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FOREWORD

By Lorraine Monroe

n the minds of far too many people in this country-some of them educa-

tion experts—the feeling persists that certain children are uneducabie.
Behind the spoken iabel “disadvantaged” is the furtive assumption that
these are kids who simply cannot learn. Acceptance of this assumption
has led to hopelessness on the part of teachers and school administrators,
and 1t has virtually condemned the children to nonproductive. even destruc-
tive. lives.

The catch s that the assumption is not true. It cries out to be challenged.
and that 1s what the Clark Foundation's Program for Disadvantaged Youth
is trying to do in 12 middle schools in five cities.The Clark initiative has a
chance to succeed, first of all. because of its insistence on student achieve-
ment. the bottom line of all school reform. This 1s expressed in the core
focus of the program—high expectations. high content. high support-the
guidelines for any reforms the participating schools put in place.

High expectations are essential. Neither students. nor teachers. nor
soclety at large are served when poor sociological or environmental factors
are allowed to excuse poor performance or to license indifference or inertia.
School must serve as the incredible interruption in children’s lives—espe-
cially when therr circumstances are difficult. To mantain anything less than
the most rigorous academic standards is no favor to these or any children.

The Clark initiative recognizes that concretizing this focus will require
systemic change in many schoois. Essential to such change s the kind of
staff development that the initiative emphasizes. The attitudes of teachers
and administrators will only begin to change when both learn new ways to
work with kids. The training that provides this also prepares teachers and
administrators not to accept mediocrity. much less failure, from their students

or from themselves.



Loussville gives the ire

{o the assumption that
1sadvantaged kids cannot
learn. Western Middle
Schoo!’s hallways announce
the aistrict’s H:qh5 ~tiatve
‘ngh expectations, hinn
content. Aran suvoort t un

HnNercy. snad nagh nvor emant

And patience s required Different schools arrive at reform in different

ways and on differnnt schedules. Reform itself is noto-iously site-specific.
something that works n Midwaukee may not necessanly work in San Diego.
On the other hand. 1t may work. or pieces of 1t may be successfully adapted.

The goal—-axpecting students and teachers to stretch—should never vary,

but it1s downnght healthy that the paths leading to the goai vary. It may be
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a ciiche. but dollars and resources aione will not bring about refarm. Without
attention to people. in ali therr variety. reform will not work. At my school.
the Frederick Douglass Academy in New York's Harlem. we work hard to
develop a cadre of believers among teachers and administrators—we call
them “creatively crazy maniacs.” Such creativity needs time: so does building
helotin the creahvity. The Clark effort gives schools this time—enough time
to makn mistakes, realize it. and start over.

fidcie scnoorers dare curious
Allowing tume can pay off handsomely. When we began our pragram to

enthusiastic. ingefatiaynice

dnd facile learners. rejuvenate the tradition of excellence at the Frederick Douglass Academy.,

QO
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't was a school few parents would have chosen for therr children In my tirst
year as principal. | had to beat the busnces just to get a class ot 150 students:
now we have five or six applicants for every opening. Last yrar. we were
number one in our district 'n standardized reading and math test scores.
This year. we are aming to be number one in Manhattan.

Now in its third year. the program at Frederick Dougtass represents an
e volutionary transformation 8ut change was evident very early on. and this
too 1s essential. Sumething that mamifests reform must happen quickly.
and the Clark initiative. while patient in allowing evolutionary change. is at
the same time impatient in demanding timely action. There 1s no “paralysis
ot analysis™ in the stories told in this book. The Clark program replaces that
with wide-ranging consulting. with listening and responding to peopie in
the network. with parent involvement. and by merging the expertise of
‘outsiders” flown in for a gay or two with the expertise of local consuitanis
who are on call full-time. Such groundwork (s essential for creating the flex-
ibilty within a central administration that 1s a requirement for systemic
change.

Most interesting of all. however. 1s that the irutiative has been applied
to middle schools. traditionaily the neglected no-man’s-land of cducational
reform. As the "place in between,” the middle school was not expected to
achieve much. so any program would do.

But in tact. as my own expenence as a middle school teacher confirmed
for me. children in the migdle years are rpe for change: middle schoolers
ate cunous. enthusiastic. ingefatigable. and facile learners. The very neglect
of the programs in middle schools rakes them fertile places for reform.
since nathing has yet “hardened.”

And the 12 schools chosen offer difficult proving ground. indeed. They
are the ones with students who are too often labeled hopeless causes and
teachers who seem to have fallen into the habit of hopelessness. The Clark
imitiative’s attempt in this terrain. as related in the pages that follow. gives
the hie to the faillure of hope. It holds forth the promise that ali of our schools

are indeed capable of transforming the lives of all of our children.

Lorraine Mortoe o ponapiar - the Fradenck Deugiass Aciademy g pubhc scnootn
New York City She o char of the advisary com miltee ot the Clark Foundation s
Pragram tor Disadvantaged Youth
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INTRODUCTION

By M. Hayes Mizell

wo years ago. in Gaining Ground. Anne Lew:s described the first

tentative steps of the school systems in Baltimore, Lousville,
Milwaukee, Oakland, and San Diego to fundam=ntafly chanqe the way they
educated young adolescents. Focusing on 12 schools across the five
districts. educators in these schools were just beginning to thinx about
how to more effectively educate all their students. and Gaining Ground
reflected both their hopes and confusion between 1989 and 1991. While
teachers and administrators were encouraged by the recognition and
rescurces that came with a grant from a national foundation, they were not
always certain how to proceed. They had more access to expertise than
ever before, but they had to learn how to use it and hammer out a vision
for themselves and their schools.

In this book. Changing the Odds. Anne Lewis shares her perspective
on the second phase of the initiative, covering the period between 1991
and 1993. The lives of young adolescents are in greater peril than just a
few years ago. because more youth are experiencing poverty, family and
community instability, and violence. These circumstances. combined with
reductions in school funding and revolving-door principals and superin-
tendents, make 1t difficult for middle school reform to take root,

In the midst of this bleak tableaux. however, Anne Lewis finds small
miracles that yield significant results. Slowly, middle school reform is
becoming areality. More teachers believe that all students can perform at
high levels; and as a result of intensive and high-quality staff development,
more teachers are confident they can help them do so. Learning is more
active and challenging, and students are less often bored by their class-
room experiences. In spite of mounting probl!ems beyond the schools’

control, some have dramatically reduced retentions and suspensions and
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improved student attendance and the performance of low achieving students.
Some of the schools have developed more productive educational cultures.
raised teacher moraie, and seen the benehits reform can yield.

Where schools have made sigmificant progress, it 1s because heroic
teachers and adnunistrators have chosen to focus on reforming what they
do ind how they do it. They have been dogged in therr determination to
rermain on the path to reforming their schools. even though that path has
not always been straight or smooth. We are encouraged that central offices
are increasingly providing the
support the schools deserve
and drawing on their experi-
nnces to help shape middle
school reform throughout the
distncts. Other educators
nvolved in the Clark project,
however, have struggled to
sustain therr mmtial vision
and energy. or retreated to
the comfortable familianty of
therr schools’ operational
“imperatives.”

As in Garning Ground. i L §

Y lﬁ T
3 . ! - I\ \ Q'\I' -~ i
Anne Lews has captured the o B }‘ ST 3 : _\f"m

excitement. complexity, and

demands of this reforming movement. The educators with whom she spoke Students crowd the nails
vetween classes at Mann
\Middle School in San Diego
Teachers in the 12 project

have learned that this process 1s more difficuit than they imagined, but
believe they and their schools are better because of it. They are determined
to press on. with an increasing commitment to address long-standing schools have founa that
reform 1s harder than
assumptions and practices that represent barriers to providing an educa-
they expected.
tion of high expectations, high content. and high support for middle schoof
youth. The Edna McConneli Clark Foundation 1s gratetul for these educa-
tors' optimism and for their talent. which inspires us as much as 1t does

their students.

M Haves Mizell i the daoctnr of the Clark Foundat:on s Praogram for
Disadvantaged Youth
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HOLDING GROUND

nce past the front door (now always locked) of Calverton Middle

School in Baltimore, you go up a few stairs to a landing just
outside the principal’s office. Most students come through here during the
school day, past two ordinary exhibits, one in a corner, another hung on
the wall close to it. Rarely does anyone notice these displays, but, in a
sense, they are visible metaphors for what it is like to be in urban schools
today, under stress but undergoing change.

One 1s a glass trophy case, filled with the glories of the school's past
and a few new ones brought home by revitalized sports teams. "The staff
warned me against putting these out,” admits the principal. who, though
half the size of many of her students, can be quite adamant about her ideas.
"But they're still here, at the end of the school year. The students are proud
of them.”

On the wall beside the case i1s another symbol—a chart bequn when the
school year started, showing monthly averages of student and teacher
abscenteeism. The two bars are much the same—they record that only about
90% of both groups are showing up. The chart ends in December 1992,
but still hangs in the hall five months later, a victim, perhaps, of disillu-
sionment that this attempt to cajole both the young and the adults to do
better didn't work.

The trophies are stand-ins for the hopes. the successes. the pride that
urban middle schools can achieve with very poor children. The chart shows
the realities. the stubbornness of the problems that pull these schools
down.

Calverton, fortunately, has had time to think about bath hopes and real-
ities. One of 12 urban middle schools in five cities recewving support from

the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation to enact fundamental changes, it is

14 Ia
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neither the most successful nor the least so among its peers. Calverton's
experiences are close to the norm: some good progress. some setbacks,
and a lot of learning about what to do and what stands in the way after four
years of effort at turning things around.

Yet, Caiverton. along with the other 11 schools in the network, will never
be the same as 1t was before it tried. Call it a cliché—~the "sweet smell of
success,” perhaps—-but there 1s too much evidence around them that their
efforts paid off to ever go back to accepting failure.

This report attempts to record how deeply troubled urban middle schools,
where failure was the norm. hope the exception, can change the outcomes

of their students,

Reforms with a Focus

When this initiative for the middle grades began in 1989, fow inner-city
middte schools had thought much about undertaking major reforms to help
students succeed. They acknowledged problems but lacked the know-how
or commitment to make sure their students were prepared for high school.

Getting them ready for college-preparatory work in high school rarely came

Western Middle Schoc!
students in Louisvilie work in
teams. There is too much
evidence that reforms are
paying off to ever go back to
accepting failure.
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BALTIMORE

Calverton
STUDENT ENROLLMENT: 1.315

68% eligible for free lunch

All students proficient in English

West Baltimore
STUDENT ENROLLMENT: 1,690

57% ehgible for free lunch

All students proficient in English

MILWAUKEE

Kosciuszko
STUDENT ENROLLMENT: 741

84% eligible for free lunch

7% with limited proficiency in English

Parkman
STUDENT ENROLLMENT: 521

94% eligible for free lunch

All students proficient in English

SAN DIEGO

Horace Mann
STUDENT ENROLLMENT: 1,863

75% efligible for free lunch
47% with imited proficiency in English

Muirlands

STUDENT ENROLLMENT: 830
22% ehigible for free lunch

15% with limited proficiency in Enghish

RACE/ETHNICITY
African-Amencan 92%
Latino and Asian ("%
White 7%

African-American 80%
Asian 1%
White 19%

African-American 17%
Asian 3%

Latino 67%

Native American 3%
White 20%

African-American 98%
Asian, Native American,
and White 2%

African-Amercan 23%
Asian 32%
Latino 27%
White 18%

African-Amencan 2%
Asian 4%

Latino 32%

White 60%

Other 2%
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LOUISVILLE

Iroquois
STUDENT ENROLLMENT  HHY7

48% eligible for froe e iy

All students proficient in Lnglisih

Southern
STUDENT ENROLLMENT 909

64% eligible for free lunch

All students proficient in English

Western
STUDENT ENROLLMENT: 850

72% eligehle for free junch

Ali students proficient in English

OAKLAND
Frick

STUDENT ENROLLMENT: 650
62% eligible for free lunch

10% wath imited proficiency in Enghsh

King Estates
STUDENT ENROLLMENT: 685

50% ehgible for free lunch

4% with imited proficiency in English

Roosevelt
STUDENT ENROLLMENT: 1.038

65% eligibic for free lunch

57% with lmited proficiency in English

RACE/ETHNICITY
African-American 29%
White 71%

African-American 43%
White 7%

African-Amencan 37%
White 63%

African-American 86%
Asian 4%
Latino 9%
White 1%

Afncan-Amencan 93%
Asian 2%
l.atino 4%
White 1%

African-Amenican 22%
Asian 5G%

Latine 27%

White and

Native American 1%

Notes: Data based on 19921993 schooi year. Students whose annual family incomes were $18.135 or less (for
a family of four) qualflied for free lunch This income level. determined by the U.S. Department of Agriculture. 1s
130% of the poverty level. and 1s the same.requirement for atl students across the continental United States.
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These have been
tumultuous—as well
as frustrating and
invigorating—years

for the 12 schoolis.

up 1n discussion unless 1t was about the few high-performing students
whom teachers in d'stressed schools dote on. At the time the project began,
few. if any. urban districts in the country supported a clear vision for middle-
grades education, much less a special commitment to reforming middle-
grades schools.

The Program for Disadvantaged Youth of the Clark Foundation decided
to focus its resources on the middle grades in urban districts because
these years are so crucial to youngsters'and so little was being done. The
districts’ plans and pledges—not those of individual schools—provided the
basis for the selection of five cities: Baltimore, Louisville, Milwaukee,
Oakland, and San Diego. This emphasis on involving systems became very
important later. For the most part, the districts picked the neediest schools
to participate. those with a high number of poor families and with low levels
of student achievement. Two schools each in Baltimore. Milwaukee, and
San Diego. and three schools in Louisville and Oakland formed the network.

These have been tumultuous~as well as frusirating and invigorating—
years for the 12 schools. The banner of the initiative (displayed literally in
many of their hallways) called on the schools to focus on three “highs"~
high expectations, high content. and high support. If the schools truly put
good reforms into place around these three highs, then, according to the
project's goals, certain outcomes would be expected:

v Students would complete the middle grades on time.

v Students would show mastery of higher-order reasoning. thinking and
comprehension skills.

# Students would show improved self-esteem and attitudes toward school
because of regular and supportive interactions with adults.

7 Students would select curricula based on an understanding of how such
chcices affect their careers and/or post-secondary options.

These objectives are quite clear. It is also obvious now that both the
schools and the districts initially underestimatod the drpth of change
expected of ther: . Accustomed to separate and usuilly unrelated programs
dropping in and out of their environments through grants ar special district
inttiatives, they developed a variety of discrete activities—-more field trips,
for example. or staff development for new curricular strategies, or stipends
for teachers to develop an add-on advisory curriculum. It was sort of

"business as usual,” with a few extras thrown in, True, the amount of funding
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The imitiative rocuseda on
amgale grades in urban
districts because these years
ure so crucial to youngsters
Jana so [ittle was heing done.
Western students gather in
the hallwa::.

from the Foundation often paled in comparison to other outside sources.
such as federally funded Chapter | programs for schools with large numbers
of poor children. Over the four years of the initiative, the five cities have
shared about $4 million in direct funding from the Foundation. compared
to many millions of dollars available to the schools from Chapter | (except
in Baltimore, where all Chapter | funds go to elementary schools). Yet the
Foundation monies came as unfettered discretionary resources—a pot that
could be spent as schools saw fit so long as the investments contributed
to the objectives.

As described in Gaining Ground, the Foundatior’s 1991 book on the
first two years of this effort, the schools spent much time in the beginning
musning around with change. A parade of outside resource people offered
by the Foundation came through the builldings; most of these provided staff

development to help start changes in curricula or new supports for students.
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Students in the five cities
coped with increasing
poverty. violence, and anger
:n their families and
communities. Principal
Frances Ellington, right, at
Calverton Middle School
worries about safety within
and without the school.
Roosevelt Junior High in
Oakland, below. feels like a
sanctuary behind bars.

L TR P
| Uﬁ:,‘\,?v
g B

Technical assistance tailored to the needs of each
school was provided through the Urban Youth
Iritiative at the Center for Early Adolescence In
Chapel Hill, North Carolina. funded by the
Foundation. In some instances, these resaurces
were premature. arriving before the schools were
convinced they really needed to change more than
superficially. Moreover, with no structure to wed alt
of these 1deas into a vision for the school, they became project-oriented
or experiments dependent upon the enthusiasm of individual teachers.

Excessive turnover among teachers and administrators further hindered
the chances for fundamental reforms to gain a toehold. Two years into the
initiative. some of the central offices were in as much, if not worse, turmoil
as they were before 1t began.

Nevertheless, teachers’ attitudes about what was possible had begun
to improve in most of the schools. Students and parents became more
engaged in the school environment. Activities were giving way to a consen-
sus that school-wide reform was needed. The schools were gaining ground
on problems that, in the past, had immobilized them.

Now. four years after these 12 middle-grades schools signed on to this
process. what has really changed? What have they—and those watching

them—learned?

20




They had no models for large-scale systemic change. The usefulness
of a modei 1s questionable .anyway because although it may be facile to
say each school 1s unique, in fact all schools are. Within this network of
12 schools and five cities, there are great variations in the school popula-
tions (from predominantly white to all African-American), size (from 500
studonts o more than 1,800), leadership capabilities, stability (from the
same principal to three in four years), and systemic support.

Howaver, when the network's principals and teachers gather together

What these
from different parts of the country to talk with each other, they don't have
to explain fundamentals. They know what it is like to teach in a school where 12 schools
high percentages of students—in some, almost all-live in urban poverty. accomp/ished in

And to do so within large and frequently unresponsive bureaucracies. They

o four years took
talk from frustrating cxpenence about how very hard it is to change. They
don't have silver bullets to offer. What they accomplished in four years took a long time to
a long time to figure out and sometimes evolved from mistakes. figure out and
It 1s the common themes that frame the observations that are nighlighted

in this book. They are not conclusions, because the process begun in these sometimes evolved
schools 1s not over~nor should it ever be. They are not recommendations— from mistakes.
it Is presumptunus to assume an "outsider” can ever learn enough about
a group of schools to be able to tell it what to do. These are impressions
and perhaps some lessons, with enough universality to be useful for urban

middle schools anywhere that want their students to go on with self-confi-

dence to high school. prepared for all options.

...After Four Years of Trying to Change

One context is pervasive and so overwhelming that you wonder, "How can
they—students and teachers—manage to get through each day?" The condi-
tions with which the young students in the Clark schools must cope
grew worse during the time the schools were trying to make better
futures for them, The evils bred by poverty—violence, anger in families,
hopelessness—became much more evident in the schools, even compared
to only two years ago. Gasning Ground, for example, tells of the efforts of
Frances Ellington, Calverton's principal, to garner community help so that
her students could walk safely to and from school. Two years fater, when

she felt “we were having our best year yet," a school employee was murdered

21
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When they entered
teaching, these
professionals
probably thought
the tool they
would rely on the
most would be

an overhead
projector or even

a computer.

in a classroom. forcing her to focus her energies on making the faculty and
students feel safe /nside the building.

Grieving for students killed outside of school is not an uncommon school
function in the 1990s; but at one Oakland school, it was for a student found
dead on school grounds. So far, the principals in these 12 schools have
only taken away knives from students; they dread what they consider the
inevitable, when they confiscate guns. When they entered teaching, these
professionals probably thought the tool they would rely on the most would
be an overh.:ad projector or even a computer. But with them all of the time
now 1s a military import, the walkie-talkie, which interrupts thoughts and
conversations with relayed messages about potential disruptions and
dangers in the school. )

Follow Skip Clemons around for a few hours. As principal of Southern
Middle School in Louisville. he wants to use his skills to guide teachers on
instruction. but he rarely has time. He is the supreme hall cop, not because
he likes that role, but because his students have figured him out. Clemons
1s stern but accessible—he listens, he cajoles, he hugs. Desperate for atten-
tion, students pelter him with small misbehaviors or complaints. just so he
will spend a few minutes with them.

Across town at Western Middle School, Ron Barber. experienced. tough.
a leader among the Clark principals, hung up his hat at the end of the fourth
year of the Clark project. “Lord, I'm tired," he said. tired of breaking up
fights (sometimes instigated by parents). tired of protecting his teachers
from angry families. tired of losing good teachers to schools where the
community will respect them. Yet Barber's time at Western made him more
sensitive. "All of us educated suburbanites say we know what 1s happen-
ing to kids 1n poverty, bit it 1s easy for us to turn our heads.” he says. “When
you are here in this school and someone walks up and asks for $5 so the
family can eat tonight, or a kid asks for help because she 1s being sexually
molested by a family member. then you have to get down from the tiers and
into the arena.”

in this four-year period. the students' families became even poorer. In
San Diego, for example, the number of students eligible for subsidized
meals increased from 42% to more than 50%: and the number of limited-
English proficient students just in middie schools, primarily low-income

new Immigrants, nearly doubled.
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It 1s a tribute to these schools that most made a positive difference in
the hives of their students while those lives were growing more chaotic.

Most of the teachers and admimistrators held their ground. kept working

with new ideas, and didn t retreat behind the excuse that their students’-*

mounting problems kept them from trying. If you walk through the hallways
and talk to the tcachers today, you will still get the sense of a race against
time. But most may be winning 1t.

In addition to more distressed students, the schools have juggied
problems created by drastic budgei <uts (in all cities except Louisville) and
changing ehigibility for school-wide Chapter | programs. Not knowing how
much money or what staff woulid be available from one year to the next,
sometimes from one month to another-only knowing resources would
always be cut back-made sane planning impossible.

Nevertheless, these schools. mired in low expectations set by adults for
students and for themselves. achieved something remarkable. In almost

every school, teachers will tell you they have come to truly believe

that their students can learn at a high level and that they have
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Skip Clemons. right. principal
of Southern Middle School

‘n Loursviile. ts the supreme
hall cop. He 1s stern. put
accesyible; students pelt him
with small misbehaviois or
complaints, just to get a few
minutes with him.
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Math teacher Bill Compton, at
Oakland's Frick Juntor High
School, believes all children
can learn well, “even if
society doesn 't believe that."

gained new skills to teach them. This seems simple and obvious. but
it 1s a state of mind that wasn't there before, exceptin a few teachers who
were trequently isolated from the culture of the school because of their
high expectations.

There are many ways of explaining why this changed, the most impor-

tant of which is that this belief was nurtured and given time tc svolve. The

promisn oi the Clivk mitiative 18 that students living in poverty will begin to
have options anly whoen their academic achievement improves significantly.
Highar studont performance 1s the bottom line of school reform generally,
butn urban schools as accustorred to failure as those in the Clark network,
changes in teacher athitudes and expectations have to precede changes
in student performance.

Few realized how important this was before they started trying to create
better places for youngsters. Nor did they tully realize how down-hearted
they were. A consultant from the Center for Early Adolescence, assigned
to the Qakland schools two years after the initiative began, found that, first,

“these teachers needed to be healed." Mounds of resources, reading, and
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staff development are not as important as that “teaching” moment, that
exhilarating point at which teachers realize the changes they made also
changed their students' learning. They could see the students beco~ung
more engaged in classwork, see them show new-found abilities.

This evolution takes time, time for individual teachers afraid of “losing
control” to learn that their classrooms could become mutual places for
learning, time for schools tied to traditional routines and Jow self-esteem
to get excited about working with strong content or new ways of support-
iIng students. At the end of four years, higher student achievement was just
beginning to emerge in many of the schools. [p most of them, however.
higher teacher morale and skills—and commitment to making sure their
students did not fail—were obvious.

Except at one school that shifted from a junior high to a middie grades
organization (Muirlands 1n San Diego), this transformation took place in
schools tied to existing structures. Principals in this network have little
leeway over selection or retention of teachers. They work with what they've
got. Simiiarly, teachers must work with what they've got-overcrowded
classrooms, inadequate resources, and no time in the traditional scheduie
to do much more than get through the day as they always have. When the
Clark inttiative began. these were not environments where suggesting
change was rewarded.

Because of the initiative. curriculum experts came to the schools to
deraonstrate therr ideas. At network meetings and at meetings of the National
Middle School Association, teachers and administrators learned what other
schools were doing. Leadership for change began to emerge from
faculties that previously seemed heli-bent on sticking to the status
quo. Often it was an enthusiastic teacher who grabbed hold of a compelling
idea and ran with it, seeking ways to learn as much as possible and becoming
a trainer of others. In the past. these were fone rangers. Now they cuuld
organize a posse and recruit new members.

Even so, their efforts eventually had to become part of the school's
evolving vision and plans—and their opportunities for staff development
shared-in order for the ideas to stick. This is the second most important
happening for teachers and administrators in these four years-they devel-
oped more cohesive relationships that led to agreed-upon goals.

Having a shared vision was not given much attention at the beginning of
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Students who
used to sit silent,
their arms foided
with an “I-dare-
/Jou-to-teach-me”

look. are jostling to

get to blackboards.

the imitiative. For the 12 Clatk schools, a sense of shared mission evolved
from teachers’ experiences and from the planning required for grant renewals.
The move to advisory periods for students and to team structures brought
teachaors closer together on planning and discussions about students.
Teachers who had been left aut of core planning, such as elective subject
teachers or those in bilingual programs, ware hrought into the fold.

Research tells us that teachers hava not hoon educated to teach today's
students. but that they can be suceoesstul if they chanqe their strategies.
Teachers are unsuccaessful whon they cling to trachtional teaching methods
or lower their expectations. Howanvor, actording to the research, teachers
can make these changes if they become part of a professional learning
community within ther schoals, ono i which teachers are learners and
supporters of each otherin changing environments. The Clark schools
found this out on their own. aithaugh it took some of them a long time to
realize it. Teachers and principals in these schools will admit that not all
teachers have bought into changing thair priactice—some never will=but in
most of them, thera are encugh ronewed teachers to tip the school toward
a mission of change.

Did these efforts have measurable results with students? Yes, although
not as much as oniginally anticipated. But than, no one realized how diffi-
cult it would be to make education truly challenging for impoverished urban
youth. Student achievement improved in one-haif of the schools,
and students indicated in many ways other than test scores that
they were being encouraged by the school changes around them.
Anecdotes abound n the Clark schools about students who are—finally—
engaged in learming. Students who used to sit silent, their arms folded with
an “"l-dare-you-to-teach-me" look about them, are jostling to get to black-
boards to explain how they solved a math word problem. Their talents are
being recognized in ity and state contests. In some places. they are more
serious about homework.

Surveys conducted by the Clark Foundation's evaluators, the Education
Resources Group, found that students became more satisfied with the
quality of school ife over time. More students expected to enroll in a college
p-ep or academic program in high school, although the total among the
schools was still low (28%). In Louisville and Milwaukee, for exampte, more

students were applying to academic magnet schools; one middle school
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had graduates who apphed for the first time And students in Louisville and
San Diego did as well or bettar than the aggregate national sample on a
cnitical thinking test administerad by FRQ.

Most schools reported lower absentecism among both students and
teachers, and fewer students were retauned or suspended. Before the initia-
tive began. Hispanic students at one of the network schools in San Diego
scored below the district average in all academic subjects—reading. math,
history. science, and writing. By the end ot the 1991-92 school year. they
scored above the district average in ail subjects. In Louisville, the 1991-
92 averages were not high, but every school could see steady progress in
math and reading. They were heartened by data showing they scored higher
on the Kentucky assessments than did their feeder schools. In 1992-93.
scores continuad to improve, particularly 1n reading and writing.

Beofore the imtiative, the 12 network schools did not pay much attention
to test data because. in most instances, they did not feel responsible for
them. Stardardized achievement scores are usually reported too late lor
the curren; staff to look at them and say "these are my students.” Nor were
the schools inchined to look at other indicators, such as retentions and

absenteeism, as parts of a whole pattern. Not until the schools began to

™~ 27

)
¢
-8

Algebra quickly moved to

the top of the priority list for
students in the Clark schools.
A Calverton student in
Baitimore tests his skills.
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Surveys showed that students

became more satisfied with the
quality of school lite. Students
at Mann Middie School juggle
paperwork and lunch.

e

cevelop a consensus aboul where they wanted to go wouid they be moti-
vated to determine where they were.

Two other incentives came along. In several of the districts, either state
or district-wide goals and new accountability systems imposed responsi-
bility for outcomes on the schools. In addition. the Clark Foundation began
to encourage schools to conduct their cwn assessments of programs, not
orly to collect data. but also to get involved in analyzing and acting upon
the informatior.

From the beginning, the Clark initiative maintained that families must be
part of the renewal. Parent involvement 1s a two-tiered challenge for urban
middle schools. Generally, family involvement drops off when students
move from elementary to middle school. In the Clark schools. many families
had never been involved in meaningful ways. and, from all perceptions,
didn’t want to be. An additional complicating
factor i1s that few of the schools draw Ihe
majornty of their enrollment from therr imme
drate neighborhoods: at one school, vne third
of the students voluntarly nde buses an how
each way to attend what their parents conside
a better school than the iocal one

In three of the five cities, the Clark nunia

tive funded local groups to pill pirenta nno

the hfe of the schools and of thew ¢ il s,
education. A national group, | e tive
Parenting Information for Children (£P1C),
provided the core activity in a taurth distoct

These were not the usual get-out the PTA
attendance campaigns. Parent coordinators
went door to door, set up parent centers In schools, enticed parents into
schools with awards programs and adult courses. and organized alumni
to support their aima maters. Along the way, the efforts helped convince
teachers that parents are their allies. The schools learned that nontradi-
tional efforts that empower parents as well as their children can
successfully tie schools and homes together. This takes intensive
work and comes about slowly; and it cannot be measured by such tradi-

tional benchmarks as increases i attendance at meetings. Enlisting families
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1s more subtle than that. and as with teachers. 13 a matter of first changing
attitudes-attitudes toward schools and toward parents’ own ability to help
their children.

Finally. did the Clark initiative create systemic middle-grades reform in
the districts? Or did the 12 schools’ efforts remain 1solated and atypicai?

It took a iot of pushing and pulling of central offices to get them to use the
initiative as a base for systemic reform, and there were frustrations on all
sides. But at the end of four years. reforming the middle grades had become Not until the
a district prionty, even if only on paper in some cities. The two districts
best organized for restructuring before the initiative began—-Louisville and schools began to
San Diego—had the most to show. However, in all of the districts, a develop a
few middle-grades schools working in depth on reforms provided

consensus about
the leverage for change across the district.

Central offices suffered as much from turnover and instability as did the where they wanted
schools. Their agendas were full of more immediate problems, such as to go would they be
slashed funding. statewide assessments, or requirements to flesh out their
own improvement plans. At first. the initiative was just one more program: motivated to
some central offices felt their involvement ended once they had been determine where
assured of the grant, except. perhaps, for appointing a committee and they were.
writing quarterly reports.

However, they ali gradually included middie grades refarm as a priority.

As one Baltimore principal observed in the spring of 1993: "The central
office 1s just now going through what we did—creating a vision for a middle

school.”

hese accomplishments were not small ones, even though they were
unevenly attained across the schools and districts. They offer much
hope. especially for the students and families 1n these schools and those
who come after them. They are inspiration for urban middle-grades schools
facing the same challenges. And some are models for urban districts that
need others to show them how large bureaucracies can shape substan-
tive reforms.
The accomplishments—and struggles—are best told through stories from

teachers, schools, and districts.
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The Schools

ext to such books as Thriving on Chaos and Supermanaging in

the principal’s office at Western Middie School in Louisville 1s
a small. colorful sign—"A Middie School is a Building That Has Four Walls
and the Future Inside.”

Scentimentai perhaps. but it illustrates that schools. as buildings and
institutions, cannot be separated from the people inside them. So whan
one talks about what schools have done or the school culture, the refor
cncoas essenttially about the collective actions of those in the buiiding In
the fust forn yoars of the Clark iniative. the 12 schools became changod
mistititions. much more than a compendium of personal renewals. What
happencd to these schools affected all of the people in them, and nowhere

wilts thill mote apparent than at Muirlands Middle School in San Dicqo.

Where All Students Became Gifted

Munrlands™ two-year plan. submitted to the Clark Foundation i 1989,
seemoed ambitious. The school was moving from a junior high to a middle
school organization; it wanted to do so with the night principles and with
builtin constderation of the students from Barrio Logan. About one-third
of the student body participates 1n a voluntary desegregation plan, spending
an hour to cross town from the largely Hispanic neighborhood of Barnio
Logan to Muirlands, an atfluent hillside school overlooking the surfing
heaches at La Jolla. where the children are, without much exaggeration, all
above average.

For years the Barrno students had been largely ignored. Therr enrollment
kopt Murrlands from being closed down. but they were not considered part

of the La Jolla culture. Tracking was visibly obvious. The regular classes
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The Clark initiative provided:

v Resources that ranged from new curricular choices to on-site
technical assistance.

v Extensive staff training.

v Exposure to ideas. people. and resources through national
meetings and site visits,

v’ Leadership training for principals.

v Five-year funding commitment from the Clark Foundation with a
renewal process requiring schools to assess. revise, and plan
ahead.

v Support for local groups or initiatives. especially parents and the
business community.

v Ongoing outside evaluation.

Zach school became better at:

v Developing collaboratively a vision for what it wanted students to
know and be able to do, outcomes not limited by preconceptions
about what students could do. (School-based decisionmaking was
not a named objective of the initiative. but it became an inevitable
one.)

v/ Integrating data and assessments into decisionmaking. Few of the
schools inttially paid much attention to the scanty and outdated
mformation available to them. With better data and self-assessment

training, they began to improve their efforts—and accept
accountability for the results.

v Acting for the benefit of the whole. Divided for so many years by
categorical programs or specal needs groups. these urban schools
began to see themselves as a single unit. working toward common
goals. Teachers learned to converse, plan, and evaluate across
disciplines; bilingual programs became equal partners: arts and
industrial arts became part of the regular curnculum teams.

v Analyzing their use of time—and changing it. From conversion to
year-round schooling, to extended days. to planning time for
interdisciplinary teams, the schools began to shake off the
constrictions of traditional ideas about how to use time. making it
bend to therr purposes.

v Feeling important and tied to communities. In addition to better
contacts with parents or community supports, the schools found
themselves recognized and valued as leaders in middle school
reform. It was a subtie but important shift for schools accustomed to
always being at the bottom.
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At Muwrkrnds ted classes
dased (o contain iarmost atl
white stuaents By 1993-
1984, aimost ail sixth ana
seventh graders-white gna
Hispamc —were m qifted

classes

nll‘ tolsavn
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held almost all brown faces: the cluster classes for the giited. almost all
white. The new Muirlands plan promised to modify the curnculum “to
increase opportunities for students to succeed.” help the staftf implement
middle lavel concepts. give students more recognition. But nowhere did
it talk about detracking the curriculum. No way. Not in La Jolla.

By the begining of the 1993-94 school year. the sixth and scventn
qgrades at Muirlands were almost totally untracked; and the righth grade
"was gotting ready 1o go.” according to teacher Carol Barry, a leader in
maoving to heterogeneous groups in the sixth grade. Muirlands even went
a step beyond untracking: all students were in gifted classes.

This almast incredibie transformation took place because teachers
realized that timud efforts to achieve higher academic performance weren't
working for all students. And they had a parent problem—from two direc-
tions. Barrio parents, coming together because a parent coordinator offered
training through the Clark-funded program, were beginning to criticize the
low expectations ther children found at Muirlands. At the same t:me. although
a few La Jolila parents were uncomfortable with the obvious segregation
of students. no one wanted to chance what might be perceived as lowering
the very high stanaards demanded by local parents.

In the summer of 1991, the sixth-grade teachers. all of them certified to
‘each the gifted. decided together to move to heterogeneous grouping.

keeping the strategies and standards of gifted education intact for all
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students. They began by detracking the humanities curricuium in therr indi-
vidual classrooms. then moved to two-teacher teams. After a full year of
this arrangement. the teachers overcame some La Jolla parent concerns
and began the 1993-94 year with plans to gradually detrack math classes
also. The same pattern was followed by the seventh grade, detracking in
the humanities first. In 1993, a few students are still grouped for certain
classes—a seminar for the highly gifted enrolls less than 40 sixth graders
out of about 250: and a bilingual teacher works with about 20 Hispanic
students, using identical texts in either Spanish or English and helping
students carry out classroom projects with their peers. Otherwise, all
students are receiving the regular gifted education. This means. says Barry,
that there is less emphasis upon drill and rote learning and more attention
to hands-on activities. portfolio assessments. cooperative grouping, and
higher-order thinking. Having students from difierent backgrounds work
together in groups allows them to use their strengths. she says. When
Barry's ciass wrote a radio play, students from the Barrio shined as story-
tellers. collaborating with their peers on grammar. An assignment to write
a letter to the mayor or the Chamber of Commerce about border crossings
stimulated classroom discussions 1in which Barrio students challenged
stereotypes held by the La Jolla group.

Even though the Barrio students come from feeder elementary schools
“where they were not exposed to the really thinking kind of work we do,”
says Barry, "they are very good atit.” Of her 70 sixth graders in 1992-93.
“all but two ar three did very well.” In mid-spring, two-thirds of the sixth-
grade Barrio students were maintaining a grade-point average of C or
above, despite-or becuuse of-high academic expectations. Writing to
Learn, a program that encourages students to “take charge” of their learning
by managing writing portfolios, refiecting on their wniting, and setting goals,
was especially helpful in moving the Barrio students into more advanced
work. Through an emphasis on writing. "students found they could be
successtul.” Barry adds. "They became more at ease.” These are students
who. at the beginning of the year. protested that they did not belong n
gifted classes. "We told them this is where they should be.” she says.

The enthusiasm of the teachers for heterogeneoué grouping is now
“absolute,” and, according to Muirland's principal Cassandra Countryman,

was the critical factor in gaining acceptance from La Jolla parents. "When
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Instead of being
an anomaly,
detracking

has become

a passion among

many in the Clari:

schools.

you hear teachers describe 1t, you hear theirr genuineness.” Countryman
acknowledges that Muirlands' teachers know content well. an advantage
not available in many urban schools. Even so, the teachers’ greatest regret
1s that they did not make the change sooner.

Cat Xander, the central office liarson with the two Clark schools in San
Diego, believes Mutrlands would not have detracked without outside help.
None of the other schools in San Diego with socio-economic profiles similar
to Muirlands "have even touched this issue,” according to Xander. despite
a district-wide commitment to ebminate tracking and to close the achieve-
ment gap everywhere.

The Clark initiative provided consultants to work with teachers, people
like Anne Wheelock. Her research across the country on heterogeneous
grouping has been sponsored by Clark and published as a book. Crossing
the Tracks. by The New Press. Teachers who met over the summer to plan
for the new grouping received stipends from Clark funds. Charles Palmer,
an experienced urban principal who s a local consultant for the Center for

Early Adolescence, followed up on visits by the Center staff with ideas and

resources 1o shape Muirlands’ detracking effort. Moteover. Murrlands,
teachers talked with others in the Clark five ity netwaork who nceeptod
heterogeneous grouping as not only desuable, but i hiuly necessany
Instead of being an anomaly. detracking s bhacomp i passion among

many in the Clark schools.

Detracking 1s only one achievement in Maitlands transformation Even
though the new grouping of students had hegun. in the spring ot 1992,
Barrio parents demonstrated at the central ofhice, charging that some

policies and teachers discriminated against their children. Instead of polar-
1zing the school, the event helped to create a more positive learning place
for all students.

"We didn't see the problem coming.” admits Countryman. The teachers
were taken aback by the charges. but they took them seriously. asking for
mediation by the Home-School Partnership, a coalition of parent and
advocacy groups funded by the Clark Foundation. Over the summer,
teachers. parents, and administrators worked together on a plan that
addressed student mediation. parent networks. and cultural diversity. As
a result of the summer planning. a new student torum 1s composed of

students elected from advisories, giving Barrio students more opportun:-
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ties to be involved in student leadership. And the Hispanic Leadership Club
sponsored dances and promoted the 1dea for a colorful mural across a
courtyard wall. Students and parents from the Barrio have been added to
the school's Governance Council, parenting classes are being heid alter-

nately at Murrlands and at a school in the Barno. and "graduation” for the

| A

parent classes took place at Muirlands
for the first time.

The parents continued to meet. The
hecant of the Muirlands change became
an agreement by both groups of
parents that the most important issue
1s closing the achievement gap
hetween the Barrio and the La Jolfa
students. This goal unified them.
Parents identified specific areas where
work was needed—communication, expectations. parent training, resources.
cultural diversity, and learning styles. They laid out what was expected of
schools and of themselves.

Starting with a great deal of mistrust. the process led to fundamental
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changes in understanding. Countryman knew barriers had come down
when one Barrio parent, with total honesty. asked the La Jolla members of
the planning group: “What are you doing to help your kids that we are not
doing?"

In the classrooms, teachers now look for ways to help students express
diversity. After reading Walkabout. for example, an Australian novel about
a British brother and sister who are aided by an Aboriginal boy. students
were assigned a writing task: they were to pretend they were the Englishman,
now 40, explaining to his own child what happened in this adventure and
stressing the cultural context of the novel.

In years past, Barrio and La Jolla students instinctively separated thom
selves at lunchtime in the school's courtyards. Now. students mingle moie,

A Somali student in

San Diego represents playing board games together or visiting the computer lab. Earlier in the

onnons: of Mann Midd: 1992-93 school year, all students selected a classmate who was not from

Scnoo!’s 30 language groups

their community and interviewed them over lunch. "This was very reveal-
ing." Countryman says. “Some students learned of classmates who go
home to maids: others learned that therr classmates have to cut through
parks to avoid streets where thev might get killed by random gunfire.”
Perhaps the most telling sign of the culture change at Muirlands belongs
to the parents. Thewr traditional fund-raiser, a dinner dance in the La Jolia

style, was replaced by an international food fair and auction.

Prepared for the Next Wave

Some education reformers stamp “finished” when much of the decision
making I1s turned over to the school site by the central office, believing

teaching and learning will be renewed because teachers and administra-

tors are freed up to make it so. On paper, however, this 1s a shell. Decisions
must be informed and knowledgeable to build new structures; they must
flow trom genuine involvement within a schoo! community. not from a commit-
tee that mimics the top-down system it was supposed to repiace.

With 100 teachers and more than 1.800 students, San Diego's Horace
Mann Middle School could have resembled a little bureaucracy when 1t
reorganized—top-down management. lots of middle-level managers between
teachers and the principal. no real accountability at any level. Ten miles
and a world of difference away from Muirilands. Mann had enough problems

to deal with without worrying about a new governance structure. For example,

e
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between 1989, when the school started its Clark activities, and 1993, it
enroliment increased by B00. The redrawing of boundaries within the dintrit
shifted large numbers of imited-English-speaking students to tha schoal,
from about 450 1n 1989 to approximately 1,200 during the 1993 44 sichoul

year. Mann juggles 30 language groups; the newest 1s an nflux of about

200 Somali students. "We're waiting for the Bosnians”" has become sort
of a mantra for the faculty.

Even though the school is on guard against neighborhood gang activity
entering its campus-like setting. “kids are happy when they are here.”
observed Julie Martel, a Mann vice principal. A Cinco de Mayo celebration
was underway during lunch period as she talked. and Hispanics, African-
Americans. Laotians a1nd Somalis alike were swinging at pifnatas hanging
from trees or dancing to salsa music blaring across the courtyard.

This is a school that could have gone under in a big way, considering
its overcrowding, its extreme diversity, and budget cutbacks that strnpped
1t of supports, such as extra counselors, to deal with the growth. But this
1s a school that faced up to the problems, changed its governance struc:

ture, and became a place where teachers, too, tend to be happy.
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Mann principal

Julie Elhott greets parents
This very diverse. very large
schoo! "has become parent
frend!, " she say.

Julie Elliott became principal at Mann at just about the time its enroll-
ment exploded. She has a cheerleader quality about her—a usetul outloak
that has helped her staff through many problems. But she also came with
traditional ideas about principal leadership~1t was her job, she thought, to
ferret out the good i1deas, persuade the statf to try them, and find the
resources to support them.

Today. Elliott chuckles that she "doesn’t run this school anymore.” Hes
role has changed, and although “it takes longer to got things done, there
is more buy-in because the decisions are those of the teachers.” She even
detects occasional anger "when they can't blame me” for the impact of
their decisionmaking.

The new gcvernance structure has involved mare people in ‘shaping

the school climate,” says math teacher Nancy Crouse. Though '<organizea

as a middle school in the mid-1980s, Mann "was sort of a junior tugh with
enhancements.” she explains. Now, primanly because many staft members
have garnered ideas from other schools in the Clark network. "we are
becoming a true middle school.”

Because of the governance changes. Mann has moved farther than Elliott
could have imagined. Teacher-run committees designed a new weekly

schedule; voted to keep the schoot open year round. strengthened inter-
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disciplinary teaching; and moved to divide the large student body iito

smaller "houses.” with bilingual programs included m cach houso

Elliott still supervises budget and personnel decisions “these e time
consuming, and teachers don't want to take them on”-but the 1ost ol the
work Is done through committees. Wednesday ends itt noon lor students
After eating lunch together. teachers spend the afternoon doing comnmil

tee work—departments meet every other week, different comnuttens on the
intervening weeks. All committees are representad on a steenng comnut
tee that meets after school hours on Wednesdays. Until the reorganiza
tion, “no one cared about what committees did,” Elliott believes. Now,
important decisions are made by the steering committee—from approving
requests for field trips to deciding on the priorities tor staff development~-
"so teachers are getting serious about the process.”

Teachers took the lead in shaping a school-wide Chapter [ plan to match
their proposals in the Clark grant and the district priority on language acqui-
sition. To boost interdisciplinary teaching, the teachers moved toward
combining periods (block scheduling) in order to give more time for teaching
two subjects together. Field trips, funded mostly by the Clark grant, must
be tied into interdisciplinary themes. the teachers decided. Their most
important decision. however, was to apply to run the school year round,
not so much because of overcrowding, but because they decided this
would be best for the students. “The school will never be shut down.”
explains Elliott. With intercesstons lasting only three to five weeks. the
usual summer learning loss wiil be eliminated. a particular benefit for the
hmited-Enghish-speaking students whose language skills usually slipped
during the three-month break. Teachers also prepare previews so that
students can come to school up to four hours a day during their interces-
sions to catch up or to find out what will be studied 1n the next nine weeks.
The school 1s also working with community groups to expand out-of-school
enrichment activities for students.

The Mann staff wanted many more parents invoived in the school. an
awesome task considenng the multiple languages and cultures represented
in the school. The Home-School Partnership program, supervised by the
June Burnett Institute at San Diego State University, took over the school's
career center and turned it into a parent center. Parent volunteers now help

teachers in classrooms, translate for them, and accompany field tript
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Mann principal
Julie Elliott admits
she “doesn’t

run this scnool
anymore.” .Ang
although "it takes
fonger to get things
done, there is more
buy-in because the
decisions are those

of the teachers.”
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At first, the schools
didn’t know what to
do with assessment
data. They didn't
nhave the skills

to look at the
outcomes and
determine what
needed to be

changed and how.

Parents also attend language classes at the school.

Cat Xander, liaison to the school from the central office, credits outside
support for keeping Mann's head above the water. “The situation there s
so tough tha! if the grant had not bought them staff development. they
would be just living day by day. They wouldn’t have tried interdisciplinary
teaming, they wouldn't have ambitious plans for next year, they would not
have made concrete efforts at parent involvement.” she says.

What Mann needed-and found—-"was time to think."

Seeing Ourselves.....

Gamning Ground. the Clark Foundation book on the first two years of reform.
found a universal shortcoming among the 12 schools. Staff did not know
how to collect and analyze data about how the school was doing.
Standardized test results usually came from central offices after the students
had moved on to another teacher. another school. When other indicators
such as retentions and suspensions were reported. they mostly served as
comparisons. “At least. we are not as bad off as (blank] school.” a staft
analysis might conclude. Programs were adopted and institutionalized
without ever examining their worth.

Real assessment of the status quo 1s a school-wide function, not that
of a principal or a single committee. So 1s action based on the assessment.
By 1993. the Clark schools began to understand this. Several incentives
converged on the middle schools in this project at about the same time.

“Assessment” was added to the vocabulary of teachers on an almost
dally basis. particularly 1n Kentucky. With penalties and incentives focused
on individual schools under Kentucky's landmark Education Reform Act.
“our anxiety leveis went up.” commented Cheryl DeMarsh, principal at
Louisville’s Iroguois Middle School. The law set a specific timeline for
improvement. Teachers began analyzing data. not only of their own school
but also of feeder schools. Another Louisville principal, Skip Clemons at
Southern. found his teachers studying the assessment scores of feeder
schools and deciding that “we have to start working hard with students
when they come in and not wait until the eighth-grade state assessments.”

Early onin the Clark initiative. <ome schools had conducted setf studies
using the Middle Grados Assessmant Program. developed some years ago

by the Center for Earlv Adolescence [tis a check on the status Quo that
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involves surveys of teachers, parents, and students, culminating in setting
prionties for integrating middle-school components.

At the same time. assessment of progress came as part of the bargain
with the Clark Foundation. Initially, this was primarily external, and outside
evaluators from the New York City-based Education Resources Group
made regular visits and phone calls to the schools: conducted student and
teacher surveys: and collected data on varous indicators, including academic
achievement. Schoois received .annual summaries drawn from this infor-
mation.

At first, the schools didn't know what to do with this data. They didn't
have the skills to look at the outcomes and determine what needed to be
changed and how. Nor would such skills seem important until some basics
paved the way—a cohesive vision for what the school expected of students
and the invoivement of teachers in real decisionmaking far the school.

When these came into place, the assessment focus turned to theinternal
workings of the schools. Staff began to ask” "What are all these new
programs contributing?” With so many preces of reform growing up here
and there throughout a school buillding, spurred mast otten by o few inter:

ested teachers or those from a single discipline the schools needed to

-
L
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At West Baltimore Middle
School. teachers assessed

their cooperative learning
skills. calculating how much
time students spent working
together in groups.
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With so many
pieces of reform
growing up here
and there
throughout a
school building,

the schools needed
to know - "3t was

working and why.

know what was working and why and whether or not the programs were
supporting the school's goals for fundamentai change.

F-om the beginning of the Clark project. Don Rollie, a consultant with
the Naticnal Foundation for the improvement of Education in Washington,
D.C.. had been heiping the principals develop leadership skills through
semi-annual workshops and advice-on-call. He walked principals through
self-assessment strategies (with on-site training at some schools). The
stage had been set for cross collaboration at an annual conference for
teams from the Clark schools. organized by the Center for Early Adolescence.
where teachers. principals. and district personnel worked on program
assessment. Each staff then chose a focus for assessment. At Calverton
Middle School in Baltimore and Kosciuszko Middle Schoot in Milwaukee.
survey data developed by teachers helped the schools revise thetr advisory
programs. At West Baltimore Middle School. the school’s strong emphasis
upon cooperative learning received scrutiny. with teachers observing each
other's classes to calculate just how much time students actually spent in
cooperative learning and the depth of instruction they were receiving.

At lroquois Middle School. the teachers decided to examine Wniting to
Learn (WTL). the one program that touched the whole school. Principal
Cheryl DeMarsh felt that "too many bits and pieces were coming at
everyone.” but by tackling a thorough assessment of one program, teachers
would be able 1o put the pieces together better.

WTL. one of the most popular of the curriculum resources introduced
to the schools. uses multiple strategies to teach students to be better
writers in all content areas. The teachers and principal put together an
assessment team consisting of a reading specialist and two regular class-
room teachers Teachers trained in WTL and their students made obser-
vations. conducted surveys, and completed questionnaires, The team also
compared scores of wnting portfolios of cighth graders who had partica-
pated in WTL with those who had nol

About 180 students from all three grade levels were surveyed, roveal
ing that students were familiar with the steps in WTL but stli focused on

the mechanics of writing rather than the content Classroom observations

told the team that student folders sometimes contiuned conuiderabhe vanety
but this wasn’t consistent across classrooms The team ook notee att
student behavior and participation in the classroome and njerviewed
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teachers who had received training in WTL.

The team reported its analysis in detail and suggested improvements,
even making recommendations about literature sources teachers could
read aloud so students would understand about variety in wnting styles.

The study uncovered a weicome result that might not have been learned
otherwise. In a math class. students were responding positively to writing
explanations. although the teacher was not using WTL extenswvely. The
students were applying writing skills learned in other classes. the team
concluded. Because "interdisciphinary teaching and continuity are strongiy
encouragea at our middle school. we are so pleased to have made this
discovery.” they wrote in their final report.

The postscnptto the assessment team's evaluation came m Kentucky's
writing portfolio scores of mghth graders, The improvement was “dramatic.’
with the numbar at the apprentice level (midcle performance) increasing

by muoro than 100%, i 1992

Toachiaa ansesang thienr prors s a nisky step. The effort was possible
at Iroquors because teachers “had gone through a lot of transformation
already and et positive abaut 1" according to DeMarsh. Arniving at the

sehaob two years atter the Clark imtative began. she found that teachers
weare open to opportunities to develop leadership and vision for the students.
"When | need leadership.” says the principal. “there are lots of places | can

go. There are many. many people involved.”

- 24 ¥

iroquots Midale School
principal Cheryl DeMarsh
worked with teachers to
assess their skills in Writing
to Learn, a program that
facuses on student writing

dcross curriculum lines.
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“You can’t just say
‘change’ and expect
teachers to be able
1o do it says
Uakiand consultani

Bettye Haysbertl.

When all the World About You.....

Muirlands. Mann, and lroquois Middle Schools. as the above profiles illus-
trate. were ready for change. Many urban schools. overcome with incred-
ibly difficult problems. are not. They cannot stand clear of their problems
long enough to grab hold of ideas; they cannot find the time to use the
ideas. even though they may make great plans on paper.

This was the situation in one of the Oakland schools in the Clark network
two years ago. Dutifully but with no enthusiasm for the task, teachers sat
in the library after school to finish their required five-year improvement plan
for the district. They were integrating 1t with the objectives of the Clark
initiative. although many didn’t know what those were. When words sounded
asif they fit with the tasks described on their sheets. they wrote them down,
signed off on the document. and probably immediately. forgot about i1t

Change was not a prionity for these teachers. Surviva' was. Seven perma:
nent principals, and a few tempcerary ones, have headed the three Oakiand
schools in a four-year period. Until the current superintendent. Richard
“Pete” Mesa. took over in 1980. the school system had gone through five
superintendents in 10 years. Budget cutbacks. combine 3 with investiga-
tions of misuse of funds. demoralized the school staff. already reeling from
media and community belief that the city’s schools were failures. These
were schools on hold. dealing with student violence, slipping achievement,
mounting social problems. and deteriorating physical facilities.

The Oakland plans submitted to the Clark project in 1989 and again in
1991 were perhaps the thickest of the five urban districts. but the achieve-
ments were among the least impressive. The three Ciark schools, however.
after rés;stmg. stumbling. and almost giving up on change. may be finding a
way out of their distress. When the 1983-94 school year began. Roosevelt.
Cnck. and King Estates Junior High Schools launched reform plans based
on consensus among each school faculty about their vision and strategies.
These were faculties known in the past for shouting at each other. certainly
not for their collegiality and consensus-making.

This transformation took place because of the merger of several events
The school district decided to set spectfic goals and outcomes for students—~
Mesia's Five-Year Improvement Plan—and designated demonstration schools
to start the process. With some persuasion. the central office chose the

three Clark junior htgh schools to be among the demonstration schools.
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although Mesa still had to personally convince one of them to participate.
As demonstration schools. the faculty spent a school year studying various
change models and seiected one. or a combination. as therr lever for school
change.

When the process of selecting a model started. teachers still mistrusted
't as Just one more top-down move that would signify nothing in the long
run. Bettye Haysbert. a seasoned educator hired as a local technical assis-
tance coordinator by the Center for Early Adolescence. couldn’t even get
the teachers to meet together in the beginning. She began by “doing Iittle
things they wanted.” such as producing resources immediately. “I had to
show them that | could follow through; they had to see my competence.”

Haysbert understood their cynicism. though. “They were expected to
change. but had not been given much of an opportunity for input into the
process.” The planning process had been too top-down to get teacher buy-
in. "You can't just say ‘change’ and expect them to be abie to do 1it.” says
Haysbert. [t may seem "ndiculous.” she adds. but these schools need a lot

of handhold:ng. Past practice meant that as soon as the mandate to improve

" 1, 4 S
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Oakland schools faced budget
cutbacks, detertorating

»nyironmental conditions, and
.1olence in the community. but
‘hese stuaents from Frick
wnior Hiadh s=ow a sourit that
can nelp them survive—.ana

learn—against an oads
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was written into a plan. it was shelved, and schools hving from one crisis
to another wouid simply revert to old routines Nuw routines, she says. must
sufficiently replace the old ones before the hands can let go.

Haysbert did not tell school faculties what improvements they needed
to make or how to achieve them. Rather, she asked questions about what
they were doing and why. Gradually, the staff began to ask the same ques-
tions themselves. After establishing their
trust. Haysbert helped the three faculties
det~~mine for themselves what they needed
and to decide on solutions. After a year, true
site-based development emerged. she says.
and the faculties “are now able to ask them-
selves the same kinds of questions | asked
initially.” They are setting time lines. putting
the nghtissues on agendas for site manage-
ment committees. This would have been
difficult for the schools to pull off without
outside help. even though there was a
growing sentiment among teachers that the
school environment just had to get better. Haysbert believes.

Continuing this evolution. the schools took a year to come to a school:
wide consensus on the change modei they wanted as a demonstration
school. Teachers researched the possibilities. visited sites. and questioned
experts who came to the school In May 1993. they voted: Frick selected
Accelerated Schools. a high expectations and high involvement model
developed by Henry Levin of Stantord Umiversity, King Estates chose the
James Comer model which emphasizes developmental support teams for
students and patent invalvement, and Roosevelt combined the Comer
modet with that of the Goalitin of Fasential Schools. which focuses on a
common core of luarmmg anet teacheors as coaches rather than lecturers.

While the schools werean the process of researching and selecting a
modof, small steps were beginning to bring the faculties together The
Algebra Projoct, tor example, o program that uses cooperalive learning to
preparce minonty students for advanced math, was adopted at King Estates
and teachers began to see its effects on student self-esteem and therr will-

ingness to tackle difficult material in other classes
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Rooseveit math teachers conducted a student survey that revealed to
the whole staff the alienation and "aloneness” of most of their students,
Only 17%. for example. felt safe at school all the time. 44% did not believe
there was anyone at school whom they could talk to if they had a problem,
41%2 did not know anyone In their f2nuly or neighborhood who had gradu-
ated from college. With such statistics. how could anybody defend the
status quo? Garnering funds from an environmental foundation, the Roosevelt
staff decided to show students that they were serious about change.
Roosevelt 1s an old, aismal building. in a weekend of work—involving teachers,
administiators, parents. students. and community members—the audito-
num was painted, the piano refinished: and a bare courtyard. inviting only
trash before, was transformed into a landscaped area with a colorful wall
mural around the sides.

These may be cosmetic changes. but the spirnt in which they were done
indicate that the schoal was shaking off senous depression. Roosevelt's
teachers were no longer putting each other down, most were becoming
involved in committee work to carry out their plans. and expanded student
support services were planned. The 1992 Cahfornia achievement test
results showed that Roosevelt had reason to be optimistic. Although scores
had dipped somewhat in recent years (much less than the district average,
though), Roosevelt was the only Oakland junior high school in 1992 to
improve on all of the eighth grade subject matter tests since the tests began
in the mid-1980s.

The Oakland schools need time. And only time will tell if the combina-
tion of outside heip (the handholding} and an acknowledgment that there
1Is nowhere to go but up will prcduce change. Much also depends upon
the role cf the central office. Yolanda Peeks. assistant supernntendent who
heads the Five-Year Plan activities and the middle school initiative, admits
that change efforts. in the past. "were external and imposed.” It s her philos-
ophy-and the one now prevailing in the district—that "change has to come
from within schools. and people in the schools can change themselves if

you give them an opportunily to do so.”

Only 17 percent of
Roosevelt students
felt safe at school
all the time, and
41 percent did not
know anyone in
their family or
neighborhood who
had graduated

from college.
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TEACHERS AND
PRINCIPALS

Imagine what it is like to be teaching in an
urban middle school.

irst of all. the nexghborhoods foot you. Most of the schools in the

Clark network seem to be nestled in placid residential areae
bordered by modest homes. Only from the front steps of a couple of the
schools do you see the poverty that pervades the schocls on the inside

But ride the buses with the students. tfrom neighborhoods overrun by
squalor. where drug traders stand like heralds on street corners. There 15
little to come home to. few safe places to play or meet Or walk several
biocks behind Southern Middle School in Lowsville to Churchhill Downs.
a lure for students and their parents. both of whom bet on future jobs in
the stables that don't require an education. Or sit with an attendance officer
at Frick Junior High School in Oakland. If almost one-half of the students
do not live with a biological parent. whom do you call? Who 1s responsi-
ble for this child?

At the beginning of the Clark initrative, teachers at several schools did
nide a bus to the neighborhoods where their students lived. “| know teachers
who would not give kids a pencil.” says Susan Shortt, at Louisville’s lroquois
Middle Schoo!. "But that bus trip was a real eye opener. They realized that
it was lucky these kids walked in the door, much less that they brought a
penctl with them.” The same response can be heard from teachers at
Calverton Middle School in Baltimore. where most students walk to school-
and absenteeism 1s very high. “lf you get up in the morning to get ready to
come to a place where you re not doing well and you have to watch out for
strangers who mught slash your face o get your earrnngs as you walk to

school why bother? asked one tead het




“he Slark initiative
~ravided:

v Expert help in curriculum areas for
teachers and principals.

v Followup on those opportunities
through staff development on site and
at other schools or workshops and
meetings.

v Opportunities to create better
support systems for urban young
adolescents.

v An expanding support system for
urban middle grades teachers,
both within their own districts and
across sites.

The major
accomplishments
included:

v A core group of teachers in most schools willing to change attitudes
and teaching. Their numbers expanded, often 1o the point
of being enough to form an overall vision and ethos for the school.

v Teachers who saw students respond positively to higher con*ent and
different teaching strategies. Teachers were thus motivated to try
harder, learn more. and share more; many became trainers in the
programs that sparked therr interest.

v Networks of teachers that formed around mutual interests, such as
curriculum development. In most situations. these networks led to
greater accountability on the part of teachers and greater
responsibility for overall school improvement.

v A rise in teachers' expectations of their own work. {n addition to
learning new classroom skills, many gained a sense of renewal about
their profession.

v New skills for principals focused on instructional leadership, as well
as the creation of a support group for each other, an especially helptul
resource for this constantly changing membership. Principals became
better analysts—of their own use of time, of school programs, of overall
school change—-and bettar able to guido newly empowered teachers
toward meaningful school chiange.
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Letting students know peer
mediation is “a school life-
style” gives them an
alternative to vielence.
Parkman student Patricia
Canady received a peer
medigtion award.

Surrounded daily by students overwhelmed with problems, teachers are
aware of an en-croaching physical insecurity within their buildings. They,
too, walk on tightropes. They want to teach, and they want their students
to learn: but maintaining order comes first. Hall sweeps sap their energy.
Walkie talkies are necessary but give them another problem—making sure
they do not get in the hands of students. Once teachers were able to enter

each other’s classrooms easily. but in some schools they no longer carry

- master keys for security reasons. The tension leaves people exhausted at

the end of the day. unable to contribute to or learn much from after-school
sessions meant to help them professionally.

Big doses of self-esteem for their students become as important as
learning content. But teachers, too, must cope with damaged self-esteems.
“These schools have been forgotten,” commented Ron Barber, as he retired
as principal at Western Middie School in Louisville. Working in what are
considered bottom-of-the-barrel schools. teachers can easly losc profes:
sional pride and resist efforts that imply they should change first. When
central office policies don't address therr needs or stress the teachers oven
further, they close therr classraom doors for survival and cling to what thoy

know—traditional ways of tcaching.
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Starting Out

In 1989. most of the schools in the Clark network were places where people

did not have the time, energy, or know-how to do something about their
failures.

All of them, however, had a few teachers like Bill Compton. Chair of the
math department at Frick Junior High School in Oakland. Compton is a
realst ("The key to getting the school to change 1s unity among the faculty”)
and a very compassionate teacher (*If | were a young person here. | couldn’t
cope with the chaos™).

Coping s part of Compton’s job. in addition to bullding a reformed math
department that detracked before the Clark initative began. Compton has
continued to push the idea that all children can learn well, "even if society
doesn’t believe that." On a late spring afternoon, one learns well what
coping means. It 1s the last period of the day, and Compton apologizes for
a messy room: "The cleaning people haven't been around this week." His
students are especially squirmy, unsettled ever since the school day began
with fire engines at the door—several small fires had been started in the
building. it has been an unsettling year, with one student found murdered
on school grounds and a night of vandalism in the fall that caused more

than $80.000 in damage.

‘l 52 51

Students at Frick want to
pay attention and learn: 1t's
just that sametimes there's

too much else going on.
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Rick Boettner, a Teach

for America recruit at Frick,
uses an "elaborate tncentive
program” to motivate his
math students.

Compton's math lesson 1s well planned, however, and student aides
work diligently while he tries to keep order. It i1s not the young male student.
late to class, exposing his butt repeatedly when the teacher is preoccu-
pied. who is the most disturbing. Rather, it I1s the constant pestering ol
students who are trying to listen or work by those not interested in either-
usually girls distracted by boys—that teeters the class toward chaos.

Nonetheless, Compton engages some students, and many feel free to
ask questions. Underneath, they want fo pay attention and learn; it's just
that today, there is too much eise going on.

In the four years that Frick has been part of the Clark network, Compton
says he has changed a lot. “I'm not as angry, not as strict a disciplinarian,”

he notes. He also has moved his own teaching and that of others in the

f
§

math department away from dependence on textbooks emphasizing separate
skills and toward multiple sources more suited for heterogeneous classes.
These are 1deas he often picked up at network meetings or from consul-
tants who wisited the school.

Skeptical of any single action promising miracles tor Frick’s terribly
deprived students, Compton, nevertheless, took a leadership role in the

school's study of different educatnn reform models He worries that the
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school's high teacher turnover rate will dilute decisions made by the taculty
o adopt a specitic change strategy. Yet he also admuts the faculty 1s not
an thvided as 1 was when the Clark initiative began.

Gilad to be i a math department that i1s frying new sirateqies, Rick
Boettner believes his students can learn. "They are extremely mtelligent
and can do anything they set their minds to,” he nsists. This 1s Boettner's
first year ofteaching. He came to Frick as a Teach tor America recruit with
a newly earned degree in math and a desire to teach in urban schools. In
the first few days of his summer of practice teaching in Los Angeles, he
despaired: *| thought that if it is like this every day. I'll never make it." But
enthusiasm and a willingness to adapt. traits Teach for America looks for,
pulled him through. along with an attitude that “"there 1s no way | am going
to fail.”

Boettner uses "an elaborate incentive program” to motivate his students.
but credits his own enthusiasm—convincing students of the importance of
what they are learning—for most of his success. A willingness to work after
school, in a computer lab or at a pick-up game of basketball, gives him a
special rapport with students.

Elsewhere, the Ciark inihative motivated a teacher here, a small core of
teachers there, gradually helping to create an overall ethos of "can do”
within a school.

Tony Dasaro. a math teacher at Western Middle Schooi in Louisvilie.
remembered that Western "drove me out of teaching for several years.”
but now says, "We are coming up; we are off the bottom of the heap.” A
combination of new strategies for teaching and the demands of Kentucky's
new assessment system changed his classrooms. Not long ago his students
were passive, disengaged, not likely to volunteer answers. !n the spring of
1993, students competed to go to the blackboard to explain their answers
or to read what they had written. They solved problems on how many hours
of babysitting at certain charges would be needed to buy a radio or tape
recorder, how to divide up a pizza in a group. or problems based on speed
limits. Ther answers were written out and defended in class discusstions.
Asked about the changes. Dasaro's students noted the work—"There's lots
more work, lots more wnting.” But the word “like” also came up: they liked
the new books. the calculators, and the sense that they were becoming

better students.

it 53

His students

are “extremely
intelligent and can
do anything they
set their minds to,”

insists Boettner.
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More fundamental
than curriculum
changes, King
Estates teachers
began to question
the level of
expectations they

held for students.

Slowly Coming to a Consensus

The environment at Qakland's King Estates Junior High School has not
always been calmer than at its neighbor's, Frick, even though King Estates
1s 1solated on a ridge above the “flatlands.” However, having the same prin-
cipal for more than two years, Lynn Dodd. helped give the school some
stability and enabled teachers to wring the most from the opportunities
provided by the Clark initiative. "One of the biggest benefits has been the
chance for staff to go out of the school and gain insights on what 1s happen-
ing n other places.” says Dodd. She has spread the trip and workshop
resources around.

More fundamental than the curriculum changes, however. King Estates
leachers began to question the level of expectations they held for students.
Teachers thought they knew how to teach the students (93% African-
American}. says Dodd, but “they had never been challenged on how they
wore presenting matenal. even though students were not learning 1t.” King
tstatos, similar to other predominantly African-American schools in the
Clark network, had problems believing all of its students cou!d tackle high
content and work In groups without getting out of control.

The gradual infusion of better ideas, motivating teachers to consider
high expectations possible for King Estates students, 1s refocusing staff
energies, according to the principal. “Teachers are analyzing what they do
and asking 'If | am attending to what they need. how could a student fail
this course? " Dodd says. The process i1s slow. traditions are hard to give
up. and tensions flare; but she believes King Estates 1s moving toward
restructuring.

One of the elements King Estates teachers have become more aware
of is the need to recognize the students’ culture at home. an issue that
surfaced in a self-analysis by teachers of how they were helping or hinder-
ing progress. They realized their own cultural blindness was a barner. Now.
by student request, there 1s a course in African-American studies and
another in Caribbean studies. A few minutes in Donald Green's art room
and a visitor comes away dazed at the way he bombards students with
ways to recognize artistic expression through posters. movies. sound. Every
inch of Green's room is visually stimulating, much of it extraordinary art
produced by his students who are not allowed to say "l can’t” in his classes

"Heavy fund raising” at King Estates ts going into a pot to connect




students to African-American culture. such as a tnp to New Orleans for a Jon Green s urt S i

jazz festival and to visit campuses of historically Black colleges (California TG ELIes e

SAZZIeS d VISIOr win Liaud
does not have any). The staff also wants to expose at least 1 00 King Estates amuiaton mucn -

students to a month’s study on a college campus during the summer~"we oroduced by his stugents.
are looking for an historically Black college to adopt us.” says Dodd.
The principal belheves teachers’ efforts have encouragec students to
be more respectful. Teachers and students are edging toward each other
on the "trust thing.” As an outside coordinator for the Algebra Project at
King Estates. Maisha Moses praises the progress made by math teachers
to connect its concepts to other math instruction and to learn to entoy
working through a new curriculum. Yet she also worrnes about a student
and staff culture "not conducive to effective learning. or to learning in

general.” The list of problems. she says. "can go on and on. everybody fruit-

lessly pointing the finger at everybody else.” School staff. Moses observes.
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“The key to getting the schoo’
to change 1s unity among the
faculty,” said a teacher at
Frick Junior High in Cakland

need to look at the whole picture “instead of trying to 1solate variabies and
assigning blame.” She also believes "there is no way teachers can solve
all the problems kids have. But we must give 100% all the time of what
skills we have.”

King Estates needs that 100% commitment from its teachers. lts 1992
test scores on Cahfornia’s assessments dropped the most cf any junior
high school in Oukiand, partly. the staff believes, because all testing was
done on the same day instead of spread out over two days as in other
schools Sull. whan only 17 19 of eighth-graders came up to passing levels

on reading and only 1 1% on wniting, one must ask: why?

a4

TrEt

Teachers as Learners
For Susan Shortt. a white teacher in a predominantly poor. white school—
Iroquois Middle School in Louisville—the transformations needed to under-
stand what students bring to the school expernence were just as profound
as for teachers at King Estates. In college, she did not learn how to reach
youngsters trapped in poverty. She expected a cushy middle-class school
where her values would be shared by students and parents.

Teaching at iroquois was a struggle because she still had a picture of
what students shoula pe Iike. "The biggest thing Clark has done 1s change
our mind sets.” Shortt says. "We ve been given an opportunity not only to

learn how to deal academically with these chilaren. but also to learn why
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they need extra help and how to give it.” Before this chanrge. at the end of
the school day, she remembers. “there was no one here. Now. everyone s
involved after school.” From just a half-dozen teachers willing to learn about
cooperative grouping. the attitude about cooperation has grown to include
the whole faculty. "We know we will sink or swim together,” says Shortt.

Sometimes. pure saturation produces change. Adding up the opportu-
nities his 55 teachers have experienced in recent years. Skip Clemons.
principal at Southern Middle School in Louisvilie. found 39 trained in the
Socratic seminar. 14 using Writing to Learn with two of those now prepared
to train others, aimost 30 teachers using a parent involvement program.
five teachers working with peer mediation. five using the Foxfire cral
history/wrniting program. 30 teachers trained in cooperative learning. and
an equai number trained to use cooperative discipline.

From all of these programs. the principal observes. teachers through-
out the school have learned to be “facilitators. not actors™ in theyr class-
rooms. Teachers have "let go.” allowing students to solve problems on their
own. They use different strategies “to push on the academic side.” They
plan curnculum across grade levels: and they are using data to help make
decisions. such as focusing reform strategies on all grades instead of
concentrating only on the eighth grade when students take the Kentucky
assessments.

Amy Robertson. a seventh-grade language arts teacher at Southern,
has “thrown out textbooks and spelling tests” in order to focus on writing.
She shares a scoring rubnc with students and parents so they will know
what 1s expected of them. It spelis out what a beginner with few skills wouid
do and the stages that follow—developmental. proficient. and distinguished
levels. Her message to parents i1s that she will pay attention to students’
growth over time. Before this reform initiative got underway. “i was very
frustrated.” says Robertson. *| was one of the many teachers at Southern
who was looking to leave. Once | learned | was the one who needed to
make a change and that J had to have high expectations, things got better.”

Clemons adds his own assessment: “When more and more students
tell me ‘'l like this or that.” | know that teacher and student attitudes are

changing together.”
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" Changing Staff Development In Louisville
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Jetterson County Public Schools, 1993

Teacher-Centered

A change-oriented focus
Up to five-day segments
Variety of programs offered

Depth of information and
experiences
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Support groups within schools
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Research-based programs
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Staff Development par Excellence

Wnting to Learn 1s a statt development expernence full of epiphanies for

teachers i the Clark schools in three cities—-Louisville. Milwaukee. and

San Diego. It may appear to be a way to use writing to stimulate critica!

thinking among students, but essentially, this successful program s all

about professional development. It is the teachers’ turn to learn under WTL.

The Council for Basic Education provides extensive staff development
in WTL led by Beverly Bimes-Michalak. This former National Teacher of
the Year uses wrnting to give teachers a new perspective on how their
students learn and how well. and it focuses primarily on subjects other than
English. Enthusiasm for writing spreads across history. math. science. the
arts. and even physical education. Teachers become involved in the writing
process themselves. using 1t to hone their own critical thinking along with
that of their students.

Bimes-Michalak sees a special challenge to providing staff development
in urban schools. Scme teachers "unknowingly victimize their students by
stereotyping them.” she says. and they end up paying more attention to
"rescuing than to demanding high performance. These teachers tend to
tolerate inappropriate behavior. blaming it on students’ “lack of upbring-
ing.”

Moreover. Bimes-Michalak finds urban classrooms more dependent than
most on passive learning strategies and thus infrequent places for reflec-
tion. Most staff development relies on quick remedies and packaged
resources pecause no one has promoted the idea that good staff devei-
opment reguires investments in time. resources, and funds.

Writing to Learn does it differantly. It incorporates Bimes-Michalak's
philosophy that good staff development should:

v/ Be long-range and interactive. The WTL process starts with an inten-
sive two-week summer session for teams of teachers who are encour-
aged to share and discuss concerns and work out ways to use writing
for cntical thinking in therr classrooms. Qut of this experience. Bimes-
Michalak hopes teachers will become comfortable relying on each other
professionatly.

v Provide followup in the classroom, Bullding on the "togetherness” aspect

of this staff development. the schoo! year includes joint planning and
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says Beverly
Bimes-Michalak,
who trains teachers

in Writing to Learn.
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Anita Graham
shares scoring
sheets with
students so they
know exactly what
they are expected
to get from an

assignment.

teaching, modeling. and observing. Bimes-Michalak visits each class-

room several imes durning the year, participating in this process herself.
v Rely on intervention through feedback. Her mode of working with teachers

1s to ask critical questions that encourage thoughtful teaching—"Wh, did

you...?" and "Have you considered...?” and "If you did this lesson again,

what changes would you make?" Bimes-Michalak is in classrooms. a

phone call away. or at the other end of a computer modem to keep asking

these questions throughout the year.
v Include evaluation. WTL teachers are constantly asking: What evidence
do we have that this1s working? What changes need to be made?

A year after the first training session. teachers attend another, aimed at
helping them learn to deliver the same quality staff development to therr
colleagues. This way. says Bimes-Michalak. the process keeps going instead
of bowing to the whims of administrations and budgets.

For Anita Graham. an cnglish teacher at Muirlands Middle Schoo! in
San Diego, two years of experience with WTL have changed her class-
room focus. Before. she might nave taught poetry in a traditional. pedantic
way. standing in front of the class and reading poems. asking questions.
Now her students read several poems on the same subject-selections by
Herman Melville. Wait Whitman, and Stephen Crane. for exampie. all dealing
with war—and look for meaning. On their own, they underline favonte
passages. box unfamihar words. or put question marks beside things they
don t understand. They write what they would ask or tell the poets. if they
could meet them: they select the most memorable line of a poem In o
discussion group. the students share what they have done and take up a
sernies of questions about each poem. The group’s answers are presented
to the whole class and discussed. This approach. says Graham. captures
students’ imaginations and allows them to show how weli they can apply
therr learning

Instead of keeping her objectives a mystery, Graham shares scoring
sheets with students so they know exactly what they are expected to get
from an assignment. They trade papers and fill out score sheets. learning
in the process to look critically at a piece of wrniting. WTL. she believes,
“makes kids own their writing. they see themselves as wnters.” By select-
ing and improving on portfolios that include a variety of writing types. they

see the vatue of writing reappear contmuously in different forms

: B
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For Graham. the pest outcome of Writing to Learn 1s the sharing with
colleagues. She has tecamed up with a social studies teacher. "We both
own this program,” she says.

The most telling beneht, however. is one teachers may not recognize
on their own Ask teachers at Muirlands who are using WTL about the

progress of the Barrio Logan students, and they seem surprised. They have

I

:

N

N
N

to pause and sort aut the students in their nunds. because the enthus:asm
and goals of writing across the curnculum make it natural to set high expec-
tations for ail students Teachers become color blind when staff develop-

ment is working at its best

Seeing that Change Works

Organ:zed as a middle schoo! many years ago. West Baltimore was settied
inits ways. A large school. 1t was divided into “houses,” with support staff.
teams. and activities in each house. But 1t had mostly traditional teaching

and not much teacher involvement in making decisions.
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Anita Graham. right. credits
Writing to Learn with
stimulating the imaginations
of her Muirlands students
and helping them fearn to
apply their knowledge.
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Walk down any of the wings of West Baltimore these days. and you will
see every class set up for cooperative learning, with desks grouped together
and students working with each other. Teams exist in more than name only.
Aided by a roving “interdisciplinary integrator” who used to be a libranan

and knows how to find resources readily, the teachers on each team work

Classrooms with rows of

desks are history at West
Baltimore Middie School,
where the emphasis is on

cooperative learning and
desks are grouped logether,
Active learning is the norm in
Brenda McCullogh's French
class. right. and Thelma
\Watford's language arts
ciass. below

et

-

to integrate their subject areas. Principai
Sheila Kolmar is the only one of the 12 Clark
principals who was 1n the position betore the
imitiative started and 1s an admittedly strong
handed leader. “There are some days when
the ‘eachers are so empowered,"” she acknowl:
edges with some chagrin, "that ! wonder who
runs this place.”

The West Baltimore staff. comparatively
stable for an urban school. felt comfortable with itself befare the Clark
iniiative; they weren't perfect. but believed they followed much of the hter-
ature about good middle schools. Today. the consensus of the 92 protes:
sional faculty is that students must move on to higher levels of performance

and that the faculty must work together more closely to make that nappen.
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Not everyone believes this, mind you. but a solid core has seen that changing
instruction helps more students become successful.

Broad opportunities for staff development were at the heart of the Clark
activities at West Ballimore. Workshops, national meetings, and district
seminars all contributed to a desire for more information, leading to better
designed staft development within the school. But West Baltimore also
had an ace in the hole—a relationship with researchers at The Johns Hopkins
University that enabled the school faculty to hutch onto a lever tor change
and ride 1t towards overall school reform.

Johns Hopluns brought an approach to instruction that evolved out of
research on cooperative learming. Student Team Reading and Student
Team Writing are more proscriptive than WTL, pnimarily because they were
designed for research purposes. Students read good hterature rather than
basal reading series: analyze what they are reading through specific strate-
gies, such as identifying main 1deas and summarizing; and do as much
wniting as reading. Cooperative learning, with incentives for performing
well. 1s a major tool of both the reading and writing programs. Hence the
desks that are pushed together throughout West Baltimore's classrooms.

Johns Hopkins researchers had been invoived for many years with
Baltimore schools. but the support of the Clark Foundation allowed a
stronger relationship to develop with the two Baltimore schools in the
network. Teachers were nudged to integrate STR and STW into their reguilar
instruction. and the researchers tracked student achievement through a
controlied study. With the school district's central office in Baitimare
distracted by turnovers. the Johns Hopkins researchers became steady
guides for the two schools. even though they would not claim to be stand-
ins for systemic leadership by the distnict.

The schools and the researchers “came to have shared expectations.”
says Joyce Epstein of the Center on Families, Communities. Schools and
Children’s Learning at Johns Hopkins. "The schools understood that |
couldn’t measure and evaluate something if they didn’t use our ideas, and
we realized that the schools could not use what we were learning from the
research if we just swooped in and out.”

STR and STW add content to the process of cooperative learming. k.t
neither content nor process will be adopted if teachers are just told abcut

them by researchers. according to James McPartland, a colleague of
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A diverse student body gives
youngsters the opportunity to
learn about many cultures.
Students at Mann in San Diego
explore Chinese mythology 1in a
sacral studies class.

Epstein’s at Johns Hopkins. “We know that cooperative learning is a better
way of delivering content than traditional teaching, but that knowledge has
to be arrived at by the staff through trying it out.”

Thelma Watford. a seventh grade language arts teacher at West
Baltimore, plunged into STR during a one-week summer workshop two
years before the Clark project began. She was told she had to take the
training—and she res:sted strongly at the time. The first year. she just
explored the idea and resented the fact that her classes were used as
guinea pigs to show off to visitors. More importantly, she wasn't comfort-
able with the higher noise fevel of students in cooperative groups.

It took awhile, but Watford is now committed to STR and STW and to

cooperative learning. She uses the strategies every day. She has learned

FROM AR[]UND THE WDRLU

"to hold students accountable for the noise level" and marvels that students

can go from one step 1o the other inthe cooperative process without asking
for help. Students ask more substantive questions now. and she believes
they learn better from their peers. “They are abie to take cnticism from each

other,” she observes. When students work in groups. she adds. "they wani

B&
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everyone to succeed. They get upset when someone does something
wrong.’

Brenda McCullough. a French teacher at West Baltimore. also uses
cooperative learning and the content standards of STR and STW. “l was
afraid of losing control.” she recalis, but she took the training and eased
into the cooperative strategies. "A whole new world opened up,” she says.
Her students are more creative. work Detter together. and she gets responses
from students who never used to speak up in class. "I now feell am accom-
plishing something as a teacher.” McCullough says.

West Baltimore teachers acknowledge that the students helped push
them into changing. Those students who enjoyed cooperative learning in
one classroom wanted all of their teachers to use it. Research results also
helped. The Johns Hopkins researchers documented dramatic restructur-
ing of classroom instruction. with students much more actively engaged

in thew own learning. The oxpenmental classes at West Baltimore and

Calvorton Middles Sehooly seored significantly higher on achievement tests
than ched contral clhisewon e sumlar schools.

St wath the axth cpade langquage arts teachers in 1989, trained
and quidhn | by the tobing Hopkanns rosearchers, cooperative learning and

W cantont biegan to spreaet thioughout the curnculum at West Baltimore.
By tho spong of 19934, almot two thirds of the teachers were using coop-
orative leaumng to deliver deeper content than had existed before, concluded
a toacher led assessinent

Language arts teachers fike Wattord “hlazed the trail.” according to
principal Kolman. convincing teachers in other subject areas to create
higher learning expectations. Using Clark resources for matenals and staff
development. the school scheduled all eighth-grade students into algebra
in 1992-93. a year ahead of a new school district poiicy. Teachers are
trying hard to eliminate retentions and supported the establishment of a
suspension room within the school. rather than send misbehaving students
home. Resource teachers for special education students moved into reguiar
classrooms along with their students. Expenenced teachers volunteered
to be mentors tfor new teachers.

The teachers at West Baltimore are bulding up their capacity to manage
change. What they need mast now 15 not only "to stay on task, but also to

get a pat on the back.” says Epstein.
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‘ Developing Together

Technical assistance from the outside helped initiate and sustain reforms at the network
schools. Since the beginning of the project, the staff of the Urban Youth Initiative of the Center
for Early Adolescence has provided technical assistance tailored to the needs of each school.
The Center's support evolved to meet changing priorities. Originally provided by national staff

who visited each site regular’y technical assistance was supplemented by local consultants

during the 1992-93 school year in Baltimore, Milwaukee, Oakland, and San Diego.

The Center's national staff at Chapel Hill, North Carolina, assists the Louisville schools. The
consultants, former administrators or teachers themselves, help school leadership teams with
planning. developing liaisons with district-level personnel, and facilitating staff retreats. They
have become advisors and confidants to project principals and friendly critics with the staff.
Working as a team themselves, the local consultants and the Center’s national staff link
individual teachers, schools, and districts with outside resources.

The Center emphasizes bringing teachers, principals, and dis‘rict personnel together for
shared professional experiences. This includes organizing various project-related meotings n
each city and annual conferences for teams from all five districts. “This allows them to astablish
a culture of learning from each other,” notes Holly Hatch, director of the Urban Youlth initiativo.

The Principal Connection
Consulting with the principals in the Clark network requires fast work. Don
Rollie of the National Foundation for the Improvement of Education had to
grapple with a revolving door spinning almost out of control: the 12 Clark
schools had 25 principals in five years.

Meeting with the principals twice a year and on call as a sounding board
whenever needed. Rollie constantly rebuilt the culture of the group, just
as he told principals they had to do when they took over a school. “If you
are going to restructure. te transform a school. you need at least a entical
mass of teachers who have the same vision, the same commitment to a
mission,” he explains. “And that starts with the leadership of the principal.”
This 1s very difficult to pull off when the players keep changing.

Rollie 1s unequivocal on one point—principals determine the culture of
a school. Teachers will model the behavior of a principal whom they trust,
one who "walks the walk.” he says. They won't respect one who talks well
but doesn’t act on his or her words. Principals also affect the culture by

providing opportunities for teachers to grow. This kind of leadership takes
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place over time. Roi'ile believes. and Is not for the faint of heart or those
looking for a magic bullet. The principal with real leadership skills will say:
"I can’t crange things in a year. Give me four. But at the end of a year. |
will have some systems In place and notions established and demonstra-
tions that show consistency in my approach.” Few principals in the Clark
network were around long enough to prove Rollie's paint.

Two were promoted to high schoo! principalships, one retired. some
moved back to elementary schools where they were more comfortable.
Others burned out and/or made lateral transfers and disappeared into the
system. often because their talk exceeded their abilities to make changes.
Whatever the reasons. there were too many changes for a small group of
schools, causing one to question the interest of schaol district leadership
In either ceveloping and supporting talent or in maintaining stability for very
troubled schools.

The group of principals that was around in the 1992-93 school year
learned a lot from a job-shadowing project carned out by Rollie and others.
Following the principals from the start of a schoaol day to the end. the study
producea one major finding—most of the principals spent an inordinate
amount of time keeping order and dealing with administrative trivia. These
tasks overshadowed their time for instructional and leadership matters.

Some of the principals had suspected this, but to actually see it charted

in front of them was “powerful.”

67

Consulting with
principals requires
fast work. The

12 Clark schools
had 25 principals

in five years.

King Estates principal Lynn
Dodd juggles her roles as "hail
cop’ and instructional jeduer.




(%)

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eric:

The Clark
principals built
bonds and
friendships-only a

phone cali away.

ollie’s efforts, when he could guide a principal over time, helped

some of them redirect their energies and attention back into
instructional leadership He also started them on efforts to conduct assess-
ments ol programs within their schools, a skill none of the schuul faculties
was good at or had even considered before the Clark mmatwg began. On
site visits. Rollie expanded the assessment training to include teachers.
They learned to use interviews and surveys to evaluate specific programs
such as advisories. Wniting to Learn. or cooperative learning. These do not
replace external assessments. but supplement them, giving principals and
teachers experience at gathering and analyzing data and using them to
make changes.

Like the teachers who learned to break down their 1solation and share
through networks, principals also found their peers to be a critically impor-
tant support. Being a principal can be lonely, especially in schools that do
not get much attention or are demoralized by the grief heaped on them by
their communities.

The Clark principals built bonds and friendships—only a phone call away.
Sometimes their contacts are strictly business, to ask what others think
about a particular resource person or program; sometimes they are to let
off steam at the end of a very stressful day. Veteran principals in the network
become mentors for new ones. Unlike the situation within their districts.
the principals in the Clark network feel they can share ideas and concerns
i a noncompetitive environment. They steal igeas from each other without
guilt

"This 1s the Cadillac of principal training programs.” commented Efrain
Vila, principal of Kosciuszko Middle School in Milwaukee. {In the fall of
1993, Vilabecame the first Hispanic principal of a Milwaukee high school.)
When the principals first began to meet, he recalls, “we were competitive,
talking about 'my school and ‘'my thoughts.” The principals dropped that
mode and became "critical friends, able to tell each other there are other
ways to skin a cat and still be collegial and congemial about nt.”

The principals’ meetings focus on instructional lcadership. downplay-
ing the “hall cop” role. Spending three or four days together away from the

constant interruptions at their schools, principals get to practice the reflec-
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Principals’ Use of Time, 1992-93

Y

“Administrative Matters” include personnel management,
student attendance, school budget issues, and communication
with the central office.

.' : s .
STueT “Student Matters” include discipline, counselling, mentoring,
MATTERS 24 5, and other student activities.

~

“Instructional” includes interactions with individual teachers,
IR ENEIOOLIRPR R groups of teachers, and students regarding teaching and learning;
' ' it also includes staff development.

“Leadership” includes actions by principals to develop and motivate
teachers, share information, and engage in community activities.

LEADERSHIP 209 -

Compiled by the National Foundation for the Improvement of Education

tion they want teachers to develcp. Sheila Koiman of West Baltimore
acknowledges her skills got better because of the network. And that she
acquired some new ones. *| am more sensitive. more focused.” she says.

When the Clark imtiative began. Rollie notes. the principals were all
saying that restructuring would be difficuit and take time, “but they always
say things like that, hoping it will be easy and won't take so long.” What
they found out 1s that the aphorisms are really true. It does take time—and
those schools lucky enough to hive principals with staying power or poten-
tial for leadership achieved more for their students than schools constantty
dealing with turnoverin leadership.

If urban school distiicts are really senous about reforms. then they must
recognize how vary ditficult it s to brning about change, how impossible 1t
1s when school leadership comes and qoes. “These schools are net just
restructuring,” says Roilie: “They have to change their culture.” This s not

ajob for a one-year wonder
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STUDENTS

oung adolescents rely on therr senses a lot. Cognitive experts

would say they tend to be "visual and tactile.” but in plain language

this means they respond mostly to what they see. hear. and touch. The
changes in what they study or how they learn have to be pointed out to
them. but their senses tell them first when things are getting better. Ask a
graduating class from most of the Clark schools about the biggest changes
they've noticed since they enrolled, and you'll hear that the school 1s cleaner,
it's been painted. it's quieter. there s air conditioning. there are new books.
These are important symbols of change to students. But keep asking.
They will begin to talk about their studies being harder. they ha-e to do
more wnting—and. finally. you hear. "We're better writers than we were."

And shyly. they admit they like that.

The Content Thing

Teachers carn articulate what students feel. Teachers know what higher
content really means to their students.

Take the emphasis on writing. In Louisville, the resources provided by
Clark coincided with state assessment mandates based essenfially on
writing skills, even 1in math. The staff development avaiiable to teachers in
the three Louisville schools "was on the cutting edge.” according to Ron
Barber, former principal at Western Middle School. helping the network
schools keep their heads above water In a very demanding assessment
system.

For one group of students at Western, writing and rcading assignments,
turned into personal expariences that the school could never have provided

on its own. Language arts teacher Linda McFadin, attending o summet
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The Clark initiative provided students with:

v/ More exciting, engaging teaching because their teachers learned new skills
and raised their expectations for students.

v Access to high content and critical thinking instruction through a variety of
curriculum-related quality programs offered to schools.

< Specific programs to overcome student failure, such as transition activities
between elementary and middle schools for students considered at risk, or
catch-up groups to promote retained students ta their regular grade.

v Greater personal support because special programs and staff training
helpy # tecachers and administrators see the need for it and how to do it.

v Activities to broaden students’ views of communities and of their life
choices, such as field trips linked to interdisciplinary teaching, career
awareness and job mentoring programs, and community service.

v More recognition and awards for progress on achievement.

The major
accomplishments
included:

v Indications that students were
looking akead to
postsecondary plans. such as
opting to enroll in academic
high schools or wanting to
take algebra.

v/ lmprovement in student
achievement at half of the
schools. either on
standardized tests or with new
types of assessments such as
portfolios.

v More contact for students with

the adults who support them,
both as advisors and as teachers.

v/ Anincrease in critical thinking among students.

v/ Evidence that students were “taking charge" of their education, such as
successful experiences with cooperative learning, portfolio assessments,
and linking school work with future choices.

v/ Improved self-esteem among many students, boosted by greater
accessibility to needed services.

v Iimproved attendance and a decrease in discipline problems among
students in many of the schools.
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Stuagents at Western Middic
scmo6r -n Loussvilie talk
teratore and werniting wath

TLon Nmates

Shakespeare workshop. linked up with a Boocks Behina Bars program,
bringing prisor inmates together with at-nsk students to share hterature
and writing. McFadin's students prepared skits based on Shakespeare,
composed or found poems to share with prisoners, read the same novels
angd discussed them 1n small groups at the prisons. The inmates performed
and wrote. too. Adults who thought they were (literate were memorizing
and speaking lines from Shakespeare: students for whom Shakespeare
had been beyona their reach and interest discovered that the witches’
incantations in Macbeth sounded just like rap.

Both Stacy lhrke as Julietand Rnbert Harris as Romeo, two of McFadin's
volunteers for the program. enjoyed learning unfamiliar words. "They're
hard sometimes.” said Harns. "but | learned to stick with 1it.” Many of the
students already knew someone in pnson: all were famihiar with the circum-
stances that lead to incarceration and made the connection about the
consequences of wrong choices. McFadin sees opportunities to broaden
student skills: a language arts/reading block at Western will provide time
for mare writing, particularly in journals. and she plans to use the Books
Behind Bars program for more writing tasks.

Children’s Express, a national journalism program for students. teaches
interview techniques, synthesis, and writing to create a product shared
with others, At Western, this was a publication for the school. The skills

learned through Children's Fxpross also proved useful to students in the

Books Behind Bars project.

12 B 73




QO

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eric:

The key to writing is

“practice, practice, practice.”
When Katesha Murphy's grandmother
died, she wanted to write about her
feelings. She wanted to tell how much her
grandmother, with whom she had lived oft
and on, had meant to her. It was her
grandmother who “taught me to be myself.
to love everything no matter what shape.
or color, or form.” She bought Katesha
books and paper and pencils. gave her
crossword puzzles to keep her mind busy.
But when her grandmother died. young
Katesha couldn’t put her feelings on
paper. When she left the eighth grade at
Southern Middle School several years
later, she had found her voice. A story she
submitted to the Louisville Courier-
Journal's Young Authors contest, one of
35.000 entries from the area, won first

place in her division.

“Nowhere to Run, Nowhere to Hide"-
her winning story—was a frank and terrifying
description of child abuse, deeply revealing about the relationships of a child to her mother and
her stepfather. Katesha got the idea from watching a television show on molested children, but
her writing showed that even in fiction, she had learned to express feelings. “The best way to do
that.” she says emphatically. "is to put it on paper. Your opmions can't harm anyone.” Talking a
tew days after a near-riot in Loursville following a festival along the river. she thoughtfully
suggested that the anger expressed in the crowd “came from home.” And, she added. “if more
kids could write about therr feelings and not think they are being judged for what they say, things
would be a lot better.”

Katesha entered Southern in the middle of the seventh grade and was surrounded with
incentives to write. Pushed to do a lot of writing in her classes and aided by having a computer to
compose on, she learned "to keep working, to practice, practice, practice.” She spent over a
month working on her winning short story, redoing it when it seemed too viclent, refining it,
making it say what she wanted it to. "Write what you feel,” her mother encourag~d. Katesha's
mother tells her that she will be the one of her four children to go to college.

At home, Katesha enjoys writing on her own. She also helps her liitle sister learn to write and
reads baoks, including those by Maya Angelou and Judy Blume, to get ideas. In 1993 she started
a mystery story about middie school children. Living in a neighborhood overrun with strife, she
describes herself as “a peaceful person” who has found a way to express herself. She wants to
be a teacher—and to write stories for children.
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Initially. MeFadm had her donbts about using such advanced matenal
as Shakespeare with her students Buot na more She tound that students
migit stumble throngh the teadt at tirst, but o they see o purpose and keep
attan expandid world of lanquage opens up far them

At Southern Middle Schoal, also i Lowmsville. Pnincipal Skip Clemons
acknowlndged that some teachers move out of traditional teaching siowly.
gomng back and forth on such ideas as cooperative learming until they get
haoked on the idea. However. enough of his teachers learned to restruc:
ture the writing process. to a point where students were at the center and
taking charge of their learning, that they tipped the schooi toward a writing-
centered one rather quickly. The school's state assessment scores told
them they made the nght decision. Its 1992-93 eighth-grade wriling port-
folio scores reflected higher achievement: the number of porttolios rated
proficient. or the third highest level, nearly doubled; those at the lowest

level decreased considerably.

orrowing ideas from Muirlands teachers in San Diego. Deborah

Pattee and other teachers at Parkman Middle School in Milwaukee
developed a core group using Writing to L.earn. Because students collect,
judge, and reflect on their writing, they see their own improvements. “they
get excited about their own progress,” according to Pattee, a social studies
teacher. In addition to portfolios. her students keep “learning logs.” or daily
reflections about what they have iearned.

Students take charge of learning. In a unit on China. for example. all of
Pattec’s students began with the same 30 points. They were given scoring
guides listing the expectations of the course: arrive on time. follow rules,
do homework, come with supplies. have a positive attitude about learning,
make contributions. These behavioral points. plus the quality of their work.,
deterrmined their final points. with subtractions made for inadequate perfor-
mance. Those who finished at the top won a trip to Chinatown in Chicago.

The writing assignments pile up in Parkman students’ pertfolios. differ-
ent approaches for different audiences. A letter assignment during a unit
on the Holocaust called on them to pretend they were Jewish children in
Germany writing to cousins in the United States. For a science assign-

ment, students pretended they were a parasite explaining their etfect on a
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hosi. Every marking penod. Pattee's students cull through their portfolios.

selecting those they want to keep or improve on. learning how to judge
what 1s good work and what isn't.
After two years. 18teachers at Parkman were involved in WTL. and the

taculty was at a point of deciding 1o adopt it for all students.

A Rignt or a Privilege?

Then there s algobra.

Is it a foreign language for students never exposed to the verbal context
of math. a gatekeeper to college preparatory courses in high school, a
reward for good students. or a necessity for all students? When the Clark
initative began. algebra was barely mentioned outside of classes for the
gitted. However, a combmation of district/state requirements in some
instances and a feeling among schools that algebra embodied the high
content envisioned by the Foundation moved 1t to the top of the list of prior-
ities. In most of the Clark schools. pre-algebra or algebra ex:sts now for all
students.

AtBaltimore's Calverton Middle School, math teacher Patnck Reed was
barely able to put together one class in 1990-91. Two years later. three of
his five seventh-grade classes are pre-algebra. One class that was not
quite ready for algebra at the beginning of the 1992-93 school year started

with a basic skills review. then began algebra at mud-term. "This class did

Yl st Rer e e
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Harold Ramsey, right, at
Parkman Middle School in
Milwaukee. explains that the
Algebra Project heips
students connect the study of
math with the use of it
outsirde school. Maisha
Moses, bejow. Algebra
Project coordirator at King
Estates in Oakland,
recognizes that students
can't change overnight but
adds that “we must give 100
percent all the time of what
Skills we have.”

‘MR, RAMSEY’S CLASSROOM

WITRD,

-~

IF, WANT Yg

the best of the five," Reed says, explain-
ing that it made him rethink how to teach
the subject. .

At Calverton, students guickly felt
the importance of moving into algebra.
Research by Joyce Epstein of Johns
Hopkins found that 1n middle schools
offering algebra, all math instruction, no
matter what level, was held in greater
esteem by students. “Algebra i1s the
most important thing | need to get into
high school,” said Lanette Whitaker. a seventh grader in Beverly Polk's
math class. "You can't pretend you know what you are doing n algebra,”
added Jaconda Harnson. "But nnce you get the hang of it. it gets to be
fun " It's quite a challange tar Samuel Paige. another ciassmate, but he
reabizos "the teachen s asking me o learn to work harder so | can get some-

thing hetter v hfe ™

~1
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Polk believes algebra 1s very good for students’ seif-esteem. When
algebra nas status, the value system among students shifts, ana now seventh
graders at Calverton "are wanting to get in.” Students in Polk’s regular
seventh-grade math classes were allowed to take pre-algebra in the last
six weeks of the school year. "and they were on cloud nine.” she says.

In Cahfornia. new math frameworks and a general restructuning of the
math curriculum helped push network schools i Cakland and San Diego
toward algebra for all students. certainly in Oakland’s junior high schools.
In Baltimore. it will soon be mandated for eighth graders, but both Calverton
anda West Baltimore were ahead of the mandate. a special plus for an urban
school.

In some of the Clark schools. the Aigebra Project led the way. A philos-
ophy. a curnculum. and a value system all wrapped up in one. the Algebra
Project usuaily begins with sixth graders. It uses ordinary experiences. such
as nding a bus or subway. tc get students to think mathematically. First.
they expernience math (going in and out of town on a subway illustrates
negative and positive numbers). then they write about the expenence in
regular language. and finaliy express it algebraically. Before they know it.
they are on the road to college-preparatory math. Designed especially for
disadvantaged students unfamiliar with terms that take tyem from arsth-
metic to higher-order math. the Algebra Project also has a certain mystique
to it~valuable to both teachers and students—because it involves Robert
Moses. a hero of the civil nghts movement. In the carly 1880s. he started
the Algebra Project in Cambridge, Massachusetts. when he saw a need
for new approaches in his own children’s school.

Bearded Harold Ramsey taught math for 17 years bfore he was caught
up In the training and philosophy for the Algebra Project whon it was
presented to Parkman Middle School in Milwaukee. “1 was i vory discl
pline-minded teacher: | lectured; | drilled on skills.” he says  Thad tolearn
to open up, to let students express themselves about what they were
learning. and to reflect on what [ was teaching.” Ramsuy's students fill the
spectiumon interest and ability in math when they anive nchis classroom.
Some have only the basic skills: others are so secure “they feel they can
make an A withaut trying.” The Algebra Project makes math o subject for
wide tangqing discusaions, crical thinking., and wnting. Everyday cxpen:

ences of students hevome cxpressed in math terma. Students at sither

. \ .l’& ,7

“Algebra is the
mostimportant
thing | need to
get into high
school.” savs a

Calverton student,
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Urban students
who have fallen
behind do not need
more of the same
dreary repetition of

basic skills.

end of the ability scale “are growing in skills,” says Ramsey. Moreover,
there is a spillover effect, he observes. as students improve in reading
comprehension and learn to express themselves more logically. Some
students learn for the first time to make connections between studying
math and using 1t outside of school.

The enthusiasm over algebra, or any other subject infused with higher
content and new teacher skills, needs a reality check, however, The statf
development demands are enormous, and in some schools the Algebra
Project is still imited to a single or only a few teachers. Like teachers,
students also don't change overnight. The Algebra Project, tor example,
integrates many characteristics thought to be rewarding and exciting for
young adolescents—working together, having opportunities to discuss ther
iearning. using reallife examples to learn an abstract subject. These instrue-
tional strategies need “to be carried out In an environment whore studenls
want to share 1deas,” observes Maisha Moses. Algebra Project coardina-

tor at King Estates Juniar High School in Oakland.

Critical Thinking Skills, Not Remedial Drills

Another program adopted by severa! Clark schools replaces the drili-and-
kill of remedial classes with those focused on critical thinking. The Higher
Order Thinking Skills project, known as HOTS, was developed by Stan
Pogrow at the Unwversity of Arizona; it assumes that urban students who
have fallen behind do not need more of the same dreary repetition of basic
skills, but, rather, need to make up for their lack of opportunities to learn
how to think and absorb more complex knowledge. In HOTS classes,
teachers guide students through decisionmaking scenarios but do not
“dumb down" the matenal or tell them what to do with it; computer simu-
lations and other activities reinforce tearning.

ldeally, students stay in the HOTS program for two years. receiving daily
infusions of high content learning. reinforced by work on computers. Teachers
must be well trained and receive consistent follow-up support. HOTS
succeeds best where individual teachers become deeply involved in what
HOTS can do tor students.

One such teacher 1s Evie Tong, a long-time special education teacher,
who manages three HOTS classes at Muirlands Middle School in San

Diego. In her opinion, HOTS keeps her students. most of them Barrio Logan
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Warming up Learning

Teachers at Western Middle School in Louisville assessed its HOTS program. using

intorviews with students and teachers as the principal measure. They concluded that 1t

holped gudonts show onginal thinking, werk cooperatively in a group, and persevere on

Livike. Almost 70% of seventh graders, in their second year of HOTS, were quite positive

about haing able to transior to other classes what they discussed or learned in HOTS. Their
antwirn show tho ange of higher-order thinking presented in HOTS:

e compaiog skl that | learned in HOTS helped me in my computer class, because we did
nonin af the rame thung s, ke the "Oregon Trail," writing letters, and writing stories.”

v "Wheno wir talked about stoategies in HOTS, | used it in math... like looking for patterns.”

o e ione ooand Foaghal we hgure out words,”

I canding, wao ded ociipant on whales, and we did the same thing in HOTS. It helped us to
] ther dstnations of words we didn’t know and this helped me to find words in reading.”

v Dunng Kenhim ky Dethy e whinn tho balloon race was coming up, in social studies we were
Lalkimg about the poreso that had navigated the balloon. and | told the class ‘aeronaut’
hotaune we linmed thid i HOTS on the 'Ride the Wind' program.”

7 Clnreading, when L don’t know the meaning of a word, |00k at the context to figure out

the meuming.”

students. interested in coming to school. Before the program began. “there
was no help for these students.” she says.

Tong praises the components of HOTS: allowing students to work
together in small groups: emphasizing hands-on learning: giving students
time to think through problems: valuing all answers: and teaching them
skills, such as notetaking. that are useful in other classes.

Started as a seventh-grade elective, the HOTS program i1s now part of
the sixth-grade elective wheel at Muirlands. with students selected on the
basis of test scores in language. teacher recommeandations. and parental
permission {a parents’ night for HOTS students in 1993 drew 100% partic-
ipation). Research by Tong shows that students who attend HOTS classes
for two years have marked improvement in core subjects. Her students are
now making the honor roll; five inthe 1992-93 schoal year were nominated
as Students of the Month: and the president of the Hispanic Leadership

student councit In 1992-93 was a HOTS student. (Similar results are occur-
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The Higher Order Thinking
Skills Project. known as
HOTS. repiaces “drill-and-

Al remedigl classes with

computer-assisted critical
thinking. To Abe Rocha at
Muiriands in San Diego.
HOTS took the "boring " out of
schoo/ and led him to a real
interest in science

ring in the HOTS classes at Mann Middle School across town. where in
1992-93, 15% of the HOTS students made the honor roil and 83% main-
tained a C or better grade average !

And then there 1s Abe Rocha. Everyone at Muirlands knows Abe-he's
a “helier” says Tong; aringieader for trouble, say many teachers. both exas-
perated and charmed hy Abe's ability to get by, In the past. he would roll
his big brown eyes and hide his intelligence behind fake bravery. But Abe
signed up for HOTS. thinking he would qet to play games on the computer.
He 1s now caught up in what computers can teach him. (His mother finally
bought him his own computer, and his house has become a popular spot
for classmates.)

Without HOTS. says Abc. "school would be boring.” He 1s learning to
take notes n other clisses, the smaller HOTS classes help him settle down.
he has learned to enjoy doing research and he feels less frustrated |

understand me better,” he has decided.
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His core teachers 'sce a rcal difference in him since he startea HOTS "
Muirtands Principal Cassandra Countryman says. But even they gon t know
how far he has come. Admitting that attitude "used to get me in trouble,”
Abe became so absorbed in science lessons about whales that ne has
decided he wants to be a veterinanan Nowin the ninth grade. he enrolled.
voluntarily, at the highly academic La Jolla HFhgh School. which he knows
15 a demanding environment. His wisti, for a whife anyway. 1s "to stay in
HOTS all day.”

Supporting Students

The teachers in the urban schools of the Clark notwonk are not really differ-
ent from teachers in other situations. They are thote to impart knowledge.
to get their students ready for the next stagoe of academic work. Most will
tell you bluntly that their job s not to counsel. This s an understandable
response for traditionally trained teachers. hut in utban schools, it 1y
becoming a highly unproductive attitude.

Like it or not, teachers in inner-city middle schools must learn to remove
barriers; that 1s. they mustaf they truly want their students to achieve. Small
group advisory penods, for example. were begun in many of the schools,
but not without lingering resistance and tension over whether or not teachers
coutd really take on the necessary skills to guide students through discus-
sions on social and personalbissues and help them make positive choices.

For Enn Gacbler. a former science leacher at Iroquois Middle School
n Lowavdle. there s no choice volved in a program called Effective
Parenting Informanion far Childeen (EPIC), she has become a counsclor
and conducts workshops for both students and parents, followsng a curricu-
lum that encourages wise choices in school and out. °| feel like this 1s my
joh.” he stresses. "If [ don't teach to my kids' social needs. | might as well
take thn textbooks and toss them out the window.”

EPIC provides a bonus. Stressing problem-solving and writing, the
curriculum *fits” very well with the performance assessment requirements
of Kentucky's new testing plan. Gaebler shared the tesson ideas~constructed
to be used for just a few minutes or ¢ full class penod—with Iroquois teachers
in all subjects so they knew what was included in EPIC sessions and could
integrate their lessons with them,

Teachers using ERPIC have fower discaplme iefercals and report greater

“If | don't teach
to my kids ' social
needs, ! might

as well lagne he
extbcoxs ina
(0SS them our

the window.'
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Teachers had to
learn to create an
atmosphere “in
which no question
I1s stupid, and

the only wrong
question is the

one not asked.”

self-esleem among students. The curniculum encourages a lot of discus
sion between teachers and students One exercise, for example, involved
students In a discussion of rule making and coincided with a parent workshop
on the same topic, so childran and parents were able to talk together on
the same level.

With stipends from the Clark initiative, teachers in the Baltimore schools
wrote curnicula for werr advisornes, using newspapet chppings, hiterature
passagoes, sludy skills, and discussion guides from counseling resources
for the content. When Baltimore teachers. many of whom had resisted the
wdea ot an advisory. sat down in 1992 to evaluate the impact of the Clark
initiative, they still felt the advisory programs were “"challenging to imple-
ment.” Therr report included a comment that teachers had to learn to create
an atmosphere “in which no question 1s stupid, and the only wrong question
1s the one not asked.” The teachers also admutted, howevar, that students
were expressing themselves in more positive ways and the advisories had

[et students know that when they were in trouble, “they were not alone.”

Reaching Out

In some of the schools. the Clark initiative started discussions about support
outside the school, leading to partne .n 3s that brought real services for
students. In Louisville, the downtown business community provides a job
shadowing expernience for every eighth grader in the three Clark schools.
A career program at Kosciuszko in Mitwaukee started with business involve:
mentin a science class and grew o a total career awareness plan through
out the three grades, involving community service, job shadowing, and
mentoring by businesspeople.

Two schools. in different parts of the country. reached to the past for
inspiration and support for students. At a special ceremony honoring a
former principal, Parkman Middle School in Milwaukee found spontaneous
support from former graduates. Alumni from the 1260s through the 1980s
told current students about the school as they knew 1it; they descnbed
academic teams, drll squads. and extensiwve parent involvement. At
Calverton Middle School in Baltimore, alumni attendec: a Carecer Week for
students, speaking about iife after middie school and how they had shaped
thewr careers.

in both mstances. the alumni began to organize tormally in order to




I

provide contimnwing support for current students. The contrasts were
dramanc-successful African-American adults speaking to young people
who rarely saw such success around them. For schools struggling to provide
the minimum and find a spint, there were memories of a time when the
schools-then. as now. predominantly African-American—were full of activ-
ties and spint and a commitment to further education. There were lessons

tor all.

Learning to Live with Success
In httle ways, students 1n these very poor schools have a hard time with
success. It 1s not something they know or know how to deal with. Linda

McFadin's Shakespeare troupe at Louisville’s Western Middle School

scrambled to fill a lead role because the student chosen for it withdrew,

v( oo
,’- .A N

not understanding the honor. As they began to emerge from a dull curricu-
lum, more and more students throughout the Clark schools posted academic
awards. but ofter parents~and on occasion the studernts themselves—
falled to attend award ceremonies, unaware of the importance of what was
happening.

“There 1s something 'n the students that sometimes they aren't able to
see themselves.” s.ays Mary Galinowski. an extraordinary art teacher at
Kosciuszko Middle School in Milwaukee. Her students consistently win

awards for ther art. Among the recent winners was Awilda Hernandez, a
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Comouter technoloqgy is the
key to the future for midale
school students. Librarian
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Kosciuszko Middle School
student Awilda Hernandez
won first place awards 1n
Milwaukee and Wisconsin
conlests. She's not convinced
ol ner talent, but praises her
teacher "who encourages you

ncttogive up.”

shy 14-year-old who does not beiieve she has talent, although the proof s
otherwise all around her. In one year, she won first place awards in both
city and state contests. | don't think 1am good atit.” she says. after some
prodding. She just knows she enjoys trying out different media and has a
teacher "whao encourages you to not give up. | may not want to finish some-
thing. but she says 1t 1s good and to keep going.”

Awilda did not attend one ceremony where she was the star, and
Galinowski believes Awilda and her family “need many more opporiunities
than suburban kids to make connections to the world.” They have not had
recognition before, and they don’t understand it. she says.

A group of students at Western Middle School used recognition to
overcome an insult that might have done them in. Science teacher Sandy
Mayer. working with a team of volunteer tcachers. shaped an Odyssey of
the Mind tecam at Western, giving a few students an opportunity to compete
with other schools on creativity. Students throughout the country particr
pating in the Odysscy of the Mind are given the sama project to do-for

cxample, they must solve a problem and wiite & play around it using certain
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words. Competitions include the given project. as well as an improvised
one for the school icams. Meeting every day atter school to practice. the
Western team flopped its first year: by the second year it came in second
in regional competition and fourth in the state. In the third year, Western
won the regional. beating a team from the “other side of town."” whose
members complained that they had been beaten "by those dumb kids from
Western.”

Maycr and her team took this remark almost as a mantra. They laughed
about 1it. they sneered at 1it. and they went on undaunted, because they
knew they were good. "We have to act our best when we compete.” one
student cemarked, “because we are not expected to.” In 1892-93, the
Western team—from the most poverty-ndden middle school in Louisville.
those “dumb kids"=placed first in the state in the long-range problem
competition,

Standing in her classroom transformed by students into a rain forest-
including a waterfall and a map showing the piece of the South American
rain forest they "bought” with their donations—Nayer comments that every
year of teaching at Western "i1s like ten years’ experence anywhere else.”
She i1s convinced that “our children can do everything; we just have to stop

being a hindrance. let go. and allow them to learn.”

he Clark emphasis on support coincided with new state funding in
Kentucky for youth services centers in schools highly mpacted by
poverty. All three of the Louisville network schoois qualified to open such
centers. which are now providing student and family counseling.

At Roosevelt Junior High School in Qakland. a counselor has shaped a
youth scervices center that 1s an oasts in a drab buillding overcome by the
prublems of a very large, very diverse, very poor student body. The carpeted.
air-conditioned. pleasantly furnished center provides indiv.dual and group
counseling as well as therapy sessions for students. Counselor Peter
Langhoff. who designed the center. 1s working on his ¢chnical license in
psychology. as arc two other counselors at Roosevelt. With such creden-
trals, they can provide needed services on site. "l am seeing kids 1in a whole

different way.” he says. noting that his training helps him deal directly with

the problems that trip up Roosevelt students—racial stnfe. lack of support
45
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Scrence students at Western
Middle School 1n Louisville
transformed Sandy Mayer's
class inta a rain farest that

mcluded a waterfall

from families, and “a crying need for personal attention." Langhoff enlisted

Carbodian- and Japanese-speaking counselors and arranged for more
than $25.000 worth of pro bono services for Ronsevelt students through
his vanous contacts. The center office is overflowing with young people
who have finally found adults who listen.

in every Clark school. some support project for students 1s underway,
spontaneously or In respunse to offers from the community. Several schools
have resurrected sports teams—at Calverton, students must attend Saturday
academic classes to participate. Western Middle School has community
support for a college scholarship program for students selecting the acad-
emically ngorous Western High School. Before this, no students picked
Western High: in the first year of the program. at least 14 signed up. At
Murrlands. student government was energized and integrated.

The middle schools in Baltimore and Milwaukee are using peer media-
tion to help students deal with anger. Geraldine Morbeck. the peer mediator
coordinator at Parkman Middle School in Milwaukee. says teachers used
to tell ctudents who were arguing to "go talk it out somewhere.” And the

“talk” would often turninto fights. Now the studonts go to the peer medi-
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Peer mediation
coordinator
Geraldine Morbeck
in Milwaukee notes
thart referrals to the
principal are down,
and she often hears
students intetrrupt
an argument,
saying “You should

go to mediation!”

ation center, covered all day by a teacher or administrator with 40 trained
student mediators on call. If the students agree to medsation, two of therr
peers hear out the problems using a specific format and help them come
to an agreement. An adult remains in the hall, ready for any 1ssues the med:
ators cannot handle.

Referrals to the principal are way down. according to Morbeck. and she
frequently hears students interrupt an argument, saying "You should go to
mediation'” After seven years at Parkman. Morbeck stili cannot accept the
reality that “these kids choose to hurt themselves.” Peer mediation does
not solve problems created by the values they learn outside of school. she
believes. but letting the students know mediation "is a school life-style”

gives them an alternative to think about.

The Bottom Line

Do all of these efforts—challenging students with high content. giving them
more control over their learning. supporting their needs. finding adults to
guide tnem-prepare them better for options in high school? After all, it1s
the capacity to be good students when they leave tive middie grades that
1s the most important measure of the Clark intervention.

There 1s some hard evidence—and a lot of anecdotal evidence~that
students in the Clark schools are beginning to smell success. Where cumu-
lative school district data are available, especially in Lousville and San
Diego. students in the Clark schools are showing academic improvement.
some of it very dramatic. The Barrio students attending Muirlands Middle
School. for example. were below district averages for Hispanic students
in all academic subjects betore the Clark mitiative began: they are now
above the average in all academic subjects. The writing scores of students
at Mann improved while the overall district average dechned. Louisviile's
students mmade considerable improvement on the state performance and
portfolio assessments. Johns Hepkins University research indicates Baltimore
students participating in Student Team Reading and Student Team Writing

outperform control group classes on standardized tests.
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n many schools. absenteeism and discipline

referrals are down, as are retentions from grade
to grade. Students are requesting more high-
acadrmic. college-prep classes. Yet. 1t is not all
good news. Academic indicators have dropped in
some schools in the network, usually those with
higher absentee rates. They also are lower in those districts where account-
<bility to produce results in the schools got lost somewhere in the bureau-
cracies. Advisory committees. or district haisons, or annual plans do not
guarantee results. Persistent pressure. aided by useful data and technical
help directed atimproving teachers™ expectations and skilis, are the ways
districts bring about better student outcomes.

None of the 12 schools 1s satisfied with the learning gap that stll exists
hetween ther students and the district averages. although both San Diego
schools are close to or above the average in their district. Ron Barber.,
Waestern's tormer principal. said at the end of four years that he saw “kids
with their eyes up. their shoulders back. with more purpose. and. | hope.
with a better sense of what they want to do with their hives.” But that's not
enough, ha admits. Even though the schools have come a long way. “the

mountain we have to climb 1s very steep.”

-Cuisviie € Lludents maae
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1ate periormygnee 1nd
oruehio assessment,
Hands-on leainnyg, ke s on
Prener S math criss Jf
lroquors. L beginning to

make d ditference




FAMILIES/
PARENTS

Urban middle schools want parent
ivvolvement, desperately.
Few schools know how to get it.

here is frustration on all sides. People in the schools believe if they

could just establish some rapport with their families, school values
might rub off, and in many places they also might begin to ease some of
the pain and anger students bring to school that prevents them from focusing
on their education. “Attendance and parents go together,” says a disillu-
sioned Skip Clemons. principal of Southern Middle School in Louisville.
He 1s empathetic to parents: “Some are working more than one job; lots
are disaffected with schcols because of their own experience as students.”
But he's also impatient: "We've tried every way to get them to see how
important it 1s for thew kids to attend; but parents think they did okay without
doing well in school, and that affects their kids' attitudes.”

Many parents, on the other hand, don't believe teachers and adminis-

trators are listening to them. Parents in a computer class at Parkman Middle
School in Milwaukee started a new =tter. partly to communicate to other
parents about school affairs, but also to coach the staff about parent
concerns. Certainly, schools with high percentages of limited-English
speaking families require nontraditional communications strategte:. English-

only newsletters won't do. but sustained personal contacts by schoot repre-

sentatives who speak the same language might. Even when the language
1s clear, however, the perceptions sometimes are not. One principal feels
many of her parents “are amess”; a parent coordinator at the same school
believes many, also. are "loo shy to participate; they have no confidence

in themselves.”
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The Glark initiative provided support in four of the five
communities for outside groups to improve parent
involvement in the schools. Their activities included:

v Multicultural collaboration for parent training, guided by a professional staff.

v Homework as a bridge to parent involvement.

v/ Parent advocates for the schools.

v A curriculum-based approach for students and parents to stimulate greater parent
involvement.

The major accomplishments included:
v Special efforts to reach parents where there had been little, or very traditional, outreach

before.
v Greater numbers of parents in the schools, as participants in ceremonies or as volunteers.
v More opportunities for parents to learn new skills themselves.
v Establishment of parent centers.

If schools don't give parents a picture of what is going on, “parents will
take the side of their children.” says a Baltimore parent volunteer. in trying
to explain why parents get angry at schools. Parents felt as alienated as
the students in Milwaukee's Parkman Middle School. because the school
did not visibly acknowledge i1ts 98 percent minonty population. A new art
teacher and new principal introduced more cultural sensitivity through
exhibits. library purchases. and curriculum changes that were as useful for
the staff. which i1s two-thirds white. as for students. The parent coordina-
tor. Shirley Owens, organized a gathering of alumni. also mostly minority,
who came and showed “such love for this school.” she says. "The teachers
saw a different group of adults. for the first time.”

Misunderstandings can even occur about homework. if parents and
teachers do not communicate. Teachers consider homework an extension
of school. but. as Cheryl DeMarsh. principal at Louisville’s Iroquots Middle
School points out. few students or parents in low-income families view
home as a place for education. Researchers in Baltimore: discovered some
parents considered homework as punichment for students who don't

complete their work in school.

a9 "

Q

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eric:




Ui

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eric:

Carmen Sandoval, left,
organized the first-ever
parent center at Mann

Middle School in San
Diego. “I'll do anything.”
she says. “to help every
parent help therr child. "

Never Say Never

There are some principals in the Clark network of schools who are close

to giving up on parents. The best action we can take. they say, “i1s to grow
our own parents,” to make sure the students in their schools have the skills
and attitudes to break away from family patterns of apathy, abuse, and
disdain for education,

Others are not as pessimistic, looking to the slow growth of parent voiun-
teers and posttive parent interactions as hopeful signs. "We must have
parents in the flow,” says DeMarsh. "If we give up. we will be in more
trouble.”

Considering all the chalienges at Mann Middle School in San Diego-
more than 30 languages spoken by students, severe overcrowding-increas-
ing parent involvement might have been one problem to put on the back
burner. It wasn't. and as a result, this amazingly diverse and very large
school “has become parent friendly.” according to principal Julie Elliott.
Shucking the traditional. mimimal-involvement PTA/open house model, the
formal parent association took deliberate steps to be mare inclusive of its
diverse families. Parents participate on the school's steenng commuttec
and on some standing committees: and a parent center draws parents in

for a variely of reasons. despite the mix of languages and cullures,
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“I'LL DO ANYTHING....."

Armed with her own coffee pot and a borrowed refrigerator, Carmen Sandoval set
up business. She turned what had been a career room at Mann Middle School
into a lively parent center that serves as a bridge for parents and teachers.

When Sandoval was helping with school registration a few years ago, she
noticed that "parents were very shy.” A school volunteer for almost 20 years, she
knows how important it is for parents 1o find out how they can help their children.
She became involved, because “] wanted all my children to fearn to read, write,
and to graduate from school,” a determination that served her well as the
organizer of the first-ever parent center for Mann.

“All ethnic groups are retuctant to get involved with schools,” Sandoval
believes. Before the center opened, “they had nc one here to communicate with
them regularly—and they did not know they had a right to be here."” After all, she
says emphatically, "it is their school. Parents make the community.”

1t is not easy to entice parents from so many cultures into Mann, but Sandoval
gives them lots of choices. A large job board across one wall lists the description
of work to be done by volunteers~accompany a field trip, work in the library,
translate. Sandc .4l finds someone for every request. Teachers and counselors
also drop in to have parent notices translated into the home language. Community
aides in the center speak the five major languages in the school; the center tries
to find emergency translators for the others.

English classes taught by a community college instructor are offered three
times a week; child care is provided. Under a community program, between 40
and 60 families each month receive a large box of groceries for only $13 plus two
hours of volunteer work in the school. The June Burnett Parent Institute, with
funding from the Clark initiative, established a coalition of ethnic groups called
the Home-School Partnership, which offers parenting classes at Mann every
week. The Chicano Federation, a participant in the partnership, held parenting
graduation at San Diego State University, giving parents an opportunity to visit a
college campus while they were being honored. Sandoval and five parents from
Mann have participated in advanced training offered by the partnership, learning,
for example, where to refer parents in need of other services in the city.

At monthly parent meetings, Sandoval brings in community resources, such as
the police to talk about gangs and drugs. At one meeting, she reports, about 50
parents, businesspeople, and educators mapped plans “to take the parks and the
streets back from gangs, drugs, and prostitutes.”

Standing under a long sign on a bulletin board that says "Parents Make a
Difference” in seven languages, this never-still, parent-iurned-organizer tells about
plans for an international potiuck dinner for parents, describes the Tostado Bar
parents put on for teachers, praises a grandmother who 1s al the scheool every day
at 7 a.m., and wonders how to get money from the community to buy award
certificates to give to key volunteers.

“I'l do anything," Sandoval says, "to help evary parent help their child.”

-
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Hitching on to Homework

In the two Baitimore schools, both with high enrollments of Afnican-American
students, an ambitious program is reaching parents. And despite research
that shows teachers in such schools doubt the ability of parents to help
on content, the program is all about content. Teachers also are learning
they can develop ideas that catck the interest of parents.

The program is called Teachers Involve Parents in Schoolwork or TIPS,
an outgrowth of the schools’ connection to researchers at The Johns
Hopkins University. For several years, Joyce Epstein of Johns Hopkins had
been noting the positive effect on students’ reading abilities when parents
conducted activities at home. Working during the summers, Epstemn and
the teachers devcloped homework activities in language arts and
science/health for grades 6-8; math assignments are next on ‘the list.
Students and families do oral history, conduct kitchen experiments, discuss
healthy choices. So far, 240 specific assignments are available. A retired
school principal. Vivian Jackson, keeps up the momentum during the schoal

year, visiting teachers and helping collect research data on the effect of

Teachers wno nvoh -
parents begin to see
them as aliies in
Baltimore. Elaine
Cates and hier
grandson Ronald
Mundell work on
homework together.
part of a program
called TIPS




Learning Together

Young Ronald Mundell, a sixth grader at Calverton Middle School in Baltimore used to rush

through his homework; he didn't talk to anyone in the family about it. Now his watchful

grandmother, Elaine Cates, not only slows him down, but also becomes a part of the process.
Together, they study proper and common nouns. She helped him make puppets for a

classroom project to dramatize commercials written by the students. They wrote their obit-

uaries together, and they designed a poster about drug abuse. But it was during Black

History Month that grandmother and grandson really got to know each other better. *He

interviewed me about different African-American role models, and that started us talking

about a lot of things,” she says.

Fridays have become family nights in the household, an apartment just a block from the
school. Ronald and his grandmother, sometimes with other family members, read boaks
and poems. For the grandmother, this is a way to make up for the age difference. "Yau geot
out of touch,” she says, “unless you know what they are reading about.” She finds the TIPS
assignments challenging and is pleased for her grandson that learning doesn't stop after

school.
As for Ronald, *I like the homework, but it takes too much time.”
“That,” says his grandmother emphatically, "is because we are taking time.”

the assignments on homework patterns. parent contacts. and student
achievement.

A large percentage of families and teachers “have changed their patterns
of communication about homework from previous years,” according to a
report by Epstein and other Johns Hopkins researchers. Parents are more
aware of what 1s going on at school and believe the teachers who ask them
to help are better teachers For their part, teachers who regularly invoive
families “begin to see more parents as allies.” Students using TIPS turnn
more homework than others, and they are more willing to talk about school
work at home. Because of the realities in some students’ homes. the assign-
ments can be done with any adult, even a neighbor. "We had kids doing
the work alone and signing off on 1it.” says tormer Calverton principal Frances

Ellington. "What's important s that they interact with an adult.”
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Tina Quiles,
bilingual director
at Kosciuszko

in Milwaukee,
ropes parents into
chaperoning field
trips in order to
expand their

horizons, too.

IPS isn't for every school. The Louisville schools, for example,

decided against using it because too many of their parents work
night shifts. In Baltimore. however. the TIPS assignments have been [oaded
into a curriculum resource bank available to all teachers in the system
through their own desk computers. According to Epstein, TIPS not only
helps teachers make contact with homes, but also "puts kids in contact
with their parents.” Her research shows that the shared homework expe-
riences have changed relationships at home for 50 percent of the students
participating. Likewise, 50 percent of the parents who did not know what

the schools were doing previously now say they do

In Little Ways.....

Most of the Clark parent initiatives are less structured than TIPS, But the
schools will try almost anything. Sometimes, pure advocacy is the answer
Tina Quiles, bilingual director at Kosciuszko Middie School. the hilingua*
magnet middle school for Milwaukee, pushas her paronts to get mvolved
and to stand up for their children. For example. Quiles helps patents msist
their children remain in bilingual classes until they are ready to e mam
streamed; and she designs the bilingual pragram around the litetature and
math curricula that students will encounter in reqular clasoen not on inw
level language drills. So she reasons with parents that the Inlinguol proqeam
sets high standards for its students. She ropes parents into chapetanmg
field trips 1in order to expand their horizons, too They tell her that then
children "are not the only ones who have not seen the winld ™ The clore
ness with families partly explains why student. i the § nglich oo Hecang
Language program at "Kozy" have lower abtentee rateo than the ot
students and have shown, on averaqge, Mote acddenne pagrro..

Aiding the parent thrust at Kozy 1s Dainy Cubivan eaege e orgaimen
under Milwaukee’s Empowerment Pragram funded by Chub thommh e
Greater Milwaukee Education Trust Qwvet four years Cabuae e tungtes thd
she, her colleague Shirley Owens at Parkman Mutdle o liand amd et
volunteers have knocked on doars of studente. honer amd invited the
selves in more than 2,450 times. This s a becr Teap from 1989 whon then

were no home visits. The increase in attendance at parent et anid
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c~ecial events 1s also impressive. though it still represents only a small
minonty of parents.

Cubuas 1s quick to say the reat importance of the Empowerment Program
1s its development of advocacy leadership among parents. “We support
the parent agenda,” she says. In a report to the Trust. Cubias and Owens
noted that parents were tired of being asked to "get involved,” only ta find
out that involvement meant baking cookies. What parents wanted. said the
coordinators, was empowerment, and that's what Cubias and Owens have
given them. The long-term goal of empowerment s to help parents become
a strong force in improving their children's achievement. First. howaver.
Cubias and Owens realized parents needed skills and self-confidence.

Parents wrnte and produce newsletters in their own computer classes.

Daisy Cubias. the parent
organizer at Kosciuszko.
estimates thatin four

years. she, her Parkman
counterpart. and their parent
volunteers have hnocked on
more than 2,450 doors and
mnviled themselves nto
students homes.

working on articles that focus on acadenuc and sociil suppaorts lor students.
Volunteer time puts them in contact with students durning school hours and
with other parents not yot nvolved

Linda Woods, a parent volunteer at Patkiman helped with oadaigs and

called families when students weie absent ormestings were planned. 3nth
Clark schools in Milwaukee started a contrac (U proniant m whne b ntodengs,
parents, and teachers agree to certan godls, o lnduig honeevsodk O ol

1]

Ha




ESKOL‘X@V \(\ Cnn“t(_’;‘{n HEET (/\'j-('( CC‘('Q‘ -
| . -bu‘)+0‘f\
- Lheal
s Loy

~

- fﬁJ“.
colcetines
G ol s de |

Al hascruszko. parer:ts Woods' assignments was to call parents when homework assignments
s el as students, goe

were missing. Most of her work—1.,000 volunteer hours in one year—was
o spent going door to dooi In her neighborhood, talking to parents. “Parents
really want to help therr children,” she says. "but they are afraid they don't
know how. | could tell them: 'I'm a parent just like you. and this 1s how | got
involved.'" Hired as a securnty guard at Parkman in 1992, Woods credits
Owens with “helping me to find my voice in the school.” Now. she points
out. “Owens asks me to please be quiet'”

The coordinators help parents learn how to help their chi'dren make
informed choices for high school. a factor that contributes to the increase
in the number of students selecting more challenging magnet high schools.
Parents also now participate in school planning. In the summer of 1993,

the two coordinators organized a city-wide Parent Educator Institute. a

week-long workshop to train othe 3 on the strategies they have used at the
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Clark schools. Parent empowerment was spreading.

Effective Parenting Information for Children (EPIC) 1s a nationally devel-
oped program aimed at improving students’ self-esteem through an adwvisory-
type curnculum and parents’ self-esteem through workshops. This was the
parent involvement program selected in Loursvilie and proved to be very
otfective for classroom discussions and in enabling children and parents
to talk things over. Western Middle School also reached out to parents
through an awards program based on their children's nominations. The

Most parents want
monthly Falcon Awards, honoring parents with flowers. lunch, and speeches.

have drawn out a difficult parent group—generations of Appalachian parents their children to
matooned in the poverty-stricken Portland section of Louisville. The grand- be successful and
parents of today's students attended Western—and dropped out as soon happy. Schools
as they could. Wooing these families back is difficult. but from only a tew
tamily members attending the awards programs at first. the school can now vant the same ror
oxpect as many as 50 to show up. their students.
Principal Ron Barber was frustrated during his four years at Western )
because he saw so many angry children in the school. Parents settle therr These ships
problems by violence. Barber explained. They did not understand whythe  passing in the night
school insisted on disciplining students who did the same in school. Just must find ways of
days before he retired, he broke up an after-school fight that roamed through
the neighborhood. with parents on the sidelines egging their children to Communicaﬁng with
fight. At lcast at Western, he said. the youth services center and awards each other.
far positive attitudes were trying to give parents an aiternative type of
invaivement.

Except for those who are extremely troubled. parents want their children
to be successful and happy. Schools want the same for their students.
Somehow, these ships passing in the night must find ways of communi-
cating with each other./QOnsmiermg the mistrust and/or cultural differences
between schools and families, it is the school that must signal first: "We
want you here. We want you involved with us and with your child’s educa-

tion. We have resources to help you.”
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THE SYSTEM

rban school systems can “talk the talk.” They are good at writing
proposals and preparing quarterly reports. Their superintendents
are accessible to funders. They are all for reform across the system.

But can they really walk down that path?

More than words are needed to get them moving, and the push must
come from a combination of events and forces that forge both bottom up
and top down efforts. No single irfluence can move urban school systems
to change.

When the five urban districts accepted the challenge from the Clark
initiative to support fundamental change in a few schools, they also agreed
to use the project as leverage for change across the system. None had
tried systemic change in ine middle grades. And thr:y were clearly breaking
new ground. for no other urban school system had done it either. In the
1970s. some urban systems adopted the middle-schoo! philosophy. but
leadership and funding had dissipated over the years. Little was left of
this effort.

For some of the districts. follow-through on the promise to create systemic
change proved to be uncomfortable. extremely difficult, and at the end of
four years. hardly visible, although none is as negligent of systemic change
as whon the Clark initiative began. In the districts that met the challenge.
however, more than the middle schoots benefitted. Louisville and San Diego
proved that urban school systems, those maligned bureaucracies, could
overcome their image and move reform out of is~.lated pockets, influenc-
ing overail policy and practices across the system. It was never easy. School
systems needed the energy. skill, and commitment of teachers ready to
share their expertise. They also needed their own district-wide plan for

reform.
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The Clark initiative:

v/ Affirmed the importance of systemic change by channeling funding through th2 central
office rather than directly to schools.

v Encouraged districts to develop an overall vision for middle grades reform by requiring
follow-up plans at each stage of grant renewal.

v Included district central office officials in national meetings and networking activities.

v/ Insisted on a coordinator within the central office organization to be the liaison to the
middle-level schools in the project.

/ Required districts to develop a data base that monitored progress in the schools.

The major accomplishments included:

v/ A roll-out of ideas from the project schools to other middle schools in the district in some of

the cities.

v A more informed knowledge base about urban schoo! change that helped shape districts’
long-range plans for middle schools.

v/ A specific planning process for middie grades reform in the districts’ long-range plans.
giving these grades the specific attention they need.

if school district leadership endorses the idea of systemic change so
willingly, why 1s it so hard to pull oft?

Undoubtedly, the financial stranglehold on urban systems creates turmolil.
Milwaukee was forced to cut $137 mullion from their budget requests over
athree-year period. and taxpayers also denied the district’s bond issue to
upgrade facihties and institute some reforms. San Diego had to cut its
adupted budget by $47 millon over a two-year period because of the state’s
frscal ey

Caontinmty ot leadership in urban systems 1s a problem. “School boards
do not value stability,” consultant Don Rollie notes. as the principals he
works with rush through the revolving door. This environment pervades
central offices, where people are shifted around continuously, sometimes
an adjustments to budget cuts, but more often because the offices are
constantly beng reorganized to suit a new superintendent's plan or to force
an old plan to work.

Cnhicized for not supporting continuity in schools. central offices tend

to blame teacher unions, saying tenure and senionty destabilize faculties.

” .
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No singte infiuence can move
urban sCnoo! systems Lo
change the way youngsters
like these West Baltimore
students (earn. Reform mus:
come from a combinatior

of events and forces that
forge both bottom up anc
top down efforts

However, the lack of investment in ieadership for schools—selecting and

training future principals—~is a fault that can only be laid at the central office
door.

In large school systems. central offices and schools develop separate
cultures. The prionity of many central offices. according to Rollie, “is to
ameliorate the pohtical structure downtown. to deal with the business
community and other power structures.” Providing instructional leadership
for the schools gets lost because officials in the central office view schools
as existing ta support them, not the other way around. "You don't under-
stand our problems” 15 a frequent complaint of district leaders. Rollie
believes there are too many layers ot bureaucracy between top decision:
makets and those at the school bullding level. He notes, as a contrast. that
Donald Ingworson. supenntendent in Loursvilie until the summer of 1993,
elimimated all middle layers and made principals directly accountabie to
hum Thes s one of the reasons credited for Louwsville's success as an urban
ditnct duning Ingwerson's leadership.

The Clark mitiative also found that a program-centerid mentality 15 o
petvasive at the district level as it is within schools Adept ot secaning fund.
through dovelopment offices and other resources. urban centoal ofhice:
hiolieve they have done therr work once the check arnves, agrecing to supier

foal advisory and monitoring functions. but not inchned to pay imore than
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minimal attention. Each initiative an urban district coaxes into the school
system is treated separately. even though one person may be put in charge
of all of them. San Diego 1s an exception. With a limited business commu-
nity to rely upon for support (much of San Diego’s economy 1s government-
related), the district leadership decided they needed outside support to
supplement their efforts—through foundations, federal grants. and others.
Officials then organized to make sure these fit into the school district’'s
overall goals, creating a management structure that directly links each

program with the central office.

The Bottom-Up Strategy

Some observers of the school reform movement in this country question
whether teachers. trained mostly to teach white middle-class students with
content that 1s not particularly engaging. can measure up.

The Clark imitiative tapped into talent and initiative among many teachers.
They are the ones who carried the message of successful changes in
practice into their own districts and beyond. Almost every principal in the
Clark network welcomed the opportunities for teachers to learn from others
and then to present their stories at distnict and national meetings. These
were new opportunities for teachers. usually 1solated in urban schools
where staff developn.2nt had been organized by outsiders, with httle follow-
up.

At the same time teachers had new stornes tc tell. the National Middle
Schools Association opened up its meetings to more urban presentations.
From almost no attention to urban education (NMSA's origins arose from
university researchers and suburban schools). the annual meetings of NMSA
now include dozens of urban presentations. many of them part of the Clark
network,

Teachers fertilizing the ground for change are most evident at home.
hkowever. The process evolved. starting with teacher visits to other schools
or summer institutes where staff development programs led to sharing
ideas. When there was a particular focus for the summer institute~suc.h
as interdisciplinary team planning in San Diego-middie school teachers
from beyond the Clark schools participated. A few individual teachers

among the 12 schools ran far with staff development. becoming consul
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When sohaols become

hrotesaonat communilier
afdearners they elimunate
Catatee mpovation The
tortrge teacher voaliing

ahrear bhom traditiona’
Dractice cant becaonie the
norm Gail Dommers at
Muirtands (second from
right) takes her Enghish
class outdoors

tants 10 other schools or districts. True. this can create jealousy within a
school faculty. but the opportunity to take advantage of the resources was
available to all.

At the end of four years. teachers from the Clark schools had stepped
out as city-wide leaders. Teachers in the two Baltimore schools held a staft
development day for each other and wrote a report of what had been learned
from participation in the Clark
project. With the help of the
Center for Early Adolescence,
teachers in several districts began
plannming reports to pull together
the best-practice ideas they found
most useful for distribution
district-wide.

Almost serendipitously, central
office leaders in some of the cities
recognized this homegrown lead-
ership as a promising strategy
for systemic change. Research
shows that when schools become
"professional communities of learners.” they can introduce and sustain
change and end the 1solation of the “lone ranger™ teacher willing to break
from traditional practice. In San Diego. Louisville. and to some extent,
Milwaukee. this understanding developed at the district level. “Colleague
to colleague 1s the best catalyst for discussing ideas and getting inspired.”
Thomas Payzant said just before he left the superintendency of San Diego
to join the Clinton Administration. In Louisville. the central office is support-
ing networks of teachers ready to organize around particular [deas—the
Socratic Seminar, science and math alliances. writing across the curricu-
lum. Robert Jasna. Milwaukee's deputy superintendent in charge of the
Clark ininiative, echoes the same idea. Teachers who nave learned from
such programs as cooperative grouping and advisories "do not see therr
experniences as limited to their school. They taik about what they can do
system-wide.” he says.

San Diego has institutionalized this idea.
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Listening to Qurselves

Like alt of the Clark schools, those in San Diego concentrated their funding on
staff development. First, they did their own for the two project schools; then they
began sharing it in summer institutes. To roll out the ideas, the school district
sponsored an unusual staff development activity in 1992—-an “un-conference"~a
day set aside for teachers to visit other classrooms across the city, with
substitutes paid by the Clark initiative. Each school, as a follow-up, gave every
participating teacher a matching release day to work on the ideas they observed.

While this event was successt- 1. it also was expensive (substitutes cost the
district $100 a day). Almost immedsately after the un-conference, the central
office staff began lobhying middle schoot principals to set aside one of their
regular four staff development days for a district-wide, middle-level conference in
1993.

“Educators hike to listen to each other" rather than outside experts. points out
Cat Xander, liaison from the central office to the two Clark schools. Building on
this idea, the planning committee for the 1993 conference involved. at some level,
representatives from each of the 22 middle schools in the district. It decided on
certain goals for the conference:

v to demonstrate capacity for teachers to create systemic change;

v to provide tima 1o share ideas and planning time to implement them; and
v to show teaching strategies that are activity-based and address student
diveruity

Staying awiy from tno much reliance on outside gurus as speakers, the
planners scheduled only two major speeches and even then, participants could
choose a break out session instead. The group filled the day with presentations by
teachers and pnnaipals from San Diego schools. “The ideas had to stress active
fearming, be exemplary. and provide a framework for restructuring,” says Xander,
explinming that the district has develaped general objectives for restructuring that
set high expectations for all students. It wanted no excuses for low performance
because of the growing language-minonty population, which increased from
2,000 to over 5.000 in the middie schools alone between 1989 and 1992,

The March 1993 conference succeeded far beyond anyone's expectations.
More than 90 presentations filled the day, accompanied by a barbecue, stress
management exercises, and dragon dancers from one of the schools. Teachers
and administrators who had moved around tn the middle grades re-contacted their
peers. "It was great to network, hug, and fill cur cups,” wrote one teacher,
illustrative of the overwhelming endorsement of this use of a statf development
day. Within days, teachers were touring other schools. talking about setting up
networks, applying to implement programs they had lcarned about at the
conferance.

The district, says Xander, had pulled oft a successful, renewing experience for
1,300 educators—for less than $6,000.
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For Howard Hardin. the
aistrict harson in Louwisviiic
the Clark project confirmed
that ‘vou can't change
things by just saying
‘change ' It takes new skills
and staff develonment for
teachers to mahe o

difterence

Juggling from the Top Down

Qver the past four years, all five of the urban school systems in the Clark
initiative moved toward defining the need and sometimes a plan for district
wide, middle-grades reform. Foundation officials pushed and puiled on thi,
one, but in most instances, the Foundation had help: state framaework< and
new assessments in California; new assessments and goals set by the
Maryland State Department of Education; and the wefl-known Kentucky
Education Reform Act (KERA), one of the most significant change agent:,
in the country today.

The K-12 standards proposed by Milwaukee Superintendent Howard
Fulier and adorpted district-wide set parameters for middle schools. In
Baltimore. several years of floundering at the central office began to stab-
lize with new leadership under Superintendent Walter Amprey and a plan

for a Baltimore City Institute for

Middle School Reform, an umbrella

* tor staff development and the linking
of scattered innovative programs.
The superintendent in Qakland,
Richard "Pete” Mesa. implemented
a five-year plan for every school to
improve student achievement. with
15 year-round demonstration
schools providing models To
prepare the district for convarting
all yjuror high schoois to middie
schools, the Clark schools were
folded into the demonstration school
group in order to use their exper:
ence in planning and trying out new

ideas in a systemic way.

In Lowswitieo the top-down approach. evident both in state policies and
the distiict's use of ndividual school assessments, needed to be balanced
with s hool <ate decioonmaking and the district’s desire to free up teacher

tilent Howard Hardin, a former teacher and assessment expert. 1s the

juqgaleran thie scene
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Tempered Enthusiasm

For Howard Hardin, the Clark schools have becomo a petsonal ctusade He keeps the schools
focused, guides them through assessment, and helpe, to eali out gieae tiees aeross the district.

When he was first assigned to be the distoct fian i the € Ltk project, Hardin was more
optimistic than he is now, predicting that progiess waald show gy in student achievement within
three years. 'l didn't realize.” he expimis, ‘that the hyme and « oammunity expenences of students had
such a profound effect on how they adjust to learaing i g« hoot Less advantaged moms leave
education to the schools, and tha challengi becomers onn of nerving ther chiddren with the same

amount of time and resources as other schools. winle having to make up for the experiences they
haven't had at home."

The Clark schools confirmed for hun that “you c.an't change things by just saying ‘change.’” He
estimates that after four years. 80 percent of tha teachers in the three Clark schools have much more
positive attitudes toward students. But he's quick te point out that this did not happen because “of
an n-service training course on athtude adjustment.” It came about, he says, because teachers have
new skills.

Hardin sharpened the focus of the Clark initiative It “began all over the place.” but evolved into
specific goals through staff development: “helping teachers to know their contant better, to
understand the art of teaching better, and to concentrate on helping students become active
learners.”

Able to see the forest better than thse caught up in daily schooi routines, Hardin directed
resources toward helping people gain knowledge and skills. Three-fourths of the Clark funding has
gone toward staff development. On another level, he kept looking for ways to spread the professional
fearning taking place in the Giark schools around the district. In the beginning, for example, teachers
were not interested in foriming networks or shanrng across campuses, “but as they got new skills,
they wanted to meet and talk about them.” Now, ihe district helps form networks, and teachers are
willing to meet after school or on weekends.

He also had another agenda in mind—the impact of KERA on low-performing schools. Under KERA,
state assessments determined bascline data about every school in the state, then set a percentage
of improvement expected both for acaderic and behavioral indicators, such as attendance. Teachers
and administrators in the Clark schools were much better prepared for KERA's emphasis on writing
and critical thinking than were some of their colleagues in other schools. Although the results of the
first round of tests in 1991 were disappointing to Hardin. he notes that the feeder schools—both
elementary and high schools~around the Clark schools scored even lower than the three middle
schools. In arder to hone in on the skills important for KERA, the Clark schools moved to an
integrated language arts program for 1993-94, combining reading, writing, listening, and speaking in
a two-hour block of time. Their experience with journal and portfolio assignments. cooperative
learning, and high content overcomes concerns about what to do with squirmy eighth graders for two
hours at a time.

"These schools,” Hardin says, “were safe places” before the Clark initiative and the KERA
assessments, "because there was no measure of success, so peopte in them didn't have to work
very hard.”

They are ditferent now. Teachers have new knowledge and skills and are more positive bath about
student capabilities and their own skills. Fewer teachers are leaving; more are working harder.
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Urban school districts
are not used to being totd
they need to work smarte:
but they recognize therr
role 1n reform. Enghsh
and drama teacher
Donna Blochvitz at Frick
Junior High in Qakland
confers with a student

Balancing Act
Urban district central offices are not used to being told they need to work
smarter, particularly by an uppity national foundation with no political stakes
or vulnerabihty in the community. A majority of the superintendents in the
five citivs chated at demands made on their staffs to use the Clark initia-
tive as leveraqae for district-wide reform of middle grades.

On the other hind, thay acknowledge they need heip, just like the schools.
In addition to removing obstacles. the central office establishes the tone
for change, "communicating to all that this is going on,” says Yolanda Peeks,
assistant supenintendent in Qakland, who directs the demonstration project
schools and the Clark initiative.

Robert Jasna cf Milwaukee recognizes the instability of so much turnover

in school systems, both in schools and in the cuntral office. He sees two
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answars. If qood practice and openness to ideas become part of teacher
networks, such as those onented around curriculum areas, reforms are
maore Likely to stick, even it teachers move around. Second, “evaluation is
crucial.” The central office must insist on assessments of school-based
reforms so that successful ones become part of a school's culture.

Central administrators sometimes seem caught between a rock and a
hard place. If change, either through their efforts or those of an outside
intervention, is too prescriptive. the response is superficial, says Peeks,
"just enough to not get fired.” On the other hand, teachers, schools, and
central offices “need to get off dead center,” says Donald Ingwerson, who
retired In 1993 as superintendent in Louisville after 12 years in that office.
Districts, through sétting policies and missions for middle grades educa-
tion, "can provide encouragement with direction, a critical eye." So can
outside interventions, while also helping those in the throes of change “get
through sticky problems.” according to Ingwerson.

Ultimately, he adds. students "start doing their own thinking,” not because
of ideas “from a box.” but becausc peoplc have been given support and
respect—and held to high standards. Too many urban systems, he says,

have an infrastructure for programs. but not for pcople.

Looking Ahead

Where do the districts go now on middle school reform?

San Diego, fitting the middle school roform agenda into an overall district
plan for restructuring, will continue the work at Maitlands and Mann—-and
continue to link “islands of excetlence™ into a systemic approach tor staff
development, assessment. and accountability across giade levels and
schools. The assessment profile developed for the two Clark schools, which
includes attendance and suspension data as well as that for achievemaent,
will become a protatype for other middle schools. The stafl development
resources will emphasize the district prionity~to improve lunguage skills of
students.

Language arts will also become the focus in Louisville, whoere staff devel-
opment introduced through the Clark initiative will be turned on high content,
especially integrated language arts. With the help of the Center for Early

Adolescence, Louisville will compile the best ideas from an Invitation to
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Invention program that gave teachers small, competitive grar.is to fund indi-
vidual projects. On a system-wide basis, Louirville is inaugurating a Middle
School Initiative that is giving $4,500 planning grants to 20 middle schools
other than the Clark schools for retorms based on best known practices

in middle grades education. The principal and two teachers from each of

the 20 schools will meet monthly to share ideas and discuss concerns.

The new Baltimore City Institute for Middle School Reform also holds
promise. It plans to build on "pockets of excellence” in Baltimore's middle
arades, according to Lilllan Gonzalez. deputy superintendent tor currnicu-
lum and instruction. In a paper about the Institute written for the Clark
Foundation, policy analyst Anne Wheelock noted that the diversity of
approaches being used to reform the city’s middle grades reflects a real-
tic view of where different schools are on a continuum of change. No one
model will i1t all the schools that are at different stages of change. Through
the Institute, says Gonzalez, the district leadership will provide an overall
wlhrateqy that includes gathering data that each middle school can use to
plan and monitor progress: disseminating research and best practice know!-
odge about middle grades education; developing specific models for change
appropriate for each schoo!; and providing technical assistance. on-site
support. and evaluation. The institute will “create conditions for change.”

according to Gonzalez. The Clark Foundation also funded Baltimore's Fund
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for Educational Exceilence to bring together all those invoived 1n middle
school reforms in the district several times during the 1993-94 school year.

With the help of the local consultant from the Center for Early
Adolescence, the two Milwaukee schools and the central office conducted
a survey on middle school effectiveness to determine where district goals
and the Clark Foundation goals overlapped. Milwaukee plans to dedicate
its hmited general funds to more intensive staff development in the middle
grades. A reform model that has received Foundation support, the
Accelerated Schools Project, is to be adopted by another middle school
in the disti-«t, The deputy superintendent, Robert Jasna, plans stronger
hnks with university resources, such as the University of Wisconsin at
Plattsville, which has a middle-school center.

The Ouakland district admitted in a report to the Foundation that by 1992
‘there wore serious questions raised about the schools™ and the district's
commitment and ability to achieve the deep, systemic change necessary
In improve student learning.” The response was to fold the Clark schools
mto the Demonstration School Program and to provide more focused lead-
ership from the central office so that knowledge about good middle-grades
practices spreads across the district and into district policy.

Oakland will use the Clark schools as key resources for the other three
middle schools in the demonstration school network: and Bettye Haysbert,
the local Center for Early Adolescence consultant, will be on site to help
the three schools through their first year of adapting to a change model.
According to assistant superintendent Yolanda Peeks, the Clark schools
also will figure in the district planning to reoiganize all of the remaining
junior high schools into middle schools. Qakland's Middle Grades Task
Force 1s researching curniculum, teaching practicos, lnarnming outcomes,
and grouping practices best for middle schools. This will oncouragoe the
school board to base its decisions on muddle gradns philosoptias rather

than become “polarized around boundaries,” sayns Peoks

Where systemic change is most visiblo in the Clatk netwnork, it has tho
strong "people” dimensions that Ingwerson sors as estsental. Good fead
ership ripples through the system, from the central othice top officials, from

those designated as liaisons with skills and authority to bring about chango,
and especially from teachers and administrators encouraged to make

changes.
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Where systemic
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LESSONS ABOUT
BEATING THE ODDS

xtraordinary times demand extraordinary measures. None of the

Clark schools or districts fully accepted that premise four years
ago, perhaps because they did not realize or want to admit they were losing
control over what was happening in therr schools. .

Today. most of the schools are making an extraordinary effort. To sen-
ously challenge the Ibng-held perception that very poor children cannot
learn as well as more advantaged students s in itself a remarkabile achieve-
ment. Not all have reached a point where high expectations are part of the
school culture; some teachers will never accept this idea, principals and
colleagues say. But most of the Clark schools stand ready to be a testi-
mony to what urban middle schools can do against tremendous odds.

The pulse in the schools and districts would not have stayed the same,
even without the Clark initiative. Too much was happening on other fronts—
in state policies, city goal setting, national attention to standards, and partic-
ularly, changes in the lives of their children. For some, the eariy explotta-
tion of statf development ofterings provided in the Clark initiative helped
to make the inevitable changes less threatening, more of an opportunity.

In four years time, agendas also evolve. Issues that did not seem perti-
nent at the beginning of the initiative emerged as important. For example,
use of computers, often combined with other new technologies, such as
CD-ROMs and telecommunications, had not been an early priority in the
Clark program objectives, but increased understanding of how technology
could aid n other goals. such as wnting or cnitical thinking, moved it up.
Planning in Oakland and San Diego now includes a dramatic infusion of
technology and refitting of tacilities for it. Baltimore i, using technology for
staff development. Every teacher now has a computer on his ot her desk

and can call up classroom units and rasources. including all ot the TIPS
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homework assignments, from a central file. Aiso. not until the fourth year
of the project did in-school assessment emerge as a vital tool for change.
The budget crises in some districts diverted attention and péersonne! time
away from planning reforms, although one district—San Diego-made
lemonade out of the crisis, turning to its own teachers and administrators
for a highly successful staff development event.

Likewise. the Clark Foundation learned some lessons. In 1992, when
the Foundation was choosing new school districts beyond the initiaf five
willing to work on middle school reform, it asked for commitmants not made
in the first initiative. such as an exphcit vision, plan, and timetable tor reform:
a year devoted to planning: pre-selection of resources rather than select-
ing from a smorgasbord after the project began: a commitment by at least
75 percent of a school's faculty to participate; matching funds from the
district; and a commitment to keep teachers in the schools for at least two
years.

In addition to ther accomplishments. the five districts examined in this
hook provide important lessons about urban school change. some obvious.

some made less obscure by becoming part of these schools, even briefly.
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uality staff development is the heart and soul of urban

school reform. [t must have intellectual integrity. It must be
reinforced constantly. It must encourage teachers' conversations about
important matters concerning teaching and learning. It must incorporate
doing as well as talking, allowing teachers to use new i1deas and skills,
make mistakes, and share their reflections with colleagues. This does not
sound like typical staff development, particularly in large urban schools
and districts—and that may be a primary reason why such schools seem
impenetrable. The first question that good staff development leads to is
not "How can | change my students?" but, as one Louisville teacher said,
"How can | change?”

in order for this shift to take place, principals must act as levers for
change. Some of the literature about school change cites studies suggest-
ing that enterprising—or very frustrated—teachers can work around apathetic.
weak, or oppositicnal leadership of school principals. These studies did
not stay around long enough. Teachers can try to substitute their own lead-
ership for that of principals—-and in the Clark schools, some did-but even-
tually this becomes a tutile strategy. It woars peoplo down, and, in the long
run, doos nothing to change the cutture ot the school Even if this tactic
succeeds in forcing an undesicable prmopal out, the destructive habits of
confrontation it d chique tornung amang teachers may remain for a long
time

Furthermorce, i a school loying toochange tondamentally, only the prin-
cipal can keep everyone focusod on broad gaals: When principals get away
from crisis management and tocus on the learimg environment of schools,
they become the point persons o halancing time consuming daily routines
against whatever 1t takes to tuthll the vision the stalt his agreed upon. They
make time for change; they sco statt growth as a necessary component of
change.

Rachet this roie of leadersiup up a level to the distnct, Schools, like
teachers, often find ways ot being subversive, It's a game they play to avord
district restraints. principals say. Undoubtodly. there are good reasons for
wanting to avoird making specific requests to get around certain require-

ments, the time the process takes being only one. Going around the district
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may protect a school from what it deems as unwanted interference. but.
again taking the long view, neither school nor district wins this game. if the
culture of the district leadership 1s not motivated to change, principals and
teachers move on, and the game starts all over again, with no real conclu-
sion. Where central office philosophies and practices support school
change-and this was quite evident in two of the five Clark districts~
games are much less necessary. Like principals, supportive central
offices keep ther eyes on the prize, using their resources to help - chools
achieve ndwidually what the district has set as an overall vision.

Mareover, without district-level commitment to foster middie qrades
reform, progects such as the Clark imtiative will remain isolated incideneos
of changr s the district~and only the district—that can nudge the success
tul exprenienc oy of mdividual schools undergoing reform out into other
arenas pohcymaking for the district as a whole and exchanges that motivate
ather schools to mave on reforms, And that, after all, 1s the point of the;
autiative [t the Clivk Foundation were only interested in improving 12 ind
vichiml v haols, it would have had a much simpler challenge.

{ venwith an abundance of leadership, however, high-poverty urban
schools neaed outside help, at least to get started on reforms. Very
pool han schools tend to use up all their energies just to keep going,
despie ropoated fadure. They are often locked into routines that rarely
Allow e arincentives to think differently, much less act so. It 1s unimag-
inithle to have expocted the Clark schools to make as much progress as
they have without interventions from outside their culture. Read the news-
Dpapor accounts about success-against-all-odds urban schools and even-
tually you will learn that some philanthropic person, or a grant, or some
other moans to break away from daily, dispiriting routines became the
gonesis of change. Urban schools, as well as classrooms, are isolated
places. Just being tapped for special attention is a boost to a “forgotten”
school's self-esteem. These interventions allow school people to step aside
from outmoded habits, see best practices, engage in useful conversations
with others about new ideas and programs.

Stili, the best kind ot external help is homegrown, the Clark inttiative
learned. Local consultants provided by the Center for Early Adolescence
in four of the five cities were always available, unlocking ofd habits of

teachers and schools by being there for questions, even if there were not
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Very poor urban
schools tend to
use up all their
energies just to
keep going. They
are often locked

into routines that

rarely allow time or

incentives to think
differently, must

less act so.

always easy answers. In Baltimore, strong ties with higher education
researchers. accustomed to working with tke city's schools, gave constant
support.

One 1s tempted to ask, then: Why can't central offices perform this
function, considering that there are not enough foundations. grants, or rich
individuals to go around? Onthe L sis of the Clark experience, we would
have to say it is a rare urban district that is ready and able to step inon its
own and do this for its most distressed schools. For example, there must
be a direct liaison between the central office and the schools, a person (or
persons) who is supportive. but not directive. and who has enough clout
to challenge traditional behaviors of the central office that stand in the way
of school reforms. Some day central offices may be organized to support
rather than regulate; but they are not there yet.

Outsiders must understand their limits. if interventions push too
fast. are incongruent with what schools need or percewe they need. or if
ouutsiders overload schools with paperwork and classroom interruptions,
they invite resistance. Particularly at the beginning of the initiative, many
schools telt obhigated and overwhelmed with Clark program i1deas, until
they devoloped overall plans and learned to select what they needed. Where
teachers have been buffeted by too many agendas for change, plans thal
sometimaes conflict with one another as superintendents move in and out
of thair positions. they begin to mistrust anything billed as a reform.
Persistence. tempered with sensitivity, 1s needed. Partnerships, not
pronouncements, are needed.

Those providing outside interventions also can expect tensions with the
central office. People in charge—both inside and outside the district~need
to work out mutually supportive goals and agreements on accountability.
It is unreasonable for a district to expect to “take the money and run” when
speciiic outcomes are expected. But outsiders must learn to roll with
changes in priorities at the district level and not overestimate the time
districts are willing to spend. particularly when districts are not yet convinced
that the effort is a catalyst for district-wide retorm.

In some of the Clark cities. this issue of relationships brought to the
surface problems as basic as getting district offices to deliver achievement
data specific to individual schools. other than siate standardized test scores.

Evaluation offices of urban districts tend to focus on the requirements of
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big-ticket programs such as
Chapter |. They are not organized
or statted to provide analysis of
data useful to schools. such as
tfollowing cohorts ot students
through the grades as the Clark
Foundation's evaluators. the
Education Resources Group, 1s
trying to do. Test data from spring
assessments, for example, usually
arrive at schools late in the following fall with little analysis if any of student
scores. They also usually go on the shelf at that point.

There 1s one observation that remains as pervasive now as it was at the
heginning of the Clark inttiative. These urban middle schools yearn for
stability and tradition. Read the markers in their main hallways. Etched
on the metal plaques are histories that indicate these schools are often
stepchildren in the system. Once these schools were elementary schools,
or high schools, or junior highs. renamed every time they were reorganized,
They aren’t given time to develop an identity and purpose other than one
driven by where the enrollment bulge will show up. There also seems to
be a mentality among school planners that says when schools are aver:

burdened with problems, a few more won't matter. Urban middie schools
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Turnover at every
level threatens to
undermine reform.
Some schools are
now adjusting to
their third principal

in four years.

are vulnerable to being depositortes for students not wanted elsewhere
when reorganizations take place. Or becoming schools that take on a
concentration of new immigrant students.

Turnover at every level threatens to undermine reform. Of the 12 Ciark
principals in place in 1993, 11 are new since the project began. Some
schools are now adjusting to their third principal in four years. Teacher
turnover in some schools has been as much as one-fourth from one year
ta the next, in one San Diego school. that meant 25 new teachers in two
years. With teacher seniority written in concrete, those most resistant to
change cannot be forced out, but the most experienced teachers can opt
to transfer. Suburban schools efter more of everything, and often teachers
who benefitted the most trom the staff development provided in the Clark
inthiative moved on.

Student turnover 1s a given. Just before resigning to become a federal
education official, San Diego Superintendent Thomas Payzant tried to put
a positive spin on the problem of student turnover by pointing out that “haif
the students may leave during the year, but half are still there.” True. but
state and district assessment systems seldom take into consideration,
when they announce their evaluations of schools, that some schools may
not have had enough time with half of their students to make a difference.

Not even half of the superintendents in the five Clark cities are left. Since
1989, all have been replaced. Until urban district leadership recognizes
instabilily as a major barrier and takes deliberate actions to modify it, schools
maut live with it.

To actueve some stability for students. middle grades schools for
adolescents growing up in urban America today-children who often
lack supportive environments at home-need to lean toward the
nurturing side. Although the students—some retained at grade level two,
even three times—may tower over their teachers, they are youngsters who
nced a lot of stability and support. The schools that accept this, and thus
avoid the mini-high school syndrome that discourages teachers from coop-
erating across departments or giving collective attention to students. are

much more aware of what prevents theirr students from learning. And better

organized to promote academic achievement.
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chools undergoing fundamental change sometimes may just have

to stop, chuck a lot of their early attempts. and start all over again.
Mixed messages from the central office. wrong decisions about priorities
within a school, or not enough p1zzazz to an idea to broaden involvement
beyond a few teachers may give school reform a shaky start. All of the
schools in the Clark mitiative had to sort out their priorities and fit them
into an overall vision. A few have had to go back to the drawing board. but
they did so with new abilities and fresh ideas.

Although the expernience 1s highly personai and perhaps not often artic-
ulated publicly, the teachers and the administrators in these changing
middle schools have faced the same dilemma. Old habits and attitudes
couldn’t simply be "adjusted” around the edges. Personal transformations
had to rise out of resistance. confusion, and apathy. They had to exper:-
ance enough transtorming teaching moments to free them of old percep-
tions

Finaily, urban schools have a problem that can be soived only by honest
acknowledgement that it exists—-and extraordinary efforts focused on elim-
mnating it. Judging by the Clark network, those schools with predom-

inantly African-American students have great difficulty in over-

S P

Working on a math problem
together enhances the self-

esteem of all in the group.
as these Frick students
are finding oul.
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Students garn as much from

cammunity service as do those
who receive the help. Here
Parkman youngsters taik with
patients in a Milwaukee home
for the elderly.

coming low expectations for their students. This was evident in ai
least five of the Clark network schools, scattered among three cities
Certainly, poverty hits particularly hard among African-American tamilies
because it is combined with or caused by racial discrimination. Persistently
high unemployment rates, stretching over generations, deny urban African-
American children a range of successful role models; this creates signifi-
cant alienation from the school culture among many children. In the middle
grades, educators, as frustrated as the students, rely heavily on strong
discipline to maintain a learning environment. In these times, that is coun-
terproductive. “These kids are not going to move ahead by fear or threats,”
said one Clark principal. “Society is not motivated that way anymore."

In the Clark schools with predominantly African-American enrallments,
another reason stands out. There are many good teachers in these schools,
of all races, who believe therr students can learn at high levels. There are
others, of all races. who don't. And there are those who frame the problems
in the schools around race issues alone. These situations can polarize a
school. sap 1t of energy. and leave the children victims of the mability of
adults to straighten out their own values. No quick fixes. such as work

shops on understanding cultural diversity, will change deep-seated percep-
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tions. sometimes based on class differences as much as racial ones.
How can this deep distress change? By educators and policymakars
work...g through a list of “musts.” Imitial teacher education must prepare
teachers to teach in poar and/or heavily African-American schaols; the
knowledge i1s available, the will to use it is not. More immediately. current
teachers must be presented with every possible opportunity to understand
the impact of and to use higher expectations and skilled practices with
African-American students. The crisis these students find themselves in,
especially African-American males, must be matched with a relentless
pursuit of success by teachers entrusted with their education. At the same
ume. student support must be massive and focus on what will give students
haope. They need ways to see how schoolwork links to positive options in
future education and in carcers. They should know what it means to take
charge of learning. Schools should organize ways for students to make a
difference in their communitios. Schools should become centers of support
for families. places wheie students feel safe 1n non-school hours and parents
find resources for themselves as well. These schools must assumie a strong

commitment to advocacy. in any way and with whatever partners they can find.

o ask schools with so many troubles to raise their expectations and

work hard at making sure students succeed would have been empty
rhetaric a few years ago. The Clark Foundation set ambitious objectives at
the beginning uf the initiative, They were nat fully realized for the students
who attended the schoois over these past years. but for students entering
the schools in 1993, the objectives might become more achievable, provided
the steps already taken lead to bigger ones. That achievements were far
from hopes should not detract from what most of these very stressed
schools did accomplish—a new culture in which people believe they can
change the lives of their students. The proof teachers need-improvemaont
In student achievement and student behavior—is there. Despite mounting
distress in the Clark schools and the painfully siow way that change mam
fosts itself, both of which could ha»e convinced teachers to retreat, many,
if not most. teachers in this network now believe in their new skills and
ther students.

As one Louisville teacher says: "Where would we be it we hadn’{ tned?”

121

N
- M 1)
l:

That achievements
were far from
hopes should not
detract from what
most of these very
stressed schools
did accomplish-

a new cufture in
which people
believe they can
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