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Foreword

State University, the Ohio Humanities Council, and the Federation of

State Humanities Councils, sponsored The Right to Literacy conference
in which “teachers of reading and writing in classes from first grade
through graduate school, as well as teachers without institutional af-
filiations in rural communities and in urban centers”(Lunsford, Moglen,
and Slevin 1), came together in Columbus, Ohio, to better understand
the dimensions of their work. Sessions at this conference identified a
range of issues and questions that became the focus of a follow-up con-
ference, The Responsibilities of Literacy, held in Pittsburgh in 1990.
Milbrey W. McLaughlin, professor of education at Stanford University,
visited as many sessions of this conference as possible, listening, tak-
ing notes, and drawing conclusions that informed remarks she made
during the conference’s final plenary session.

A decade removed, I recall McLaughlin expressing appreciation
for the range, quality, and effectiveness of the literacy work that con-
ference participants shared with one another. I also hear her saying
something like this: It is dramatically clear from the work and ideas you
are sharing with one another here that the public’s definition of literacy
and how it is learned is different from the definition of literacy that

I n 1988, the Modern Language Association, with support from the Ohio

underlies your effective efforts to teach reading and writing in and out-

side of schools across the country. We need to better inform the public
about the nature of literacy and how it is best learned. We need to get
new definitions of literacy and literacy learning abroad in the land.
All heads nodded agreement. McLaughlin’s charge was right on.
Even as she said the words, McLaughlin knew, of course, that half of
what she was saying would not come as news to any one of the literacy
workers gathered in Pittsburgh in 1990. Research has demonstrated
beyond question that literacy is not simply a matter of decoding the
words of already-composed texts, nor is it a matter of learning letters
and then learning how to string them together into words, and words
into sentences, as one might string beads into necklaces. Literacy is in-
stead “the ability to use language in order to become an active partici-
pant in all forms of public discourse” (MLA, 1988). Literacy is the abil-
ity to use written language to claim meaning for experience and under-
standing, and to establish relations with others. It is not surprising, then,
that when we understand literacy for what it is, we want it to be learned

vii
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not in rote drills or decontextualized exercises but rather in purpose-
ful, functional activities undertaken in socially meaningful contexts.

McLaughlin also knew that while her audience realized that pub-
lic understandings of literacy and how it is best learned were inadequate,
few if any in that audience knew how to help the general public become
better informed. Participants in the Responsibilities of Literacy confer-
ence were for the most part teachers, not policy makers nor even policy .
advisors. How might teachers take up the work of political activism and
still responsibly fulfill their work as professional teachers? How might
they work to enlighten public understandings and still devote the time
and energy it takes to prepare for, teach, and assess their students’ learn-
ing in our overcrowded classrooms?

During the decade that has passed since the Responsibilities of
Literacy conference, it may well be argued that public policy and pub-
lic understandings of the nature of literacy have regressed rather than
progressed toward enlightenment. Tests constructed to assess the mea-
surable if not the meaningful have proliferated, and in too many cases,
sadly, they have driven competent and creative teachers to set aside
instructional practices that promise to prepare students to become life-
long readers, writers, and learners. In too many cases teachers have re-
placed these practices with test-preparation drills that enable students
to reproduce tomorrow what they will forget the following day. A fo-
cus on short-term results has replaced long-term goals, hardly the foun-
dation for educating a citizenry prepared to thrive in an information
era and in the global economy that policy makers appropriately remind
us are shaping the world in which our students will live and work.

It is not that dedicated, accomplished teachers of literacy—like
the author of this book, Cathy Fleischer, who is already well known to
us for her influential work in teacher research—have not labored dili-
gently to develop, disseminate for critique, and use theoretically sound
and research-tested practices for teaching literacy. NCTE'’s journals,
books, and conferences testify to those efforts. Nor is it as if dedicated
teachers of literacy have not worked in the public arena to develop and
write standards for teaching and learning at local, state, and national
levels and to put in place teaching practices designed to prepare stu-
dents to achieve those standards. In fact, it was at the conclusion of three
years of teachers” work on just such a project that Cathy Fleischer tells
us she decided to undertake the study that led her to write the book
you are about to read.

At a meeting of the state board of education in Michigan, Fleischer
watched policy makers dismiss arguments for English language arts
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content standards when those arguments were made by well-informed,
experienced teachers and then turn around to embrace the same argu-
ments when they were made by concerned parents. Following that
meeting, Fleischer tells us, she decided to immerse herself in research
that would allow her to offer practicing teachers a variety of ways in
which they might proactively gain public support for forms of literacy
education that best serve students’ learning. Teachers Organizing for
Change: Making Literacy Learning Everybody’s Business is the product of
that work. In it, Fleischer introduces us to imaginative, effective teach-
ers like Cathy Gwizdala, Julie King, Kathleen Hayes-Parvin, Carolyn
Berge, Rhonda Meier, and Amy Pace and the specific ways in which they
have successfully informed their students’ parents about how literacy
is best taught, and in the process, how they have engaged parents in
their children’s literacy learning. If these rich case studies were all that
Fleischer offers us in Teachers Organizing for Change, this book would be
most valuable reading and would take its rightful place among a grow-
ing number of inspiring books that report on parent outreach projects.
But their work is not all that Fleischer presents us.

In addition to sharing with us detailed case studies of teachers
who have developed and are successfully using a variety of practices
to do what Milbrey McLaughlin urged all literacy workers to do a de-
cade ago—to exercise our hard earned authority to enrich and extend
public understandings of literacy and how it is learned—Cathy Fleischer
does two other things that recommend this book to readers. First, she
relates the voices and accomplishments of teachers working for change
to the voices and accomplishments of activists working for change in
other fields of general social importance, among them, urban neighbor-
hood organizers like Saul Alinsky, community health and social work-
ers like Bill Berkowitz, water quality and environmental advocates like
Andy Buchsbaum, hazardous waste activists like Lois Gibbs, and pub-
lic health workers like Barbara Israel, to name a few. Second, she dis-
cusses the work of teacher activists and social activists in other fields in
terms of theories and principles found in the literature of community
organizing. In so doing, Fleischer not only introduces us to a rich body
of literature with which we may be unfamiliar but also creates a dia-
logue between this literature and educational literature with which read-
ers will be familiar. Grounding her discussions of community organiz-
ing in examples from the fields of environmental and public health and
her discussions of teachers working for change in parent outreach,
Fleischer focuses readers’ attention on the truth of Ernesto Cortes’s ob-
servation: Organizing is teaching.
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As she introduces us to concepts (e.g., communities, not individu-
als, are the unit of practice) and strategies (e.g., the gossip factor) that
underlie the work of community organizers, Fleischer demonstrates
how the time teachers spend in parent outreach is, in effect, time spent
developing and realizing effective instruction for their students and time
saved in working through misunderstandings and handling problems.
As she focuses our attention on the work of social activists in the fields
of environmental and public health, Fleischer extends the repertoire of
practices that we may use to inform and enlist public support for sound
teaching practices. And as she introduces us to community organizing
literature written from a variety of perspectives, Fleischer provides us
with a theoretical basis and principles that can guide us in the develop-
ment of additional practices for use in settings like and unlike the illus-
trative ones we read about in Teachers Organizing for Change. Whether
she is describing orientations to change that community organizers as-
sume or the model for teacher organizing that she has developed,
Fleischer illustrates her descriptions with examples of work that teach-
ers are already doing or with work that teachers will recognize as do-
able and worth doing.

An imaginative researcher and theorist, Fleischer does two addi-
tional things that make Teachers Organizing for Change required reading.
Reminding us that she is the teacher and teacher educator we have come
to know in her earlier writings, she provides us with a set of hypotheti-
cal scenarios—scenarios featuring teachers like us, teachers we have
known, teachers facing the challenges that surround us—and in discus-
sions of these scenarios she demonstrates the range of community or-
ganizing orientations and strategies that we may use to convert prob-
lematic situations into productive occasions for teaching and learning.
In addition, she provides us with workshop materials we may use to
prepare groups of inservice and preservice colleagues to reach out to
parents—and by extension to the public at large—to create more accu-
rate understandings of our work. In effect, she leaves us with means to
do what Milbrey McLaughlin called upon us to do a decade ago: Pro-
vide the public with theoretically sound, research-tested information
about the nature of literacy and how it is best taught and learned in order
that we who teach in and outside schools may engage the nation’s boys
and girls, men and women, in equally sound, equally well-tested lit-
eracy education.

Cathy Fleischer is a graceful writer whose conversational style
makes readers feel as if they are sitting there with her as she interviews
activists—and reading over her shoulder as she discovers resources for
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teachers in the community organizing literature—and thus reading
Teachers Organizing for Change is as pleasurable an experience as it is edu-
cational and necessary. Teachers Organizing for Change is a book for which
we have been waiting. And it comes not a moment too soon.
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-1 Entering the Conversation

Our national discussion about public schools is despairing and dismissive,
and it is shutting down our civic imagination.

Mike Rose, Possible Lives

Today, unreasonable voices outside our profession are clamoring to tell us
how and what to teach. People who have little idea how children learn to
read and write are speaking out loudly, bombarding the media with simplis-
tic “quick fixes” and loud criticism of sound educational practices. And we
are letting them do it.

Regie Routman, Literacy at the Crossroads

et me begin with a story which will, I hope, illustrate how the

words of Mike Rose and Regie Routman quoted above became
&= real for me—and have, in fact, sounded a battle cry in my own
work and life. A few years ago I attended a meeting when new English
language arts content standards were being considered for adoption by
the state board of education. These standards had been in the works for
three years (see Wixson, Peters, and Potter; Fleischer et al.). K-12 class-
room teachers and English educators had labored over the exacting
thought and writing of these standards, spending hours and hours after
school and on weekends, to produce a document which reflected .
current theory and research about how best to teach reading, writing,
speaking, and listening to all the various kinds of kids we see in our
classrooms. These teachers studied hard, argued hard, and wrote and
revised in hopes of coming up with a document that reflected the best of
what we know about how to teach the language arts. At this particular
meeting, teacher after teacher stood up to defend the document to the
board of education, many of whose members were dismissive of their
arguments, letting the teachers know quite clearly that they believed
the document was too progressive, out-of-sync with the kind of
teaching the board thought should be going on. Teachers watched these
board members in disbelief, disheartened by the fact that a number of
them had decided the best methods for teaching English without
having spent even a fraction of the time these teachers had spent in
classrooms, without having read even a quarter of the material these
teachers had diligently studied in order to prepare the curriculum
statement. The teachers were frustrated, aware that their voices were
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coming through to certain board members in muffled tones at best, their
message blocked despite their knowledge and passion.

After a somber lunch break in which the teachers shared their
despair at the tone of the meeting, we met again in the imposing
auditorium in order to hear open testimony from those attending. A
number of parents rose to speak, their strong voices filling the room,
and, as they did, I could feel a palpable shift in the tone of the
proceedings. As parent after parent began to testify, forcefully defend-
ing these content standards as important for their own children,
illustrating their defense through specific classroom examples, I sat
back, amazed at the knowledge and understanding of these parents,
wondering how they knew so much about the issues that so occupy the
hearts and minds of language arts teachers everywhere. As the last
parent got up to speak, identifying both herself and the school her
children attended, I recognized the location and even knew the teacher
of one of her children: a school that many would define as “challenged”
for a number of reasons (from its low socioeconomic status to the many
parents who hadn’t themselves graduated from high school and were
often suspicious of schooling in general), a teacher whose commitment
to whole language principles was well known to many of us in English
education around the state (based on her participation in Writing
Projects, TAWL groups, and other reform movements). This parent
began to speak, slowly at first but gathering momentum as she went—
and articulately defended the whole language program her child was a
part of, explaining why it worked well, how her child had grown, how
her child had learned how to learn. All the time she was speaking, she
had clutched in her hands a pink booklet, a booklet I recognized even
across the crowded room as one written for parents by her child’s
teacher, Cathy Gwizdala. In this booklet, Cathy had carefully laid out
for parents her whole language philosophy, focusing specifically on
spelling growth and documenting carefully how certain students
developed their spelling over the course of the year within a whole
language classroom (see the Appendix to this chapter for excerpts from
Cathy’s booklet). This particular parent, now that she understood why
whole language was used in her child’s class, was not only support-
ive—she was impassioned. The room was silent except for her voice,
with the board members leaning forward in their chairs to catch her
words.

This incident has stayed with me over the past few years as I've
thought hard about what actually occurred that day. We all know that
the voices of teachers, even knowledgeable and caring teachers, have
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been very nearly dismissed in the public discussion of our nation’s
schools. What became clear for me that day is that the voices of parents,
especially those who have been educated and informed by teachers
about the issues that matter most, can help us reenter the conversation.!
Parents—and other community members—can help set the terms of the
discussion that’s held about public education, in part because, as “the
voting public,” their voices carry a certain weight with legislators and
school board members, and in part because their increased understand-
ing of the issues allows them to be informed consumers of media hype
and hysterical talk. These two roles for parents are intertwined, one
dependent on the other, and are vital if we have any hopes both for
changing the tenor of the conversation and for expanding participation
in the conversation to include the voices of teachers.

When I think about the response to teachers by the state board of
education that day, I recognize it as typical of whatI've come to see and
to despair of as I have tried to make sense of the contrast between, on
one hand, the hard work that knowledgeable teachers do to make their
classrooms places of hope and learning for the students they teach and,
on the other hand, how such teaching is often depicted by others. I pick
up the newspaper day after day to hear these good, informed ways of
teaching attacked by reporters who aren’t always clear on the issues; I
go to local board meetings to hear certain board members lambaste
these ways of teaching as unproductive for kids; I even find myself at
my son’s soccer games listening to parents complain about certain
teachers for teaching whole language or writing workshop or any of a
variety of approaches that informed educators in our field know work
for kids but that have somehow become negative buzz words for the
English language arts classroom. And it has become more serious than
just talk; we read in NCTE’s Council Chronicle about a twenty-year
veteran teacher in the St. Louis area fired for violation of the student
discipline code because she did not censor a student’s language in first
draft writing; we hear about a principal suspended for over two years
(at an estimated cost of $1 million) because of her advocacy of whole
language and learner centered curriculum in her school (Flanagan,
“Myers to Be” and “Beleaguered Principal”). We read newspaper after
newspaper and listen to radio and television commentary, only to hear
whole language attacked as “a simple way to prepare a nation for a
godless world system” (Duff) or process writing reduced as “the notion
that standards, grammar, grades, and judgment are bad. Self-expres-
sion, self-esteem and personal rules are good” (Leo). These ideas
somehow take on a life of their own and become a version of truth for

16
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those who read and listen to them; suddenly, these “facts” then carry
over to state and national legislators. We need look no further than the
recent furor in Congress over the Reading Excellence Act to see this
process in action: legislators began to make decisions based on
impartial understandings marketed by certain individuals and groups
whose characterizations of reading instruction were taken as the sole
truth.2 Or we might look instead to the amazingly circuitous journey of
the recent Ebonics debate, in which loud and adamant voices protested
the use of Ebonics in the Oakland, California, schools, fueled by a wire
service report that teachers there were going to “train teachers to
conduct classes in the nonstandard English speech familiar to many
African-Americans” (Chiles A15). This misleading media report, later
acknowledged tobe “inaccurate,” led “the rest of the country initially to
believe the Oakland school system was going to ‘teach’ ebonics”—
rather than train teachers to recognize patterns of speech common to
African Americans and use that understanding as a way to nudge these
students into standard English (Chiles A15). This inaccurate version
nonetheless became the version of truth believed by both ordinary and
prominent citizens around the country, encouraging everyone, it
seemed, to voice an opinion—but an opinion based on misinformation.
In fact, in a recent front page story in my local Michigan newspaper (from
the Newhouse News Service), the reporter takes the stance of surprise
when he claims, “The smoke has thinned, the spotlight dimmed, and some
intriguing news has trickled out of Prescott Elementary School on the west
side of this struggling city: Ebonics might actually work” (Chiles Al).

I learn about these attacks, these mischaracterizations, many of
which (not all, I know) are done by fair-minded people who simply
don’t understand the issues, and I wonder where we have gone wrong.
How is it that the national characterization of some of these sound
educational ideas has become so reductive, so simplistic, and so
dismissive? How is it that so many ordinary people, predisposed to
believe in schools and teachers, have been influenced so strongly
against certain ways of teaching? I realize, of course, that a number of
attacks emerge from the work of well-orchestrated and well-funded
groups whose tactics for undermining certain educational practices are
sophisticated. My concern here is that teachers too often hold back from
explaining their methodologies because of both the real and the
imagined influence of these groups, conflating mere questions by
parents who could be swayed either way with the well-formed attacks
by those who are not willing to listen to anyone. A case in point concerns
two sets of my friends, both of whom have school-aged children. One

) .
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couple'is very liberal; both the husband and wife are strong activists
who work for social justice issues in their professional work and
personal lives. The other is a more middle of the road, slightly
conservative couple. All four of these people are educated, intelligent,
and concerned about schooling issues. All have, on several occasions,
questioned me, sometimes vehemently, about their children’s respec-
tive classrooms, the second set of parents in particular becoming
incensed at certain practices (such as inventive spelling or young adult
literature or the perceived lack of grammar instruction), the first set of
parents merely wondering why things are done in particular ways.
Usually during our conversations, I spend about five minutes explain-
ing some of the theory behind such practices and the kinds of pedagogy
they might look for in their children’s classrooms. And every time, each
of them responds with relief: “Oh, I get it now,” they tell me. “That
makes sense.”

AsIthink about their reactions, I realize that as English educators
and teachers, we’ve not done nearly enough of this kind of explanation
in order to relieve the anxiety of parents like these—the vast number of
people who may never have heard of whole language or process
writing until they read an article in The Atlantic or hear a commentary on
their local talk radio show. After hearing certain practices maligned
over and over, they naturally are suspicious if their child’s teacher
seems to use the particular practices named in these reports. Thus by
~our silence, we are contributing to the tension that seems to be on the
increase between teachers using these best practices and parents who
are rightly concerned about the education of their children. And so, a
cycle begins and even escalates: Many teachers teach quite separately
from their surrounding communities, certain individuals and groups
raise objections, the media jumps on the controversy, school boards
respond and issue edicts . . . and teachers go on teaching, the more
informed ones continuing in the practices they are convinced work, the
less certain changing practices to satisfy these edicts. What seems to be
lacking in this scenario is the teacher-professional seeing as part of her
or hisjob the task of informing and educating others, a necessary part of
any professional’s job (as Schon and others tell us). Vito Perrone puts it
succinctly: “Only when teachers themselves assume the dominant
position inregard to issues of teaching and learning in their classrooms,
and begin to speak more broadly and authoritatively on matters of
education, will we see significant improvement” (qtd. in Routman 169).

Rose reminds us of the danger of this dismissive attitude toward
teachers that seems integral to the public discussion, lamenting that it is

1
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”shutting down our civic imagination.” Routman brings it closer to
home, stating that many outsiders to education who don’t understand
the issues behind progressive teaching practices, who haven’t im-
mersed themselves in either the theory or the practice of such teaching,
are often the loudest voices in this one-sided debate. She challenges us
to become more vocal: “We are letting them do it,” she insists; we are
letting these others set the debate, and it has thus become too often a
simple-minded debate presented in either/ors which ignore the com-
plexities and complications of real classrooms. As I read Routman and
Rose and Perrone, as I sit in more and more board meetings like the one
described above, as I attend PTO meetings and overhear conversations
in grocery stores and airports and movie theaters, [ know that it’s time
for the voices of teachers to be heard in this public debate. As classroom
teachers and English educators, we cannot sit back any longer and let
those who are not knowledgeable about classrooms and kids and the
complex contexts that are our schools set the tone and the language for
the public discussion. We must become leaders in informing the public
about the complexity and the reality of public education; we must
become political. Routman again helps us by defining what she thinks
it means for teachers to become political:

actively and thoughtfully entering the educational conversation
... ,having the language and the knowledge to move beyond our
classrooms and schools into the wider public arena to state our
case, . . . carefully listening with an open mind and being respon-
sive to the public’s concerns and questions, . . . knowing how and
when to communicate and who to seek out for support, . . . using
research and reason instead of emotion and extremist views, . . .
being professional in the highest sense (xvi-xvii).

To this wonderful list, I would add one more: beginning our activism
with the group that not only desires knowledge the most, but which can
be our best advocates in the public debate—parents. What we learn
from the anecdote which begins this chapter, and what I've learned
from observation in my various roles as former high school teacher, as
English educator, and as parent, is that when a teacher explains and
translates to a concerned parent and includes that parent in some of the
actual practice of his or her theory, the parent can become a strong
advocate who can promote changes in ways that a teacher cannot. The
parent can then take the lead in educating others—not only in formal
ways such as speaking at a board of education meeting, but also in the
casual conversations that take place every day.
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Merely exhorting teachers to become political is not enough, of
course. Convincing teachers who are already busy and overwhelmed to
take on what seems to be just one more task is not easy. But  wondered,
when I first began to think hard about this issue of advocacy, if lack of
time is the only barrier standing in the way of educators entering a more
public conversation about their teaching. And so I asked: Over the
course of two intensive workshops on teachers and advocacy attended
by about one hundred teachers, my colleague Laura Roop and I invited
teachers to write about their reasons for shying away from this role
(Fleischer and Roop, “Reaching Out” and “Taking It”). Time issues, as
you may imagine, cropped up again and again, but variations on two
other responses appeared almost as often. The first was that many of
these teachers felt they had a lack of articulated knowledge of why they
teachin the ways they do, i.e., alack of a clear theoretical understanding
of the issues behind certain practices. So, for example, while these
teachers might know that certain practices are successful with their
kids, they aren’t really certain about why that is the case. They have
learned about such practices in a workshop or in college, and they have
tried them and adapted them and made them their own, but they seem
to have a hard time articulating to themselves why these practices fitin
so well with their own stances in teaching.

The next most common answer was this: Most of the teachers we
surveyed feel they have no idea how to communicate their beliefs to
others, especially others they suspect might be opposed to their stances.
They imagine the forces that object to their work as so strong and
organized that they don’t even know where to begin to respond. And
they feel uncomfortable being put in the position of conflict. At a
workshop Irecently attended, one teacher pushed this even farther. “As
teachers, we are trained to be nurturers,” she told us, “to see all sides of
the issues, to see things with all the shades of gray. That way of thinking
and talking doesn’t make for a very good response in a public forum
where everyone’s looking for sound bites.”

But teachers can do it. We all know teachers, like Cathy Gwizdala,
who have been able to educate their own parent communities about
best practices in English language arts. As we see from the story above,
her choice to become more outspoken about her beliefs made a differ-
ence. As she felt more in command of her own knowledge, she was able
to write a booklet for parents; in turn, after they read the booklet, her
parents felt more knowledgeable and were thus better equipped to
communicate with others—a broadening circle, beginning with the
teacher.

Oy
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And there are other teachers who also do an impressive job of
helping parents and surrounding communities understand the curricu-
lar issues underlying our best practices. We have incidental, anecdotal
accounts of what has worked in specific communities, anecdotes which
help as we consider how what others have done might be transferred to
our own situation. When I've shared Cathy’s story, for example, with
various groups of teachers, everyone wants a copy of her booklet;
everyone wants to know, “How can I do that?” Convinced that other
teachers would have equally interesting ways of parent outreach, I
began asking teachers I knew about how they educated the parents of
the children in their classrooms. The teachers I spoke with came from a
wide variety of classroom circumstances: different grade levels, differ-
ent kinds of schools (suburban, urban, rural), different parental back-
grounds (wealthy, poor, middle class; working parents, stay-at-home
parents; single parent, dual parent, grandparents, and so on). This
variety came to be important to me as I realized the means of outreach
are not necessarily universal: The local circumstances of the school, the
parents, and the students dictate, in large part, what kinds of ap-
proaches will be successful. A few of us began to talk in some depth,
coming to realize more and more how important this kind of education
was if we wanted to have our voices impact the public conversation,
and, as we shared approaches, we began to learn from each other’s
practice. Eventually, we developed some workshops about both our
rationale for this work and approaches that have worked (we led
workshops nationally at NCTE spring conferences in Charlotte and
Albuquerque, and regionally at Michigan Reading Association and for
a Goals 2000 group in Midland, Michigan). Responses to our workshops
were extremely positive; other teachers seemed to be grasping for ideas
on how to work with parents and took away a number of specific
strategies that had been successful for the teachers with whom I was
working.

As you read the chapter which follows this introduction, you will
meet five of these teachers and hear some of the ways in which they
have expanded and integrated their teaching programs to try to include
the education of parents. Their stories certainly are not the only stories
out there; neither are their strategies the only ones that can be successful
in reaching out to parents. What I find intriguing about their words,
though, is how a conscientious approach to informing parents plays out
for them in some very different settings. What is also useful, I think, is
what their experiences might trigger in another teacher’s mind about
what might work in her or his particular circumstances. When Kathleen,
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for example, talks about how she uses “teaching letters” to help educate
the parents of middle school children about the language of poetry,
another teacher might be inspired to try out the concept of a teaching
letter, but in a very different way. When Carolyn speaks of an
introductory picnic for all the children and parents in her multiage
elementary classroom of fifty students, a high school teacher might be
inspired to try another kind of introductory activity for the families of
just one of his or her classes.

What inspires me in their work is the way in which each teacher’s
attempts at outreach have led to parents’ increased understanding of
why these teachers teach in the ways they do—and, in many circum-
stances, to the parents’ verbal expression of that understanding to other
parents, to other teachers and administrators, and to others out in the
community. I'm not talking about an all-out revolution here, but rather
a quiet one, characterized by talk among parents and others that is
beginning to counteract some of the other messages about education
that they receive on an almost daily basis. I've come to believe—quite
strongly—that a quiet revolution is where we need to begin.

ButIalso wonder if this kind of quiet revolution is enough. While
I remain exhilarated by the fine work these teachers are doing with
parents, and while I believe it is a start toward the kind of change that
needs to take place, two concerns have stayed with me. First, [ worry
that while the teachers profiled in Chapter 2 are experiencing success
with their parents because of the individual strategies they are adopt-
ing, these strategies might be seen by others as just that: a group of
isolated exercises which results in other teachers acquiring a laundry
list of ideas rather than a consistent outreach program. This lack of a
consistent program leads to my second concern: Without a sustained,
consistent approach to parent outreach, how can we effect the kind of
long-term change we need—from the necessity of including teacher
voices in all the conversations about educational issues to the specific
information that needs to be part of the present conversations about
reform? My fear is that while English educators and teachers are
starting to learn a lot about parent outreach, we generally don’t know
how to expand from the incidental, anecdotal accounts of how to work
with particular parents in order to create a more sustained program of
parent outreach that will help in creating a new mindset. And that’s
what we really have to do: create a new mindset for people—about
teachers, about the curriculum, about best practices.

Creating this new mindset in any significant, long-term way is no
easy task, especially once we move beyond the level of the individual to
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consider changing the minds of a group at large, such as a school board
or a legislative body or even “the public.” And it becomes even more
difficult to effect this kind of change when we feel under siege, as
teachers have rightly felt in recent days when the attacks on English
educators and language arts instruction in general have reached a crisis
point, when our only option seems to be reacting to a way of thinking
that seems pervasive. The Reading Excellence Act serves as a ready
example of this. As Congress sat poised to pass a law that would limit,
even disallow, approaches to staff development and reading instruction
of the whole language variety, teachers were urged from all sides to
react: to call and write their representatives, to write letters-to-the-
editor, to publish press releases, all in the name of taking a strong stand
against this legislation. NCTE became actively involved, starting a Web
site with updated information as well as providing sample letters and
responses for calling a legislator and producing the NCTE Action
Handbook (which later evolved into a packet titled Shaping the Future of
Education: A Guide to Political Advocacy for Educators and Administrators),
with many examples of how to understand the legislative process and
contact legislators on current issues affecting education. Numerous
sessions at recent NCTE and other conferences have devoted them-
selves to this topic, such as Regie Routman and Donald Graves’s
presentation “If Not Us, Then Who?” and Denny Taylor’s address to the
Conference on English Education, both at the November 1997 NCTE
Convention in Detroit.

The strategies that have been impressed upon teachers through
these various forums are necessary and important ones. When under
immediate attack, as teachers all over the country were with this
proposed legislation, one needs to react, and to react quickly and
strongly, with as many voices as possible. But relying on these reactive
strategies alone to bring about long-term change is a bit like shutting the
barn door after the cow is gone—i.e., responding after the battle lines
are set and the terms of the discussion are defined. What we miss in this
approach is the opportunity for teachers to be the ones who are
actively setting the parameters of the conversation, helping to create
public opinion—rather than being placed in a defensive position all
the time.

What we need, I believe, is to find a way to balance this kind of
reactive response with a more proactive one—reaching out to inform
the communities around us before the crisis occurs, and as an everyday
part of the work we do. The anecdote cited in the first pages of this
chapter is a perfect example of what I mean by a proactive response:
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Cathy Gwizdala took the time to inform the parents in her classroom
about her pedagogy—before they even raised questions—as a way of
helping them understand why they might see certain practices in her
classroom. Then, when those practices came under attack by an outside
force, the parents felt compelled to speak out—with knowledge, with
vehemence, with conviction. Rather than being placed in a defensive
position, struggling to explain to parents the rationale for inventive
spelling, for example, after their hackles were raised by articles they had
read or stories they had heard, Cathy was able to anticipate their
questions and head off many of their concerns. What would happen if
we could create a cadre of educators who approach parent outreach in
this kind of ongoing, proactive way: seeing part of their role as one of
constant education of parents, even when things seem to be going
smoothly and parents are not raising any questions and complaints.
Could a proactive approach of providing information and listening to
concerns in a serious way head off problems down the road? Could a
consistent program of proactive work make those moments when we
need to be reactive a little easier, lessening the siege mentality that has
pervaded and overwhelmed our work for the past few years?

Most teachers do not see this charge of parent and community
outreach as part of their role at present. Ooms’s 1992 survey of first-year
teachers indicates the amazing statistic that 70 percent of them felt
parents were their adversaries (qtd. in Swap 156), a feeling I dramati-
cally recall from my own first year of teaching when my voice quavered
every time I had to call a parent, a task I avoided as much as I possibly
could. And it’s no wonder. Teachers generally have little or no instruction
in working with parents, other than some sessions in how to run a
parent/teacher conference or how to get more parent volunteers in their
class. And if we start thinking of the role in even more expansive ways,
moving toward teachers working with parents in a consistent, proactive
way, a way that will create long-term change with the goal of changing
the public’s mind, we’re left, I fear, with few models of how to proceed.?

If so many teachers feel they don’t know how to take the kinds of
stances that need to be taken in order to help change public perceptions
of education, I began to ask myself, then who does? Are there other
groups or individuals, outside of the world of education, who have
been successful in this goal of creating new mindsets, who have been
responsible for creating a shift in people’s perceptions? As a place to
begin searching for models, I started thinking of all the shifts I know—
grassroots changes in perspectives on social issues that have happened
in my lifetime—and two immediately came to mind.
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The first is the change in how people think about drinking and
driving, brought about largely by the creation of MADD (Mothers
Against Drunk Driving). In 1980 Candy Lightner’s thirteen-year-old
daughter was killed by a drunk driver as the young woman walked
down the street. As Lightner explains in her book Giving Sorrow Words
(co-authored with Nancy Hathaway), she was shocked when she was
told that although the man who committed this crime had had four
prior arrests for drunk driving, he would probably get off with a slap on
the wrist: “Lady, you'll be lucky if he sees any jail time at all, much less
prison. That’s the way the system works” (9). In part to assuage her
grief, she began to talk to everyone she could think of about the horror
of this response—to other parents whose children had been killed by
drunk drivers, to various community groups—raising questions as to
how such an action could be condoned, both by the public at large and
in the legal system. Gaining the support of others through her
vehemence and compassion, she gathered together with people to talk
to legislators and ask them why they allowed such light penalties for
such a heinous act. She thus began a public campaign both to change the
public’s perception about drunk driving and to change the laws which
governed such conduct: to make citizens recognize the reprehensible
nature of such an act and to feel a moral responsibility to have a
designated driver, to make the legislators realize that citizens would no
longer put up with this conduct. “Today, most people understand that
it’s not something to joke about,” she says, “it’s not macho; it’s not cool;
it’s not funny. It’s a crime” (12). She, who describes herself as naive and
unknowledgeable about mounting a campaign about anything, created
what is known by many standards as the most successful grassroots
initiative of the 1980s: Through her organizing campaign, she and her
group, Mothers Against Drunk Driving, actually changed the general
public’s response to drinking and driving.

About the same time that Candy Lightner was starting her
campaign, a group of neighbors outside Buffalo found that they and
their children were developing rare and serious diseases. As they
searched for reasons for these illnesses, they discovered that their
homes and their children’s school were built on an old toxic dump,
which was oozing poison into groundwater. Relieved that they had
discovered what they believed was causing the sickness, and convinced
that once city officials had heard their pleas something would be done,
they brought their concerns to the proper authorities—who refused to
recognize the problem and refused to take any action.

LS
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One of the moms in the neighborhood was a woman named Lois
Gibbs. Shocked by the lack of concern on the part of the city officials, she
felt she didn’t have any choice but to do something—what, she didn’t
know. Relying on what she later called “motherly instinct” (qtd. in
Berkowitz, Local Heroes 109), Gibbs sought out respected scientists to
help her understand the problem, garnered the support of her neigh-
bors and friends, told her story to the media, and began to do her own
research. She explains that she knew nothing about how to organize
when she started but insists that once people recognize something is
wrong, they “have a responsibility”: “You know more than most
people,” she insists, “and you have the responsibility to share that, and
you have the responsibility to pull these people together. ... And every
time you say you can’t do it, you go over and look your kid in the eye”
(gtd. in Berkowitz, Local Heroes 115). As she convinced more and more
people tojoin with her and spread the word about the hazardous waste
in her community, the story began to take on a life of its own. Soon the
national media camped on her doorstep for months at a time, and
legislators began to take notice. Eventually the state of New York paid
to relocate many of the families, a coalition of the state and federal
governments and the original owners of the site paid for cleanup, and
the most comprehensive cleanup law in the world, the so-called
Superfund law, was passed by the United States Congress. Lois Gibbs
has gone on to create her own organization, the Center for Health,
Environment and Justice (formerly called the Citizens Clearinghouse
for Hazardous Waste), to help other neighborhoods faced with the same
problems. And “toxic waste dump” has become a household word.

WhatLois Gibbs, Candy Lightner, and a host of others have done
in order to effect change is known as community organizing, simply
defined as “people working together to get things done” (Kahn 1).
Community organizing generally takes place as a group of people come
together initially because of a shared response to an injustice, a fear, an
issue, a cause; as a group, they figure out how to make changes in the
status quo. They learn to work together, to listen and set goals, and to
discover the power within their numbers to make changes in ways that
individuals just cannot.

As the spouse of an environmental activist who relies on
community organizing techniques on a daily basis, I knew something
about the subject. I had heard of Saul Alinsky and ACORN; I had a
friend in the field of public health who talked about organizing in her
work in prenatal care in downtown Detroit; my husband had for years
worked at organizing various communities to rally around certain
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environmental issues. Over and over, as I complained about press
coverage of educational issues, I had heard him say, “What you should
do is mount a campaign,” “What you need is the gossip factor,” “Why
don’t you create a press strategy?” I would always nod, assuring him he
was right, but that neither I nor the teachers I worked with had time to
do something like that. But, really, I had no idea what he meant, or how
to even go about doing any of these things. I watched him in awe,
campaign after campaign, as a certain group would get swayed to the
way of thinking he was promoting, but I had no clear vision for how he
did it or for how community organizers do their jobs every day: how
their work differs in different communities or what circumstances can
make or break a campaign. Nor could I really imagine how that work
might connect with the work of teachers. I only knew about the success
of his work and that the images that kept cropping up for me about how
people actually go out in a community and create changed attitudes
were gleaned from these strong examples to which I had assigned this
vague name of community organizing.

Lately, though, as I continue to be frustrated by the work of state
and national legislatures and the articles I read in the newspaper, I've
been coming back to the ideas my husband had impressed upon me.
Could a look at community organizing help me think about outreach
differently? Could we learn something from community organizing
theory and practice that could translate to teachers? If we had a model
of community organizing techniques, could we adapt it and use it
regularly so that our outreach to parents would no longer be anecdotal
and sporadic but rather consistent and sustained across various
communities? Would it help us learn proactive measures, so that we
didn’t always have to rely on reactive responses? Could it help us stop
the band-aid approach we’re using now in order to prevent the kinds of
crises in which we seem to be currently embroiled? What would change
if teachers started to view themselves as community organizers?

Organizer Ernesto Cortes believes that teachers and organizers
already have much in common:

Organizing is teaching. Like any organizer, a teacher stirs curios-
ity and imagination, connects to people and what’s important to
them, and teaches them how to acquire the capacity to pursue
their inclinations and their imagination. Organizing is getting
people to understand the meaning of things and how the world
works—and then acting cooperatively on that understanding.
(Cortes 7)

I agree. I think that teachers are natural organizers. Think what we do
every day to create and sustain communities in our classrooms. We take
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a bunch of disparate individuals, sometimes up to thirty-five or forty at
a time, who bring diverse backgrounds, experiences, socioeconomic
factors, race, gender, interest, reading level, skills, strengths, and motiva-
tions, and somehow-—at our best—manage to form a cohesive group. We
use rites, rituals, and ceremonies (according to Ralph Peterson in Life in a
Crowded Place); we coax and cajole, we help them find a common
purpose, and we call upon a host of other strategies to create—in a few
short months—a cohesive learning community. If we teachers can do
this—at least with our students—we must have great knowledge about
community organizing and a host of strategies of which we are often
unaware. As Bill Berkowitz, a community organizer from the world of
community health and social work, tells us, community organizing is
“more than a matter of technical skill . . . effective community work is
also a matter of mindset and particularly of the feeling that you can,
should and will use the skills you already own to help others, to build
supports, and to create desired change” (Community Impact 21-22).

Certainly, the teachers with whom I have worked and whom you
will meet in this book have that mindset. They know that parents who
are knowledgeable are the first line of defense against attacks and can
become the voices of reason in a time of unreasonableness. They know
that working with parents is just that: a two-way street in which people
listen to each other and learn together. And they already own a number
of the technical skills necessary to help others, to build support, to create
change, although none of them, I am sure, would term their techniques
“community organizing.” What I hope to show in this book is how
teachers might be able to build upon this mindset and knowledge,
expanding their ways of parent outreach by drawing upon the lessons
of community organizing. Learning about community organizing, I
believe, might strengthen our ability to enter the public conversation
and change commonly held perceptions; it might help us consistently,
thoroughly, and, most important, proactively create a new way of
thinking about education.

To learn something about community organizing, I immersed
myself in disciplines that were totally new to me and, I assume, to large
numbers of my readers. And while I cannot claim to be an expert about
the intricacies of community organizing, I have learned a lot—enough,
I hope, to be able to explain some of the basic underpinnings of and
motivations for this kind of approach to the teachers and English
educators who read this book, in hopes that they will see its potential as
a tool for our work. Starting in Chapter 3, as I lay out the parameters of
a community organizing approach, you will discover that it finds a
home in a number of disciplines: in social work, in public health, in
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political science, and in natural resources, to name a few. As I searched
for answers to my questions about this way of thinking, then, I found
myself on floors of the main university library where I'd never been
before; in other locations of the university library, often tucked away in
the basements of buildings far across campus; in the city’s public
library. I found myself reading unfamiliar authors, who were writing
for unfamiliar presses, in words that took on new meanings. (Strategy,
for example, is a word that carries very specific meanings in a
community organizing world—and not the meanings I have given it
thus far in this chapter; the word is further complicated by the different
nuances it’s assigned depending on which strand of community
organizing is using it.) To further my knowledge, I conducted inter-
views with community organizers. As their stories brought to life the
words I'd been reading, I found myself fascinated by their commitment
and knowledge, their imagination, and, most of all, their stamina.
Among those whose words and stories inhabit this book:

® Dan Cantor, Executive Director of the New Party, a vital third
party trying to make its way in mainstream U.S. politics, and a
former organizer for ACORN;

® Renee Bayer, Community Academic Liaison Coordinator for the
School of Public Health at the University of Michigan, and a
longtime community activist whose work has ranged from en-
vironmental issues (cofounding the organization Recycle Ann
Arbor) to social justice issues (cofounding the Nicaragua Medi-
cal Aide Project) to public health issues (organizing women on
public assistance in one Detroit neighborhood in an education
program about maternal child health issues);

» Tracey Easthope, a community organizer with the Ecology Cen-
ter, a large environmental advocacy and education center in Ann
Arbor, whose work ranges from organizing medical personnel
against medical waste incinerators in local hospitals to stop-
ping toxic waste dumps from being built in communities;

® Barbara Israel, a professor and chair of Health Behavior and
Health Education at the School of Public Health at the Univer-
sity of Michigan whose work has ranged from her own com-
munity organizing projects in a number of settings (including
auto plants) to teaching community organizing strategies and
techniques to public health professionals;

® Andy Buchsbaum, Water Quality Project Manager for the Great
Lakes Natural Resource Center of the National Wildlife Fed-
eration, a former attorney with the National Environmental Law
Project (the litigation arm of the environmental and consumer
advocacy organization Public Interest Research Group), and a
former campus organizer for PIRG, who has also worked closely
with Ralph Nader and his organizations.
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These individuals’ different perspectives on the work they do and their
understandings of how community organizing becomes a reality in
various contexts and from various starting points helped me to think
about community organizing from five different orientations, which I
explain in some depth in Chapter 3: an education orientation, a
planning/development orientation, a mobilizing orientation, a social
action orientation, and an advocacy orientation.

Scribbled in the margins of my interview transcripts and reading
notes are messages like this: “How do inservice nights for parents
compare to neighborhood meetings for organizers?” “How are the
characteristics of a good organizer like that of a good teacher?” “What
about house parties? How could we use these?” and “Are teachers
comparable to organizers? and parents to leaders? how do we ‘train’
parents like organizers train leaders?” These scribblings are indications,
I think, of the immediate connections I consistently found between
what community organizers do as a matter of course and what teachers
might do. In Chapter 4, I try to make these connections clear, beginning
with my vision of a community organizing model for teaching, a model
that both brings together and remains true to what community
organizers in their various approaches might consider common to their
practice. The intent of this chapter is not to mandate a step-by-step
process for community organizing, but rather to suggest some general
components that teachers might consider for their own parent outreach
programs if they recognize the rationale of wearing the hat of a
community organizer. Just as Rothman refers to the “mixing and
phasing” that real organizers use in their movement in and out of the
various orientations toward community organizing (“ Approaches”), in
this chapter I connect how the individual attempts on the part of the
teachers mentioned in Chapter 2 might fit into a model like this, giving
the flavor of what a community organizing approach to outreach might
look like. :

If teachers are to take on the community organizing approach to
their community outreach—to become, as I suggest in this text, teacher-
organizers—they must learn how. In Chapter 5 I lay out some ideas to
help teachers get started: from ways teacher educators might introduce
the concept of advocacy in their methods courses to an approach
teacher leaders might try out in their professional development for
practicing teachers. Utilizing one of community organizing’s standard
training approaches—scenario development and enactment—I demon-
strate in that chapter how the model of Chapter 4 might work in real
settings. Beginning with scenarios I created (based on true stories
shared with me by teachers), I suggest how a community organizing
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model might work in practice; I further suggest how to turn this
scenario work into a process for teachers to think through their own
situations and contexts.

Finally, a footnote to my process of discovery comes to mind. One
lesson has been brought home to me over and over in my research into
community organizing. Folks who, like me, have done extensive work
in composition studies and English education pride ourselves on the
interdisciplinarity of our fields—on the fact that our work truly has
become a “blurred genre.” We look to such disciplines as women’s
studies, anthropology, and psychology on a regular basis in order to
stretch our understandings. As I began this research project and moved
into fields of study beyond the margins of our normally wide range, I
was struck by how the conversations which consume my colleagues
and me are echoed in these other disciplines of political science, public
health, social work, and environmental studies. Skimming through
articles in their journals, I hear questions raised about the ethics of
research and the various responsibilities researchers have for telling the
stories of others. I read Israel and her colleagues as they identify key
principles of community-based research, including in their concerns
how the research must mutually benefit all parties in order to be ethical,
how change in the community must be a primary concern of all
research. I read Bryant’s Environmental Advocacy and am struck by the
connections he finds between environmental advocacy and action
research. As I read on and on, John Dewey’s name crops up often, as
does Paulo Freire’s. My point is this: My immersion in these new
disciplines not only opened my eyes to some new ways of thinking that
will forever inform my world view, but also showed me the strong
connections we need to continue to forge across buildings and libraries
and thinkers. We have much to learn from each other—and many more
conversations to share.

Notes

1. AlthoughI use the term parents throughout this book, I—and the teach-
ers with whom I have worked—are very sensitive to the fact that not all chil-
dren live in either a one- or a two-parent household. For many of these chil-
dren, the term parents might mean stepparents, aunts and uncles, grandpar-
ents, or other caring adults.

2. For a fuller exposé of this issue, see Denny Taylor’s Beginning to Read
and the Spin Doctors of Science; for more on the general mischaracterization of
educational issues in the popular press, see Berliner and Biddle’s The Manufac-
tured Crisis.
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3. Jim Vopat, for example, creates a wonderful model for parent out-
reach in his book The Parent Project, a model that meets many of the criteria I
would set for a sustained program that goes far enough in effecting changed
perspectives. The problem with this program, I have heard from a number of
teachers, is that it seems too “big”—requiring more time and energy than many
of them believe they can actually put forth.
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Appendix

The following pages contain selected passages from Cathy A. Gwiz-
dala’s pamphlet Spelling Development of First-graders in a Whole Language
Classroom.
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Introduction

Note: Literacy is a word that I will use often in this booklet. To me, it means reading,

writing, listening, speaking thinking and viewing, all developing in the same child, each at its
own rate, with each part's growth enhancing the other parts. A literate person is an effective
communicaior, and is able to enjoy, as well as understand ideas, whether through reading,
writing, listening, speaking or viewing.

Dear Parents,

You may have noticed that our classroom last year was different from most
first grade classrooms that you had seen or knew about. We used no
"reading books", spelling workbooks, phonics workbooks, no skill sheets,
etc. In the absence of all these things, you may have wondered just how or if
reading, spelling and phonics were taught at all.

Well, I am one of a growing number of teachers from all over the world
who believes in the whole language philosophy. In a nutshell, this means
that I believe that literacy development is natural, and develops in much the
same way as your child’s abilities to speak and walk. All these skills become
more and more refined as your child grows older and has more chances to
practice. (It's just like when they first learned to talk. You were thrilled at
the first "Ma-ma-ma-ma-ma-ma" or "Da-da-da-da-da-da" that came out, and
accepted it as the beginning of talk. In a whole language classroom, we're
thrilled with the beginnings of writing where the spelling is "inventive" or
"temporary", because we know that, as the children grow, the spelling will
also mature, just as those "mama's and dada's" became clearer with more
practice.)

36



24

Teachers Organizing for Change

Ag a teacher who believes in the whole lanquage philosophy,

* 1 do not believe that reading and

writing and spelling should be taught
separately.

* [ do not believe that all children can or
should learn the same skill of reading or
writing at the same time, or that each
small reading, writing or spelling skill
must be leamned before the next,
supposedly more difficult one may be
introduced by the teacher.

*I do not believe that partial stories in the
basal readers give the children a love for
fine literature that will last them a
lifetime.

* I do not believe that children are empty
vessels, just waiting in their seats for the
teachers to "Fill them up" with
knowledge.

* I do believe that all the parts of literacy
develop together, each enhancing the
growth of the others.

* I do believe that, when children are
given the opportunity and tools to
practice reading and writing in their
classrooms and at home, they will
naturally learn the skills necessary to be
good at both, without completing
workbook pages for practice.

* I do believe that, after enjoying fine
literature by listening as it's read by
others, personally reading, and
participating in extension activities,
children will develop a lifelong love of
good literature.

* I do believe that children can handle
much of the responsibility for their own
learning, and that, with guidance, they
can and will seek information using
resources such as encyclopedias,
storybooks, videos, television programs
and other people.
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In order to teach in a way that supports these beliefs, I tried to create a
classroom full of real literacy experiences. These real situations, coupled
with the students taking so much responsibility for their own learning, made
our classroom look and run very differently from traditional classrooms. Our
classroom was often noisy, cluttered, and full of groups of students
everywhere but in their seats.

A quick peek into our classroom door may have made you think that the
kids were just having a good time while I sat around watching them. Let me
assure you, those kids learned a great deal last year. (and I stayed very busy)
Their literacy development went through the roof! As you know, your
children kept journals all year. While they kept theirs, I also kept a journal
on the computer. Throughout each day, during most of the school year, 1
typed in specific examples of things I'd seen or heard the kids do for the
singular purpose of illustrating the literacy development of the children. I'd
like.to share just a few of those examples with you now. Remember, these
are real examples from your children throughout the 1993-94 schoolyear. 1
hope you enjoy them, and see how much they really were learning.

BEST COPY AVAILABLE

o
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What Can Parents Do to Support the Whole
Lanquage Process?

You may be wondering what you can do to further your child's literacy
development at home,

*When your child takes down the turning rod from the mini-blinds to point at words
as she reads, as Kayla did, encourage her! That's very literate behavior, and we
want to encourage that in all our children all the time.

*When your child wants to write all the time -- that's great! Provide as much paper
as he needs, and encourage letter-writing, grocery-list writing, sign-making, etc.,
then really send the letters, take the lists to the store during shopping trips, and hang
up the signs, so he can see the usefulness of his writing.

*Take frequent trips to the library. Your children love to read, and the books are all
free!

*Listen to your child read as often as possible. While listening, try to concentrate
more on making sure she gets the meaning of the entire selection, instead of
focusing on perfect word-calling. It's okay for your child to make a little mistake
once in a while.

*Let your child see you reading and writing as often as possible! While that may
not seem very important, it's one of the best ways for you to show your child how
much you value reading and writing.

*Try to provide a quiet time and place for your child to read and write. Every once
in a while, turn off the TV., VCR, video games and stereos, and set aside the time
for reading and writing

*Come into the classroom anytime, and watch what wonderful things go on! You'l
be as amazed as I was, [ promise!

11
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Parent Responge Sheet
Pleage return to Mrg. Gwizdala

Dear Parents,
Now that you've finished reading this booklet about spelling development
in our first grade classroom, please let me know what you think about it.

Do you think I should continue compiling these booklets for parents?

What should I include or how can I change them to make them
better?
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2 The Quiet Revolution:
Teachers Reaching Out
to Parents

tures whose goal is to convince parents to think in certain ways.

Not only would such a heavy-handed approach fail miserably, but
also it would be inappropriate for a number of reasons. Above all, our
priority as teachers remains to teach the children. This is a charge that,
when done well, takes an inordinate amount of time and leaves us with
little energy to become the next Norma Rae or Ralph Nader. Thus, any
attempt to work with parents must integrate somehow with the job
teachers already do, so that instead of being perceived as an “add-on,”
it's seen as a “part of.” Equally important, our relationship with parents
is always a precarious one. It’s become almost a cliché to talk of parents
as their children’s first, best teachers, but there is much truth in that
statement. Parents know so much about their children’s needs, strengths,
desires, and interests; we have an obligation to open our minds and
hearts to listen hard to what they tell us about their children, even as we
balance that with the knowledge we hold about literacy and language
arts instruction. While we have a lot of information to share with parents
about how to teach their children, we must always remember that this
can’t be a one-way agenda, carved in stone and unresponsive to
individual needs. We can’t become preachy, standing on our soapboxes
and informing those “uninformed” parents how they must think about
our pedagogy.

Working with parents, then, needs to be more of a quiet revolu-
tion, the kind of revolution that depends on talking and listening, on
teachable moments, on stolen time. It becomes a balancing act which
factors in the needs of parents and students, the knowledge of all
parties, in a time frame that can be carved out of busy lives.

Teachers cannot suddenly redefine themselves as political crea-

Parts of this chapter were previously published as “Advocating for Change: A New
Education for New Teachers” in English Education 30 (May 1998): 78-100.
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Over the past few years, I've worked with a number of teachers
who are creating this quiet revolution in amazing ways. These are
teachers who are well grounded in and strongly committed to certain
beliefs about teaching; they have studied and thought hard about the
best ways to teach kids to read and write, and they have definite
agendas for language arts pedagogy. But these are also teachers who are
listeners, welcoming the words of parents and students in order to learn
more about how to be effective with individual kids. These teachers are
gracious and interested, and they welcome parents into a community of
learning in which everyone has something to offer, everyone has
something to learn. Perhaps it is this kind of attitude, coupled with a
number of specific strategies, that allows these teachers to be so
successful in their parent outreach.

These are also busy teachers. Each of them is involved in numerous
activities outside of their regular teaching (some related to education
and some not). All of them figured out a way to make this parent
outreach an important part of their practice, rather than merely an add-
on, and assured me that the time spent working with parents in these
ways was a curious thing: when they spent the time to reach out to
parents in proactive ways, they reduced the amount of time they had to
spend responding to concerns and problems. Was parent outreach then
a time-saver? Maybe not, but at least, as it became integral to their
teaching, it became an important use of their time.

Most of the teachers I've worked with did not initiate ways of
parent outreach because of complaints or problems in the classrooms,
but rather as a preventive measure, realizing that their ways of teaching
might seem unusual to parents schooled in another era. Neither did
these teachers consciously start this work so that their parents would
become active respondents to the misinformation and half-truths out
there about language arts instruction, but, in most cases, parents took on
that role when it seemed appropriate.

The teachers you will meet here are quite different from each
other: They have differing amounts of experience as teachers, they teach
in very different kinds of communities, and they teach different grade
levels. The kinds of strategies they use for parent outreach, then, vary,
depending on their context and comfort level, although, as you'll see in
the conclusion to this chapter, there are some important commonalities
in their approaches. What’s important to take from these brief narrative
portraits, I think, is less the specific strategies than their overall
approaches and the factors that influence their choice of certain
approaches. What Julie does in her classroom, because of the context

BFSRN
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and her comfortlevel, will be quite different from what another teacher
can do in her locality. In other words, these stories are not meant as a
source of how-to lists of the very best ideas about how to work with
parents, but rather as a way to get other teachers to start thinking of
appropriate ways to reach out to parents in their own situations.

Julie King: “Clarifying My Own Theory and Communicating
it to Others”

Julie is a relatively new teacher, untenured, but determined to put best
practices in English language arts instruction into her eighth-grade
classes in a suburban middle school. Julie’s district is a fairly wealthy
and homogeneous one, a very grade-conscious district in which parents
regularly call to see their child’s numerical grade on any given day.
When I first met Julie three years ago, after she had taught for just two
years, she was struggling with her practice. “I had no plan, no kind of
scope and sequence for the year,” she explains. “There was a curricu-
lum, although it was more like a list of skills, a thirty-page list.
Hundreds and hundreds of isolated things . . . [I knew] there was no
way I could teach every isolated skill in that book. [And] no matter what
I did, the kids didn’t like reading . . . the kids didn’t like writing [and]
they weren’t writing anything interesting.” Julie, like many new
teachers, turned to familiar sources to figure out what to do: her
memories of her own teachers and the practices of the teachers around
her—what she now sees as rigid, teacher-centered lessons involving
teaching skills out of context. She tried to adapt those kinds of lessons
into experiences that were more student-centered: having them write
lessons out of their spelling words or using a five-paragraph essay
format to write about their bedrooms—Ilessons which resulted, as she
says, in “meaningless babble.” Frustrated, Julie enrolled in a National
Writing Project summer institute. She read volumes of professional
material, she met and talked with other teachers who had tried reading
and writing workshops in their own classrooms, and she began to
reflect seriously about what she believed most about how to teach
English—whather personal goals were and how she thought kids could
best learn to read and write. “Now,” she says, “it just seems like second
nature to me. . .. If you're going to learn to read and write, you have to
read and write. . . . Kids can come in [the classroom] and they can . . .
learn how to read and write by reading and writing. What a concept! I
just had never experienced that at all.”
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Julie continues: “At a certain point I decided I can’t go back and
do this the same way anymore.” But she worried: “Everybody’s going
to hate me if I do this and everybody’s going to say I'm wrong . . .
teachers, kids, parents, administrators, everybody.” Julie responded to
that fear by spending hours carefully studying her district’s mandated
curriculum and trying to see how workshop strategies might fit into
what she originally thought were fairly rigid requirements. “I really
studied it, read it page by page and thought really hard about it: “If I
teach this way, am I still meeting the needs and expectations of this
curriculum book?” My answer was yes, I can defend this; I can pick up
a kid’s piece of writing and the curriculum guide and say it’s here. The
kid is going to get [the skill]. It's just going to be in a different way.”

Julie went back to the classroom with a whole new approach to
teaching. She immediately approached her principal and department
chair, talking to them about the changes she planned to incorporate,
inviting them to visit and help her think through these changes. But she
worried about how the parents would react. “Either I was just going to
go in and teach the [new] way . .. and field questions if they came up, or
I was going to be proactive. I decided to go the proactive route and
really back up what I was doing.” Julie began that year by sending a
letter home to parents before school even started, laying out for them
what the class was going to look like, what parents should expect to see
their children doing at home, what their children would be doing in her
class on a day-to-day basis (see Appendix A for this and other selected
materials developed by Julie). Personalizing the letter by using a “mail
merge program,” Julie was able to address each parent individually and
explain, for example, what “Sarah’s writing folder” would look like.

Julie followed up that welcome letter by putting together a
newsletter for parents about reading and writing workshop,
collaboratively written by the kids. The newsletter explained many
aspects of her workshop format, with articles on topics such as peer
response groups, process writing, revision strategies, and individual-
ized reading programs. In kid language, the students explained their
own views on what these aspects meant. Julie explains that having the
students understand the language of the workshop is not only empow-
ering for the students but also a key to helping parents understand:
“Our language is not the same as . . .what literature teachers in college
might use. But [the students] have language for writing: they know
what portfolios are, they know what a rubric is, they know what
assessment is, they know what writers” tricks are. I know that

~.
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understanding this language gives you power and I'm trying to do that
for my kids.” She continues: “I think that if I can provide the parents
with a definition that they can understand, . . . then they can talk
intelligently about what is going on in school. They don’t have to say,
‘Oh, this teacher is doing this weird thing."”

Providing parents with the language and the strategies behind
her teaching continues to occupy Julie’s attempts at proactive teaching.
For example, Julie’s students regularly record their responses to their
reading in a writer’s log, using one entry a week to write a letter to
someone about the books they are reading. One week they write to a
peer, one week they write to Julie, and the third week they write to their
parents. Parents are asked to write back, just as the teacher and peers do,
and Julie includes some instructions to the parents on appropriate kinds
of responses. Although some parents do the minimum, many parents
“are so geeked!” Parents write about their excitement that their kids are
reading at home and recommend other books to their children. Other
examples of Julie’s outreach to parents: She regularly asks parents to
read and respond to their child’s portfolio, and she develops teaching
units which include the parents—such as her recent Generations Unit,
in which students worked with their parents and extended families to
research and eventually to write pieces collected in a book about elderly
relatives. For Julie, getting more and more of the writing and reading
her students do into the hands of the parents is key—once they see the
amount and quality of the work their kids are producing, many of their
fears are allayed—while at the same time she constantly tries to find
strategies to help the parents understand why the students are
approaching literacy learning in these ways. This project, in particular,
has had a positive impact on parents, especially in helping them
understand and become involved in their own children’s learning.
According toJulie, “I think I realized [from doing this project] that if you
involve the family in . . . part of the work, it helps. . . . It got families
together” to talk about school.

Julie has also found herself seeking new ways to explain her
pedagogy to parents within a system that sometimes seems unfriendly
to it. Recently, she found herself sleepless on a Sunday night after
spending the weekend estimating grades and filling in the forty-five
multiple choice bubbles required for her school’s midterm progress
report—questions that “don’t fit any kid.” She explains:

They're not true grades, they’re not true comments, but I have
eighty-six Language Arts students and thirty-two Reading for
Pleasure Students. I can’t write all those [individual] notes; I just
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can’t. So I got up at eleven on Sunday night and I sat at the com-
puter and typed a two-page letter [to parents]: “I just finished
doing progress reports, but I feel that with the format ... Icouldn’t
tell you enough about what we're doing in Language Arts, so
here’s an update.”

She formatted the note to parents as a newsletter and the next day
stuffed them into envelopes which the kids addressed (“a little mini-
lesson on addressing envelopes!”), and, she said, “it made me feel much
better.”

The most ambitious project Julie has taken on is the creation of a
booklet for parents, entitled Seeing Common Ground: A Parent’s Guide to
Process Writing Instruction and Assessment. In this booklet, Julie starts
with definitions for the terms process writing, authentic assessment, and
portfolios and illustrates those terms through specific examples taken
from her students’ writing. In the section on process writing, for
example, Julie interweaves the writing of one student through the
various stages, pointing out how particular strategies helped the
student move through a piece of writing from its conception to
publication. Julie describes the booklet as “an argument for what I do
and how I teach” so that parents will be more informed in a nonthreat-
ening way not only about what their children are doing, but also about
what is considered best practice in English language arts. She explains:

[Many parents] were taught very traditionally and so . . . it is
hard for them to understand what I am doing. . . . So I'm hoping
by providing definitions for some of these things, they will be
able to understand what they are and help their kids. . ., and talk
about it in an intelligent way to somebody else. I just think that if
you have the language you have the power. ... I think it’s easy to
[help kids] study for a spelling test. Not quite as easy to do a
writing critique when your kid brings home a paper. If I help
explain to parents what process writing is, how you respond . . .
then they can feel more useful and they will be more useful.

As Julie’s knowledge about teaching has increased, so has her
confidence. Once scared even to call parents, she is now a vocal
proponent of what she believes language arts education should be. She
is vocal at PTA meetings, especially on the subject of assessment; she is
part of the districtwide writing team; she’s been given released time in
her school to work on writing-to-learn initiatives; and she regularly
speaks at workshops and conferences about her teaching. She concludes:
“I'wouldn’t say that I'm real political . . . , but I see how I've grown. . ..
Ifeel...because I am able to explain myself . . . that if someone were going
to throw stones at the way I teach, I'd have somebody to back me up.”
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Kathleen Hayes-Parvin: Extending Multiple Invitations,
Especially to the Disenfranchised

Kathleen teaches sixth grade in an extremely diverse middle school,
filled with students of many nationalities and backgrounds—African
American and Chaldean children, most prominently. Formerly a special
education teacher, Kathleen turned to language arts instruction just five
years ago. As with Julie, it was a summer with the National Writing
Project which

changed my life. . . . [I] ended up with some people who were
such professionals, who regarded their profession like lawyers
and doctors regard theirs. This was so different for me. . . . T hooked
up with some people who were so incredibly powerful in terms
of their conviction about what they did, why they did it, . . . find-
ing out the theory behind what [they’re] doing.

Kathleen began immersing herself in professional materials, talking to
others about their own classrooms, thinking hard about her own beliefs.
She took advantage of other professional opportunities, attending
conferences and joining the Michigan English Language Arts Frame-
works (MELAF), a three-year professional development project to
study best practices in English. She explains how this immersion
increased her confidence: “I knew I did good things for good reasons
before, but when you can say you have the theory behind you and you
have the books that empower you, that convinces people that . .. youdo
have something to say worth listening to.”

Kathleen has worked particularly hard at developing a strong
relation with the families of the students she teaches, a time-consuming
task but one she says is “well worth it. It's just time well spent.” Her job,
as she sees it, is to extend multiple invitations to families, invitations so
varied that she eventually finds a way to hook every parent, even those
reluctant to participate in school events. “I grew up in a house in which
my parents weren't particularly school congruent,” she explains. “They
were both dropouts at sixth grade to support their families, so school
was scary. Part of my goal is to try to include parents who weren’t
particularly enfranchised .. . in their school life.” She begins the year in
August with a phone call or letter to every parent in her classes, inviting
them to a brief beginning-of-the-year conference, to introduce herself
and to learn from the parent about the child as a learner. She sees this
contact as “unbelievably important. Because the next time you call . ..
you don’t feel threatened by, ‘Here I've never met this person and I'm
calling to say something terribly negative about their child.” You feel
like, ‘Hey, I've called this mom or dad, I've welcomed them to our team,
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and now I'm calling for their help,” and they’re much more likely to do
that for me.” She notes that she gets 100 percent participation from
parents: about 80 percent come in for a conference and the rest respond
to her through a letter or phone call. “The parent you can’t get to come
in [at first] is the parent you need most to get. . . . I take it personally, like
a personal affront if they don’t [respond],” she laughs. “I make it my
business to keep going.”

Once she gets the families of students in her room, either through
these initial conferences or through a later open house, she demon-
strates to them the rich literacy in the room, exposing them to the kind
of environment that surrounds the children. There are books every-
where: picture books for children, adolescent literature, classic litera-
ture, student-produced books, and professional books. She also intro-

duces the parents to her lending library, a collection of books about- - -~

literacy that she has found useful and which she invites parents to
borrow. “It's another invitation,” Kathleen explains. “No one’s ever
borrowed a book from it . . . but it helps them know that I'm confident
about what I’'m doing, that I have theory behind what I'm doing, and
that they’re welcome to share in that.”

Later in the year, Kathleen begins her parent education program
in earnest. She starts with the poetry anthology produced by kids: a
collection of poems the kids have written, placed in a three-ring binder.
In the front of the binder, Kathleen includes a “teaching letter,” a letter
to parents which talks about the poetry in the binder, carefully
explaining to them what the students have been working on, what they
should look for when they read through the poems, and asking them to
write aresponse to what they’ve read (see Appendix B for this and other
selected materials from Kathleen). She then sends the book home with
a different child each night, beginning with a parent whom she knows
will set a tone of support and care. for the writing so that subsequent
parents will get good ideas for how to respond. Parents have responded
by writing their own poetry, by writing in different languages (which
the kids then translate and put into the book), and by writing carefully
worded responses, such as, “These poems are a delight. The art of words
is a valuable tool in communication.” Kids feel they have real audi-
ences; parents have a real sense of what their kids are learning, not only
through the poems themselves but through the teaching letter.

Kathleen then begins a series of invitations to parents, urging
them to compose pieces for the next class anthology, usually devised
around a theme (such as heroes) or a genre (such as memoir). Again, she
includes teaching letters in her invitations, explaining, for example, that
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“Memuoir is a literary genre that helps us find meaning in the events of
our lives. Unlike autobiography, memoir does not attempt a complete
timeline of life experiences. Instead, it focuses on a few select moments
in our past that, together, reflect larger truths about our existence.” A
number of parents begin to write, although many of them feel a bit
apprehensive about it. Kathleen urges her students every year to help
the parents through this process, using the strategies they’ve been
taught: peer conferences with nonjudgmental comments or writers’
tricks to stimulate revision. Kathleen shares the story of a student
asking the class one day if her mom could come in for a peer conference
because she was stuck in her writing. The class agreed and the mother

- came in to read her piece! She received helpful advice and continued to

send in subsequent drafts with her daughter for more response from the
class until she felt her piece was ready for publication. This same mother
told Kathleen about the peer conference her daughter and husband held
for her one evening, all of them sitting around on the bed and talking
about writing. Kathleen explains, “She told me later she could tell . . . all
that her daughter had learned about writing and how impressive that
was.”

Again, writing in different languages is celebrated and translated
for the book; for those whojust can’t write, Kathleen urges them to come
in and share something else. One year a parent who was a filmmaker
brought in a documentary he had made, and explained about compos-
ing, rehearsing, and publishing in the film genre.

Kathleen expands upon these ways of encouraging parent
involvement and understanding through a number of other projects:
student-led conferencing in which parents spend an evening at school
as their child takes them through her portfolio of writing; an elders
project similar to Julie’s but which invites older community members
into the classroom for a day of interviews and learning; a group project
with some at-risk girls and their parents to try to help the girls begin to
think about their own connection to schooling and literacy. For
Kathleen, each of these experiences expands the community’s under-
standing of the education of its children. She explains:

It’s like this Amish Friendship bread [her class recently received].
We squeeze the bag every day, and at the end of ten days we add
another cup of milk and another cup of flour and another cup of
sugar, and we squeeze it all together, and then weladle out 4 new
starter packages and we give them away. And as they mature,
these people give them to four other people.
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The results of this expanded understanding are becoming clear.
The parents in Kathleen’s class not only become intimately involved in
the workings of the class; they also begin to understand in some detail
the kind of literacy environment in which their children are taught.
Terms like reading workshop or writing workshop or process approaches are
no longer words on a page. Parents now have firsthand knowledge of
what those terms mean, and thus they are more inclined to reject the
arguments of a newspaper article lambasting this approach to teaching
or to explain to other parents what is happening in this particular class.

I've seen parents from this school go speak on our behalf at school
board meetings in Lansing. I've seen parents at this school talk to
different people about the best practices they’ve seen at the sixth
grade. . . . They’ve come to expect that’s what should happen,
that kids would write real stories and not diagram sentences or
work on things in an isolated fashion. . . .

For Kathleen, this is evidence of the impact her approaches are having
on the families of the children she teaches.

Carolyn Berge: Creating Conversation and Community

Carolyn Berge is a multiage primary school teacher who has been in the
profession for over twenty years. Carolyn was recently certified by the
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards, and her reputation
as a master teacher precedes her. Parents vie to get their children in her
class. “It’s like winning the lottery if your son or daughter gets into her
class,” one parent told me. “Other parents come up to you on the street
and offer congratulations.” Carolyn has worked with students in a
number of settings—private and public, working class and upper class,
from preschool to middle school—and explains that it was her experi-
ences in a school that had large numbers of at-risk kids that helped her
begin to learn how to do parent outreach. She explains: “There were so
many different types of parents . . . and even for the kids who were the
most at risk and had the hardest family lives, their parents always cared
. ... [ wasjust really curious about them without judgment. Otherwise
the defenses happen and [then] of course teachers can’t communicate—
with good reason.”

Carolyn has taken this approach to parent outreach into every
setting, believing that one has to find ways to establish communication
and create a community wherever one is. It's the atmosphere one
establishes that’s most important, she insists, an atmosphere of “truly
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wanting” parent involvement and not merely paying it lip service. “Ido
lots of things [to promote parent participation], but I think the biggest
thing is to create a trust.” Her current assignment, a mostly upper-
middle class setting with a large population of children of professors,
doctors, and researchers, presents its own challenges. She describes the
parents as “very visible,” parents who place “a high value on educa-
tion,” parents who are concerned that even their very young children
have the kind of preparation that will help them get into good colleges.

Carolyn works from the very beginning of the year to establish a
real community with the parents and children in her classroom. She
always offers some kind of getting-to-know-you activity, usually a
potluck picnic, which she describes as one of the most important
activities she sponsors. Caroline sends out invitations to all the families
in her class, asking them to come to the picnic on the Saturday before
school begins: “have people bring food, sit down, and get to know each
other. . .. Parents love it, kids have a blast, and it’s a nice relaxed way for

me to look like a real person. . . . [By the time they leave], they have
already a feeling that they are a community, . . . a community of
learners.”

Continuing this message of becoming a community of learners, .
Carolyn hands out a long list of possible ways parents can volunteer for
the classroom: from sharing occupations and hobbies to donating
supplies to coordinating the classroom newsletter, “a big array of things
that says ‘I really care about your input.”” As a result, three to four
parents a day regularly help in her classroom; many more are involved
outside the confines of the school day. This year, one parent created
portfolios for all the students; another comes in every other week and
writes a newsletter with kids. Parents who are involved in these ways
are exposed to the kinds of teaching and learning that go on in the class;
they have firsthand knowledge of how Carolyn conducts writing and
math clubs, how she uses learning logs for six- and seven-year-olds,
how she promotes student choice; as participants in the classroom
community, these parents learn how to respond appropriately to
students involved in those activities.

Carolyn also designs her classroom schedule so that “the begin-
ning of the day is really flexible.” Kids come in and right away choose
one of her many “Smart Choice” offerings: writing in their journals or
learning logs, working on calendar math, or reading a book. When the
parents come in to drop off their children, the kids are busy, giving
Carolyn a chance both to talk with parents and to invite them in to see
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their children making choices, reading and writing on their own,
pursuing their own literacy in appropriate and productive ways.

Carolyn also offers other venues for parents to learn more about
these ways of teaching and learning. Every year she offers a series of
inservice nights for parents, in addition to the regular Curriculum
Night (see Appendix C for a parent workshop survey and other selected
materials from Carolyn). One of her most successful has been her
language arts inservice, in which she tries to present whole language “in
a tactile way.” As parents enter the room, they are surrounded by
evidence of literacy on the wall: kids’ writing and a chart of how
children’s writing develops. As parents take their seats, each is handed
a piece from ajigsaw puzzle. Carolyn invites them to sit down at a table
and look at their puzzle pieces to see if they.can determine what the
entire picture might look like, first by themselves and then with the
small group at their table. As Carolyn explains,

Of course, nobody can. . . . And the analogy I make . . . is that this
is what whole language is to me. I then show them the picture
[on the cover of the jigsaw puzzle] and they all say, "Wow, that’s
it.” And I say, “Well, in our whole language classroom, what we're
dealing with is looking at the whole first and trying to gain mean-
ing . . . before you learn the pieces. Now you look at your piece
and say, ‘O, it fits there.” When I do that, it is . . . a revelation to
them, why I don’t do isolated phonetic skills. It’s because the
meaning has to be first for kids and for all learners.

As the inservice continues, Carolyn invites parents to write a descrip-
tion of a classroom they remember from their childhood, leading them
into a discussion of how classrooms have changed. After she shares
with them similar descriptive writing their children have done about
their own rooms, she asks them to bring home their writing, show it to
their children, and have théir children run a peer conference with them,
with the kids offering them two pluses and a wish.

In this inservice Carolyn meets a number of her goals: helping the
parents to understand the terms involved in whole language (like
process writing and peer conferences) and how those terms play out in her
classroom; showing parents the kinds of writing and response that six-
and seven-years-olds can do; and having them experience what it
means to write themselves. She says most parents, initially skeptical
about whole language, experience “this huge ‘aha.””

Carolyn continues to run inservice nights, this year offering
parents a list of possible topics at Curriculum Night. Based on the needs
and questions of her particular parents each year, she creates inservice
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opportunities which help them understand more clearly her approaches to
teaching.

Like Kathleen, Carolyn has developed a parent lending library,
but it serves a different purpose in this community. Carolyn recalls that
during her first year at the school, before her reputation as a whole
language teacher was established, “the parents really felt a need for it,
because they didn’t trust invented spelling, and they didn’t trust
process writing. . . . They wanted to read about [the whole language
debate]. There are some people here who [read the books] cover to
cover, underline if they could!” Now she finds parents don’t check
books out quite as much. Carolyn uses the library, though, to help
parents who have specific questions and to encourage their participa-
tion in the classroom. This year, a parent who is a mathematician and
felt the math program was not enriching enough took Carolyn’s advice
to borrow a book; she now comes in regularly to work with small
groups of kids in the ways she learned from her reading.

Carolyn uses a number of other strategies to help educate her
parents about her approaches, such as newsletters which include
student writing and portfolios that travel home for comments. Her
newest addition is the Walking Journal, which she describes to parents
in this way:

We call it that because every day, a different student will walk

home with it, share it with his or her family members and write a

little something on one of the empty pages. . .. Whoever wants to

write is welcome to do so—children, parents, grandparents, even

pets (with some human translation please). . . . [T]he purpose of

the Walking Journal is simply to model and encourage written

communication. But mostly, it is fun for all of us to learn more
about our extended family of learners.

So far, the response has been wonderful; parents and students are
writing and sharing.

Carolyn knows that her work with parents has led to some
changes in their views about how children learn and how schools might
function. One incident captures this change well. In accordance with a
mandate put forth by the school district, Carolyn’s school was attempt-
ing to create an enrichment program for gifted and talented kids, one
which was antithetical to her beliefs about how children learn but which
she was reluctant to criticize. After hearing about the new plan, her
parents—who had had the benefit of the inservice night on whole
language, multiple newsletters which featured kid writing, the lending
library, and many individual conversations with Carolyn—immedi-
ately came to her and said, “This isn’t like your classroom. This isn’t like
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anything you’ve talked about or shown us.” The parents then organized
and went to the principal and various committees to express their
displeasure with the proposed program and to suggest an alternate
approach. Their ability to articulate how they believed kids best learn
was convincing; their approach was adopted by the whole school.

For Carolyn, the bottom line is helping parents to see themselves
as part of the learning community that she and the children create each
year. As someone who is constantly reading and thinking hard about
her practice, Carolyn wants to share her ideas and knowledge with
others, even as she celebrates the ideas and knowledge they can
contribute.

Ronda Meier and Amy Pace: Reading and Learning
with Parents

Ronda and Amy are in their second year of a shared teaching program

of developmentally appropriate practices for fifty third- and fourth-
grade students in a school they describe as “the parochial school” of
their district: a school filled with middle- and upper-middle-class
children in a district which boasts an unusual mix of rural, neighbor-
hood, and city schools, with a large percentage of Title 1-eligible
students. Relatively new teachers, both talk with amazement at the
changes in their teaching in the five years they’ve been in the classroom:
Ronda speaks for them both when she says, “I had never heard of whole
language” when she entered the classroom; now the two rely on reading
and writing workshops, inquiry projects with topics chosen by the
students, student-led conferencing, and a host of other practices. Why
the changes? The two credit a number of sources, from their own
positive and empowering experiences when they were students.to the
support they’'ve receivéd in their own district: strong and active

language arts consultants, a support group of K-12 teachers who have.

worked together on curriculum development over the past four years
through the MELAF project, and participation in various whole
language groups and the National Writing Project. Mostly, Amy says,
“we had support. We had people who thought like us and would
support us . . . what knowledge they had they would share with us.”
Now, Ronda adds, they “feel empowered and respected” by other
teachers and administrators, a feeling that helps them continue in their
work.

But this feeling of respect has not always transferred to the
parents in the community. While their administrators and other
teachers and even some of us in English education around the state have
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been increasingly impressed by the practices Amy and Ronda use in
their classrooms and the high level of literacy produced by their
students, parents have not always been aware or understanding of their
pedagogy. Amy explains, “Ronda and I had several conversations [over
the years] about how our philosophy was different [from some of the
more traditional teachers] and why we were having problems with
parents, not attacking us, but really questioning us. We were tired of
always feeling we had to defend ourselves.” Ronda adds, “I knew there
was a lot that [parents] just didn’t understand” about some of their
practices, such as hands-on math instruction, inventive spelling,
inquiry projects, and student-chosen real books rather than basals. Last
year, this lack of understanding reached a peak. Until that time, each
was teaching in her own classroom, with Amy in a different school.
When they decided to teach together in a shared teaching classroom,
Amy transferred to Ronda’s school, and the school administration
assigned them to adjoining rooms with a connecting doorway, in order
to turn two classrooms into one, and ordered new, round tables in
keeping with the classroom design Amy and Ronda desired. But as
Ronda describes the first day of that experience,

There’s no furniture [the newly ordered tables hadn’t come in
yet], there’s fifty kids in the room and a new teacher [the parents]
had never seen before. . .. There was panic! [Parents were saying]
“What are you doing? I strictly said I did not want my child in a
split! Is this going to be a split?”

Both Amy and Ronda realized that the parents’ panic was understand-
able: they were unprepared for changes that they didn’t understand. So,
the two decided to do something both to help the parents and to help
themselves; specifically, they decided to start a parent study group,
inviting parents to join with them to read and talk about some current
issues in education, focusing on why they were using certain strategies
in their teaching. “We knew that we wanted it to be a discussion with
parents; we didn’t want to be preaching toward them,” explains Amy.
“Small and intimate and comfortable,” adds Ronda, “not a debate, more
a discussion.” When Open House came around in the third week of
school, they invited parents to join in a parent study group—and were
“heartbroken” when only a few parents signed up.

Because they believed strongly in the parent study group
concept, they continued to press forward, realizing that perhaps they
needed to explain more clearly what they meant by a parent study
group, “because parents didn’t know what we were asking them to do.”
They began to reinvite parents through a series of humorous and
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serious requests, including the “Top Ten Reasons” parents should join
(from “An excuse to leave the house without the kids for a change” to “It
can count as a date” to “Score brownie points with your child’s
teacher”) and “Defining A Parent Study Group” (“Itis a group of people
who gather together to read, share and discuss topics and issues in
raising literate children”). Even after the group got off the ground,
Ronda and Amy continued each month to reinvite any additional
parents who wanted tojoin in—about seventeen parents came regularly
to the six meetings they held over the course of the school year. (See
Appendix D for selected materials used by Ronda and Amy in
conducting the parent study group.)

What would motivate parents to take time out of their busy
schedules to participate in this kind of group? Answers from the
participating parents varied. One parent explained: “I wanted to
understand the way of teaching and the terms used in the classroom,
thus making it easier to help my child at home.” Another said, “I had
concerns about my nine-year-old’s reading.” And a third participated in
order “to demonstrate to my children my deep concern with their
education. Their education is a top priority in my household.”

For Amy and Ronda, a parent study group needed to answer both
these stated concerns and the unstated ones they knew lurked in some
parents’ minds. It was important to them that the design of the group
allow for reading and discussion, but also that it mirror the approaches
they use in their classrooms. So, for example, parent choice—of topics,
of meeting times, of the size of the group—was a key component.
Parents decided to meet one evening a month, from 7 to 8:30, although,
as Amy remembers, “We rarely got out of there at 8:30.” Ronda adds, “9,
9:30, onenight it was close to 10.” Parents also decided to limit the group
membership to parents in the Meijer-Pace classroom. More problematic
was convincing the parents that they should decide the topics of study
because, as Amy explains, “They didn’t have enough background
knowledge. [They would say] ‘Just tell us about reading.” [We’d want to
know] ‘Well, what about reading do you want to know?” And they
didn’t know what to ask.”

Eventually, the parents agreed that what they wanted to know
was “what you doin your classrooms, so that when our kids come home
at the end of the day, we can understand what they’re talking about.”
For Amy and Ronda, this meant a combination of discussion and hands-
on demonstration as they helped the parents understand the language,
the terminology, of the classroom. The topics they raised in the monthly
meetings were multiple intelligences, reading, math, spelling, inquiry,
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and the MEAP Tests (Michigan Educational Assessment Program, a
series of statewide tests in reading, writing, science, and social studies
given at various points in a child’s schooling).

Each month, Ronda and Amy sent home to the parents of all fifty
kids an article focusing on the topic of the month, “so it was always an
invitation. It wasn’t one elite group every time.” Articles were chosen
carefully, beginning with one from Newsweek entitled “Your Child’s
Brain” (see Appendix for Ronda and Amy’s list of suggested articles for
parent study groups), which they hoped would not only prove
accessible to all parents but also hook them into expanding their ways
of thinking about education; the discussion that night was as rich as
they had hoped. Amy explains, “It got across the idea of a variety of
learning experiences . . . hands-on kinds of things as important for
children’s development.” Ronda laughs, “They came out saying,
basically, our educational system is screwed up!” As the meetings
progressed, Ronda and Amy chose articles that were specific to the
topics at hand but accessible to educators and noneducators alike.

On the nights of the meetings, parents would gather with the two
teachers in their classroom, sitting around in a circle on the comfortable
couches and chairs, eating the snacks provided by Amy and Ronda, and
taking advantage of the child care they had arranged. At the first
meeting, the two initiated an icebreaker in which parents recalled their
own elementary learning experiences, thus setting a context for their
discussion of the Newsweek article. The teachers then gave parents a few
minutes to review the article they had read, asking them to write a
journal response to their reading, which led the way into discussion. As
the meetings progressed, this general format continued. At future
meetings, Amy and Ronda added a second-half activity in which they
demonstrated the connections between the article and their own
classroom practice, using as many hands-on examples as possible, so
that the parents might, as Amy said, “experience as much of [what we
doin the classroom] as they actually can.” Parents took a spelling test on
the night of the spelling meeting, for example, experimented with math
manipulatives for the math meeting, and sharpened their “#2” pencils
to attempt a section of the MEAP reading test for the assessment session.

For Amy and Ronda the Parent Study Group had unbelievable
benefits: they developed friendships with a number of the parents, they
noticed more parental involvement in all kinds of classroom activities,
and they gained new insights into the needs of many of their students.
Perhaps most important, the parents became “wonderful PR people,”
spreading the word among other parents about the benefits of the kinds
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of learning that were ongoing in the Meier-Pace classroom. One parent,
for example, after hearing from her peers about the kinds of reading,
writing, and math activities happening in the classroom, had her
daughter transferred in. Amy recalls that at the beginning of the year,
“She was very strongly against us, not personally . . ., but our type of
classroom environment.” Ronda adds, “She said, ‘I strictly requested
the other teacher, because I did not want my daughter to have this type
of classroom . . . split, multiage, free-for-all . . . chaos.”” As the year
progressed and she began learning more specifics, she changed her
mind, Amy remembers: “She evensaid . .. ‘Had I know what was going
on in your room, what was really going on, I would have moved my
daughter in a long time ago.””

The public relations factor also showed up at a meeting that Amy
and Ronda’s administration set up to explore with all parents the
possibility of beginning the multiage program in the school. The
parents in the Parent Study Group attended in full force, stepping
forward to answer the questions posed by other parents, based on their
new understanding of what really happens in a multiage classroom.
Amy remembers, “Our parents were able to articulate that their
children were being challenged. The [other] parents had this under-
standing that [a whole language multiage classroom] was a free-for-all,
that there was a lot of downtime or playtime. These parents were able to
say, ‘No, these kids are working hard.”

According to a number of parents, this experience was extremely
enlightening for them as well. Parents’ responses indicate not only their
newfound acceptance of the pedagogy Amy and Ronda use (“I have
discovered that what I ‘thought” was going on in my daughter’s class
was really not what was going on. I've learned so much about her
methods of learning in the classroom. I know now she’s on the right
track”), but also an increased understanding of how to use that
newfound knowledge to help their children in their homework (“I felt
confident of the classroom and confident when I worked with my
child”). For many, this new understanding transfers beyond the
confines of this one multiage classroom, to a more general acceptance of
current pedagogies (“The most important outcome of the Parent Study
Group is the development of a community of understanding that
promises to move pedagogy in a positive direction; i.e., for new
methods to be accepted, this process is necessary.”)

Amy and Ronda explain that for the last several years, people in
their district have been talking about the fact that all teachers need to be
able to communicate better with parents. Instead of waiting for the
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district to come up with the plan, these two young teachers just took the
plunge. In Amy’s words, “We just said, we’ll do it ourselves, just start
small.”

Learning from Teachers

As I examine these teachers’ approaches to informing parents, I notice
some striking similarities, similarities that are echoed in the voices of
many other teachers I have interviewed and observed over the past two
years. Despite differences in the communities in which they work, the
grade levels they teach, and their own levels of experience and
background in English language arts, these teachers’ specific ap-
proaches seem to group themselves into some broad categories—what
I would call general advocacy strategies for informing parents. Briefly,
let me describe these advocacy strategies.

Extending Multiple Invitations

These teachers all find a variety of ways to invite and reinvite and
reinvite parents to become part of the classroom enterprise. They
understand that not all ways of entering the classroom conversation are
equally comfortable to people, so they seek multiple approaches to
reach out to their constituencies, such as inviting parents to write about
their children’s learning and asking them tohelp out in the classroom in
any way they can—coming to an open house or a parent inservice or
study group, writing for a class book, or talking to the class about
another kind of endeavor. These teachers also find ways of outreach
which speak to the needs and character of an individual community. In
some communities, a parent lending library may work because people
in that community are voracious readers; in other communities, a
parent lending library serves the purpose of adding authority to the
teacher’s voice merely because it’s there. Some parents will never walk
into the classroom, will never write for a class book, will never gain
knowledge of the curriculum by participating in the academic struc-
ture—but they will learn about the curriculum by talking with the
teacher on their way to a field trip. In short, teachers need to know their
communities and learn the best ways of outreach for that community.

Initiating Early, Proactive Contact with Parents

All teachers have stressed to me the importance of some form of
“getting to know you and your child,” whether that takes the form of
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home visits, picnics, surveys, or another activity. The time spent in that
task (and, not to underestimate that time, it is enormous) seems to pay
off for every teacher  know: Parents are more receptive because they’ve
made a connection with the teacher early on and are more likely to
continue their involvement in the classroom; teachers feel more
comfortable talking to the parents on subsequent occasions. Many
teachers also use this early contact to explain their approaches to
teaching reading and writing, especially if their methods might be
different from what the parents are accustomed to. Newsletters, for
example, which help the parents understand what their child will be
doing in class and what they should expect to see at home help set a
tone: The teacher has considered carefully this way of teaching and is
helping to provide parents with the language necessary to understand
its parameters.

Empowering Student Voices

All these teachers take time to help their students understand the
language that writers—and teachers of writing—use. Once the students
can use terms like process writing, portfolios, or revision comfortably and
correctly, they can help educate their parents—whether it’s through a
peer conference on the bed one night or through a collaboratively
composed student newsletter about the workshop classroom. When
children speak naturally about writers’ tricks to aid in revision or
literary logs to improve their reading, thatlanguage becomes part of the
family’s understanding of what constitutes school—even if it's a
different language from that of their prior experiences.

Immersing Parents in Their Children’s Reading and Writing

For all these teachers, getting examples of their children’s reading and
writing into parents’ hands was vital. Then, in more than a “check-your-

child’s-homework-and-initial-it” approach, these teachers found ways

to guide parents into how to respond to their child’s learning—ways
which then educated them about best practices: hosting an inservice in
which parents write and respond to what their children are writing, or
sending home students” work in an individual portfolio or a class
poetry anthology, prefaced by a teaching letter on how to respond.
Clearly, not all parents will feel comfortable in this role at first, but the
more teachers help them learn how to respond, the more knowledge-
able they—and their children—will be about how people become more
literate individuals.
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Becoming Knowledgeable and Articulate Themselves

Underlying all these strategies is this last one: that all the teachers bring
a deep understanding of language arts instruction that was not arrived
at easily or quickly. They all have worked hard to come to know their
own beliefs about children’s learning, to understand how their beliefs
connect to the published writings of those conversant in “best prac-
tices,” and to feel comfortable in expressing those beliefs to others.
Teachers who use these advocacy strategies almost always name the
support groups which have helped them on this journey: National
Writing Project groups, TAWL chapters, and study groups or teacher
research groups. They often talk also about that moment when they
finally read published authors whose beliefs express so clearly the ways
they’ve been thinking about their own teaching. For these teachers, this
support in coming to understand where they stand has been vital. Once
they feel more knowledgeable, they have been able to articulate that
knowledge to others, drawing upon the specific strategies mentioned
above.

When I look at the fine work these teachers are doing, and I think
about the other exciting examples of parent outreach I've come across as
I've talked with teachers over the last several years, I know this:
Teachers already do a lot to inform their parent communities about the
practices which inform their pedagogies. Good teachers all over the
country are taking the time and developing the expertise to reach out to
parents, and many parents, in turn, are beginning to reach some new
understandings about the multiple reasons teacher professionals em-
brace certain practices. And, as a result of this action, a number of
parents are taking action of their own, whether it’s disagreeing with
another parent who lambastes whole language on the sidelines of the
soccer game or going forward to testify in front of a school board.
Teachers who recognize that one of their professional roles is to do
outreach in their community of parents and other adults are setting the
stage for some changes in how the public views the education of its
children.

I am aware that many teachers reading this chapter will find some
of these outreach strategies familiar or even be reminded of other means
of outreach they employ that aren’t mentioned here. This fact alone
strengthens my rationale for this chapter and for this book: Individual
teachers seem to know innately that this kind of outreach is both
necessary and, when done well, extremely effective. Individual teach-
ers even do this kind of outreach, some more often than others. But what
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I've found in my conversations with scores of teachers is that for most
busy professionals, their approach to parent outreach is sporadic at
best—generally spontaneous, often forgotten from year to year, and too
many times done merely in response to a problem. In essence, such
outreach is rarely part of a sustained program and is certainly not a
universal among teachers across the country. And as a result, what we
learn about outreach from our colleagues and peers arises from a
remark shared in the staff room or over a cup of coffee after school. It is
not the stuff of teacher training programs or staff development sessions.
And when that chance remark strikes a chord, we try out something
here or there, but rarely in a sustained, organized way: rarely, that is, in
the kind of habitual approach to a conscientious program of parent
outreach that I believe is necessary in order for it to become a regular
and effective part of our practice and in order for a proactive approach
to parent involvement to become a matter of course in our lives.

What I want to suggest from this chapter and in the rest of this
book, is that we begin to think about our jobs differently. If we want to
be able to do our jobs effectively, to be allowed to continue to teach in
ways that we know work with students, then we must find ways to
push to the forefront of our jobs this task of parent outreach. We have to
discover the means to work with parents regularly and consistently, in
ways that have proven to be effective. We have to find strategies that
work, strategies that fit into our practice and into our time constraints,
yes, but also strategies that allow us to reach out to parents as a matter
of course—before a problem sets in. We have to become proactive . . . so
that we don’t always have to be reactive. In the current climate, it’s no
longer a luxury; it’s a necessity.

Ibelieve we can learn from the lessons of others about how to do
this, specifically from the work of community organizers who, for the
last century, have explored how to go about working with others in
order to change minds and create new ways of viewing the world.
Community organizers, who come from a variety of disciplines and see
their work and commitments in a variety of ways, have certain
commonalities in their approaches—and a track record that is truly
inspiring. Teachers, perhaps, can learn from what these organizers do in
order to create a sustained model for creating new understandings.

In the chapters that follow, I will try to lay out my argument about
community organizing more fully by, first, giving an overview of
community organizing theory and practice, referring often to the work
and lives of the organizers whom I interviewed over the past year.
Community organizing, as you will see, is an umbrella term, one which
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encompasses widely diverse ways of thinking, but which comes down
to some very basic commonalities. In subsequent chapters, I will
suggest some components which seem to be at the heart of any
approach to community organizing, specifically suggesting how these
components might connect to the needs and commitments of teachers.

Am I suggesting that teachers take on a whole new job and
become community organizers, too? No, but what I am suggesting is
that if teachers begin to view their jobs through the lens of community
organization, we might see some vital changes in how the public views
our role—and, maybe, in how the public views its role—in the
education of children. Maybe it’s worth a try.

o
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Appendix A

This appendix contains the following materials developed by Julie
King:

= Welcome letter to parents

® The Student Times

» Seeing Common Ground: A Parent’s Guide to Process Writing In-
struction and Assessment (selected pages)
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Language Arts
Ms. King
Holmes Middle School
Conference (fourth hour): 11:30 - 12:55

WELCOME TO WORKSHOP!
Welcome to eighth grade language arts -- workshop style! The focus of this course is on the four
“strands” of language arts: reading, writing, speaking, and listening. That’s exactly what you can
expect to find in our Reading-Writing Workshop. Students will be reading and writing, as well as
sharing, collaborating, and conferring with others in the classroom on a daily basis. We will
explore different types of literature and writing, emphasizing mechanics and content in botn

areas. Mainly, we will be learning what good readers and writers do, and practicing skills for
literacy.

Whatis workshop?

Reading-Writing workshop means:
*Time is given in class for reading and writing.
*Students are expected to also continue in-class reading and writing at home.
*Students are encouraged to explore their own interests for reading and writing.
*Whole class lessons focus on improving reading and writing skills.
*Students are expected to reflect on their own literacy learning.

What about class work and homework?

*Students are required to read 30 minutes a day, M-F, outside of school time. (This is in
addition to any class time given in language arts or in C.U.T. time classes.)

*Students are required to write a minimum of 3-5 pages of rough draft writing each week
and to keep drafts in their writing folders.

*Students are required to maintain a Writing Folder of work-in-progress and skills lists,

*A lot of class time will be devoted to writing and revising, however additional
homework time will be necessarv to complete requirements.

And grading?

*Each week Writing Folders will be evaluated for completion of rough draft writing and
for keeping writing and reading lists up-to-date.

*Each week Reader's Response Journals will be evaluated for completion of three full-page
responses to student’s individual reading.

*Completion of daily lessons and class participation will be noted and evaluated.

*Each card marking, students will develop and turn in a portfolio or work with reflection of t=eir
own learning in the course.

“The progress report grade will be based on the completeness of required assignments.

*The marking period grade will be based on the complete portfolio - a product of all of the above.

O
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How will you know how your child is doing in language arts?
*You should see a lot of reading and writing happening at home! If not, please call me!
*Students will periodically be sharing work with you at home.
“Mid-mark evaluations will be sent home at the five week point of each marking periog.
*If you ever have questions call me!

Whatmaterials do students need?

The school will provide:
*A manila folder which can be used as a student portfolio.
*Classroomn and library books.

In addition. students will need:
*Pens and penadls for writing every day!-
*A three ring binder with dividers to serve as a Writing Folder
*An 8 1/2 x 11 composition notebook (to serve as a Reader’s Response Journal).
*Books, books, and more books!

While there will be some whole class and small group reading, students will be
expected to pursue independent reading throughout the course. There is a wide variety of
literature available at Holmes for students to choose from. I do encourage you, however, to S r—
take your child outside our school building to discover books of interest in other places. |
This can include public libraries, local bookstores, used bookstores, or even borrowing
from friends.

Aninvitation....

*Questions? Call me at 953-3932. I am available from 8:15 - 9:15 and after 3:00 p.m.
*Interested in visiting our classroom? Please let me know when you'd like to come in!
*Would you like to volunteer in the classroom to:

-work with small groups of students to listen to and respond to their writing?

-help students with publishing their writing?

-share with us your personal or professional reading and writing experiences?

-any other ideas? If so, give me a call as soon as possible so we can make arrangements.

A request....
*The more I know about each student, the better able I am to meet each student’s needs.
*Please take a moment to write to me about your child. What should I know as his or

her language arts teacher? *Responses can be delivered to me through vour child or can be
sent directly to the main office to my attention. I appreciate your time!

S | 56 SEST COPY AVAILABLE



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

Teachers Organizing for Change

CHE STUDENT TIMES

*** A PUBLICATION OF MS. KING’S THIRD HOUR LANGUAGE ARTS 8 CLASS, HOLMES MIDDLE SCHOOL***

EDITORS:Dan Cox, Stephanie Rothenberg, Adam Vincentini, and Kim White

ISSUE #1

FALL, 1995

THINGS WE USE FOR EVERYDAY
LIFE

We have many things available to us in writing
workshop. We use computers to write pieces
and to save data, and printers to print the data.
A pencil is also used, or a pen can be used
when desired. These materials are used for
everyday life. We use other things such as date
stampers, markers, printers, white out, books,
paper, stapler, and paper clips. Hole punchers
are used for papers that go in our black binders.
We are provided with all the tools to have a
successful Language Arts class.

By: Erich Shrewsbury, Misty Evenson, Joe
Katrich, Jamil Azar, Aaron McCabe, and John
MclLean
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Writing made Right

There are many different types of writing.
There are also a variety at things to write
about like short stories, poews, letters, and
many more. Some people write about
sports, memories, letters to parents and
friends. A good writer tries writing a
different way, most of the time. Writing is
worked on from Monday to Wednesday.
Step of writing include first, brainstorming
ideas, then draft (1-3) with conference
sheets, conferencing, then self edit. After
that you turn in all those sheets for a final
edit and be looked over by Ms. King.

By: Jamil Azar, Cindy Galka, Joe Katrich,
Dustin Mojak, Aaron McCabe, and Dan Cox
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_Brain storming is great way for writing ideas. It

helps for ideas on your drafts. Like webs, jots ,
and other things using them for ideas is good to.
Also just putting ideas on paper helps. Before
every first draft Ms. King tells us to brain storm.

by: Nick Soper , Steve Holden, Brad Langohr ,
and John MclLean
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Conferences “R” Us

Conferencing is when you talk with a group of
pecple about a piece of writing and see what
they think aboutit. They give you two pluses
and a wish. Two pluses are when a person
gives you two good things to say about your
piece of writing. A wish is something they want
to change about it. Two people can
conference at atime. Conference records are
pieces of paper that you write your two pluses
and a wish on. It also has a post conference
plan that is where you write what you are going
to do next to your piece. Conferences help
peopie become better writers. Many say it's fun.

By: Dan Cox, Megan Meidrum, Kelly Bruce,
Cindy Galka, Misty Evenson, and Kim White

By: Kim White, Josh Swim, Mike Shkreli, Mike
Harris, Mike Cervi, and Joey Kosky

of)
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FINAL EDITING
Editing involves a lot of independent work.
After going through the conferencing stage,
editing is necessary. Self editing is where
you go through your piece of work,
correcting all punctuation, spelling, and
sentence structure. Editing could be
considered a form of self-correction.

After the self-editing is completed, the
piece of work is turned in for teacher
editing. In this stage Ms. King goes over
the piece for final corrections. She
confronts us at this time in what we call an
editing conference. In this conference we
discuss the changes the she recommends.
This is the final stage before the piece is
finalized.

seensnsnescteessnne P R P T TR

Come Sit in the Author’s Chair

The author’s chair is shiny red and people from
the class come and sit in the chair and share
their pieces of writing to the class. After there
done the whole class gives them two pluses and
a wish which means two good points in your
piece they liked and one thing they wished you
could have added to your piece. But some
people get nervous. But after you read your
piece you get a lot of good ideas.

By: Craig Sharpe, Angelica Placinta, Adam
Vincentini, Steph Rothenberg, and Megan
Meldrum
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Mini Lessons
Every couple days we start the class with a mini
fesson. A mini lesson helps understand different
ways to write. We have done mini lessons on
the way we do things in class like, discussing
evaluation points, conference record; turn in
check list, words that show not tell and noun
plurals. We have also had mini on reading -
workshop how we should write in our lit fogs.
How we sheuld not write plot summaries. We
should critical think. In our lit log we have also

L e L L T e T T T R T Ty

learned how to make a plot triangle about our
books.So mini lessons are good because they
help us become better writers.

By: Mike Soho, Joe Kosky, Jennifer Schmid,
Mike Skrehli, Joey DeCarlo, and Craig Sharpe

AT G ANAEN -

Abenrz Werking Tegzihzry
Group work is exciting because there’s more
than one brain thinking. it is an excellent way
to get to know other people better. It allows
us to work with other people and still learn.

sewasn

When we are in a group, we share our ideas
with other people in the group. These groups
can be fun, though in other ways they can’t
because we could get stuck with people who
don’t want to work. Sometimes we get a lively
group and everything works out.

By: Stephanie Rothenberg, Joey DeCarlo,
Amanda Paglione, Josh Swim, Mike Soho, and
Brad Langohr

Social Kids

Get Down to Reading
Silent reading is a time to read and to do it silently. No
talking is allowed, but we can write in our literary log
to who we want to. Sometimes we read two times a
wecek for the full hour in Reading Workshop. A lot of
the time we spread all around the room, but some
people stay in their seats. Some people read long.
long, long books, and some read shorter books.

by Nick Soper, Mike Cervi, Dustin Mojak,Katie
Jahnevich, Kelly Bruce, and Eric Shrewsbury
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Writing in Literary Logs

You can write to a person about the book you

are reading. You can also write to Ms. King.

You have to write at least once every two weeks

and turn it in to Ms. King. You tell how your book

is coming along. You also tell if its good or

interesting or if its bad or boring. Some people

say it's just like writing a note to your friend.

By: Angelica Placinta, Amanda Paglione,
Jennifer Schmid, Adam Vincentini, Mike Harris.
and Katie Janhevich

CHE STUDENT TIMES
ISSUE #1  FALL. 1993
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Seeing Common Ground:
A Parent’s Guide to Process Writing
Instruction and Assessment

Dear Parents,

Too often the “new terms” in education create a gap between teachers and
parents. As new movements and practices in the teaching and learning of
language arts come along, it is often confusing to understand a teacher’s
classroom expectations and requirements. As we learn more and more
about how students acquire language skills, language arts instruction
continues to change from what we remember from our own schooling.

This handbook is intended to be a guide to understanding how a process
approach to teaching and assessment work in my middle school classroom,

and in many other classrooms where this approach to teaching and
learning are used.

In the three sections of this handbook: Process Writing, Portfolios, and
Authentic Assessment, I have defined each term so you can better
understand each and how it works in the classroom. In addition, with the
cooperation of many of my seventh and eighth grade students, I have
included stories about how these practices work in the classroom as well as
samples of what students have said and written throughout.

It is my hope that this guide will help you understand our classroom and
your child’s work in language arts this year. I also hope it serves to give
you ideas as to how you can work with your child at home to become a
lifelong learner of language and literacy.

Sincerely,

L/a-é'a‘ /47(';”7'
Julie King v
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( PROCESS WRITING )

What does it mean?

Process writing is an approach to teaching writing which recognizes
that most writers take a piece of writing through several stages before the
“final” version is completed. In the past, writing instruction has often
involved assigning, collecting, correcting, and returning papers to students
with the hope that they learn from their “mistakes” and avoid these
mistakes on the next assignment.

TRADITIONAL APPROACH:

I can remember my tenth grade composition class; the class where
we “learned to write.” Each week we were given a five hundred word-.____
writing assignment, usually focusing on a different kind of writing. We T
wrote a variety of papers: narrative, description , comparison/contrast,
categorization, and persuasive essays, to name a few. We would receive
the assignment on Monday, with little discussion about the expectations of
us as writers. Sometimes we were given a few minutes in class on Monday
to begin our papers, then we spent the rest of the week hearing about
different types of sentences and paragraph unity.

We never really applied those ideas to our papers in class; however
the teacher assumed we would use these skills correctly in our work. We
did learn the “formula” for exposition: a three part thesis with an
introduction, three body paragraphs, and a conclusion. Sometimes we
were required to show our thesis sentence to the teacher for approval.

On Fridays, we handed our papers over to the teacher, with a final
draft, a rough draft and an outline. On Monday, she returned them to us
with red marks and a grade on the last page. If we had over a certain
number of red marks, we were required to recopy the incorrect sentences
or misspelled words ten times and hand in our “revisions” by the next
Friday. I can’t remember whether or not this could improve the grade on
the paper. '

This approach to “teaching writing” has been used traditionally for
many years, and has been successful in teaching students that writing has a
formula and the writer must meet the expectation of the teacher-audience
when using that formula. This approach does not offer the kind of
coaching and teaching that a process approach allows. The traditional
“instruction” occurs before students begin writing with lessons and
lectures about the rules of writing and not again until after they complete a
piece.
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In the past, little attention has been paid to working with students a
they engage in the actual writing. Over the past 15 years, however,
educators have learned from professional writers that there are many
identifiable stages that a piece of writing goes through before it reaches it
final version. Further, students can and should be taught about writing at
each stage of the process, to allow them to develop more fully as writers.

A PROCESS APPROACH:

Lauren was one of my seventh grade language arts students. Over
the summer, she had an incredible experience with her family in the birth
of her cousin, Haley Rose. During the fall semester, students in my
language arts class began developing ideas and exploring many different
kinds of writing-of their choice. One week, students created “positive /
negative charts. ” They listed a number of important events in their lives,
and ranked them according to which were the most positive and the most
negative. When they had completed their “positive / negative” charts,
students talked with each other about some of their experiences and chose
topics for writing.

When Lauren ranked the significant events in her life, one of the most
positive was the birth of her cousin. She immediately knew that this was -
something she really wanted to write about. She relates,

...for some reason I had just kept on thinking about the
past, what happened...all the things with decorating and
the baby shower. And it made me think of a story.... When
we did our plus and minus charts, for “our good things” I
wrote “my best thing that ever happened to me was
when my cousin Haley was born” and then I kept on
writing about it. I wrote a good two pages about it and 1
got a story in my head so I just started writing in my
journal. And I got maybe two pages down.

Lauren’s excitement about this topic was obvious. The assignment was to
explore a variety of topics she cared about, then to choose one and create
piece of writing about it. She was enthusiastic, which showed in her
writing because she was not trying to fit her ideas into a formula, but
rather was concerned with telling her story so others could understand
how she felt. She spent a great deal of time working on this piece, called
“The Big Surprise,” taking it through her own process, which is what real
writers do.
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(PROCESS WRITING: STAGES )

Process writing involves stages such as prewriting, drafting,
revising, editing, proofreading, polishing, sharing and publishing. General
definitions of these stages are provided below; however they are often
overlapping and different teachers may use the terms differently.

What is most important to understand is that process writing
instruction fosters the development of student writing through many
stages, recognizing that individual writers have different approaches and
differenf needs. While Lauren'’s process for her writing will differ from
that of others, the process she went through can be identified to show how

each of the stages work together.

*prewriting: writing before you write

*drafting: getting it all down

*revising: reseeing and changing

*editing: changing content / changing mechanics
*proofreading/polishing: getting it ready for publishing

*sharing/publishing: taking it to a larger audience

4
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(PREWRITING: WRITING BEFORE YOU WRITE)

Prewriting is any activity which helps the writer come up with ideas
about what might later go into a piece of writing. It is not about right or
wrong; but rather about freely releasing possibilities for writing. There are
many methods of prewriting which can help a writer get started. Some
students may free write or brainstorm - both are methods of writing down
anything that comes to mind, quickly, to help release ideas. Other students
may need to talk, or share ideas with other students before they begin
writing. Other types of prewriting are more visual, as students may draw
pictures or symbols which represent the ideas they might later write about.

Once students get an initial idea about what to write, they often can
continue in the prewriting stage to gather more information about the
subject, or come up with details to include in the piece. Often students can
begin organizing information at a prewriting stage. They can do this by
creating a web or cluster (charts to organize information) or by actually
creating an outline. During prewriting stages, correctness of mechanics
such as spelling or punctuation is not emphasized. What is most important
is giving the writer an opportunity to gather ideas and information to
work with later. -

PREWRITING IN ACTION:

Lauren’s prewriting began when she first decided to include the birth
of her cousin on her positive negative chart. She relates,

When I started writing about Haley all kinds of ideas
kept popping into my head and the sequence of when she
was born... when my aunt told us and everything and I
got a story in my head. I just first started jotting down
ideas... , just regular plain ideas and then it wasn’t going
very far...because I was kind of having some trouble
remembering things. So that day I went home and called
my grandma (to ask) her exactly what she remembered. I
started remembering things like the day she was born and
the time.

The “positive / negative” chart was a place where Lauren could start to
gather ideas for writing. Once she had a story in her head, she wrote down
everything she could remember. Later, she gathered more information by
talking with her grandmother. All of these strategies Lauren used to begin
her piece can be considered part of her prewriting.

4.
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WHAT YOU CAN DO AT HOME:

Many writers experience what is known as “writer’s block.”
Students often tell me, “I don’t have anything to write about!” That is
natural, and happens to all of us. If your child is frustrated, or having
difficulty thinking of things to write about, there are several things you can
do at home to help:

-Talk about interests, hobbies, memories, and important experiences.

-Select an interesting topic help your child list everything he or she
knows about the topic. (This is called brain storming.)

-Encourage your child to draw pictures or images that might help get ideas
flowing.

-Look at things you or your child have read and found interesting for
examples of possible topics.

-Choose a topic and write together for 2-3 minutes without stopping,
putting down any ideas that come to mind. (This is called free
writing.)

{4
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(A FINAL NOTE: )

Writing instruction as a process has been in use in classrooms for
many years. It is an approach to teaching writing that values the
individual interests and levels of the students, and our understandings of
how this works in the classroom increases as we learn new ways of
teaching students strategies through each stage of their writing.

Many teachers also use the terminology, “The Writing Process,” to
describe the stages of writing that students in their classroom use. In some
ways, this implies that every writer moves through each stage, lock-step,
in completing a piece of writing. As writers mature, however, they become
more independent in how they approach a writing task, and need the
flexibility to move back and forth between the stages. It is important to
recognize that each writer will develop his or her own process in
developing pieces of writing that are meaningful to them.

14.
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Appendix B

This appendix contains the following materials developed by Kathleen
Hayes-Parvin:

® Poetry teaching letter

® Memoir letter

® Invitation to write for Class Heritage Book

® Student-led parent conference invitation

=3
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October, 1995

Dear Parents,

We hope you enjoy our first publication. We
began the year with poetry so we could focus in on
the structure of language. You might notice some of
the writer's tricks we've incorporated into our
poems.

Look for detail, alliteration, line breaks, the use
of three's, and using old words in new ways. Our
writing has greater impact in part because we're
learning to use vivid verbs and pare down
unnecessary words. Watch for the use of the five
senses in our poems. And just as published
authors do, we're writing about things that really
matter to us.

Included in our anthology is a comments sheet.
Please take a minute to respond to us. What did
you notice, wonder, feel, what surprised you or
connected to your own experience, what reminded
you of another author or poem. Any way you
choose to respond will be valuable to us.

Thank you for making the time to read our
poetry. We're proud of our strong beginning.

Sincerely,
Language Arts Class, 1995-96
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November 15, 1995

Dear Parents,

Memoir is a literary genre that helps us find meaning in the events of our lives. Unlike
autobiography, memoir does not attempt a complete timeline of life experiences. Instead, it
focuses on a few select moments in our past that together, reflect larger truths about our
existence.

Memoir is an opportunity to reflect on who and what we are as we create meaning out of our
lives experiences. Memoir can be crafted into picture books, poems, essays, letters, short
stories, young aduit and aduit novels. A trip to the library or bookstore will yield countless
examples of memoir as it’s particularly popular today.

Over the next six to eight weeks, we will pursue an in-depth study of memoir that will
culminate in a class book. We invite you to write a personal memoir that we will publish in
our book next to your child's.

I, too, plan to write for our book. Iintend to explore several childhood events to begin to
understand why 1am the teacher I've become. This is my first experience writing for a class
book and the first time I've issued this invitation to parents. Let's take the plunge together
and model literacy for our youngsters.

OUR DEADLINE FOR ACCEPTING PIECES IS FRIDAY, JANUARY 12, 1996. The extended
deadline takes into account the holiday season that is almost upon us. However, we welcome
your writing any time before then.

I will be available to assist you in any way possible and will act as editor for your pieces. If
you have any questions I can be reached at school. My preps are 10 a.m.and 1 p.m..

Sincerely,

YES, I PLAN T BMIT A PIECE.

X ijuzwép ')zl/wtf/

PARENT SIGNATURE
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YES, | RECEIVED THE INVITATION TO
WRITE FOR THE CLASS HERITAGE BOOK.

PARENT SIGNATURE:

CHILD NAME:

YES, | PLAN TO WRITE FOR THE
PUBLICATION.

PARENT SIGNATURE:

PLEASE PHONE ME. | HAVE SOME
QUESTIONS ABOUT MY WRITING.

NAME:

NUMBER DURING DAY: EVENING:

I WOULD BE WILLING TO VISIT THE CLASS
TO READ MY PIECE.

NAME:

NUMBER DURING DAY: EVENING:
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May 20, 1996

Dear Parents:

Please Jjoin your child and me for a unique conference
experience., We invite you to visit room F-110, Tuesday, May
28, to view and discuss you child’s work and progress in
Language Arts.

Approximately five parent-child conferences will take place
simultanecusly. I will oversee each conference and be
available to answer questions. However, your child will be
the one to 8it with you and explain his/her portfolio.

Language Arts involves reading, writing, speaking, and
listening. Your participation provides a meaningful
opportunity for your child to integrate all of those skills.
In addition, by attending, you send the message that
education is important to you and you want your child to do
well in school.

This conference provides your child with an opportunity for
s@lf-aggessment and a chance to build self-confidence. It
is a stepping stone on the road to future college and/or job
interviews. I am sure you will find it worthwhile.

If you are unable to attend at your assigned time, please
note a better time below. I will call you and confirm the
change. Thank you for all of your support this year. You
have made a difference for your child and I am most
grateful.

Sincerely,
Kathleen Hayes-Parvin

I plan to attend my conference at

No, I am unable to attend. I would prefer to come:

I can be reached at home: worlk :

Parent name: Child name:

O
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Appendix C

This appendix contains the following materials developed by Carolyn
Berge:

® Parent Involvement at Home handout

= Walking Journal letter

® Parent volunteer form

m Parent workshop topic survey
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PARENT INVOLVEMENT AT HOME
No sign-up needed for these
most important contributions:

Often, parents are too busy to offer time in the classroom. 1, for one,
am a parent who seldom has the opportunity to volunteer in my own
daughter's school. But we can still help out by doing some of the
following valuable activities with our children at home.

1. Read with your child--anything and anywhere. Share the
newspaper, the cereal box, road signs, products at the supermarket,
and, of course, books! Our Multiagers should be reading every night
for at least 10 minutes, preferably before they get too sleepy. Don't
make them read that cozy bedtime story. Save that delightful duty for
yourselfl Remember, you are the most important model of literacy in
your child’s life.

2. Write to and with your child. A thank you letter for cleaning a
messy bedroom (don't we all wisht), a friendly note in the lunch box, or
a "TO DO" list. Together, you can compose a letter to a friend or
relative, jot down a shopping list, or label a photo album. Children
who see writing as a necessary and meaningful part of every day life
are usually eager to gain independence as writers themselves.

3. Reinforce the real life math that you automatically do at home:
count out the silverware when setting the table, estimate how long it
will take to finish raking the yard, think about numbers used in baking,
traveling, and sewing, or the shapes used in building or drawing. Make
your child aware of the importance of numbers and problem solving
every day.

4. Talk with your child. Read over the class newsletters and ask
questions about school. Show lots of interest and respect for the ideas
and thoughts your child expresses, as well as the work he/she brings
home. Your praise insures rapid growth.

5. The basics are always essential--enough sleep, a good breakfast, and
a warm hug!

o
o
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WALKING JOURNAL

1997-1998

Dear Families,

Your child has just brought home a very fun and important binder. It
is our WALKING JOURNAL. We call it that because every day, a
different student will walk home with it, share it with his or her family
members, and write a little something on one of the empty pages. The
fun thing is that there are absolutely NO directions! Whoever wants to
write is welcome to do so--children, parents, grandparents, even pets
(with some human translation, please). There are no assigned topics.
We, as writers, may tell about memorable events or everyday
happenings. We may want to share favorite poems, stories, games, or
songs. Adding photos, drawings, or cartoon might be fun. We may
want to ask questions or pose problems or respond to the thoughts of
other writers. It is all entirely up to us!

The only thing to remember is that your writing will be read by all of
the families in the classroom. What a wonderful audience! From an
educational standpoint, the purpose of the Walking Journal is simply to
model and encourage written communication. But mostly, it is fun for
all of us to learn more about our extended family of learners.

Please take time to read and write in the Walking Journal. If you can't

get it done overnight, feel free to take a day or two. Hopefully the

binder will circulate a number of times before the end of the school
year. Thank you!

Sincerely,

Carolyn Berge
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PARENT VOLUNTEER FORM
Here are some ways you can help in our Multiage Classroom. If your
schedule allows, check the tasks that interest you and return the form
to school. We will work out times and details later. THANKS!
______ Compiling Scholastic Book Orders
______ Assisting with Computer
______ Sharing travels, occupations, hobbies, etc.
______ Serving as an Art Angel
______ Serving as a Science Angel
______ Working with individual children on reading, writing, or math
______ Coordinating our Classroom Newsletter
______ Going on field trips
______ Helping with class plays
...... Working on special Theme Projects
...... Supervising Reading, Writing, or Math Clubs -
______ Shopping at the Scrap Box, picking up supplies, etc.
______ Typing children’s stories for publication--at home or school
______ Donating supplies: Old stationary, fabric, etc. as needed
...... Working on a project at home

______ Other--Please feel free to write down your ideas!

ERIC - 84 3EST COPY AVAILABLE
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PARENT WORKSHOPS

Curriculum Night is a meant to be an overview of the subjects taught
in our Multiage Classroom, and I realize that many parents will still
have lingering questions about "why" and "how" certain things are
taught. This year, I would like to offer families the option of attending
some workshops around some of the major issues. From the list below,
please check the topics that seem most relevant to you. Please
prioritize if you have more than two favorites. Thank you!

Carolyn
XXXXXXXKKKKKKKKKKKK KKK KKXXKXXXXXXHKKKKKKKKKKKKKKKK XXX
_____ Multiage: How It Works and Why Do It?

_____ Literacy: Reading and Writing, Speaking and Listening
For those interested in phonics, invented spelling, and how to
respond to a child's writing when you can't read a word of it but
know it must be wonderfult

,,,,, Math: It may be "Everyday” but not in my day!
How to understand the stuff your child brings home and why we
don't just teach "how to carry and borrow” anymore!

_____ Multiple Intelligences: Why it is so important to work with a
child’s natural learning style and how we can recognize a child's
strong areas and use them to enhance learning at home and
school.

_____ TIGERSKS: How and why we encourage students to develop skills
that make them lifelong learners. Thoughtful, Industrious,
Generative, Empathetic, Strategic--Knowledge, and Self-esteem.
Your kids know all about these, do you?

_____ Learning through Inquiry: How we develop curriculum with,
instead of for, children.
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Appendix D

This appendix contains the following materials developed by Ronda
Meier and Amy Pace:

® Defining a Parent Study Group handout
® Suggested parent study group articles

Defining a Parent Study Group

What is a Parent Study Group? It is a group of people who gather together
to read, share, and discuss topics and issues in raising literate children.
These issues may be related to education such as muitiple intelligences,
reading, spelling, self-esteem, or other issues related to parenting.

Our parent study group is starting small. But if you know of another
parent that is interested, please invite them. Everyone is welcome. Our first
meeting date is Tuesday, October 8 from 7:00-8:30 pm. We will meet in our
classroom. A Monor sixth grade student will be available to baby-sit here
during the meeting if you need someone to watch your child.

At the meeting we will be discussing the article we sent home earlier
in the year, “Your Child’s Brain.” If you still have it, please bring it. Extra
copies will be available at the meeting. Time will be provided for us to read
a short article entitled, “What Motivates Children to Read.” We would also
like tobrainstorm and select topics our group would like to discuss at future
meetings. We will setanother meeting date, so please bring your calendars.

Suggested Parent Study Group Articles

Begley, Sharon. “Your Child’s Brain.” Newsweek, 19 February 1996: 54+.

Curtis, Wendy. “Spelling Bees for Children: Why?” Language Arts Journal of
Michigan 12 (1996): 50-51.

Gambrell, Lisa. “What Motivates Children to Read?” Scholastic Literacy Place:
Teacher’s Desk Reference. New York: Scholastic, 1996.

Neill, Monty. “Principles for Assessment,” Talking Points 8.3 (1997): 26-27.

Routman, Regie and Donna Maxim. “Invented Spelling: What It Is and What
It Isn't.” School Talk 1.4 (April 1996).

Weaver, Constance. “On the Teaching of Spelling.” Michigan Literacy Consor-
tium Journal 28 (Spring 1995): 24-25.

Whitin, David J., and Phyllis E. Whitin. “Inquiry at the Window: The Year of
the Birds.” Language Arts 73 (1996): 82-87.
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3 An Introduction to
Community Organizing

this book, the parks department in the city in which I live initiated

a ballot proposal to build a $2.4 million, 12,000-square-foot
“Environmental Education Center” in the city-owned park across the
street from my house. This park is a treasure in our neighborhood and
in the city: acres of open space where kids play, a wildflower meadow
which changes through the seasons and boasts six-foot flowers in July
and August, acres of wooded trails leading to a pond filled with
salamanders and frogs, a very low-tech environmental program featur-
ing a “critter room,” children’s gardens, a compost demonstration
center, and some hands-on outdoor classes designed for school-aged
children in the area. This proposal had gone through the usual approval
process: Various governmental committees had given their OK, includ-
ing the unanimous support of the City Council. The first we neighbors
heard of this ballot measure, however, was in a flyer put in our mailbox,
inviting us across the street for a meeting at “the homestead,” the old
home that sits atop the hill that was the former residence for the couple
who willed their fifty acres to the city to establish a children’s park.
People came away from the meeting a little confused about this
proposal, wondering why on earth this low-tech, down and dirty,
environmental program housed in the midst of a residential neighbor-
hood wanted to expand so drastically. One neighbor—someone we
only knew in passing—asked if we wanted to meet with some other
neighbors on Sunday night to talk about our impressions of the
proposal.

From that confused response to the parks department proposal
came my first hands-on introduction to community organizing. The
first meeting led to more meetings, and to conversations with city
council members, with the parks department officials, and with the staff
of the park’s education program as we tried to discover the motivations
behind the construction of this center. Meetings multiplied as we began
to talk within our neighborhood group to figure out, first, our own
individual stances toward the building and, then, to come up with a
consensus group stance as we decided to publicly oppose its construc-
tion. Our group grew as we talked with our friends and colleagues

I ast fall, as I was beginning to interview community organizers for
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about why we opposed the building, from about twenty interested
neighbors to more than two hundred people around the city, who
signed our petition and our signature ad for the newspaper and who
contributed money for us to publicize our campaign. An unlikely
coalition of characters began to emerge: a real estate agent who was also
an environmental activist, a concert pianist, a therapist, a social worker,
a nuclear engineer, a sculptor, a homemaker, a public interest attorney
and community organizer, and an English professor who, ironically,
was on sabbatical to write a book about community organizing! Our
members ranged from a seventeen-year-old who was adamantly
L opposed to changing the nature of the park which provided so much joy
to him growing up, to older neighbors who knew the original owners of
the land and protested this change as antithetical to the spirit and
intention of their endowment. Our supporters around the city included
Republicans and Democrats, conservatives and liberals, retired folks
nervous about the tax increase this proposal would entail, and environ-
_ mental educators worried about the overuse of land that such an
"3 expansion would cause. Our message was honed by a few core group
- members and supported by the larger group; our campaign against the
proposal was waged by a large number of us who called our friends and
colleagues to tell them why we were opposed, testified at city council
meetings, wrote letters to the editor, called in to a local talk radio show,
had lunch with various members of the city council, and handed out
leaflets in neighborhoods and at gathering places in town.

I found myself doing things thatI, inmy basic nonconfrontational
demeanor, had never before imagined myself doing: approaching
strangers and telling them about our reasons for opposition, walking
door-to-door in the pouring rain to distribute flyers to yet one more
neighborhood, writing my first-ever letter to the editor, and cold-calling
people to urge them to get out and vote on the day of the election. I
found myself quickly acquiring knowledge about environmental edu-
cation that I had never possessed before: learning to talk about things
like “carrying capacity” and “environmental assessments,” reading
Aldo Leopold’s treatises on caring for and using the land. I found
myself getting a crash course in organizing strategies: discovering how
to get the attention of the press, how to sculptand shape a message, how
to speak in sound bites, and how to organize a campaign. [ became
amazed at the power and vehemence of this seemingly small fight of a
neighborhood opposed to a building in its park. People on both sides
became incensed about each other’s stances and information distribu-
tion. Accusations of being “antienvironmentalists” were hurled at our

co
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side because we opposed this Environmental Education Center, a
charge that has caused environmentalists all over the city to talk about
the best means for environmental education (an environmentally
sustainable building or open spaces?) and the best use of funds to
support such efforts (busing more kids to a single nature site or
educating children in the open spaces adjacent to their own schools?).
The letters to the editor poured in fast and furiously; the local
newspaper editorialized against the building; yard signs for both sides
went up all over town. At times I just sat back and shook my head in
wonder at the number of people our small campaign was reaching.

The night of the election, more than fifty people gathered at our
house to watch the returns come in. The ballot measure was defeated by
a three-to-one margin, making it the first parks proposal ever to be
defeated in the history of this city, a very pro-environmental and
generous city when it comes to supporting its extensive park system
(proven, interestingly enough, by the passage that same day of a second
ballot proposal for increased funding to maintain the many parks).
Among those present for the celebration: a city council member, a
reporter from the local paper, and a radio reporter from the local NPR
station. And since the election, the issues raised by our campaign
continue to occupy the hearts and minds of many around the city.
Several months later, I served on a committee to nominate nine people
to a task force charged with looking at the future of the space at this
particular parkand its place in the environmental education program of
the city—the outgrowth of a public meeting on the park’s future held
four months after the election and packed with citizens (including the
mayor and four city council members). Our campaign moved from a
few neighbors’ concerns about the construction of a large building in a
park to a citywide discussion of the very idea of environmental
education. Sometimes I still ask myself, How did this happen?

Of course, the irony of my participation in this experience was not
lost on me. Here I was—a neophyte when it came to community
organizing, immersed in the academic’s approach to a new topic
(reading, writing, interviewing others) for the research I was undertak-
ing—suddenly thrust into a hands-on experience. Even at my most
passionate moments of the campaign, when I was publicly disagreeing
with someone from the opposition when he gave out what I perceived
was less than truthful information or when I worked with my eight-
year-old son as he wrote a from-the-heart letter to the editor about
saving his park, I was constantly aware of the process I was going

- through and the strategies I was learning. I kept comparing my
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experiences with the experiences I had been reading about, with the
words of the community organizers I was interviewing, and with those
teachers who were doing parent outreach in their classrooms—as I
began to understand what community organizing was truly all about.

Community organizing, I came to realize, is really a general term
for a lot of different approaches, techniques, strategies, and mindsets
which are held together by a very basic commonalty: people coming
together to create change—whether it’s getting a stop sign for the bad
intersection at the end of your street or trying to raise people’s
awareness about the hazards of the medical waste incinerator in your
local hospital or trying to change people’s minds about the usefulness of
an expensive building to teach environmental education. At its simplest
level, community organizing arises from that moment of frustration,
when something affects us personally, just as it did for members of our
neighborhood group—when we were informed about the ballot pro-
posal as a fait accompli, when our input, as neighbors, as users, and
lovers of this park, was not sought or even considered. Thus, organizing
begins, according to Lois Gibbs and Will Collette, “when one or two
people become convinced something is wrong” (1). Ordinary people,
and not always experienced or professional organizers, frustrated by an
event or an action, begin to realize that in order to make change happen,
they have to do something; and that something usually involves talking
with other people, trying to help them understand the problem and the
frustration, hoping to light a similar fire of outrage in them, and
together trying to effect a change—whether that’s a change in mindset
or a change in policy. Gibbs and Collette reduce all the complexity
surrounding community organizing to its simplestlevel: “Organizing is
real complicated,” they tell us. “First you talk to one person, then you
talk to another person, then you talk to another person . ..” (59).

But at another level, community organizing is a very complicated
process, involving much more than a group of people getting together
to try to create an isolated change. For a number of practitioners,
community organizing at its core is also about social justice issues,
about the empowerment of people who traditionally are not empow-
ered by existing systems of government and economics. According to
Dan Cantor, a longtime community organizer for a number of groups,
one of the core beliefs behind a community organizing approach is “that
people should be involved in their own self-governance.” For most of
those who practice community organizing over time and who theorize
about its value, its real impact is less the single-issue win, but more the
effect that such a win can have. In other words, while a community
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organizing campaign might begin as a community drive to effect
change about a single issue, the feeling of empowerment that accompa-
nies that win begins to permeate the community and expands onward.
People who join a community organizing campaign to achieve a specific
goal often feel the rush of discovering they can make a difference
through their hard work and passion, and this feeling often begins to
inform their experience in other arenas: People discover they actually
can help inspire change and are then more able and more committed to
continue their role as change agents, often with related issues, but
sometimes with new ones. Anumber of us, for example, took on another
city department a month after the election when it decided not to open
our neighborhood outdoor skating rink because of “low use” by the
area residents. A campaign of phone calls, e-mails, and a petition took
about one week—and resulted in their changing their minds. One
member of our group has since been elected to city council; two others
have been asked to run the next campaign for another city council
member. For many experienced and successful organizers, this goal of
empowerment is the ultimate goal of any effort: The winnable issue is
important, but people’s changed perceptions of their role in their
community is paramount. Once people feel differently about their role,
once they begin to feel that they are able to contribute to change, a
different kind of relation to governance can follow. A perfect example of
this can be seen in the title of one of Lois Gibbs’s books: Dying from
Dioxin: A Citizen's Guide to Reclaiming our Health and Rebuilding Democ-
racy—a book which on one level offers some specific advice on how to
organize a campaign to reduce toxics in our environment but also is
quite clearly about how such an approach can help us regain the kind of
democracy in which all citizens have a voice.

Thus, much of what we read and hear about community
organizing focuses on those who traditionally have not been empow-
ered by the system. Historically, community organizing arose from this
notion, starting with the settlement house movement of the nineteenth
century in which organizers worked to create social reform for poor
people. Saul Alinsky, perhaps the name most connected to the commu-
nity organizing movement in the United States, continued this work in
the 1930s, “40s, and ‘50s through his creation of the Industrial Areas
Foundation (a group which continues tobe active today, although much
modified from Alinsky’s original approach). According to Gary Delgado,
Alinsky’s movement could be called “urban neighborhood organizing
... organizing that extended beyond the mere leveraging of additional
goods and services: building organizations of poor people that could
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challenge the existing balance of power” (Beyond 9). Alinsky, who
became an extremely controversial figure, due in part to the abrasive
nature of the tactics his groups used against public officials, has also
become in many ways the central figure in the community organizing
movement, the person whom campaigns are named as being like or
unlike. Despite the strong feelings his name evokes for people, many of
the key notions he developed have become standard practice in
organizing campaigns: recognizing that numbers count and that, to be
effective, a campaign must enlist a good-sized group; always starting
with “where the people are,” that is, creating a campaign that meets the
needs and desires of the community; introducing a professional
organizer whose role is partly to develop “indigenous leadership,”
local people from the community who begin to take on leadership roles;
and starting with small “winnable” campaigns as a way of building
power for the organization (Delgado 10-11).!

What is named as community organizing at present in the United
States has branched out greatly from the work of the settlement houses
and Alinsky to include a wide range of experiences and movements,

.ranging from the kinds of campaigns launched by Lois Gibbs and
Candy Lightner mentioned in Chapter 1 to the work my group
launched against the ballot proposal; from the advocacy work of groups
like the Sierra Club to the adversarial tactics of groups like Greenpeace;
from the education and consciousness-raising work of Paulo Freire and
his followers to the community development work of social workers.
Somehow all these diverse groups are held together by some commonly
shared beliefs, despite differences in tactics and in key issues, differ-
ences which are known in some circles as the “signature styles” of
various groups. Looking at these common elements can help in
identifying just what it is about community organizing that makes it
community organizing, what it is that ties Freire to Alinsky, ACORN to
MADD.

First, I've noticed that all community organizing groups depend
on a particular view of community—that community, rather than
individuals, serves as the basic “unit of practice” in their work. Barbara
Israel, a public health professor committed to a community organizing
approach to her field, explains it in this way:

There are levels of thinking about identity and practice. .., and
much of health education and public health is focused on the in-
dividual level: trying to understand why individuals behave the
way they do and to change their individual behaviors. It's not
the priority in the work that I do. Rather [I] think about commu-
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nity as a unit of practice, . . . the organizational and social net-
works and interactions and relationships that exist within a com-
munity . . . [the] strengths and resources as well as community
for collective action, and then that becomes your unit of practice.
Now within that there still could be a community to get involved
in efforts to change individual behavior, community to get in-
volved in efforts to change policy, but it’s this notion of collec-
tively bringing people together to bring about change.

Community, for these practitioners, becomes an identifiable entity
(albeit embedded within larger systems), providing resources, net-
works, interactions, and various relationships, and, as such, serves as a
source for collective action in ways that an individual consumer or
recipient of services does not and, indeed, cannot. Considering commu-
nity rather than individual as the unit of practice has important
implications. In the world of public health, for example, a campaign to
stop teen smoking focuses not on how to get individuals to quit, but
rather on how to get a particular group to change its behavior toward
smoking. Community as a unit of practice within the world of social
justice leads organizers to be less concerned about finding a way to
acquire clothing for an individual family in need and more concerned
with how to provide clothing for an entire community, perhaps by
changing the circumstances of their poverty. Community, as we'll see
shortly, can be defined differently depending on the situation—in terms
of neighborhood, in terms of socioeconomic connections, in terms of
compelling interest, in terms of age or even gender—but for community
organizers, that it is the unit that becomes the source of strength to
create change.

Second, all community organizing recognizes that communities
are made up of a variety of individuals, each with different needs,
interests, and abilities, and that within the community organizing
structure these individual members take on different types of roles.
Most commonly, the roles tend to break down into organizers, leaders,
core group members, and other members. Organizers usually are those
who spark the initial interest and help keep people going—and often,
but not always, they come from outside the community. Organizers,
according to Tracey Easthope, a longtime organizer with an environ-
mental group known as the Ecology Center, have the charge of helping
change people “who are concerned about something very particular to
their family to people who are concerned about more”—in other words,
to help people transform their personal fights into a focus on becoming
“proactive at the community level.” Organizers, she continues, have the
responsibility of helping people see that they have “enormous power,
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just enormous power.” Leaders, or as some groups call them, “indig-
enous leaders,” are usually seen as people from within the community
who take on the roles necessary to keep a group going, serving
alternately as researchers, cheerleaders, spokespeople, meeting chairs,
and so on. The long-term effectiveness of a community group comes
down to these leaders, especially since, for many practitioners of a
community organizing approach, the organizer’s role is “to try and get
[the leaders] to take it over” (Easthope); ultimately, the organizers leave
and the leaders in the community are the ones responsible for keeping
the group going. Usually, the leaders of a group form the core—those
charged with some decision-making power, who bring their sugges-
tions and conclusions to the group at large for approval or disapproval.
The membership role, in most groups, is the role reserved for the large
number of participants who do much of the work of mounting a
campaign, and by so doing, maintain certain rights of representation,
making sure that their interests are properly expressed by the leaders,
organizers, and core group.

What varies across many of these groups is how these roles
actually play out. Whether the organizer comes from within or outside
the group makes a huge difference in the overall approach; likewise,
whether the members are seen as active participants in the process, as
silent participants who desire representation, or as clients seeking help,
makes a difference. Some people are beginning to see the definition of
roles within a community organization in feminist terms, moving
beyond the traditional definition of leaders as those who are most vocal
and articulate to a consideration of other issues, such as shared
leadership and a recognition of a variety of roles for different abilities
and interests. Tracey Easthope has seen what she calls a feminist model
of leadership in action, one which allows more people into a variety of
leadership roles, some of them perhaps untraditional, one which looks
more toward the long term. Speaking of a long term fight waged by a
local group against the building of a hazardous waste facility, Tracey
explains their leadership style:

The leadership of their organization changes every year and they
have leaders with different abilities. . . . They have more leaders
than any fight I've ever seen. They have only a few high-profile
leaders. It’s totally inspirational, and I think it’s because they had
shared leadership. This is a totally different model from what I
consider the male-dominated model of leadership, in which you
say there’s certain people with leadership skill and I am going to
take them and mold them. . . . It might be good [to have] people
who are well spoken, people who are eloquent . . . people who

7

-
-



82

Teachers Organizing for Change

know how to move political agendas or who might be good as
leaders of large political movements. But I'm not sure it’s the best
model. [A shared leadership model] insures that you're not go-
ing to suffer if one person or many people leave, which is a huge
problem [in many campaigns].?

The third component of community organizing that I've noticed
is that all community organizers recognize change as the ultimate goal
of their work. Change can take many forms, as mentioned earlier, from
the immediate goal of getting a stop sign put in at the end of the street
to creating a more empowered group which feels able to become a
consistent, active voice in their own governance. What constitutes
change and what tactics might be used to create change are defining
qualities of the signature styles of various groups. For some community
organizers, the concept of change is focused on the design of “winnable
issues,” that is, issues that are within the realm of a particular group’s
grasp and which will help the group experience the kind of success they
need in order to go on. For some, it has to do with balancing the concepts
of individual change, policy change, and social change. Candy Lightner’s
creation of MADD serves as a good example here of the various kinds of
change a community organizing campaign can bring about: Her group
effected individual change when people elected to swear off drinking
and driving; they created policy change when legislation resulted
which raised the penalties for drinking and driving; and they also
pushed for social change as they helped remake a cultural mindset
which had previously considered drinking and driving a regular way of
life.

Although change is generally .seen as the ideal end of most
community organizing, it’s important to note that many groups
emphasize an integral connection between change and empowerment.
According to Nina Wallerstein, empowerment itself is “a social action
process that promotes participation of people, organizations and
communities toward the goals of increased individual and community
control, political efficacy, improved quality of life, and social justice”
(qtd. in Minkler 9). Again, while the word empowerment seems to enter
into almost all attempts at community organizing, the extent to which it
takes precedence in a campaign varies. As mentioned earlier, for some
organizers empowerment is the goal, with any victories along the way
tending to serve mostly as additional fuel. For other groups, winning
the immediate goal is of primary importance, but the empowering
feeling that accompanies that win helps people to feel motivated to go
on with their activism.
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How a group perceives itself in terms of inherent power struc-
tures sets the stage for the kinds of responses and tactics it mounts.
Briefly, those groups who see themselves as oppositional to an intact
power structure tend to see their mission in confrontational terms and
to see the power structure as a target of its campaign, an enemy who
must be stopped, who must be, according to Gary Delgado, identified,
isolated, and iced (Delgado, Organizing 123). For groups who don’t see
themselves as so separated from the power structures, tactics tend to be
more collaborative; these groups operate under a belief that there are
common interests which may be reconcilable (Rothman, “Approaches”
44-5). ~
While these characteristics became increasingly clear to me as I
uncovered numerous examples of community organizing, I also found
that the ways in which various community organizers approach these
characteristics vary. In part, this variation results from the very broad
nature of the term and the many disciplines of study that lay claim to it:
from social work to public health to natural resources to political
science. As I began to read into these various disciplines, each with its
own language and terminology, and interview a number of practitio-
ners, [ was struck by both the connections and the distinct approaches
they employ. One of the seminal works in the field of social work,
authored by Jack Rothman in 1968, talks about those connections and
disconnections, suggesting three different “models of community
organizing practice”: locality development, social planning, and social
action. Rothman created a chart in which he analyzed these three
approaches in terms of a number of concerns: their assumptions about
community structure; their basic change strategies and tactics; their
orientation toward the power structure; and their conception of the
client population and role. In his recently revised version of that piece,
though, Rothman admits that rarely does any community work fall into
the kind of distinct categories he originally suggested (“ Approaches”).
Rather, he now argues, most community workers “mix and phase,”
within and among those categories as they go about their work, mixing
the strategies and techniques from the various approaches depending
on the needs of the community and the demands of a particular project,
and phasing in and out of a particular model depending on the part of
the process they find themselves in on a given day.

Various community organizers I've spoken with agree. Barbara
Israel explains, “Because there are so many different types and ways of
thinking about community organizing, I just find it more useful to use
that term as a generic umbrella term. . . . When I teach, I talk about . . .
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different models, . . . [but] rarely are they totally distinct.” What is
similar among the models and what is most important, she believes, is
“this notion of collectively bringing people together to bring about change
... and that’s true regardless of which of these models you're using.”

If this is true, why even bother looking at various approaches or
models? For me, a newcomer to the world of community organizing,
defining some way to make sense of the various approaches was
essential. Even as I recognized that most community organizers mix
and phase, my initial look at the great variance of approaches and
distinct language employed by practitioners and theorists in different
fields, all claiming to be community organizers, was overwhelming at
first. As I was striving to make sense of this huge umbrella term, always
with an eye toward thinking about what might be of use to teachers, it
helped me to break down the multitude of approaches into what I see as
five orientations toward community organizing, adapted from Rothman
and informed by the teaching of Barbara Israel: education, planning/
development, mobilization, social action, and advocacy. These orienta-
tions are, of course, not distinct, but, rather, might be seen as a set of
circles, with each orientation overlapping each of the others, as shown
in Figure 1.

Mobilizatid

Social
Action

Development

Figure 1: Orientations toward community organizing.
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To try to make sense of these orientations, I will, in the rest of this
chapter, explain them, first by giving an illustration of what I mean by
the orientation, and then by discussing them in terms of the three
characteristics mentioned above: how each orientation defines commu-
nity and the role of community members; how each sees the role of
organizer and leaders within the community; and how each deals with
the concept of change and empowerment. As teacher educators and
teachers read these sections, my hope is this: that you will look at the
examples and characteristics which define each orientation always with
an eye and an ear toward how these might apply to the work of
classroom teachers. Are there elements of any specific orientations that
would seem to transfer to teachers’ attempts at outreach to parents? Are
there ways teachers and teacher educators can see mixing and phasing
among these orientations in order to create a model of community
organizing specific to our needs? Clearly, the examples I have chosen to
illustrate each orientation take us out of education and into other
disciplines—but, in fact, that’s the point: What is it we can learn from
these other worlds?

Education Orientation

In their article “Freirean Praxis in Health Education and Community
Organizing,” Nina Wallerstein, Victoria Sanchez-Merki, and Lily Dow
describe a program in which they have been involved for over a decade,
a program that in essence defines the education orientation of commu-
nity organizing. Entitled ASAP (Adolescent Social Action Program),
this program targets teens in New Mexico who are mostly American
Indian, Hispanic/Latino/Latina, and low-income Anglo-American “to
reduce morbidity and mortality among adolescents who live in high-
risk environments, to encourage them to make healthier choices in their
own lives, and to facilitate, via empowerment education, their active
engagement in political and social action in their communities” (196).
For seven weeks, small groups of teens travel to a local hospital and the
county detention center to meet, interview, and come to know some of
the patients and jail residents whose problems include substance abuse,
violence, HIV infection, and other “risky behaviors.” The youths who
participate in this program are supervised by trained university
graduate students who help facilitate a way of learning with and from
the patients and jail residents: The adolescents learn how to listen and
how to conduct interviews with others; they then spend time after-
wards dialoguing with their peers about what they learned and how
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their own experiences relate, analyzing their learning in terms of the
personal, “social, medical and legal consequences of risky behaviors”
(196). As a next step, the participating teens are offered two options.
They can join in some kind of peer education project to model for
elementary-age students the ways of listening and analyzing that they
have learned, or they can work on a social action project that turns into
a kind of community organizing. Over the years, ASAP students have
done community-based research, resulting in community murals and
organizing campaigns in their communities; they have written pieces
and produced videotapes used in educating others; they planned
exhibits for the New Mexico State Fair (“A Day Without Alcohol is
Fair”) and worked with Street Reach, a gang prevention project; and
they have been active in the New Mexico Peer Leadership Conference,
as well as many more activities.

What Wallerstein and her colleagues have accomplished and
what [ am naming an education orientation to community organizing
has been named by others as consciousness-raising or popular educa-
tion. For many of its practitioners and theorists, the primary source of
this movement is the work of Paulo Freire, a name familiar to English
educators and teachers. For Freire, the teaching of literacy became, in
essence, a community organizing activity. Working primarily with
working-class Brazilian peasants, Freire instituted a way of teaching
reading which involved community members’ connecting words and
pictures (specifically selected because of their potential to support
critical thinking) to their direct experiences. By using prompts which
linked to the lives of the people, Freire encouraged his students to
participate in a dialogue about their own worlds, sharing their own
understandings and listening to the experiences of others. For these
“student-teachers,” as Freire called them, learning to read became both
a dialogue in which they were sometimes teachers and sometimes
learners in a kind of critical reflection about their own existence and the
existence of the others in their community. Integrally tied to this new
knowledge, an essential component of literacy for Freire, was an action
component. This kind of critical reflection, he believed, should lead
people to feel empowered to act upon their lives.

In similar fashion, the education orientation of community
organizing relies upon listening to others, reflecting upon what they
have said, participating in a dialogue with others asa way tolearn more,
and taking action as a result of that new learning. Vital to this
orientation is the notion of community members reflecting on their
lives, identifying for themselves the issues of concern, and being
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responsible for creating change. In the ASAP program, for example,
teens conduct a dialogue with others about issues of health and safety
and are then able to reflect in a critical way with others in their own
community about what they have learned, mixing their own knowl-
edge and experiences into that discussion. Students follow a problem-
posing format, asking themselves and their peers questions about how
and why these risky behaviors become a part of the lives of the jail
residents and hospital patients, and are then able to think with others
about how those behaviors have been or might become a part of the
lives of people in their own communities. Students then formulate an
action plan, working with others to enact some sort of outreach to raise
the awareness of others in their communities, to help change behaviors.

An education orientation to community organizing can range
from more formally structured enterprises like ASAP and DELTA
(Development Education and Leadership Teams in Action, a training
program for community organizers, mostly in Africa, which uses
Freirean concepts as the basis for their work®) to less formal conscious-
ness-raising (CR) groups. CR groups, as some might recall from the '60s,
served historically as a place for usually small groups of people
interested in a similar topic to talk with others about their experiences,
to share knowledge gleaned from reading, and to try to make some
transformations in lives, encouraged by the support and energy of the
group. CR groups continue to form today (although often with other,
less-charged monikers) around a number of issues, from a group of
college students coming together to learn more about ecology and
recycling to a group of mothers joining forces to learn about their
daughters’ upcoming journey into adolescence.

How does the education orientation define itself in terms of the
elements identified above? First, community is most often identified by
interest area; that is, people come together because of a specific interest
in the issue under discussion: the environment, the emerging adoles-
cence of daughters, the risky behaviors of a certain population. Beyond
that common interest, though, groups that come together for this kind
of education slant generally share other characteristics as well—
sometimes gender, sometimes age, sometimes race, sometimes class.
Oftentimes, not all of the members of the group will know each other
before the group gets together, with members responding to an
advertisement or flyer or tagging along to a group meeting with a
friend. As a result, the group (brought together, for example, because of
the need for that stop sign) doesn’t always have an immediate reason to
cohere, and the community may take time to develop. Other times, this
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kind of group is an outgrowth of a group of friends who have casually
talked about similar interests over time; the group then becomes a way
to formalize their learning on a specific subject.

The roles of community members in this orientation don’t always
have clear lines of demarcation, something that makes sense given that
the intentional engagement in dialogue and shared learning is the basis
of its makeup. Thus, much like Freire’s notion of teacher-students and
student-teachers, membership in an education-oriented community
organization implies times of facilitating and times of listening to
others. Often, the role of leader is renamed as either animator, whose job
is “stimulating people to think critically and to identify problems and
new solutions,” or facilitator, whose job is “providing a process through
which the group can discuss its own content in the most productive
possible way” (Minkler and Wallerstein 42). Although organizers can
come from the outside, oftentimes they are members of the community.

As with all types of community organizing, change is an
important element of this orientation. Change here may simply be
personal—the changing of minds based on the new kinds of learning
that have taken place, individual change as the result of one’s con-
sciousness being raised within the group process. Often, though, the
change in personal understandings has an impact that expands out-
ward; that is, once the consciousness of the members of the group has
been raised, action often develops. In some cases the outward action
may be what Berkowitz calls incidental (Community Impact): simply by
informing others about your new learning in casual conversations, you
are taking action and helping to change their way of thinking. Other
times, it may be what he calls prearranged: a specific occasion planned to
help others learn what you have learned. Renee Bayer, one of the organizers
whom linterviewed, recounts a specific incident which might help clarify
the kind of change to which I am referring, an occasion she calls her first
formative experience in community organizing;:

When I was a freshman in college . . . , [some of us] elected an
independent study to look at ecology. .. . We ended up doing it in
the dorm and we ended up organizing the first recycling center
in a dorm and we organized nutritional sessions in the cafeteria
and got them to change over to offer vegetarian entrées every
night! They had never even considered doing something like that.
We brought in speakers, we wrote newsletters that we posted in
the bathroom stalls so people would have something to read about
ecotactics! We rotated facilitation of meetings so we’d learn how
to facilitate, how to develop an agenda. . . . We would go to the
literature, figure things out and talk to different people. Some of
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them were older, like seniors . . ., so they were teaching literature
[on the environment] they’d been reading over the years.

A classic example of the education orientation, this experience demon-
strates the several kinds of change to which I referred: individual
change as the participants began to learn more about the environment,
outward change that was incidental as they talked to different people
about their learning, and outward change that was prearranged as they
posted letters in the bathroom stalls and approached the food service
staff to ask for a change in menu.

What this anecdote also represents is the connection in this
orientation between change and empowerment. While empowerment
certainly can occur as people become more knowledgeable and more
confident about their ability to act, there is rarely a specific, identified
opposition against whom a campaign is directed. Rather, the group
operates first and foremost for its own self-knowledge, knowledge
gained only through its community dialogue.

This is not to say that an education orientation is without serious
risk. Certainly the kind of popular education practiced by Freire and
others can be extremely threatening and has resulted in some terrible
consequences for both the organizers and the community members
 who participate—because of its emphasis on people discovering the
root causes and underlying structural factors of social problems. Many
of the versions of popular education which exist in Latin American and
developing countries, then, are fraught with danger because of political
opposition to the empowerment that often results for the participants.
Outside organizers have to really think about “the potential implica-
tions” of their work, “because, if you're an organizer, you can leave.
Usually others cannot” (Israel). And in many situations, a group
gaining knowledge and feeling newly empowered canbe a real threat to
the status quo, to those already in power.

Planning/Development Orientation

In most cases, a planning/development approach to community
organizing is situated in the world of social work or community health.*
For some organizers, this approach is met with some disdain. As one
organizer told me, “One of the pejoratives that all community organiz-
ers use, if you really want to put something down, is . . . “That’s just
social work,” which suggests it is oriented toward a single individual or
tiny little group but that it does not attempt to alter their relations of
power in society.” And certainly, as I read through volumes of materials
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on this approach and talked to some practitioners, this label has some
element of truth. At one extreme, this type of approach seems much
more concerned with a problem-solving approach to a specific commu-
nity concern than with some of the other issues identified as key to a
community organizing way of thinking. In Rothman’s words, the
planning/development mode, in its most traditional sense, “empha-
sizes a technical process of problem solving regarding substantive
social problems, such as delinquency, housing and mental health.” It is
“data-driven and conceives of carefully calibrated change being rooted
in social science thinking and empirical objectivity. The style is
technocratic, and rationality is a dominant ideal” (Rothman, “Three
Models” 30). Again, at this traditional extreme, people considered
expert in an issue (people from a university or social agency) receive a
grant to work in a particular kind of community. They enter the
community and, using quantitative data and often sophisticated
statistical tools, administer a needs assessment, formalize some kind of
decision analysis, and conduct evaluation research. As Rothman
captured in his original chart of models of community organizing, what
he calls a social planning approach sees the community members as
clients, as consumers or recipients of the services offered by the expert
planners. According to Barbara Israel,

The social planning approach is the one that in some waysiis . . .
the least grassroots. It’s the least likely to address issues of em-
powerment, control, shared control, but it’s also the one that health
professionals are most likely to [use]. . . . But . . . there’s a lot of
potential [because] that might be the only place that public health
practitioners will interface with community members at all.

The examples of this planning/development approach that I
gleaned from those with whom I spoke certainly push this traditional
definition past its organizationally driven mentality with limited
commitment to community members. These community organizers,
firmly situated in the worlds of social work and public health, may have
outside grants as one impetus, but their focus shifts from planning for a
community to planning with a community. One example comes from
the public health work of Renee Bayer, who has spent most of the last
decade working in various communities in Detroit. In one particular
project, she received a community development grant to work on issues
of maternal/child health education in an urban setting. Convinced that
she wanted both to involve and to learn from the community as she
conducted this work, she began by bringing together some people from
different organizations in the city who were already working on
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maternal/child health issues in order to form a kind of advisory board:
a woman from a church group, some representatives from a large
community-based organization, someone from the police mini-sta-
tions, and someone who lived in public housing and had been active in
other projects she had done. As Renee explains, “We got together and
started talking through a bunch of strategies and . . . one thing we came
to conclude was the public housing site in the community really was in
need of some kind of organizing structure to look at maternal/child
health and . . . more education in the neighborhood." Over time, this
group began to think about what might actually be done in this
neighborhood community, but always under the auspices of Renee’s
grant. “I had to tell them my limits,” she explains. “That’s a really
important community organizing point, to make sure people know
exactly what they can expect of you. And they were really savvy. They
wanted to know: ‘What are we? What do you do with our information?
Do you take that to your professors you work for? Does it change
anything we do? Do we have a budget? On what level are we
operating?’” For Renee the answers became the kind of balancing act
common to a social planning orientation: “I had to tell them, you're
basically operating as advice to me. . .. No, you don’t have any control
or power, but you can expect what you and I decide we’ll do, we’ll do.
‘As long as it’s within the parameters I told you about.”

The group over time chose to organize a community group,
beginning with a single meeting to which one of the advisory board
members brought a lot of her friends from the community. Renee
showed a movie about birth that day and then began to talk with the
women about what they might want to do. She asked them if they
wanted to keep meeting, what they wanted to learn, how often they
wanted to meet, how they wanted to organize their time. The women
began to talk about what their vision was for a healthy community,
where they were at that point in working toward that vision, what
things might be standing in the way of achieving that vision, and so on.
Eventually about twenty women came regularly to a series of meetings
over the next year, comparing notes and learning about issues of
nutrition, prenatal care, parenting techniques, and more, as they talked
about their own kids, the kids of their friends, and the kids in the
community. Their eventual goal was to have these women then go out
and organize their own parenting classes with others in the community.
Renee’s role, as she saw it, was to help provide them with some initial
content, to learn from them about their own parenting issues, and to
help them learn some of the skills of organizing a group, so that this
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“parenting class” could continue to expand outward. This group turned
into a grassroots advocacy group, which has now been going for seven
years.

In a planning/development orientation, the community is usu-
ally defined by the geographic area but is identified as well because of
some specific perceived need or problem within that community, such
as a drug problem, a lack of prenatal care, illiteracy, or a lack of
recreational activities for youth. What's significant, I think, is that the
initial identification of the community and its needs is done by
outsiders. This is not, for instance, the self-selected group that you find
in the education orientation, although, once the initial identification has
been made of a community or area, oftentimes the actual participants
do volunteer.

The roles taken on by various members of the group vary, but
inevitably the organizer is an outsider: someone who comes into the
community from outside its boundaries, often a professor or a graduate
student or a representative from a social services agency. This organizer,
despite the care and commitment that she/he brings to the situation,
does enter with an outside agenda, such as a grant or a research project,
which helps form the parameters of the organizing that can be done.
Cheryl Walter perfectly captures the dilemma this can cause for a
conscientious organizer:

Although the imperative “Start where the people are” is familiar
to most health educators and other social change practitioners,
more Often than not we start where we are funded to start, which
has powerful ramifications for how we interact with community,
the strategies we employ, and what priorities or needs of the com-
munity will be elicited, supported, and sustained. (70)

This kind of double commitment—to both the community members
and to the funded research—can be an intricate balancing act for all
organizers. Barbara Israel sees several challenges in this: “One is the
challenge . . . between research and action, trying to create a balance so
that we all agree what the importance of the research is and how that
information can benefit the community—and at the same time, how to
do that in a way that doesn’t slow up the action, what may seem more
beneficial to the community than what the data’s going to show.” She
adds, “And even though we think this is participatory and democratic
[and] you're just facilitating, you can be imposing a process.” There is
also the issue of trust. “You can establish trust, but it’s never a trusting
relationship forever. Just like your other relationships, there are always
potentials for violating trust and making mistakes.” Renee, who also
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trains graduate students to work in public health settings as community
organizers, talks about how important it is for outside organizers to
think hard about who they are, where they come from, and what
tensions might exist when they walk into a situation with people from
other backgrounds and cultures: “The students I send in, they can’t
change that they re college-educated, that they’re coming from Univer-
sity of Michigan, which is baggage. When you go into a room and say,
‘T'm from U of M,” you bring that with you. And there’s no getting
around it. You just have to think about that and what that means and
acknowledge it.”

Creating trust with others is key to this orientation, especially as
leaders emerge within the community. The role of community leaders
certainly varies in this orientation, depending on how close the model is
to the more traditional rendition. In its very rigid rendition, leaders and
the rest of the community are valued because of their ability to provide
the organizer with information through surveys or interviews—valued,
that is, as a kind of informant for a final analysis and report. In a model
more like Renee’s maternal/ child health group, community leaders are
very important for their potential to transform their community, to
learn how to create and lead their own groups and continue meeting
after the grant runs out and the organizer leaves.

' In almost parallel fashion, the conception of change and empow-
erment in a planning/development model varies depending on how
traditional an approach is taken. In its most traditional form, the
organizers are often part of the power structure; they are employees of
organizations charged with fact finding who may then return to the
granting agency, submit their data, and eventually institute some
change far down the road. For others, change is an inherent part of the
work they undertake. As Barbara Israel mentioned above, the tension
becomes one of collecting the information within a community that has
probably come together because they want to create some change, and
also actually helping to put a plan into action. If the experience is to be
successful for the community members, change must happen in a
timely fashion—and not be put on hold, waiting for all the data to be
collected and analyzed, a process that tends to take place away from the
community.

Mobilizing Orientation

The sometimes romantic image of community organizing that most
people seem to carry in their minds arises from the mobilizing
orientation. The outraged group of neighbors—distressed because of
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recurring accidents on their street or by a potential hazardous waste site
in their neighborhood or by the proposal for a new housing develop-
ment to be built on farm land—band together to fight city hall. Their
impassioned speeches to bad guy city officials lead the officials to see
the light; the neighbors emerge victorious with a new stop sign
installed, a ban on the waste site, or the knowledge that there will be no
development on the farm land. In the city in which I live, examples of
this mobilizing orientation arise almost daily. Just in this week’s
newspapers, I read about the battle to save a historic art deco building
which currently serves as a bus station, the fight to prevent the
construction of anew highway exit through a residential neighborhood,
the campaign to preserve certain open spaces from the spreading
developments that are springing up everywhere, the protest against a
particular design for rebuilding a small but central bridge which would
result in permanently closing certain streets and changing some long-
standing traffic patterns, and the new fight by a group of dog owners to
establish a “dog park” for their pets to run off-leash.

The lengthy example with which I began this chapter crystallizes
a mobilizing orientation. My neighborhood became unhappy with a
particular ballot proposal which we felt would change the character of
the neighborhood. Further research into it convinced us that it also
would not be the best way to further the center’s goals of environmental
education for children. After thinking hard about the issue, first at a
personal level and then at a small group level, we began to take our
message outward: to the larger neighborhood, to the environmental
educators and activists in the city, to city officials and to the public at
large. Our goal was immediate and clear: to defeat the ballot proposal
which would support the construction of the new building. Our tactics
were fairly simple: to reach out in a convincing way to as many people
as possible through personal contact and the media. And the pattern we
followed is one familiar to the mobilizing orientation: People immedi-
ately affected by an issue get upset, they band together to ask, “Why
don’t we do something about it?” and then they forge a campaign to
move forward and try to do something. These people unite over a
specific, usually narrowly defined, issue—something that affects the
small group in immediate and powerful ways—and come together for
a short time to try to effect change.

Characteristic of the mobilizing orientation first and foremost,
then, is this notion that the campaign is short-term. Generally, people
come to the fight because they are outraged and they are committed to
devoting high energy and lots of work for a limited period—until the
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school board or city council will meet and make a final decision, for
example, or until the election is over. Of course, in reality the idea of
limited time invested may not be accurate: perhaps the school board
tables the discussion for six months, or, though the election sends a
definitive message, the members of the organization realize that is just
the start of their work. Oftentimes people who get involved in a specific
fight for a particular issue find themselves drawn into the larger issues
which surround the fight, as in the case of Lois Gibbs and the Love
Canal story. Andy Buchsbaum, an attorney and environmental activist
and organizer, shared the story of one group, the Milan Citizens Against
Toxics (MCAT), whose struggle to prevent a hazardous waste disposal
company from putting an incinerator into their community turned into
an eleven-year battle, one that just ended this year. “They began on that
issue [preventing the incinerator],” he explains, “but they decided to
become involved in many different environmental issues that affected
their community. They testified, contacted legislators, made presenta-
tions to city councils. As a result, they developed allies throughout the
state who actively supported them in their fight against the incinerator.
After 11 years, the company finally gave up.” Tracey Easthope, too,
speaks of how the short-term fights often become longer: “I have lots of
memories of people saying, “‘When I got into this, if I knew I'd be doing

it two years later, five years later, eleven years later, there’s no way I

would have done it.” I think that’s a real important thing to recognize
about fights, that they don’t end. . . . What’s that quote? “The curse of
democracy is you have to be ever-vigilant.” . . . There is a vigilance that
is required.”

A second characteristic of the mobilizing orientation is that the
campaign usually begins in outrage—outrage because something very
personal has happened or has the potential to happen to an individual.
Tracey Easthope shared some of the stories she hears on a daily basis,
many of which she characterizes as

extremely grim . . . I got two mercury contaminant calls recently
. . . [people who are] contaminated with mercury . . . because
[they] have so many dental amalgams in [their] mouths . . ., [a
woman] who's trying to get her workplace to stop spraying pes-
ticides . . ., a woman whose kid is contaminated and she thinks
that the water at the day care [is bad]. It’s well water and they’re
surrounded by landfills.

What makes the personal response turn into community organiz-
ing is when that angry or concerned individual contacts others to help
effect some change—either people who might be affected in the same
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way or people who sympathize with the problem and think they can
help. Tracey explains that for most of the people with whom she works,
“in order for them to heal or to change the power, they have to become
organizers.” Thus, the core community that emerges from a mobilizing
orientation can vary: It might be neighborhood based (others in the
same geographic area affected by the hazardous waste incinerator); it
might be issue based (people across the state or country affected by
mercury amalgams); it might be race, gender, or class based (African
Americans incensed by the high number of toxic waste cites located in
black, urban areas). : _

The leadership that emerges in a mobilizing approach varies as
well, but most times the lead organizer is either the person first affected
or outraged or some other person brought into the fight early on—in
other words, an ordinary person not necessarily trained in community
organizing or even familiar with the political process necessary to
achieve some changes. Bill Berkowitz’s book Local Heroes is filled with
examples of these “ordinary people” who work to create change in their
communities through community organizing. According to Ellen
Cassedy, one of those he interviewed for the book and the founder of the
group 9 to 5, “The truth is you can be a regular person and lead a pretty
normal life, and be active in social change” (310). Lois Gibbs cites her
own experience and stresses how everyday people can become the
leaders of organized movements. She says to those who say they can’t
do it, “You can’t say that.  mean I was where you are. I was worse than
what you are, because at least you know where city hall is!” (qtd. in
Berkowitz, Local Heroes 115). She further explains how she helps others
overcome their fears of organizing;:

In teaching people. . . I make them talk to me: “What do you feel
most insecure about? What is hardest for you to do?” And we'll
go on and say, “well, how do you think we can overcome that?
Let’s talk about it. You think somebody’s going to slam the door
in your face. Okay, let’s go over there and we'll practice. You knock
on the door, and I'll slam it in your face. And then we’ll see what
happens.” And you know, it would be a silly thing and we’d all
be giddy and laughing which would take the tension out of it.
“We're going to slam the door in your face, let’s go!” And they
would do it and I'd slam the door in their face, and I'd open up
the door and I'd say, “Did you lose your nose? Did you lose an
arm? Did your pants fall down? And what happened?”

And then help them think that nothing happened; the door
got slammed in my face. “So now what are you going to do?”
“I'm going to go to the next door.” (116)
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Within the community, then, ordinary people generally take the
lead roles as organizers and other kinds of leaders, often in shared ways.
And as might be expected with a community-run effort, people tend to
take on different roles which are comfortable for them. In our campaign
to stop the construction in the park, this was certainly true: Someone
who was fairly articulate took on the role of spokesperson, others who
could write well composed letters to the editor, another person skilled
ingraphicarts produced thatliterature, and someone with strong ties to
the community took the lead in fund-raising. Within this structure there
was still plenty of work for people who did not choose to be leaders but
wanted to be involved, such as handing out literature, making phone
calls, and copying materials.

In some cases, those involved in a mobilizing approach turn to
outside, experienced organizers to help them through the battle, a role
that is a typical one for Tracey Easthope to play. Her job as she sees it is
to help people define their problem and to help them figure out what to
do next.

It’s not like people come to you with a ready-made problem. . ..
They’ll come in the way that it has become meaningful to them
and then you take the problem in [that] way . . . and work on it
that way. And then, what I hope, is that people will be transformed
in some way. What I try to work on is changing people from people
who are concerned about something very particular to their fam-
ily to people who are concerned about more and willing to orga-
nize. . .. The first question always is, “Who’s your audience” and
“Can you win? . ..” The second rule.. . . is, “Everything is local.”
Every fight you win is a different combination of things. . . . But
what I often do in my work is . . . talk [people] through the pro-
cess of mounting a campaign. '

Attimes, then, a group that is mobilizing for a short-term campaign will
work from their own expertise; at other times, they might bring in an
outside organizer for advice.

A third characteristic of the mobilizing approach directly affects
its stance toward change and empowerment. Clearly, the goal of those
involved in these kinds of campaigns is a specific change: to stop
something, to add something, to force a new policy or a new action.
Generally, the group focuses on the immediate and specified change;
it’s the movement toward that change that ties the group together. But
what often affects the success of these groups is the presence, at times,
of an identified opposition to the position the group has staked out: the
company that wants to put in a hazardous waste facility; the state
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department of transportation, which has a vested interest in putting the
highway exit through a particular neighborhood; the dentists who have
used mercury amalgams in fillings for years and don’t want to admit
the danger for fear of lawsuits; or, in the case of my own battle, the parks
department that placed the measure on the ballot and desperately
wanted to puta new building in the park. The range of whatlam calling
opposition here is clear, I think: not always is the opposition the classic
“enemy,” the bad guys who are trying to pollute the land or ruin a
neighborhood; rather, the opposition is oftentimes merely a group
whose interests are very different from yours. Also significant is the
notion that in most cases the stance of the opposition has been staked
out before your group has come together; in fact, it is often that
oppositional position which inspires the formation of a mobilizing
group in the first place.

The absence or presence of an oppositional group in many ways
defines the kind of campaign that a community organization has to run.
As I mentioned in Chapter 1, the presence of an opposition often forces
the organization to see itself as reactive rather than proactive. When a
group is proactive, it is able to organize and educate a public before a
specific problem arises; when a group is reactive, it is responding to a
problem or against an opposition that has generally already reached
into the public’s consciousness, and this opposition’s presence forces
the group to wage a campaign in response to rather than merely informing
about. And when a group is waging a reactive battle, the kinds of
approaches and strategies they can use are of a specific kind. Although
some organizers talk about the three I's of organizing against an
“enemy” (“identify him, isolate him and ice him” [Delgado, Organizing
123]), for many experienced organizers, the issue becomes one of
“strategic thinking.” Andy Buchsbaum, former program director for
PIRGIM (the Public Interest Research Group in Michigan, a state
affiliate of the larger national Public Interest Research Group) defines
strategic thinking in this way:

Of course you have to do all the things you would normally do to

make your own group work well, the proactive things that keep

it going. But then you have to add what I call strategic thinking

.. .. Strategic thinking is something everybody has to do or should

do in various aspects of daily life. Strategic thinking involves try-

ing to convince somebody of something and anticipating their

reaction to what you're doing or what you're saying—which

forces you to circle back and change what you were going to do

or say in anticipation of that reaction. So, in a political context,

it’s “this is what we want to happen and this is how we want to
get there, but we know the other side is going to oppose us, and

111



An Introduction to Community Organizing

99

therefore we have to anticipate their response and change our

plans accordingly.” In everyday life, it might be “I've been over-

charged for something I've ordered in the mail and I'm going to

call the company and so I've got to think: who do I want to talk

to, what are they going to say, do I have all my receipts or initial

order form before I call them?” I want to make sure I can antici-

pate their response. That would be an example of strategic think-

ing.
Strategic thinking helps staff members map out their approaches in a
number of areas: determining how best to access the media in order to
get the most coverage, how best to frame an argument that would carry
weight with a particular legislator given her history and stances on
similar topics, how and when to compromise and negotiate, and how to
reach the largest number of people.

As an experienced organizer, Andy Buchsbaum has developed a
repertoire of questions he asks himself as a campaign gets under way, a
kind of guide to strategic thinking:

1. Who are the decision makers who can give you what you want?

2. How do you convince those decision makers? On the merits of
the proposal or through pressure?

3. What are your resources and who are your allies? Can you in-
crease either by changing your goal or message?

4. Who are your opponents and their allies, and what resources
do they have? Can you neutralize their allies or decrease their
resources by changing your message, your allies, or your goals?

5. Where is your issue on the public’s radar screen?

6. What is your message? It isn’t the same as your purpose; rather,
it should be the communication of that purpose.

7. What is your schedule for decision makers and other goals?

8. What tactics should you use and when: petitions, public meet-
ings, door-to-door meetings, mailings, telephone calls, talk ra-
dio shows?

While, as this list clearly indicates, most strategic thinking
depends heavily on the situation, certain tactics are commonly used by
many organizers. One has to do with numbers: ascertaining how many
people you need to talk to in order to reach as many people as you can.
Andy refers to this as “the gossip factor.” He explains:

Simply talking to enough people and getting them talking about
something can start a sea change, a paradigm shift in the way a
governing structure looks at an issue. Now it’s issue specific, ob-
viously.. .. [But] the theory is if you talk to one-third of the people
in a closed community about an issue, the other two-thirds of the
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people will know what you said, because of the gossip. . . . There
are different ratios, depending on how large your community is
and what kinds of input they’re getting. . . . [When PIRGs did
campus organizing] PIRG organizers would plan their entire or-
ganizing strategy based on the gossip factor. . . . If there are 30,000
people on campus, our target number was always 10,000, ‘cause
we figured if we talked to 10,000 people the other 20,000 would
know.

Most community organizers familiar with the mobilizing orien-
tation add that there are two necessities for a successful campaign:
content knowledge about the issue you're addressing, and process
knowledge about how to be an effective advocate. Knowing the content
information is vital; if someone involved in a community organizing
campaign makes a mistake on content, they can easily get undermined
by the opposition who will use that mistake to their advantage,
sometimes claiming that the one factual error might be indicative of a
whole campaign. According to Marc Caplan, author of Ralph Nader
Presents a Citizens’ Guide to Lobbying, Do not climb out on unsupported
limbs (the counter forces have a raft of saws)” (30). Lois Gibbs and Will
Collette talk about the importance of gathering information for your
campaign. They explain that while some people might see this informa-
tion-gathering stage as a waste of time when action is required, they feel it
isimperative. Using the example of their experience at Love Canal, they say,

Since the dump there looked like a harmless open field, most
people were unaware that a hazardous dump site was in their
neighborhood. After contacting local and state government of-
fices, residents discovered that Hooker Chemical Corporation at
one time owned the property and had dumped about 20,000 tons
of chemical wastes. . . . These facts settled suspicions local fami-
lies had about why their kids were so sick, neutralized the doubt-
ers and gave the residents the ammunition they needed to start
their organization and win. (8)

In addition to this kind of informational knowledge, organizers
need to be knowledgeable about the process of mounting a campaign.
Numerous handbooks and how-to manuals exist, most of which lay out
step-by-step instructions for how to proceed.’ Generally, these manuals
agree on a few important steps: gathering information, organizing
people to gain sufficient numbers to be heard, and going public with the
message. (For more on the specifics of these steps, see Chapter 4.)

As mentioned earlier, for those whose work falls under this
mobilizing orientation, the short-term action and not the long-term
change is the main goal. Still, long-term change is often a side effect of
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the work. People generally become inspired by the heady feeling of
being able to effect change and may go on to work on other things,
understanding now that it is possible for everyday people to become
empowered and change the status quo. Others discover that what they
believed was a short-term battle is in fact a lifelong struggle: to protect
the environment or to keep a neighborhood safe. But this kind of
relationship to empowerment is really a side effect of the work, and not
the motivating force of this orientation—a contrast, you’ll see, to the
next orientation, that of social action.

Social Action Orientation

Long-term change in the power relations among various groups is the
identifying characteristic for those who follow the social action orienta-
tion to community organizing. For these people, organizing communi-
ties on a specificissue isreally a means to anend: It's good to achieve the
short-term goals of change that motivate the mobilizing folks, but that
specific action or change can only be seen in light of the big picture—
empowerment of people who have traditionally been disempowered
by the status quo.

One group whose work might serve as an exemplar of the social

action approach is ACORN (the Association of Community Organiza-
tions for Reform Now). Although no single group captures all the
nuances of this orientation, much of ACORN's story is indicative of the
key elements and values of such an approach.

Beginning in the early 1970s, ACORN started to organize mostly
in southern cities across the United States around what it considered
social justice issues, particularly among working-class and poor people.
They developed an operating method of waging a campaign about a
specific issue that might be significant to a particular neighborhood and
might also serve the purpose of opening people’s eyes to larger issues of
power and empowerment. Their first campaign, for example, was a
furniture campaign, in which organizers tried to initiate contributions
of furniture for low-income people; other popular issues have included
ne