in
the Carson's plans.

The first core included 6 parents: Mr. and Mrs. Carson, Mr. and
Mrs. Hvatt, Arthur Johnson, an Eastport administrator and -nrent, and Sam
Robinson, a community influential who had been very active in school
affairs (see Table III-1). Almost all of the work (setting up the
committee, sending newsletters to pqrenta, meeting with school board
members and administrators) was done’ by the Carsons and the Hyatts.
Although the results of the meetings were reported back to the parents who
agreed to support their efforts, the peripheral members we interviewed
knew very little about the leadera strategy. Nor were they aware of the
other members of the group.

STRATEGY AND NEGOTIATIONS WITH SCHOOL ADMINISTRATORS. Before the
CCLD was organized, around 1970, school board members aiid administrators
were hearing complaints from individual parents at meetisngs sponsored by
the School Board Selection Committee. One former school board presxdent
recalléd: "It was a. sizable group. If memory serves, there must hae been
50 people . . . and they did a good job of letting us know that they -
represented a constituency. We were asked to get up cold and talk about
our views on special education. They left a very distinct 1mpreasxon on
us that they were a force to be reckoned with in the communlty. They were
a power base . ... they maintained a presence and contact in a variety of
ways and at budget time they made themselves particularly available and
would help sell the budget. It was unspoken but obviously the price for
that kind of support was caklng special education 1nto conslderat1on."

One result of this earlxer parent pressure was that the school
board asked the administration to develop‘'a plan for 1mproved services for
handicapped students. At the same time, the Grand Union Group had been
workxng with administrators to hire outside consultants to evaluate the
services for children with learnxng digsabilities. CCLD members decided to i
support this effort. :

About 2 months after the CCLD was established, 2 consultants from
districts with "lighthouse programs" for children with learning dis-
abilities were hired to conduct the evaluation. The consultants' report
reinforced the parents' complaints that the serv1ces in Eastport were
uncoordinated and 1nadequate. _ o

.-
’

Mr. Carson and Mr. Hyatt used the consultants' report and other
information as the basis for discussions with individual school board
members. The private meetings between these 2 fathers and board members
was very different from the strategy pursued by the other groups in this
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TABLE III-1

COMMUNITY COMMITTEE FOR LEARNING DISABILITIES: POSITIONAL BASIS
OF INFLUENCE AND PERSONAL RESOURCES

Core Member Basis of Influence Personal Resources

First Core

Susan Carson ' Managerial skills,
Knowledge of issue

Roger Carson ' , Successful businessman Hanagerial skills,
Negotiating skills
; <3
Phillip Hyatt Successful executive Managerial skills
Dorothy Hyatt _ Willing to work
Arthur Johnson : ~ School administrator Inside knowledge,
' o Political strategy
« Sam Robinson Community influential Contacts in con-unity,_'

Commi ttee experience

Eor




TABLE 1II-1l--Continued

Core Member ' Basis of Influence ' :Pbr.onal Resources

Secéud Core

Brenda Foster » ‘ ( Parent mobiliger,
Husband's contacts

~ Dan Foster Local businessman ';folitical strategy,
) Community contacts

Mary Jane Houseman Member of local, state, ~ Expert kdowledge on issue
and county organizations :
on handicapped

Martha Brady ' Willing to work,
' - Contacts with parents

Jill Parsons Willing to work
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study. The other groups usually mobilized all the membefts for meetings
with school administrataors and board members. When asked why they had
‘ ; acted on this individual basis, Mr. Carson replied:

You can't get anvthing done in a group--most of the parents who come
to these group meetings are women who are too emotionally involved
with their own children's problems. It's impossible to have a
rational d_iscussio\ﬁ Second, it's harder to deal with board members
"in a group situation. We figured they [the board members] were all
reasonable people, and that if we sat down with them~~one at a
time~~we could convince them that our demands were reasonable. They
all agreed that we were right--the problem was getting the money for
the program. : '

The outside consultants recommended that a special division be set
up to coordinate the special education programs already operating in the
district and the ancillary services that would be provided for children in
the learning disability category who attended regular classes. These
recommendations were presented at a March 1972 meeting sponsored by the
administration. At this meeting the superintendent suggested that the
parents should concentrate on the state level to obtain additional funds
for special education since the community was resistant to any increases
in the school budget. :

-~

The superintendent's advicé was acted on by Brenda Foster, a
parent who had not previously been involved in school affairs or
politics. She called her husband's brother who was a politician in a

‘ nearby suburb who put her in touch with a state senator. The senator
asked Mrs. Foster to send background information on the issue. After
reading the material, he called her up and said: '"You're on." Then he

~assigned an aid to work with the CCLD. ‘
N

Toward the end of 1972, theé Carsons and Hyatts withdrew from the
CCLD and turned the leadership over to Mrs. Fostér and her husband who, by
this time, had become very vocal advocates for the cause.

In spring of 1973, the school board agreed to establish a separate
division for special education programs, including services for children
with learning disabilities. A coordinator was to be hired to implement
the program. Mr. Foster spoke up at board meetings and other meetings
before the 1973 budget vote to urge support for the new program, which was
approved. The new program was implemented in September 1973.

Because of community opposition to further increases in the school
budget, the Fosters decided to focus at the state level for additional
funds. For the next two years, most .of the organizing around special
education was coordinated by Mrs. Foster, who worked with a nucleus of 3
mothers of handicapped children (though not in the learning disability
category). Through the state senator's office, these parents became
affiliated with parent groups in other New York school districts. Their
efforts culminated, in 1974, in a state-wide lobby to get the state
legislature to mandate special programs and authorize funds for handi-

‘ capped students.
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A 1975 ruling by the State Commissioner of Education, requiring
local districts to provide special education services, reflected the
efforts of this statewide lobby. State funds were provided.for emotion-
ally disturbed and retarded students, but not for those with learnxng
disabilities. The services provided in Eastport, according to the
coordinator of the special education program, went beyond the minimal
state requirements and a substantial part of the cost came from local
funds. A few months later, Congress passed a law requiring local
districts to provide programs for handicapped students by 1978.

INTERNAL MANAGEMENT. Before the Carsons and the Hyatts withdrew
;from the group, the Grand Union Group had coordinated its activities with
the CCLD. The Fosters made two critical decisions which led to the
withdrawal of the Grand Union Group and other parents who were primarily
concerned with services for children with learning disabilities. The CCLD
was merged with the other specisl education parents and most of their
energy went into lobbying at the state level.

Three members of the Grand Union Group who were interviewed for
this study said their group did not want to work with the Fosters because
they preferred local solutions and thought the neéds for learning disabled
students were very different from those of other handxcapped students.

The Grand Union Group stressed "mainstreaming" rather than "pull out"
tutorial or lpecxal programs that would 1solate the children from the
regular classroom. “They also perceived the Foster's alliance with the
state senator as politically motivated. (The Fosters and members of the
Grand Union Group were allied with different political parties.) As one
member of the Grand Union Group put it:

We objected to publicizing the issue., It was exploiting the
children. We were not looking for anv credit . . . we were jurt
interested in the children's welfare.

L :

The Foster's strategy was based on the belief that a majority of
parents who were willing to work on special education issues were those
whose children were in the more severely handicapped categories. Right
. after they took over leadership of the CCLD, they d1scovered that few
parents were willing to work--many would not even attend meetings because
. they did not want to be associated with such a visible group. (There were

reports that some of the parents became angry when they were called to
attend meetings or work on the issue.) : :

There has been a marked decrease in parent involvement in special
education issues, iricluding learning disabilities, since the state and
federal mandates were enacted. 'When communxty opposition to the budget
threatened these services," Mrs. Foster said, "we usually could get around
200 parents to attend a meeting. Once the program was Set up, parents
stopped coming." Several parents who were initially active in the CCLD
admitted that their participation had declined once their children started
to receive services. However, there were several indications (in~
interviews with these parents and school personnel) that the services are
still not sufficient for the number of children in need. Some informants
attributed the decline in parent participation to the control of the
'progr{m coordinator who selects parents to serve on a committee for the
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handicapped. Everyone agreed that the children whose parents are active
are well served and that this has reduced the parents' incentive to
. participate in obtaining additional program improvements.

The special education program coordinator and 2 school board
members mentioned that there was a need for improved services in the
district. They also commented on the reduction in parent involvement.
The findings suggest that once a new program is adopted by the school
system, parent participation declines. If the program is threatened, the
previously active parents mobjlize around the issue, but this is not
sustained once the crisis is resolved.

B. THE OPEN CLASSROOM GROUP

Most of the homes put up for sale in Eastport are listed in The
New York Times as well as the local newspaper. The name of the neighbor—
hood elementary school is usually included only for the houses located in
the Maplewood Schocl area. For years, Maplewood had the reputation of
being the best elementary school in the district and the school with the
most "aggressive" parents. It was believed to have experimental programs
and the most innovative teaching teachers~—and it attracted parents
looking for these qualities, at least in the late 1960s and early 1970s.

The Problem. According to most informants, Maplewood has had the -
highest levels of parent participation and parent-school conflict of all
the elementary schools in the district. Observatiom of parent meetings at
this school between 1969 and 1973 suggested that conflicts were dominated '
‘ - by two factions: one interested in traditional education programs, the
other prometing alternatives. Dissidents complained, regardless of their
philosophical or ideological preferences, about uncreative, ineffective,
or inappropriate teaching methods (typically described as "rigid"), lack
of administrative commitment to new programs, and rejectign of parent
. involvement. '

A new principal was assigned to Maplewood in 1969, shortly after
the arrival of the new superintendent. Structural changes almost
immediately implemented at this school, team teaching and differentiated
staffing, were scored by both parent factions who wanted changes in
teaching methods rather than classroom structure. Teachers complained to ‘ /
parents about the principal's competence and it was rumored that his /
inability to control parents and staff accounted for his dismissal in 1971. ' /

FORMATION OF THE GROUP. Two sets of parents interested in
alternative programs mobilized around the hiring of the principal's
successor. The first set included established leaders whose ydungest
child had 1 or 2 more years to complete at Maplewood. The second included
newcomers who were first motivated to become iavolved in school affairs by
the 1969 budget defeat. '

The Open Classroom Group (OCG), which grew out of the latter
cohort, was initiated by Martha Katz, Sally Grant, and Janet Lerner. Like
most other parents who bpught homes in the Maplewood section, the .3 women
. - discovered complaints about the school's programs after they moved. to

Eastport. These women knew each other before moving to the district--

-
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their husbands had gone to law school together. Since they were all
education majors, it is not :urpr1s1ng that school 1ssues dominated their
conversations and local act1v1t1es.’

Right after she moved to Eastport, Mrs. Katz joined a League of
Women Voters workshop to study the district's elementary school facili-
ties. Several other women, mostly former teachers, who became peripheral
members of the OCG, also participated in this workshop. These women were
interested in more than facilities, however: they wanted to see what the
program was like in the Maplewood School and figured that the LWV study
would create access to the classrooms.

» Many of the quc:t1on: raised bv the women were inspired by the
writings of Charles. 811bernan. Jonathan Kozol. and John Holt, whose
critiques of traditional schooling appeared in the early 1970s. The women
did not find wuch "joy" in Maplewood School. Neither did Ruth Haas,
another new resident--an educational consultant in a nearby suburban
district who also had a pre:chool-aged youngster. :

Ms. Haas had ties to both sets of parents. She had bought her
home from a family 'in the older age group and had a professional-social
relationship with Janet Lerner (formed before they moved to Eastport). A
disciple of Lillian Weber, who had helped parents in other districts set
up open classrooml, Ms. Haas was comitted to this form of education. ''She
advised the parents to form 2 groups, warning that if they made individual
efforts to influence school administrators (the method used by the older
parents), they  would be labeled "neurotic" or "kooky" because, in her
view, the administrators did not understand open classroom methods or
alternati®e education concepts. She also warned them that.no change would
be effective unless it included teacher training.

THE CORE GROUP AND RESOURCES. Both sets of parents met with the
superintendent and school board during the summer of 1971 to press for the
hiring of a principal who would be sympathetic to implementing alternative
programs at Maplewood. The older parents were loosely organized around
the demand for a 4~6 grade alternative. By the spring of 1972, the
younger women had organized a relatively tightly knit group to promote
open classroom methods at the K-3 level, reflecting the influence of Ms.
Haas over the younger women. Between that date and spring 1979, there has
been a core group promoting this 1ssue-alchough there has been some
change in membership. Members active in the core and peripheral members
discuss the history of the group in 3 phases: Before the "Corridor," the
Formation of the Corridor, and the Decline.

.During the first phase (spring 1972-apring 1973), the women
organized the core and recruited about 20 other parents. The recruits
were mostly mothers of their children's friends, people met at a nearbv

. nursery school and social events.

At the beginning, core members possessed or developed several of
the resources discussed in our inventory: political skills, mobilizers.
mediators, a coord1nator, monitors, effective speakers, educational
experts. Peripheral members included opinion leaders and volunteers. In
addition, the goal was endorsed by external authorities, it had a
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philcsophical base, and the group was able to demonstrate that there was .
potential support from a sizable constituency. On the other hand, there N
were no "insiders" working directly with the group and core members were E ,
unable to enlist the active participation of staff members. In fact, the N
actions of some members antagonized teachers. As time went on, the group

lost the support of the peripheral opinion leaders, the active involvement

of the political strategist, and the more effective mediators. Finally,

core members did not develop constructive alliances with other teachers and

parents throughout the district who were actively involved in promoting

altérnatives,

Eleven women participated in the core between 1972 and 1979 (see
Table III-2). Of the 3 initiators and & initial recruits, 4 were educa-
tors (one became an administrator, another is still a teacher, and 2 are
former teachers). As the preceding section illustrates, 2 of the initial
recruits were selected to provide political skills and educational exper—
tise. After the first 2 years, 3 initial core members dropped out.
Personal responsibilities prevented Hillman (the political strategist) from
being active, although she maintained her commitment to the group's goals
and occasionally attended meetings; one moved to another state and the third
was lost because of the conflict within the group discussed below. <o

The 4 late recruits included a teacher, a former teacher, -and 2
- women active in local politics. S

- None of these 11 women were perceived by informants outside the
group as opinion leaders or influentials at the community level (at the time
of our interviews). The low rating of this factor reflects the fact that :
most core members are ?urrentlv working, they made few contacts outside the -
group, and had minimal’ involvement in the community outside of their
personal concerns. One member became a PTA leader. Failure to expand
beyond the original circle of intimates or to develop alliances with
influential school groups were the major weaknesses acknowledged by several
core members.

STRATEGY AND NEGOTIATIONS WITH SCHOOL ADMINISTRATORS. To begin |
with, the women wrote letters to school board members and administrators and
presented position papers stating their demands and the rationale underlying
them at meetings. In 1972, the school board adopted a policy endorsing
alternative programs and allocated $3,000 for a consultant to work with
Maplewood teachers and parents. At the same time the new principal entered
a leadership training program (at a New York City teaching institution)
which was designed to help administrators implement open classroom methods
and promote parent involvement. '

When it became apparent that the administration had not set a
timetable for implementing the Maplewood alternative program, the women
decided that stronger measures were needed to ensure that one would be in
place when their children entered kindergarten in September 1973. They
recruited a political strategist, Sally Hillman, who'had been active in
political campaigns. .That spring, Ms. Hillman conducted workshops to train
the parents in negotiating with administrators and board members, while Ms.
Haas held workshops on open classroom methods. There were more meetings to
persuade the superintendent and principal, . .
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TABLE I11-2

OPEN CLASSROOM GROUP: POSITIOMAL BASIS OF INFLUENCE AND PERSONAL

RESOURCES, COKE MEMBERS

Core Member

Basis of Influence

Personal Resources

Hartﬁa Katz

Sally Grant

\
Janet Lerner

Ruth Haas

. A \\'
Sally Hillman'

Jenny Feldman

c.tolyd Stern

Mary Grossman
Sandra Bloch
Elizabeth Rosen

Judith Sloane

Former teacher,
Social leader

Teacher

Educational consultant

Political campaign exﬁerience

Teacher
Former teacher
Local political leader

Local political leader

Knows a lot of parents,
Became PTA President,

" Educational expertise

Organi:ational experience,
Knows a lot of parents '

Educational expertise

Parent organizing expcriencc,
Educational expertise,

Speaks up

Political strategy,

Speaks up

‘_ Organizing ability[planning

Commitment to issue,
Internal management skills,
Speakp up

Willing to work

Willing to work

Willing to work

Persuasive personality,
Speaks up

3
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"The major problem for these womeh," said Hillman, "was that they
were afraid to risk taking a political position. I knew that the school

. 7 board's biggest problem was getting the budget passed. I analyzed the
budget vote and realized that the Board needed a sizablev'yes' vote from the
° ' Maplewood area to offset the traditionally negative vote from the Davis

School area. I told the women that they could develop political clout by
threatening to vote against the budget, but they would not accept this
advice. The group has always been domlnaCed by women who are afraid of '
conflict. We settled for what seemed to me a rather weak commitment to’
phase in the open classroom alternative beg1nn1ng with the 1973 term."

The new alternative, called "the Corridor," instituted in September
1973, was a modified open classroom program. It involved teachxng in 3 K-2
classes. Self-contained open classrooms were also instituted in grades
4-6. Although several members of the 0CG were critical of these classes--
’ some mnxnta1nﬂng that they were, in fact, traditional classrooms with an
."open" label-<the concensus was to cooperate with the administration and
L. teachers and work for long-range improvements.

Group morale was high during the first year of the "Corridor" when
the members Wwere eager to provide moral support for the participating
teachers and to help set up a parent volunteer program. About 15 mothers
spent a half-a day or more each week helping teachers with workshops in
creative writing, music, art, and science. Many of these mothers were
themselves former teaclhers or experts in these areas. -

. .Parent moral began to dec11ne after the first year wvhen parents saw
. mdxcanong that teachers did not welcome parent support, and administrators
©  were not prov1d1ng sufficient support to the program. Parents requested
that the teachers be provided with additional training. They also wanted
more pasrent involvement. They felt that the consultant working on the
program was allied with the teachers and reinforcing divisions between
parents and teachers. :

In the spring of 1974, the pr1nc1pal left to take a position in
another school district and was replaced by an assistant principal from
another Eastport elementary school. Several members of the OCG felt that-
this move, combined with the failure to hire new teachers trained
specifically in open classroom methods, indicated a.lack of commitment to
their goals on the part of top administrators. Some went ‘so far as to
accuse the administration of consciously "sabotaging" the program.

Everyone interviewed agreed that the OCG suffered a major setback,
with a teacher firing episode in 1974~75 (the second year of the program's
operation). The principal permitted the .teachers working in the Corridor to
have a role in the gelection of this new teaqher, who proved to be
controversial with parents. Some 0CG parents thought he was "wonderful,"
others were "appalled" by his methods which they described as "authori-
tarian" or the antithesis of the program's philosophy. Two of the critical
parents went to the principal--over the objections of the 0CG--to complain
about this teacher. When the teacher was fired, the other Corridor
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teachers (according to OCG members we interviewed) blamed' the parent
group and from then on refused to work with the parents. The principal,
however, stated that the teacher's dismissal was his responsibility

and not. due to parent pressure. :

_ Each year since 1975, the group has continued to call meetings
with-administrators (the principal and superintendent) to demand more

resources for- teacher training, hiring of teachers with appropriate

training, and maintenance of two open classrooms at each grade level.

Administrators and some school board members claim that an open alter- "

native still exists at the Maplewood School, but most remaining members

of the OCG regard only ‘two teachers as practicing open classroom methods.

Beyond seven core members who attended two meetings in 1979 and about

ten peripheral members, there is little interest in the concept and

most agree that the group is "dead.” .

INTERNAL MANAGEMENT. Members of the core group attributed their
- initial effectiveness to the fact that they were able to develop consensus
on goals and strategy. A number of factors tended to divide the group
as time went on: primarily the problems related to recruiting and training
teachers, evidence of weak comiitment to the program onm the part of
administrators, and the inbred nature of the ,program. ‘

When the group was first formed, the conEept of open classrooms
was still new--most parents were enrolling their first child in school
and had no basis for predicting potential problems. Therefore, it was -
fairly easy to unite around sn objective that seemed to encompass the
type of program each wanted. It became apparent_that parents as well.
as administrators and teachers had different interpretations of the
open classroom concept. Furthermore, some childrea did not do too well
in the first classes and others did not get along very well with-the = .
other children. - Conflicts between students were a major reason for , -
the demand that at least two alternative classes pe available on each
grade level. Several parents said they withdrew their children from"
the alternative program because the classes were predominately Jewish.

Core members became divided over philosophy and tactics. One
faction, frequently referred to as the "idealists,”" wanted a pure form
of open classroom, consistent with the methods advocated by Lillian Weber.
The other faction, the "realists," was willing to settle for a modified
alternative. The latter group eventually came to believe that the group
should forget about any specific label as such and fight for "quality
education," a difficult objective to mobilize around.

Some informants attributed the initial endorsement of the group's
objectives to the combined skills of Haas and Hillman, who in spite
of the women's reluctance to engage in confrontation, did manage .to ’
politicize the women to a certain degree. According to Hillman, a major .
mistake was the .decision to focus on open classrooms as the alternative,
thus foreclosing consideration of other possibilities.

. Leadership. Only two core members were mentioned as having
leadership ability: Hillman and Haas. When Hillman dropped out, decisions
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vere dominated by Haas. Members who disagreed with Haas' insistence
on an open classroom alternative werée unable to weaken her influence
on the ":.duluts. o .

According to one former peripheral member, "there isn't .any .
leader . . . there are just vocal women." This critic {jd not see the
group as effective. According to her recoliections of the meetings
vith administratorsi- "Sally and Ruth were both abrasive and militant.
They would tell the admin: tratoro they were no good--I think t:hcy were
barking up the wrong tree."

Structure. Q!or about four years (1973-1977), the group maintained
a committeé structure with members.elected by the group. There was
always some overlap between membérship in the steering committee and
membership in the core. According to some informants, with the exception
of one year, Haas has been excluded from the steering committee to weaken
" her control of the group. ‘She is described, by all core mambers, as
a persistent negative force in most group discussions as well as meetings
with school officials. It is also admitted, by some, that members encourage
her to.assume & dominant role in’ 'meetings with school administrators.

Hmberohip and Meeting Attendance. At its peak—-when the Corridor
was implemented--informants estimate that around sixty families supported .
the 6CG. As time went on the number was reduced to about twenty. That
number is probably accurate since the list we coimpiled (by asking members
to look over an original 11.: and then to add anyone left out:) came
to sixty. ) - . .

When the group started, meetings vere fairly frequent--sometimes .
once a wedk. Those active at the beginning said.that- the meetings wvere
exciting events. Part of the excitement was due to thc fulmg t:;.at
they were paruc:.paung, as one vons cxprcued :.t, in"a "cause.

"Be:.ng in the group made me feel that I was part of the co-unu:y:
it gave me a cause . ., . I liked the other women," said one. Another
admitted that the gro’up prov:.dcd an accaptabh social outlet: _when her
children were young. .

Aft:er the progrn was under way, the .group met around once a
month, unless there was a "crisis" to discuss. ‘In the past two years
the group has met only a couple of times a year.

Some recent recruits indicated that their incentives were both
political and social. As one woman put it: "I.knew Ruth Haas from
camp. She told me about the group and I joined as a way to make friends."
The present chairman of the steering committee said that she joined
the group as a means to develop "clout" with the school administrators.
"If you go in about a problem and the teacher knows you're part of this
group, it's much easier to get them to do ‘what you want," she said.

Some peripheral members and dropouts describe the group as falling 4
apart after Hillman left. Others compl.nned about the personal rivalries
between Hass and whoever was the appointed chairman of the steering

<
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committee. Still others said they disapprovea of the "aggressive" and v
confrontational style of the meetings between the group and school admin-

istrators. . )
The group itself was petceivedvaa a major problem by some peri-

pheral members. There were references to the domination of the group
by some core members, and objections to the women's tendency to "bicker"
or waste time on "social chit-chat." These behaviors made it difficult
to recruit new members and retain members--particularly parent lé&sders
and influentials who-were described as “turned off" by the group. Beyond
the first two years, little effort was made to enlist support from the
PTA or to train new members, suggesting that the group has not recruited.
effective mediators.

- Most respondents attributed a decline in involvement to several
factors: that children had grown older (graduating to higher levels
of the school system), some women had gone to school, back to work,
or had developed other community interests. Other reasons were frustration
and anger. - o g

"

C. PARENTS FOR PROGRESS

Black students in the Eastport district have usually comprised
5 percent of the total enrollment. These students have always been
concentrated in the Davis School, the most underutilized elementary' school
in the district. In the early 1960s, there were a few black students
in the Ward School, only one black family whose children attended the
Cornwall School, and no black students at Maplewood. Ward and Davis
were the only schools with large numbers of poor families, the most
inade§uate facilities, and the lowest rates of parent involvemen;l_lnlack
students comprised about 20%2 of the Davis enrollment.

, The interests of black students were represented, during the early
1960s, by an informal coalition which included a few parents (white and
black) who were active at the Davis School, top school administrators whose
children attended Davis, and some prominent "liberals" who lived in 01d
Haven., When the first CAP and Title I funded programs were implemented

in Eastport (in the Village, since this was the only section of the district
with sufficient low income residents to be eligible for these funds),
members of this coalition were very active in the programs.

: In the mid-1960s, improvements were made at both Ward and Davis.
The former was completely rehabilitated and Ward was replaced by a

new building. Around the same period, efforts to integrate the four
elementary schools were made by a handful of Davis School parents and

a few liberal whites whose children attended the Cornwall and Maplewood
schools. But most people involved in school-community affairs believed
that the integration-minded parents represented only a small segment

of the community and that a majority of residents would be opposed to
any plan that would alter existing enrollment patterns.

Reactions to a proposal to institute a Princeton Plan, developed
(in 1967) primarily to eliminate overcrowding in Cornwall and Maplewood
schools which would also have integrated the students, clearly indicated
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that several factions in the district wére prepared to mobilize opposition.

The chairman and several prominent members of the citizens committee ‘

responsible for the proposal received threatening phone calls and verbal .

abuse at public hearings. The strength of this opposition led most

members of . that committee to end their participation in school affairs.

It was also the end of visible efforts to integrate the schools for

every citizen who cared about this issue. .

. ) ) !

Shortly after this episode, the Village CAP was taken over by

a "Black Power" advocate who did nmot want white participation in that

group. Then, a change in federal guidelines (requiring that a majority

of Title I Advisory Committee members be parents with children in the -

program) served to eliminate white participation in that group.

Our interviews with parents active in Title I PACs indicate
that the parent chairman was selected by a school administrator. Since
the parents trusted the administrator, and felt that the Davis principal
and faculty were on their side, they did not object to the procedures.
b N ' .

Up to 1971, the Title I funds had been used for programs at
the Davis School, mainly small classes in the early grades and remedial
services. Some funds were provided for a tutoring program, implemented
by the CAP, for high school ‘students. By 1970, some parents began to
question the concentration of Title I funds at theDavis School as well
as the effectiveness of the curriculum. Concerns focused on the
difficulties that black students were experiencing when they were trans-
ferred to the middle school and their high school dropout rate. Two
veachers who attended the meeting where these issues e raised volun-
teered to start an alternative high school which was largely funded
out of Title I monies. According to one of the teachers:

The black parents in this district have a lot of potential power.
They could get anything they want from this system . . . the admini~
strators are very sympathetic to their children's needs.

The major problem identified by this teacher was that the parents
vere not well organized.

THE PROBLEM. Parents for Progress (PFP), the first independent
organization for black parents, was organized in 1972 by Loren Baker,
a district teacher and parent who stated that:

As a teacher in the school system, I saw the need to have black
parents involved in school ‘issues, and the school aware of needs
of the black child. There was also the need to make the schools
aware of the fact that black parents want good educational facil-
ities and instructior for their children and that black parents
are interested in education.

Unlike the other "Eastport" parent groups included in this study,
which focused on one program or one school, PFP addressed a variety
of system problems directly affecting black students. The issues most
frequently cited in the interviews were:
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l. Inadequacies in the elementary scligol program; usually discussed : 1
in terms of low teacher expectations, inadequate instruction in
‘ basic skills, "coddling," and the lack of opportunities for students
to interact with high achieving middle class white students. Some
members of PFP believed these were the. major factors accounting for
lower academic achievement levels and poor social adjustment among
a larg; segment of the black students at the secondary level.

2. Insensitive counselors and teachers at the middle school (7th and
8th grades). At this level, parents felt teachers perceived students
in terms of racial stereotypes. They were, for the most part, placed
in "slow" classes, discouraged from taking electives (such as foreign
;:1anguagea and algebra), which would fulfill college admission re-
quirements, and were unaware 'of the social and psychclogical problems
‘faced by these students at this level. One respondent described
the experience as creating "culture shock."

=5

3. Problems at the high school level:

a) teachers and administrators frequently ignored students who
were chronic truants and class cutters.

b) students were permitted to "roam" the halls which were not super-
vised during free periods. :

c) poor communication with parents who were often given no infor-
mation about absenteeism and class cutting until the situation

‘ ‘ . reached crisis proportions.

d) Low rate of college attendance. Students were not adequately
counseled about college requirements and admission procediures,

e) Inadequate remedial services. ' ‘ - -
4. Absence of black studies in the curriculum.
5. No system—wide observance of Martin Luther King's birthday.

6. The system had not enacted an affirmative action policy hor developed
effective efforts to recruit competent black personnel.

Since the members of PFP did not agree on priorities, it was
decided to seek reforms that would remedy all these problems. “In part
the decision was based on the need to hold the interest of a diverse
membership.

' There was a response to all of these concerns, as indicated
in Table III-3. :

'FORMATION OF THE GROUP. Loren Baker, who taught in the middle
schools (grades 7-8), had first hand knowledge of what happened to the
students when they were transferred to this level. Through conferences

‘ with parents whose children had attended the Ward School, she learned
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TABLE III-3
PROBLEMS RAISED BY GROUP AND SCHOOL SYSTEM RESPONSE o o
Problem ' -Reiponqg
l.»Elémentary level:

a. Low teacher Hiring of principal for Davis School who had
expectations ‘ experience in “inner cxty“ schools.

b. No interaction with “Interact Program"--students from all 4 elementary schools partic-
students from other ipate in an exchange program before enrollment in middle school,
elementary schools

2. Middle school: teacher Administration sponsored workshops to sensitize teacher and
‘stereotypes and counselors to students needs. First workshop was run during
: insensitivity school hours; subsequent ones are after school--participation
is voluntary.
3. High school:

a. Chronic truancy and Improved attendance procedures.
class cutting.

b. Permissiveness Students assigned to study hall during free periods.

c. Poor home-school ’ Assistant principal set up on-goxng program for students, parents,
communication teachers, and couselors.

d. Low college . College placement office made special effort to assist students/
attendance . parents with admission requirements and financial aid.

-

e. Inadequate remedial
services




/ TABLE III-3--Continued

Problem . ,//7 Response ‘ .

‘ System level issues:

.

a. Absence of black studies Endorsement of one-week program related to black studies.

in the curriculum/no Endorsement of in-school observance of Mﬂ;tin Luther King's
observance of Martin birthday. -
Luther King's birthday

b. Affirmative hiring School board adoption of an affirmative hiring policy.
practices ‘

c. Evening PTA meetings With the exception of the high school, all schools now hold som

PTA meetings in the evening.
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about their earlier schooling. She convinced three other women (Marilyn
Stevens, Carol Manar, and Francis Sterling) of the need for a parent
group. A planning meeting was held at the Baker home in 1972.

The first two women were, with Mrs. Baker, among the first black
professionals to buy homes in 0ld Haven and their children attended

schools in that part of the district. Mrs. Sterling lived in the Village.

Iwo reasons were given for limiting the group to black parents:
= School personnel maintained. that black parents were not "interested"
in education. A primary objective was to correct this stereotype.

= founders maintained that most black parents were inadequately prepared
to cope with the school system--particularly those who hed been
raised in the South or who had not completed high school.

It was stressed, in several interviews, that the organization
was formed to work on the problems that affected black students as a
group. Core members believed that they had been able to deal with problems
related to their own children's programs. However, they saw themselves,
as individuals, powerless to do anything about system problems. They
also expressed concern for the plight of parents who were "less sphis-
ticated." In addition to recommendations for system and local school
level changes, PFP sponsored workshops to provide parents with skills
so that they could cope with the system and guide their children more
effectively. : :

THE CORE AND RESOURCES. Eight parents werg identified as core

- members of PFP. Three were the founders who lived in Old Haven. When
the group began, they were potential "opinion leaders," likely to influ-
ence parents because of their professional status and social connections.
Since two were teachers, their views about the school program would
be respected by other parents. In addition to her inside knowledge
of the Eastport system, Mrs. Baker had access to a lot of black parents,
She met Mrs. Sterling, for example, when Mrs. Steling's dsughter was
in her class. Mrs. Sterling was an opinion leader in the black community
vwhen the group began. She recruited two other opinion leaders from
the community: Kate Willard and Diane Taylor. i

These three women were the primary mobilizers--particularly
Mrs. Sterling and Mrs. Willard--whose families had lived in the Village
for several generations. They knew "everyone" and were themselves highly
regarded in that area. For years they had been active in the schools,
community organizations, religious and social circles. They knew all
of the school personnel who were sympathetic to blacks and parents who
could be counted on to support PFP priorities. This knowledge was gained
through their own involvement in the schools as parents, Mrs. Sterling's
former employment as a school aide, and Mrs. Willard's brother, who
had also worked in the system.

The two remaining core members, Robert and Susan Perry, developed
influence through their participation in PFP. Mr. Perry was chairman
of the organization for two years before being elected to a three-year
“ term on the Eastport school board in 1975.
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In addition to potential and actual influence, PFP ranked very

high in terms of the resources brought to the group by the core members,
‘ which are suwmmarized in Table III-4. These resources included information

sources inside the system, access to educational influentials in the ’
community, and a variety of pbrsonal skills that could be applied toj
the internal management of the group and strategy development. Similar
to most active members of other groups in this study, core members tend
to be dynamic, energetic, and artxculate individuals. ‘

The issues promoted by PFP were primarily related to equal. edu—
cational opportunity, had been legxtxnated by civil rights legislation,
guidelines for districts receiving federal funds and most likely to
be supported locally by a cohesive liberal faction of educational influ-
entials. A significant resource, therefore, is the capacity of some
of the issues promoted by PFP to evoke strong commitment among members
of the group and the potential to mobilize moral support within the
; , liberal community.

STRATEGY AND NEGOTIATIONS WITH SCHOOL OFFICIALS. When PFP was
first organized, it was the intent of the group to work toward a coopera-
tive relationship with the school administration. 'Members anticipated
that a rational presentation of "reasonable” demands would be followed
by action. This expectation was reinforced by the fact that the officials
appeared sympathetic and indicated they would give serious consideration
to PFP's recommendations. After two years of this type of meeting,
and no action, PFP members decided that a more aggressive approach was
required. There followed a few "stormy" meetings, around 1974, which

‘ resulted in some immediate change and the gradual recumpt:.on of a coopera-
tive relationship.

Events around reforms at the high school illustrate these changes.
At this level, the primary actor representing the school system was
the principal, whose initial response was to present PFP with "irrelevant
statistics" designed, in the words of one member, "to overwhelm us and
discredit our position. But we would not let him get away with it.
We politely called him a liar.' When the parents persisted, continuing
to call meetings with the principal and school board members, the principal
finally assigned an administrator to work with students and parents.
He also encouraged a volunteer, who worked in the college placement
office, to assist the students with college admission requirements and
application procedures. . PFP also provided parent volunteers to work
on these activities. Student absences and class cuts were reported
to parents on a daily basis.

Negotiations around several issues appear to have involved the
follow1ng tactics:

A. Parent monitoring of the school programs to document problems.

B. . Preparing an agenda for meetings with school personnel, script writing
and role playing. The executive committee prepared written statements
and selected parents to speak at meetings. Role playing exercises

‘ gave parents confidence to speak up at these meetings.
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PARENTS FOR PROGRESS:

TABLE III-4

POSITIONAL BASIS OF INFLUENCE AND PERSONAL RESOURCES

Core Member

Basis of Inf!‘lnce

Personal Reaoutcen

Loren -Baker

Marilyn Stevens

Carol Manar

6%

Francis Sterling

Teacher in school system

Teacher.

Professional administrator,
Husband knows community
influentials

Established.opinion leader
in black community,

Held appointed positions on
school committees,

Former school aide

Knows many parents,
Expert knowladge: Education

Expert knowledge: Education,
Social ties to liberal influentials,
Political stragegist, Volunteer

Organizational skills,
Ties to community influentials

»
Knowledge of school system and
community,

Social ties to influentials,
Mediating skills

~
A}
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TABLE 1II~4--Continued

Core Member

Basis of Influence

Personal le.ou:ceo

Kate Willard
Diane Taylor

«

Robert Perry

Susan Perry

Bstablished opinion leader

in black community

Parent activist and PTA
worker -

Eastport School Board member

Teacher, ) N A
Wife of school board member

cdntact. in community,
Speaks up at meetings

Contacts in comaunity,
Committee experience

Acce.; to authorities and

influentials,
Leadership skills

Expe;t knoﬁledge: Educatio
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C. A special effort to involve fathers in the meetings. The men were

"primed" so that they could debate the issues with administrators.
N\

D. Identification of key administrators and other personnel to be in-
vited to the meetings with top administrators snd parents. Those
selected vere responsible for implementing the program under dis-
cussion. :

E. Mobilizing parents to attend the meetings.
F. Continued monitoring of the program by members of PFP.

G. Public statements at school board meetings when the group's concerns
were ignored by school administrators.

PFP's ability to force the administration and board to respond
appears related to three factors: effective mobilization, influential
sympathizers, and the nature of the concerns.

. A. Effective mobilization of parent support. When PFP's initial
requests for reforms were ignored, there was sufficient evidence to
convince other parents of the need for group action. At least thirty
parents could be counted on to show up for meetings with the top officials
and, at one school, the group claims to have mobilized all the parents
whose children were affected by the issues. :

"The school board was shocked to see how nanj parents we could
get out for our meetings," said one core member, and this perception
was corroborated by board members who were at these meetings.

B. Influential sympathizers within the school system and the
community. There were several school administrators and school board
members who sympathised with the group's concerns. Although these indi-
viduals had identified with the interests of black students in the past,
they did not, according to one PFP member, "speak up" publicly. However,
once PFP organized around these issues, they could count on these people
for support. Similarly, school administrators were ware of the sympa-
thetic school personnel who could be counted on to implement the changes
effectively, and these persons were the ones selected for the programs.

C. The nature of the focal concerns. The services requested
for black students were not "unrealistic." "We were not asking for
any new services . . . everything we wanted for our children was there.
The problem was that our children 'weren't getting them." At the high
school, the issues raised by PFP were "universal" and there was a parallel
group of white parents making similar complaints and demands (PIC).
Those issues which were made public appear to have been carefully chosen.
They had a strong appeal to the liberal segment of the community. (Demands
for specific services were not made public.) ’

N

An example which illustrates these factors involves the observance
of Martin Luther King's birthday. A PFP member who described herself
as "furious" over the school system's failure to observe this event,
wrote a letter about the matter to the local newspaper in 1975. The
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board's initial tejection of this demand was based on the separation
of church and state policy. When parent pressure persisted, the board
finally agreed to endorse an in-school celebration which involved the
cooperation of staff and community organizations--primarily religious
groups and influentials who identified with liberal groups. During
this period, Robert Perry served on the Eastport school board.

In 1978, PFP realized that this sponsorship was taking up almost
all of the time and energy of its most active members and decided that
it was time for the school district to take over. The-group's strategy
was designed to force the schools to take over or to be subjected to
embarrassment. At a meeting attended by the superintendent and the

school board president, PFP announced that the organization would no s

longer sponsor the event. The superintendent was- described as "very .

upset" at the announcement.

“By this time," one PFP member reported, "we were a feather
in his cap~-he had an organized black group to work with." The group
felt also that there would be public support for this position. These
predictions proved accurate. The -superintendent assigned an assistant
principal to coordinate the event on a systemwide basis, and for the
first time, the King celebration was run by the school system in 1979..

IRTERNAL MANAGEMENT. Leadership. PFP has been in existence
for about seven years. During the first four years, there were eight
parents in the group's core. Only three of the original core members
are currently ‘active (two are co-chairman) and those who have dropped
out have not been replaced. Robert Perry, chairman between 1973 and
1974 before being elected to the school board, is described by everyone
as the most effective leader. But, since leaving the school board,
he and hi's wife have become less active in PFP.

The inactive members say they still consider themselves members
but only get-involved if there is an issve. All of the core members
who were founders said they wete willing to do most of the work at the
beginning because they were more sophisticated than the other members.
Now they believe it is important for others to take over the leadership.
However, there is little evidence of recruiting and training potential
leaders. .

) Recruitment: At one point the group included about thirty-five
families. Now, most estimate that there are only ten-fifteen members.

‘ Nev members were initially recruited through distributiqg "flyers"
in the Ward School area, a door-to-door campaign, church groups, and

word of mouth. - These activities have not been maintained and current
recruitment is by word of mouth. ~

Meeting attendance. Meetings are held once a month at the CAP
center in the Village of. Eastport. When the group was first formed,
attendance was high. Now it is "difficult to get people out.": According
to one member, the "big shots" only come if "we're having a meeting
with the school people.” An annual picnic (held in August) }? described
as the biggest attraction but it was not held.this year. H
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Parent training. Besides role playing to give parents confidence
. in meetings with school administrators, the group conducts workshops
. to provide information on testing procedures, the questions parents
should ask at parent-teacher conferences, how to help children with
their school assignments, and how to cope with individual problems.

The Buddy System. Kpowledgeable members in the group will accom-
Pany parents to meetings with teachers and administrators when requested.
In addition, the members who are teachers have provided tutoring services
without charge.

Factions within the group. On' the basis of comments made by
both core and peripheral members, the major source of internal division
is between the professionals from Old Haven and working class members.
The former perceive their initial leadership as resented by the Village
members and for this reason "moved over to give the others a chance."
Some Village members questioned the motivation of the professionals
and the group's sole focus on the black student.

"It seems to me, " said one woman who no longer considers herself

& member of PFP, "that the mothers in this group are doing the same

things we criticize white middle class mothers for doing--we tell our
’ kids to keep away from students who are.not going anywhere." She cited 8
~ instances of activities organized for black students where some PFP

members from Old Haven wanted to exclude children from the working class

Village homes. "Only one member of the 01d Haven group will perumit

her children to associate with working class children," she contends.

. Another woman doubted thet the participation of the 0ld Haven:
'~ parents was as altruistic as they claimed. To prove her point she noted
. that most of these parents had become less active when their children
graduated. '

Two Villagers questiomed the need for a segregated organization
and one observed that her participation in the group was based on th
belief that it would eventually become integrated. She found that -
having "separate meetings did something to the children." Three members
expressed concern about the group's focus on black students when they
and their children had close friends who were white. .

"PFP parents are nev parents--they need to look at the total
v school, not just minority,"” said one mother. "I see other groups in
this community that have even more problems than blacks" (she gave as
examples poor Italians and children from Spanish-speaking homes).
Another mother stated: "I don't want to be identified with a separatist

group.”

]

‘ These views were repeated in interviews conducted with Blacks
residing in Eastport who had not joined PFP. -

) Current Level of Involvement. Five of the core members who
are no longer active in PFP admitted that their participation was curtailed
‘ when their children graduated or that they were now preoccupied with

other activities--primarily work and advanced studies.
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Some respondents--core and periphery--attributed their lower
level of involvement to dissatisfaction with the group itself. Besides
the comments included in the above section, problems were raised in
relation to leadership and the quality of meetings.

“The group was best at the beginning when Bob Perry was chairman,
When he left, Marilyn and Carol became very active and pulled the group
together, but they don't have Bob's ability to get people to work.
Maybe it's because so many of us are women. Maybe women tend to compete
more with each other . . . or we resent being asked to do things by
other women." This respondent thought the group might be revived if
they could recruit another male leader.

One woman complained about the difficulty in getting people
to come to meetings. "I got tired calling people to come." Another
said she stopped going to meetings because she was "tired of all the
babbling." '

On the positive side, two respondents suggested that the decline
in participation may be due to 'the group's success. '"Maybe parents
are able to manage by themselves and no longer need the group." Acccrding
to a former core member: 'The group no longer has an issue."

EFFECTIVENESS. All of core members rated the group as very
effective since the administration had adopted almost all of the reforms
requested. As one member expressed it:

: "We have been surprised. We never expected so much response.

A lot of the things we pushed for were disguised to the community.

It's just as well. If many people thought we had pushed for them they

might resent it." i : _ .

Most members praised the schools' handling of the Martin Luther
King celebration, "Interact," the sensitivity workshops and the changes
at the high school. They said that there was a remarkable increase
in the number of Black students who went on to college, improved counseling
and attendance procedures. They believe that all of these changes have
had a positive impact on student mpraleq.rxfhally, they believe that
their parents training provided parents with skills to cope with individual
problems. ' .

However, one core member claims that the administration was
not as negative toward the issues in the first place. As she put it
"They think they've told the school what to do. But' the school would
have done it anyway if enough people wanted it."

The two peripheral members who were interviewed did not perceive
the group positively. They were critical of the focus on minority students,
specific issues promoted by the group, inadequate follow through and
leadership style. One described some of the concerns raised at the
middle school as "stupid" and questioned the emphasis on black "idenmtity."
Many parents, she claims resent the group's intervention in their children's
problems. (She reported that some had told PFP members to mind their
own business.") : :
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The comment about inadequate "follow through” was a response’
to a question about the group's monitoring activities. According to _
this respondent, monitoring.is not done on a systematic basis and there
are few parents with the time to pursue this activity. The other peripheral
member predicted that none of the changes will last because of the decline

/

in the organization itself. /
; : /
Criticism of the leadership style referred to the willinéness
of the group to "work with the administration" which was perceived by
this respondent as a recognition of the "way the indigeneous pegple
feel." ("Indigeneous" is the term some 0ld Haven members use when discussing
members who live in the village.) 1In this respondent's opinion, the
group is anxious to avoid conflict anz has settled for "symbolic" changes.
. . YZ
Is there a need to maintain the group? Although theﬁadministrdtion
has responded to the concern ised%by the organization and/ some members

have observed that there is no "burning" issue to involve members, some

of those interviewed perceive a fgeed/ to maintain the organization.

The need relates to three issues] a high rate of administrative and
teacher turnover, the current school board and spontaneous events that
threaten the group's interests.

s organized and the present, there has
been principal turnoYer in five of the six district schools. "We have,"
said a PFP member, "a“whol€ new seét of people who don't know about these
issues." To inform new personnel, PFP calls meetings to ensure that
they ''recognize that there is an organization with this fommitment."

Betwe€nYthe time PFP

As for the present (1979)Lschbol board, three m#hbera are PTA
leaders—~the organization perceived by PFP as exclusionary and not interested
in minority concerns. A majority of the board members was described
by one respondent as "elitist" and "conservative." ,

a group to represent black students on an on-going basis. One example
of this need occurred about two years ago. The high school principal
failed to intervene when students (black and white) complained about

a racist joke made by a teacher. PFP members raised the issue at a
public board meeting when the principal also ignored their request for
disciplinary action against the teach\r. ‘

The third reason for main gining PFP relates to the need for

: f
1 An article in the local newspaper misinterpreted the PFP position,
\giving teachers the impression that the PFP was a "vigilante" parent
|group out to censor them. A teacher called a member of PFP to explain
the group's position at a meeting of the teachers' union where the issue
was raised in an explésive manner. This meeting between the teachers
and the PFP representative, cleared the a%r and~1aﬂd the groundwork

for a constructive relationship between the two groups.

/
}

D. THE LUNCHROOM GROUP . | /

!

/ .
Few people believe that middle clas white¢ suburban parents
had to organize outside the PTA, as recently as 1973, to win the right
to have their children eat lunch in school-Kgspecially when they learn ™

55 o




that this issue did not involve the school's providing lunch but simply

to allow the children to bring their own lunch from home. This struggle,
which took place at the Cornwall School, contained elements that were
similar to the Open Classrom issue: the action was initiated by a small
group of new parents who were supported by more experienced parents,

and paralleled the appointment of a new principal. Although the objective
was resisted by the principal, some teachers and PTA leaders, it was
easier to resolve since it did not affect what went on in the classroom.

THE PROBLEM. The lunchroom problem was not a new one. For
several years Cornwall parents had been upset about the school's lunchroom
which could accommodate comfortably only about 75 students. .

To create three classrooms to accommodate Cornwall's expanding
enrollments between 1964 and 1967, the schools' lunchroom was reduced
by about 1/3 of its original size. These decisions, made by the superintendent
(who resigned in fall, 1968) over the objections of a districtwide advisory
committee, and a few parents who were concerned about safety as well
as education factors. The decision was based on the assumption that
few Cornwall mothers worked. It was only after the lunchroom was remodeled
that parents became aware of what was gaing on.

In 1968 this remodeled lunchroom was too small to accommodate
all of the children who had to eat lunch in school. Parents were advised,
by the principal, that only children whose mothers worked or who lived
a mile or more from the school could stay for lunch. (Children brought
their own sandwiches--milk and ice cream were sold in the lunchroom.) Other
children could stay, in an emergency, providing they had a note from
home and a reason acceptable to the principal.

An average of 125 students ate at school every day. More students
met the eligibility requirements, but because of their children's protests
about the unpleasant conditions, mothers who could afford it hired baby
sitters or housekeepers so that their children could go home. Some
permitted older children to buy their lunch at nearby luncheonettes.

An independent parent group, organized by a Cornwall parent

and including parents with children in all of the district's 4 elementary
schools, made a tour (in 1968) of the 4 schools to assess building needs.
The parents who did not have children in Cornwall were shocked at the
lunchroom conditions--especially when compared to the programs in the
other schools. They were critical of the fact that the principal had

no information on the number of working mothers and seemed insensitive

to the possible need for such information.

The conditions included: supervision of untrained aides who
blew whistles and screamed at the children in useless efforts to maintain
discipline; insufficient space to accommodate the children comfortably,
-no activities for bad weather, and no equipment (other than a small
jungle gym and 4 swings) for outdoor use in good weather. The gym teacher
would not permit the lunchroom children to use school equipment (such
as volleyballs). Nor could they use the gymnasium, the library or other
unoccupied rooms. ’
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On the basis of the ad hoc group's criticism, one parent persuaded
the principal to institute an experimental lunch program in 1970-71.
Since no funds were available from the school budget, the PTA agreed
to buy some games and playground equipment and mothers were allowed
to serve as volunteers to assist the aides. However, neither the principal
or other staff wanted the mothers to work in the program and they were
eliminated after one year. To relieve overcrowing, additional tables
were set up outside basement classrooms.

” After the mothers were rejected, the parents decided there was

" no point in trying to effect further changes because of principal, staff

and other parent opposition. The principal, who had run the Cornwall
School for around 20 years, retired in June, 1973. His successor, Mr.
Kaplan, had been working in the district for 2 years as a "change agent.”
That role was part of the state-funded Redesign project and he was known
to many parents.

. Shortly after Mr. Kaplan took over, I heard that there was a
group of "militant" mothers who were "up in arms" over the Cornwall .
lench program. Through several interviews I learned that:

= the mothers had a representative who had toured the elementary
schools to study lunch programs with a- PTA group

= the group agreed that there was a need for a lunch program
- at both the 0ld Haven elementary schools (the schools in
the more affluent section of the disctrict) but that "this
was not the time" for it.

FORMATION OF THE GROUP. The leader of the new group was Barbara
Howard, a feminist. She, her husband and three daughters had recently
moved (1972) to the Cornwall School areas from Washington where they
had been active in a community control experiment. Her first allies
were neighbors. After the PTA rejected her demands for an improved
lunch program, she decided that she would not take "No" for an answer--no
matter how much work would be involved. Her initial strategy was similar

to that of the earlier mothers': organize a volunteer program.

'From September through the end of October, the activities related
to the controversy were dominated by Ms. Howard and two neighbors.
Nothing was done, however, until the end of October. During that month,
there had been an increase in disruptive incidents in the lunchroom
and on the playground. The intensity of the problem forced the new
principal to deal with the situation. At the end of the month a letter
was sent to Cornwall parents requesting them to cooperate with the lunch
time procedures. It pointed out that "children can and have been injured"
and asked parents to send a letter which "stipulates reasons for children
eating in school."” The letter was signed by the principal, a lunchroom
aide and Ms. Howard, who was listed as "Chairman" of the Lunchroom Committee.

CORE AND RESOURCES. The activities around this issue involved
10 activists, only four (the core) of whom worked consistently and 6
who participated in some of the key events. An estimated 100 parents
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supported the "group." All 10 of the major participants were recruited

on the basis of weak ties. The ties between core members stemmed from
neighborhood related interactions. Four of the ties to the other activists
were made by Barbara Howard through school and community meetings.

A fifth was recruited by another core member and a sixth was appointed

by the Cornwall PTA president to work with the "group."

As Table III-5 indicates, these 10 women possessed considerable
resources: organizational skills, strategists, experienced activists,
opinion leaders and parent mobilizers. Barbara Howard, who everyone
designated as the "leader" coordinated the activities.

STRATEGY AND NEGOTIATIONS WITH ADMINISTRATORS. Because of early
indications that the activists disagreed over strategy, Ms. Howard decided
not to establish a formal committee. She said it would take "too long"
to get anything done. The younger women wanted to ask parents to contribute
funds for the lunch program and volunteer to assist the aides. The
more experience activists disagreed because of the failure of similar
strategies in the past. '

Interviews with knowledgeable parents suggested that Ms. Howard
and her neighbors were perceived as "out and out libbers" and some observers
believed they were provoking opposition from the PTA president as well
as school staff. Early in the controversy, I interviewed Mr. Kaplan
to see if he knew about the previous conflicts around the lunchroom
issue (he did not) and to see what he thought about the Howard group.

. "There is," Mr. Kaplan stated, "an unspoken issue behind the
lunchroom controversy." He believed that the parents resented the teachers
for not staying with the children during the lunch period. A solution,
he believed, required a change in district policy. Since he did not
see himself as capable of effecting such a policy, "parents have to
push for it." He offered the following views on the issue:

- The problem will grow because of the increase in working
mothers and the women's liberation movement.

= It was a volatile issue. Barbara H. had told him she intended
to employ confrontation tactics to improve the program.
He disagrees with this approach since it was already greating
tensions among the staff and this could lead to conflict
between parents and teachers. ;

= A parent volunteer program is not a viable solution but
Barbara H. and her group will have to go -through the "process"
to find this out for themselves. : :

= The most demanding mothers are former teachers who said’
they stayed for lunch when they taught.

At a Redesign meeting at Cornwall in early November a parent
from Barbara H's group proposed that a solutionlto the lunch problem
be worked out by the Cornwall Redesign committee which included Mr.
Kaplan, teacher representatives, the PTA president and a few parents
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LUNCHROOM GROUP:

TABLE II1~-5

POSITIONAL BASIS OF INFLUENCE AND PERSONAL RESOURCES

Member

Basis of Influence

Personal Resources

Barbara Howard
(core member)

Marian Singer
(core member)

Maureen Flaherty

Fran Dunne

Civil rights activist in
previous community,

A feminist,

Active in school and
community groups

Professional social worker

A

Born and raised in community,
Husband a respected
university professor

PTA leader,

Husband is political
influential,

Affiliated with sevetal
organizations

- Organizational skills,

School volunteer

Willing to work,
Contributed money for
lunchroom program

Speaks up at meetings,

Contacts in community,

Contacts with in§luentialo
' L4

Knowledge of scliosi; system,

Strategist,

Contacts in community




" hand-picked by her. The proposal was rejected when the PTA president
reported that the PTA was handling the issue. Fran Dunne remarked chaq/"
‘ this was "ridiculous--the PTA hasn't solved a problem yet." 1In an interview
Mrs. Dunne stated that the PTA president opposed the lunchroom group
because a solution would require taking the aides out of the classroom.

Shortly after this episode, Maureen Flaherty invited Mrs. Dunne
to a meeting of Howard's group to develop a plan of action. Mrs Dunne
was a former Cornwall PTA president, she had six children enrolled in
different levels of the district's schools and was a veteran of numerous
battles between mothers and administrators. Her husband was a lawyer
and mayor of Old Haven. The plan proposed by Mrs. Dumne involved the
following elements: : '

= Require that the principal be put in charge of the program

= Ask the physical-eduéation teacher to assist in training
the aides '

- Make additional space available, or let the &:hildten eat
in shifts.

. Mrs. Dunne was impressed by the younger women's determination.
She thought they seemed "willing to fight." But she saw Mr. Raplan
using tactics similar to those employed by his predecessor and other
Eastport principals:
‘ s "They want parents to do their job-~they use the PTA to explain
their problems to parents instead of working with parents to solve the
problem."

For the above reason, Mrs. Dunne cautioned the women that they
would probably not get support from Mr. Kaplan because the issue had
the potential of polarizing the staff and parents,

Mrs. Dunne's predictions were borne out. Ms. Howard wrote a
letter to Mr. Kaplan outlining the proposed plan and asking for a discussion.
' The meeting was attended by Howard, Dunne, Flaherty, and Herberg. The
women reported that Mr. Kaplan said the letter was "hostile."

, Martha Herberg had been appointed by the Cornwall PTA president -
to work with Barbara Howard.on the issue. She was selected because
of her reputation as a mediator. After the meeting, Herberg withdrew
from the assignment, stating (in an interview), that she did not approve
of -the way Howard and Flaherty talked to Mr. Kaplan and agreed with
him that the approach was "hostile." On Mr. Kaplan's suggestion that
"the whole thing should go to Redesign," the issue was referred to a
school board member who had children at Cornwall and who was also on .
the school's Redesign committee. She felt the problem was not appropriate
for Redesign because that committee is concerned with "future" rather
than immediate problems. -

. ‘Core members said they were'getting discouraged. Ms. Howard
attended a meeting at the home of the co-president of the PTA where mothers ¢

. + 60 .

Q . 7’!




were talking about how pleasant Corrdwall was for "everyone." Howard
told them that what was happening to her and the other mothers involved
in the lunch room issue was unbelxevable. « « the school is full of
cliques--the PTA is a clique. . . .Most parents feel they are not part
of it," she told the mothers at the meetxng.

While these events were taking place Howard had been developing
ties to several Cornwall teachers through some volunteer work on an
art fair. Early in December, one of the teachers, who was on the Redesign
committee, urged her to take the lunchroom problem to a Redesign meeting.
The teacher told her that several other faculty were concerned because
they felt that the PTA was not interested in the problem. The next
day, vhen Howard was helping teachers with the fair, she told them that
parents needed the teachers advice about the lunch program. The teachers
said they felt the issue was important but had no specific recommendations.

There is some evidence from this group's experience that teachers
may tend to become supportive of parents when they are involved in conflict
with the school administration. At this time the teachers were annoyed
by a contract with the janitors which transferred some employees in
this category to the night shift. The teachers had filed a grievance
because they wanted more janitors in the building during the day when
the children were in school.

Before Howard could take the issue to Redeisgn (for the third appeal),
Mr. Kaplan agreed to hire aides for the lunch program and permit the
mothers to volunteer to :lp. He promised that training would be provided
for both the aides and iuae mothers. That agreement, made on December
20--just before the Christmas holidays, uplifted the spirits of all
the women in Howard's group.

By the end of January deapaxt had set in. Howard, Flaherty,
and some peripheral members who were involved in the new lunch plan,
revealed that a bitter struggle’ 'had erupted between the parent volunteers,
the aides, the pnncxpal’the dssistant prmcxpal and some teachers.
The conflict was made public &t & Hedesign meeting. Parents alleged
that:
>

= Neither the aides or the parents were trained as promised

= The principal accused the parent "]eader" of being high-
handed--"No one," he was reported to have said, "is going
to run the school except me."

-  Two husbands said it's time for men to get involved
= One mother resigned because she was "sick" over the issue.

= The gym teacher told the volunteers: "A ,lot of you have
unwarited children~-the mistakes are there at lunch time."

At one point during the heated discussion of the issue, Ms.
Flaherty became furious and stormed out of the meeting. Nothing was
resolved, largely because the representatives present refused to place
the problem on the Redesign agenda.
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When student playground fights increased, and conflict between
the volunteers and aides continued throughout February, Howard decided
it was tir: to recruit more parents to exert pressure on the administration.
She wrote a letter to parents from the "Lunchroom Committee" requesting
they contribute $5 per family to the lunch program. Only a few parents
were participating in the volunteer program, so & majority had no information
on what was going on and probably thought the new plan was working.
Since neither the PTA or Redesign would deal with the program, she could
not use these channels to publicize the problems.. About 50 parents
responded to the letter and the superintendent indicated that he was
supportive. There were rumors of a "show-down" between the superintendent
and Mr. Kaplan. :

Convinced, by this time, that the success of any new plan, required
representation on the Cornwall PTA board, several of Howard's allies
attended & March PTA meeting to nominate her for a board position.

The nomination was rejected on the ground that the PTA slate was selected
in February and no new nominations could be made from the £loor. when
Howard discovered that the slate was nominated at a closed meeting held
at the president's home and only incumbent PTA board members knew about
it, her allies wanted toiprotent the March election.

Rather than provoke another controversy that might reduce support
for the lunch program, Howard advised h.s allies to put their energy
into the action planned by Dunne, Talbott and Turner. Talbott's professional
position involved education law and Turner's husband was a lawyer.
Based on their assumption that the principal and key staff people would
not cooperate with the younger mothers, Dunne, Talbott and Turner began

an alternative strategy designed to achieve a policy change.

On finding that the state education law made the local school
district responsible for the safety of students during the lunch period
and that this mandate included the playground as well as the lunchroom,
they decided to define the problem in terms of safety and ignore the
cther demands that concerned the younger parents (which they saw as
complicating the issue). Thé plan was to ask the superintendent for
the district policy in regard to safety during the lunch program. From
their previous experience they knew that the district did not have a
formal policy on this issue. s

At the end of November, the three women sent a letter to the
superintendent asking him to present the district lunch policy at the
next open school board meeting. The purpose of the letter was to force
the administration to face the issue and alert the school board that
' the district was not complying with state law. It was anticipated that
the letter would get the superintendent to prod Mr. Kaplan into cooperating
with the parents and provide more aides for the program.

If no steps were taken to correct this they would raise the
issue at the open board meeting. Should the Board refuse to take action
the next step was to get the local newspaper to expose the problem.
Underlying the plan was the hunch that such an exposure would embarass
the Board and provoke more parents into action.
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The ,letter to the superintendent referred to the October letter
to parents from Mr. Kaplan et al; which had outlined the lack of safety @
measures and called on parents to assist in supervision. It stated
that:

"Volunteers can ‘exercise no meaningful responsibility since
they have no direct authority." -

Finally, the letter asked the superintendent for answers to the
following questions: -

l. Who determines policy relating to school lunch programs:
the Board of Education or the administration?

2. What is the current policy in the district and does it differ
among our elementary schools? y

3. What criteria are used for lunch time supervision of the
cafeteria and on the playground?

4. Can we have a definitive statement of the school's responsibility
for the students' safety?

The superintendent never answered the letter and no answers
were provided at the specified open Board meeting. By mid-February,
vhen there was sufficient evidence to indicate the failure of Cornwall
staff to cooperate with Ms. Howard's group, Dunne, Talbott and Turner
asked to be put on the agenda for the next school board meeting in March.
A position paper, which argued that the board's present policy was
discriminatory, was read at the open meeting for which about 200 Carnwall
parents turned out. It claimed that the Board's policy which provided
adequate lunch facilities in 2 district elementary schools, but main-
tained inadequate and unsafe facilities in Cornwall was a.denial of
equal education opportunity to the children attending this school.

The achool board responded by requesting.the superintendent
and his staff to develop a district-wide policy. A new policy was
adopted in April and funds allocated for the program. Mr. Kaplan did
not implement the program with much enthusiasm. After a two-year period
his contract was not renewed. His successor, an insider, put a new
assistant principal in charge of the program. The PTA created a lunch
‘room committee and a2 new parent volunteered to serve as chairman.
According to the chairman, and former core members of the Lunchroom
Group, the program has been running very "smoothly" and no problems
were reported.

E. THE PARENT INVOLVEMENT COMMITTEE (PIC)

One.year after they had taken over the leadership of the Community
Committee for Learning Disabilities, the Fosters in January, 1974: poor
group to "take on" problems at the Eastport High School where their
oldest child had been in attendance for three years. They had made
several trips to the high school to check into problems reported by
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their daughter, and had met with the principal to discuss their concerns.
Because their daughter was in the learning-.disability category, the
principal attributed their concerns to "over-anxiety" and sluffed off
their complaints. .

THE PROBLEMS. Five areas of concern were suggested by the parents
who attended a meeting called by the Fosters in January, 1974: poor
articulation between the high school and the middle school, attendance
records, administrator-teacher relations, program offerings and parent-
teacher relations. ~ '

In general, parents felt that many students were disoriented
when they transferred from the relatively "tight" middle school to the
“loose" high school. Students who were not sufficiently prepared or
motivated, interpreted lax attendance“~keeping and the teachers' attitudes
to a lack of caring. Several parents reported that their children's
teachers did not take attendance, and thought this made it too easy for
students to "cut® classes. Pagents who questioned this had been told
that the situation would improve the following year when a computer
would be used for attendance records. The parents did not want to wait.
Substitutes were not hired unless a teacher was absent more than 3 days;
students were told to go to the library.

Prom their conversations with teachers, some parents had learned
that there was little communication between teachers and administrators.
There was minimal administraive guidance, leaving teachers to "do their
own thing." Those who sympathized with the parents' concerns said they
were afraid to raise questions that would challenge the principal and
encouraged the parents to take action.

Heterogeneous classes, in the English and Social studies depart-
ments; had been challenged by some parents when first instituted in 1970.
Parents were told that the change was designed to benefit the less "bright"
students, but some felt that it had not benefited either the bright
or slow students and might be detrimental to both. There was no indication
. that the administration was evaluating this innovation--or other changes
which had been made in the high school placement procedures and curriculum.
Some parents believed there was a need to study the causes of student
problems before making changes--in particular, the effectiveness of

the regular program. : ¢
i; Most of the parents at the Foster's meeting agreed that when
hey had met with individual teachers they were responsive. However,

they indicated that this was a time-consuming effort, involved being
constantly "on top" of the high school situation; and had no effect

on problems beyond the teacher's lihited authority. It was agreed that
parents should not have to take a lot of time straightening out a child's
program and impossible for working parents who could not take time off
from work to visit the school during the day. Those parents who said
they did not like the idea, found that it was the only solution under
present arrangements. They were concerned about parents who were not
informed about the high school, especially new residents.

Most. of the above problems were related to a 1969 fecision to
institute an Open Campus at the high school, wyhich had refiected pressure
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from parents associated with the "liberal~progressive" faction of the
comunity, to which thx high school principal, Tom Reardon, had many .
strong ties. Since vpposition to this change was frequently interpreted
as reflecting traditisnal-conservative concern with "discipline," it

was agreed that parents representing diverse sections of the community
should be invited to a meeting with administrators to discuss the problems.

FORMATION OF THE GROUP. Through their involvement in learning
disability-related issues, and Mrs. Fosters participation on the School
Board Selection Committee, the Fosters had come in contact with several
high school parents. PFrom these contacts, and complaints raised at
high school meetings, they knew that their concerns were shared by many
others. To see if there was any interest in forming a group to deal
vith the problems, Mrs Poster called a meeting at her home in January 1974.

Fourteen families were represented at the first meeting. Since
they were convinced that the success of the CCLD was, in large part,
due to the participation of fathers as well as mothers, the Fosters
decided only to invite people who were villing to participate in a group
action, include fathers as well as mothers, and meet with schdol admin-
istrators to discuss the high scheol situation.

The purpose of the first meeting was to develop an agenda for
& future meeting to which they would invite Mr. Reardon, the superintendent
and some board members. The decision to include the superintendent
and board members, was based on the parents previous encounters with
Mr. Reardon vhere he had tried to divert parents by focusing. attention
on what he referred to as "isolated incidents" and blame whatever prob-
lems were raised on the parents or the community. For this reason,
the parents agreed that they would concentrate on general issues and
not get diverted by discussion of individual grievances. In short,
parents would not talk about their own children.

a

THE CORE AND RESOURCES. At a follow-up meeting to discuss the
results of a February meeting with Mr. Reardon, the superintendent and
the school board, 10 parents agreed to serve on a steering committee.
Since Mr. Foster had more experience than anyone else in negotiating
with administrators and board members, he was asked to chair the committee.
Four steering committee members were PTA leaders, including
the president of the high school PTSA. Though not opinion leaders, the
remaining members were respected by other parents because of their community
or professional positions. All had ties to school board members or
opinion leaders. - The PTA leaders had alot of information about what
was happening in the high school. PIC was probably the most influential
group included in this study. (See Table II1I-6). The parents anticipated
that the superintendent and board members would respond to their concerns
because so many members of the committee, p