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Introduction

There are many ways to make your classroom an exciting, thoughtful, challenging
place to be. You are probably already giving your students the opportunity to choose
some of their reading materials and topics for writing. You may be doing an “authoring
cycle” or some other form of process writing, culminating in the publishing of the
students’ work. You may be having guest speakers regularly as resources for learning in
the social studies and science areas. You may be integrating traditional subject areas to
form a more cohesive and meaningful curriculum. However, unless your curriculum
provides a personal and caring connection between the students and the content, the
potential for educating students to the rights and responsibilities of living in a democ-
racy is limited. To provide a curriculum that deals with the moral dilemmas of every-
day life is to give students the opportunity to consider and practice the decision making
that is required of every citizen. The inquiry approach to developing curricuium with
students (demonstrated in chapters one and two) and the strategies for establishing
democratic teaching and the bibliography of children’s literature (provided in the last
chapter of this book) provide you with some sound ideas and powerful books for
developing a caring and democratic classroom. '

For many students in primary schools in the past (and, perhaps, today), textbooks were
the most important books (not to mention the majority of books) that they read. The
pictures and concepts they formed in their minds as a result of reading textbooks and
“readers” contributed to the formulation of their ideas about social justice, public
ethics, private morality, personal etiquette, and the social relations and conflicts
involving race, class, and gender issues. The questions that now plague our era to a
greater extent than in past eras are not only what should be taught in the way of values
(though that, too, is in dispute) but also who should teach those values, and when,
where, and bow those values should be taught. Should teachers, textbooks, and schools
be the arbiters of values or even provide a forum for values development in the young?

In this book, I argue not only in the affirmative that public schools are and ought to be
an appropriate social context for development of values in the young but also in the
negative that textbooks and curriculum guides can do little in and of themselves to
inculcate values in children. I argue, further, that a curriculum of direct teaching of
values must be redirected to an emphasis on the context and environment of the
learning that the students and teachers are constructing, giving the learners themselves
a voice in the knowledge and values they are developing, and giving teachers and
students alike a methodology that is democratic and conducive to development appro-
priate to a free and democratic people. The current emphasis on values teaching must
encompass a broader array of concerns and a deeper commitment to humanity and the
natural environment as a whole than it has done in the past.
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This book is divided into chapters that reflect the “How-To” of future values teaching
and the “What” and “Who” of past, present, and future values. In chapters one and
two, [ present examples of a context and structure for values teaching that are occur-
ring in a few classrooms today; these examples adequately represent what I advocate
for the future. In both of the examples offered, the basis of the learning is inquiry—
study that grows out of the students’ own interests, curiosity, and personal questions.
Issues of great social import addressed in these examples—AIDS and homelessness—
were formulated all the more clearly for the simplicity in which the children—third
graders and sixth graders—asked their hard questions and demonstrated their remark-
able insight, understanding, and compassion.

Future values teaching will likely occur best in classroom environments such as those
described in chapters one and two in which values are not only read about and dis-
cussed but also demonstrated and practiced. Future curricula will ideally provide
opportunity for expanding choices, the hearing of individual voices, personal decision-
making, confrontation of real issues, and the pondering of consequences—a “values-
possible” curriculum. '

Chapter three briefly outlines the methodology of the historical research portion of
this book. Chapter four is a modest attempt to provide an historical overview of the
evolving context for values teaching, and a close look at values teaching in the text-
books of the past and present. Chapter five is a statistical study of old and new text-
books. Chapter six discusses the results of these studies. Chapter seven provides some
interpretation of the impact of changes in values teaching as reflected in the first five
chapters. Chapter eight is devoted to the “Who” of values teaching—the participants
in constructing the moral environment and context for teaching today’s children to live
with a tenable structure of values. Chapter nine contains some “getting started” strate-
gies for teachers who want to pursue a limited school democracy in their classrooms.
hapter nine is also an invitation to parents and teachers to use children’s literature as
a starting point for values discussions, and some suggestions for using that literature.
The bibliography of current children’s literature categorized by the values embodied in
the stories may serve as a starting place for classrooms full of children ready to collabo-
rate on constructing their democratic future.

XVi
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The Values-Centered Classroom:
An AIDS Project with Sixth Graders

ew school teachers are pessimists—that’s not what we’re about. We are

cheerleaders for the past, present, and future of children and the adults they will

become. The examples shared in this chapter and chapter two show ways in
which some cheerleaders for children have helped to construct classroom environ-
ments and facilitate research y rojects that provided rich soil for growth in values.
These narratives attest to the tiuth that children exhibit moral and ethical standards
when a learning community has been developed and nurtured and when teachers
respect students’ questions and inquiry topics.

An AIDS Project with Sixth Graders

AIDS is a serious disease, so I am going to watch my step for the rest of my life.
AIDS is a killer. But it won’t attack you or me if we think straight and act right.
[ know the risks of AIDS, and you should too.

David, 6th grader

It is terrible.

It is scary.

It is ruining the world.
It is AIDS.

Mitch, 6th grader

Mitch and David wrote about a topic they chose to study as
a part of the sixth-grade health curriculum. It is doubtful
whether either the students’ parents or their teacher, Jean
Harris, would have chosen this topic for thorough study,
although it is “covered” in the health curriculum for their
school corporation. Why avoid it? Because AIDS is sensi-
tive, risky, personal, and terrifying. Why did these sixth
graders choose it? For exactly those reasons.

Jean had not been comfortable with teaching the topic of
AIDS to her sixth graders the previous year, and she felt
that she had not done a very good job. She explained:

Jean Harris
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Last year I was forced to teach this unit. I didn’t want to. A thick
curriculum guide was given to all the 6th-grade teachers, and they
said “You will teach this.” I did teach it, but I wasn’t comfortable.

She was surprised and apprehensive when, after a brief discussion of alternatives, this
year’s new group of students unanimously chose AIDS as the topic of prolonged study.
Jean wondered if they'could cope with a topic that required maturity to come to grips
with. Were they old enough? During the brainstorming session on the first day, one of
the children shouted out, “I know it’s sexually transmitted.” Giggles followed, with
wide eyes and embarrassed faces. They stopped and had a long talk about the serious-
ness of the subject and the maturity they would need to deal with it well. The children .
made their own decision to continue. After that, there were no problems. Jean was
pleased at her students’ pride at behaving maturely.

Next, she wondered whether she would get negative reactions from parents in her
small Midwestern town. To her surprife, Jean received no negative responses, and
many parents specifically thanked her for their children’s opportunity to study the
critical health issue carefully. They also appreciated their children’s excitement about,

and dedication to, the project. Here is the letter Jean wrote to parents before starting
the study:

Dear Parents,

I would like to share what will be happening in our classroom these
next two weeks in case your child doesn’t share it. Because of a
college class I am taking that emphasizes student choice, I am letting
my students choose something for in-depth study that they are really
interested in and that they want to know more about. After much
brainstorming, they came up with the topic of AIDS. Since the corpo-
ration curriculum guide requires that I teach AIDS anyway, I felt that
this was a wise choice made by my sixth graders.

However, being a parent myself, I thought you might be a little in
awe if you happened to look at this week’s spelling vocabulary and see
such words as “intravenous,” “blood,” “exposed,” “sexually transmit-
ted,” etc. Therefore, I would like to share with you a few of my
lesson plans for the upcoming two weeks. I will be reading several
pieces of literature dealing with AIDS. Two of these are Losing Uncle
Tim and Friends for Life. We will also read and discuss the story of
Ryan White to try to relate to his feelings at having to live and die
with AIDS. We'll be writing several of our own stories, doing some
role playing, commerecials, debates, and reporting.

2 Teaching Kids to Care
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In social studies, we’ll be mapping the spread of AIDS throughout
the world and graphing the statistics we find in the almanac. The
children will do research with many articles from periodicals and
pamphlets, and they will report their findings. We will be doing much
videotaping of the many things we are learning.

I want to have several resource people come in to speak about AIDS
to further the children’s knowledge about this widespread disease.

We’re excited about starting this unit. I like the topic that the chil-
dren chose, and I feel that they believe, as I do, that their generation
is the one that must find a way to stop the AIDS virus. Be sure to ask
your child what he or she is learning about AIDS.

Mrs. Harris

Getting Started

The students began the study by brainstorming their current information and ideas
about the topic. Jean wrote on the board while the students generated ideas for over an
hour. The diagram below is a “cleaned up” web from the first day of brainstorming.

Sexual
Transmi tt‘ld.

i Bg Whom 5,

The Values-Centered Classroom: An AIDS Project with Sixth Graders 3
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As the children participated in this group process, they engaged in considerate turn-
taking and a group-generated exci.ement about the topic and possibilities for study. At
the end of the semantic webbing, the students reorganized their current knowledge
and questions, and they generated two lists:

Things we already knew about AIDS

* There is no cure for AIDS.

* AIDS is sexually transmitted.

* A person must have direct contact to acquire AIDS.
* Famous people can get AIDS.

* A baby can be born with AIDS.

Things we want to know about AIDS
* All the ways possible to get AIDS

* How long before a cure is found?

* How do they test for AIDS?

* Why do people take the risks? )

® What are scientists doing to find a cure?

* Why do some people live longer than others?

* What kind of blood testing is bieig done?

® What testing is done to be sur. that blood is safe?
* How safe is the blood testing process?

* What do they do with the HIV. blood at hospitals?
* Can HIV persons give blood?

* How do people who have AIDS survive daily?

* How does AIDS destroy the immune system?

* Would AIDS victims ever want to commit suicide?

The process of student-centered research and developing lists of known and unknown
information naturally operationalized curiosity even in students who were ordinarily
difficult to engage. Jean discovered chat one of her most needy and difficult students
had visited the city library one evening during the beginning of this unit; he was
looking for information to contribute to the class’s knowledge base. He checked out
five books and brought them to class. She said it was probably the first time in his
educational career that he had been interested enough actually to initiate a library visit
on his own. Because he felt that this project belonged to him—he had helped to choose
it, and some of his ideas were in the web and on the charts—he was motivated to work
on his own out of pure interest and curiosity. He wanted to contribute meaningfully to
a class discussior. The structure and the process were helping him to develop indepen-
dence. He was gaining respect for himself as a learner, a researcher, and a thinker.

4 Teaching Kids to Care
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Theoretical Memo: Questions Express Values

Not only was Jean operationalizing curiosity in her students but also she was
providing an initial opportunity for students to express their values. Reread their
questions: Though most of them are information-seeking, factual questions, they
also imply analytical and reflective concerns.

 Why do people take the risks?
A very thoughtful question for a sixth grader. This inquirer was trying to under-
stand other people’s motivations, trying to step outside of the relatively safe 11/

12-year-old world into the thinking of a people who had put themselves at risk
for AIDS.

o How do people who have AIDS survive daily?
The essence of the question is more than the mechanics of treatment and
response; it is a question related to the mental and spiritual resources of living
when one knows that one is dying with a terminal disease.

o Would AIDS victims ever want to commit suicide?
This question may be appropriately explored in a sixth-grade classroom; it is
not an unusual question coming from students of this age. The suicide rate of
children in the United States has tripled since 196C ‘National Center for Heaith
Statistics, cited in Lickona [1991], p. 19).

At this point in their study of AIDS, the students lacked knowledge. Their lack of
knowledge produced fear and desperation; suicide seemed a logical response to
the disease. Later in the study, they read about the courage of Ryan White and his
family and of others who have successfully fought the disease and are outliving
the predictions of their demise. Hope, faith, trust, and positive outlook come to
seem possible, even in the face of this mortal plague. The empathy and under-
standing that the students later expressed are not evident in these initial ques-
tions. These questions were just the beginning of a variety of "higher order”
inquiries.

Doing Research

The lists of things that the students wanted to know pointed them in several directions.
They gathered information from a variety of resources: the public and school libraries,
the classroom teacher, videos, and outside speakers. Because they were interested in
blood transfusions and blood testing (“That’s how you find out if you have it.”), they
decided to contact the county hospital to see if someone there would talk to them
about these procedures. A laboratory technician agreed to speak with the class about
blood testing, and the class took a field trip to the hospital. Several letters from the
students show what they learned and that they took this study seriously.

The Values-Centered Classroom: An AIDS Project with Sixth Graders 5
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In addition to visits by Mrs. Mathis and a local dentist, current journal and newspaper
articles provided information and issues for the studexts to synthesize and organize
into coherent graphs, charts, and reports. They worked in teams, focusing on different
areas of interest. Some teams were responsible for statistical information. They made
charts and diagrams which were displayed in the hallway. One of these teams focused
on “Pediatric AIDS.” The information they gathered was displayed on the chart below.

8 Teaching Kids to Care
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Other teams explored the feelings and emotions of AIDS victims. They used the
computer to complete this report.

“AIDS Victims Feelings”

When people are threatened with death from a fatal disease, such a> AIDS, it is
essential to cope with the emotional problems. Pecple often need belp in dealing
with them. They [articles] bave talked about group therapy and AIDS support
groups, which can be of great belp. If more belp is needed, they cousl go into
psychotherapy available through bigh school and college guidance counselors. When
people become very depressed, they may need antidepressive drugs avatlable from
physicians.

If someone you care about has AIDS, it can burt you emotionally as much as it
burts bim or ber, maybe more.

When a person keeps AIDS a secret, it builds up inside them. Then they get
stressed and don’t know what to do. Instead of getting stressed, you can talk about
it and get those feelings out. Some stories of people with AIDS are stories with love
and pain, hope and sorrow, acceptance and despair. There are stories of people just
like me and you who bave lived with and loved someone with AIDS. People with
AIDS feel lonely, sad, uncomfortable and angry. As an example, Ryan White bad
bad feelings and was afraid be was going to die. He was interviewed, and one of
the questions was, “What was the worst feeling when you got the virus?” He said
be was afraid, but “It wasn’t so bad when 1 knew I couldn’t do anything about it.”
He was afraid to die, but be said, “I'm never going to give up.”

Aleska, Jaunita, and Ina

Despite the fear generated by the topic, the students’ compassion for the victims of
AIDS was evident throughout the study. Jean read a number of novels aloud to the
class. These fictional accounts provided another perspective on the study—the human
cost, the emotional ordeal, and the personal and family grief that occurs when some-
one contracts this disease. Here is the class bibliography of fiction:

Hermes, Patricia (1989). Be still my heart. New York: Pocket Books.

Jordan, Mary Kate (1989). Losing Uncle Tim. Niles, Tllinois: Albert Whitman
and Co.

Humphreys, Martha (1991). Until whatever. New York: Clarion Books.

Miklovitz, Gloria (1987). Goodbye, Tomorrow. New York: Delacorte Press.

Shulman, Jeffrey (1988). Friends for life. Frederick, Maryland: Twenth-First
Century Books.

The Values-Centered Classroom: An AIDS Project with Sixth Graders 9
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They responded in many ways to the plight of AIDS victims—posters, poetry, and
letters. Both the fictional accounts of AIDS victims and real-life stories, e.g. Ryan
White and Magic Johnson, contributed to the students’ growing awareness and com-
passionate response to the plight of AIDS victims. The students were most concerned
with Ryan White’s battle with the disease; they chose to write letters to his mother
after reading an article about her in Indianapolis magazine. Some examples show their
heartfelt concern.
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Another team investigated the risks of acquiring AIDS. Their report showed that they
were trying to dispel the myths about acquiring AIDS.
“Risks”

AIDS stands for Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome. This disease kills the
immune system, allowing sickness into your body. Without an immune system,
nothing fights the germs out of your body, so you stay sick.

There are many ways to acquire AIDS. Fifty percent of all small children who
bave AIDS get it from the mother passing it on to them during pregnancy. The
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biggest risk to adults is unprotected sex. Also, unsterile needles can spread AIDS.
There are a lot of people who are afraid of AIDS victims because they think you
can get the HIV virus from being near an AIDS victim. But it is safe to be friends
with a person infected with AIDS. You can’t get AIDS from drinking out of the
sane water fountain, hugging, using the same shower and toilet facilities, play-
ground equipment, or using the same cups, plates, and silverware.

Somnetimes, parents don’t like their children going to the same school as a child or
teacher who has AIDS, but you can’t get the virus from chairs or desks either.
Eating food that has been prepared by someone with AIDS is safe, just as swim-
rming in the same pool is safe. Also, mosquitoes can’t pass the HIV virus by biting
an infected person and then biting a person without the virus.

Carrie, Jennifer, Julie, and Shawnee

Theoretical Memo: Group Processes
as a Context for Building Values

The processes of group inquiry, teamwork, and process writing developed
compromise, notions of consensus building, mutual support, shared decision
making, interpersonal reasoning, and perseverance. Encouraging and supporting
group work and discussion in the elementary classroom will go a long way
towards fostering cooperation rather than competition, supportive critique of
peers rather than criticism, and a sense of belonging to a working democracy.

Current literature is full of talk about “cooperative” learning. 1 prefer to refer to
this kind of curriculum structure as collaborative because no idea fostered
through group work belongs exclusively to one person. Learners are not merely
working side by side on their separate tasks; they are working together on a
common task. They are mutually engendering new thoughts, plans, projects, and
actions that could not come about if the individual were working alone. The
result is different from what it would have been if the group members were
merely cooperating side-by-side. Though a specific idea may occur to one person
who then shares it, the impetus and the environment for that idea is the group,
and its working out and perfecting is the common property of all.

Emphasis of this point with students builds respect for group work and for them-
selves as they acknowledge and benefit from the ideas of their colleagues in
collaboration.
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Demonstrating New Understandings

The structure of inquiry curriculum provides integration of normally separate subject
areas. Jean’s students studied AIDS across the curriculum: spelling, English, math,
social studies, science, and health. Her students not only learned new information in a
variety of areas but also decided to display their new understandings in a variety of
ways: role-playing, debates, commercials, reports, poetry and informed conversations.
This allowed them to demonstrate some previously unrecognized talents and skills.
Some of the students chose the debates as the best part of the unit for theim personally.
Jean described this part of the study:

I have some students who hardly talk at all in class, but when the time
came for debates, I couldn’t get them to stop! They demonstrated
that they had done a lot of good research, both at the library and in
class, to back up their debate points. I was surprised at how much
information they had gained and retained over time. Some of the
debate questions were: Should a student with AIDS be allowed to
attend our school? Should a woman who has AIDS be allowed to have
a baby? Should dentists, doctors, and other health-care workers have
to take regular tests for AIDS?

The following is an excerpt of a debate on the question of whether or not Magic

Johnson should have been allowed to play basketball since he had tested positive with
the HIV virus.

Question (posed by the teacher): “Do you think Magic fohnson should be
allowed to play basketball, knowing that be bas the AIDS virus?”

Bree: Yes, I think be should be allowed to because just because he has the virus

doesn’t mean everyone else can catch it.

Carrie: Yes, [ agree, you can’t get AIDS just through casual contact. The only
way you can get AIDS is through sexual contact, blood transfusions, and needles.

Jennifer: If you had AIDS, you would still want to play basketball, wouldn’t you?

Mary: AIDS isn’t a disease, it's a virus. You can’t get it just by bumping into
somebody on a basketball court.

Kirk: But what if he scrapes himself. He might fall down on the basketball court
and scrape bis elbow——it would most likely be his arms or his bands because that’s
what be uses the most—and be starts to bleed. And then be runs into his team-
mates and bits them in the mouth with bis elbow and busts their lip against their
teeth. Then the blood is mixed and the other guy could have AIDS.
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Mary: First of all, what would he scrape bis elbow on?

Kirk: He could scrape it on anything. He could scrape it on this desk right now, if
you were to trip and fall and go across it.

Mary: This desk isn’t rough enough to be scraped on.

Kirk: That edge is. But that's irvelevant, anyway. That could happen on the
basketball court.

Carrie: I think be would know i, if be got cu.
Kirk: But it looks bealed, let’s say. It’s scabbed over.
Mary: He should at least have a bandage over it where he got scraped.

Kirk: Well, he falls down and the bandage gets ripped off. AND the scab gets
ripped off.

Mitch: If be’s in the locker room before the game, and be hurried up and shaved,
and the other guys are in the locker room and he put his razor back in a different

place and somebody else used it, then the other guy’s shaving with it and they both
cut themselves because they’re in a hurry, then he’s transmitted to the other person.

Mary: That person should know that the razor is not his, and be should have
shaved before be got there.

Shawn: Also if Magic Jobnson is brushing bis teeth in the locker room and using
dental floss, and a guy comes by and thinks that the toothbrush is his and be bas a
cut in his mouth, it could transmit the AIDS virus to him.

Bree: Why would you be brushing your teeth in the locker room?

Kirk: It’s an out-of-state game. You have to travel o a bus. The bus got delayed
or something. You get there late and you're in a burry. That could bappen.

Mary: [ still feel Magic Jobnson should be allowed to play basketball. I think he
will certainly be responsible enough to shave at home. The other guy should be
responsible enough to have his own toothbrush at the lockes room.

Kirk: If be was responsible enough, Magic Jobnson wouldn’t have AIDS.
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Theoretical Memo:
The Child as a Moral Thinker

Kohlberg (1976) posed “moral dilemmas” in his research on moral development,
and he developed a “stage theory” of moral development. His research con-
vinced him that people typically develop over time in their understanding of
justice and morality, and that these stages are evident in this growth:

Stage 1: Avoid punishment.

Stage 2: Look for a reward.

Stage 3: Watch out, someone won't approve.
Stage 4: Consider the consequences for society.
Stage 5: Respect everyone’s rights.

Stage 6: Act on your own principles of conscience.

Stages 1 and 2 dominate children’s actions during the primary years, but after

that, they vary. Some children progress more rapidly than others through the
stages.

If we call Jean’s debate question about Magic Johnson the “moral dilemma,” we
can <ee that several of the moral stages are evident in the students’ debate.
Because it was to be a debate, Jean had asked the girls to defend Johnson'’s right
to play basketball and the boys to take the opposing position—the opposites, Jean
predicted, of the positions that either group, unprompted, would normally have
taken. This was an excellent way for the students to think through the reasoning
of the “other side” and to appreciate another’s position, though unfortunately in
this case, it set up a “boys versus girls” mentality. The boys’ position seems very
much a Stage 4 argument—the consequences to society must be considered. The
girls argument could be seen as a Stage 5 perspective—they wanted to respect
Johnson'’s right to play, although the argument is a bit weak and legalistic. He
should wear a bandage if cut, he should shave with his own razor, he should
brush with his own toothbrush, and so should everyone else around him: sort of a
“Mom's eye view” of behavior—Stage 3 in the values hierarchy.

The point here is not so much to determine which stage of moral development
the children were demonstrating, but rather to appreciate that the curriculum was
allowing for the practice of moral thinking and deliberation.

Although the boys’ debate team in Jean’s classroom took a hard line about Magic
Johnson’s right to play and his sense of responsibility, their letters reflect compassion.
These excerpts are from some of the letters that class members wrote to Johnson:

o ] think that you are showing a lot of AIDS victims that cven if they have AIDS
they can still do the same things that a normal person can do.

Shawn
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® Ibet it is hard knowing that there is no cure for the virus, I wish I could play
basketball like you, but no one will ever play like you do.

Devin

* I just finished reading your article in People magazine. I like the idea that you
didn’t keep all your feelings to yourself. Instead you told the public and even took
the time to call the people who you'd had sexual contact with. I'm so glad you are
stibl playing basketball. 'm glad you're not just giving up.

Sh_awnee

* Your story really touched my beart. I hope the new president will belp doctors
and scientists to find a cure for the AIDS virus. Always remember, never give
up!!!

Julie

Other students chose poetry as their favorite way to respond to the new information.
Of Randy, whose poem appears on the following page, Jean wrote this:

I have some kids in my classroom who normally struggle. Here is one
of those kids. His mother cannot read or write, but during this
project, he was really able to express himself. Here is the poem he
came up with:

16 Teaching Kids to Care




Pecle wrth AIDS dia.
Peopls crth AIDS —eny,

gm,mwmwﬁ/mﬂw&&

The Values-Centered Classroom: An AIDS Project with Sixth Graders 17

. BEST COPY AVAILABLE
ERIC 39




Other children in the classroom also responded to the study by writing poems and
reflections.
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The children’s work is powerful. They seem to have recognized their personal roles
and responsibilities in helping to stop the spread of the virus. Their knowledge of the
risks is reflected in their pleas to the reader to take precautions. The poems are full of
heartfelt response to the plight of AIDS victims and the magnitude of the problem.
When Jean asked Julie, “What did you learn from the AIDS unit?” she replied:

I learned that if a person has AIDS, you can't just shut them off and push them to

one side. You bave to be their friend. You bave to vealize that they have feelings,
too.

Nick summed up the learning on this topic when he wrote this brief essay:
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Jean reflected on her class’s experience in these words:

The children found out so many things that they hadn’t known about
AIDS, I was amazed. The children started out knowing six facts about
AIDS. When the unit was finished, they couldn’t list all the things
they knew. That speaks highly for a thematic study and it also shows
how motivated and excited they were about learning.

I feit that the students were highly motivated, interested, and enthu-
siastic about their unit on AIDS. Notice that I say “their unit.” I feel
that they took ownership in this unit because it was their choice. I
saw a great improvement in their writing skills during this time as
well. I feel that the improvement was due to their high interest and
motivation for the subject. The greatest reward was in seeing and
hearing the way the children worked together cooperatively for a
common goal—to learn more about AIDS. I did give a written test at
the end of study, similar to a test I would give on any topic we study
in science or social studies. The grades were the best I can remember
on any test I have given, but I was more pleased with their interest,
dedication, and sense of compassion evident throughout the study.
I’'m sure that my students have acquired much valuable knowledge
about AIDS. Maybe by teaching this unit, I've instilled an under-
standing of the risks of AIDS and kept at least one person from
contracting this deadly virus.

Teaching Values in Jean’s Classroom

Jean’s classroom experience with the AIDS study represents a number of things I want
to say about the teaching of values in today’s classrooms. First, the learning that
occurred in the several weeks that Jean and her students spent on “The AIDS Project”
generated not only important factual information about the virus but also a corpassion-
ate understanding of the victims and of their challenges and fears. The goals of school-
ing—knowledge and mastery of subject matter—as well as the goals of true educa-
tion—understanding and compassion—were met. Moments of coming to grips with
the dilemmas of the individual and society were filled with an earnest desire to solve
the problems and deal compassionately with other human beings.

Second, inquiry curriculum sets the stage for moral growth. The processes inherent in
an inquiry curriculum opened the door to new opportunities to live and to think as an
informed moral community. When students ask their own questions, search for the
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answers, and grapple with tough issues, the motivation for learning and the quest for
knowledge becomes real and firsthand.

Third, democratic classroom practices bring democratic values to life. Choice brings
commitment and ownership of the curriculum—zy topic, my questions, 72y research,
my answers. The democratic classroom dynamic moves towards trust, caring, respon-
sible social action. Because the study of AIDS was important to the students, chosen by
the students, and well researched and debated by the students, they were highly moti-
vated to learn. They willingly shared the commitment to be prepared for class, to find
information from several sources to increase the group’s knowledge, and to take
responsibility for their own learning.

Fourth, teamwork and collaboration foster interaction and give students a stage for open
expression of developing values and beliefs. Students learn to listen to what others
think and to practice arguing a point of view in the relative safety of a small group.
They have reasons to search for information to support their arguments. Students
learn about shared decision making, shared work loads, and loyalty to the group. The
“child as a moral thinker” emerges as students have opportunity to discuss and debate.

Fifth, the achievements of Jean’s class demonstrate that valuable and meaningful
learning can occur without a textbook. Adherence to textbooks and teacher’s guidance
would have inhibited students’ choices, motivations, curiosity, and spontaneity of
thought and purpose. Inquiry leads the mind to discover the new and unknown;
textbooks constrain the mind within the known and predigested.

Democratic Teaching

Democratic learning, such as occurred in Jean’s classroom, is neither unbridled free-
dom to study any topic in any manner the students desire nor is it disregard for state
requirements or local curriculum decisions. Just as in representative democracy, in
which the authority of the law, the courts, and the Commander-in-Chief maintain
order at both the national and local levels, so also the teacher’s legal, moral, and
intellectual authority to maintain the classroom as a safe and humane place of learning
does not cause the classroom to cease to be democratic. In an inquiry classroom,

students and teacher collaborate to agree on curriculum, with the teacher taking the
lead.

Jean teaches values—democracy, understanding, compassion, and others—through
demonstrating them and allowing for their expression in her classroom. She teaches
values not through a prepackaged “value-a-week” curriculum but through grappling
with tough issues, through fostering student inquiry, through debate and discussion.
she trusts her students and cares enough about them to support their heartfelt efforts
at understanding the issues and facts in their chosen areas of interest. In short, she
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shares her authority and upholds a democratic atmosphere for learning, acknowledging
that students’ choices and voices have equal imrortance with her own. Teachers like
Jean are daily hammering out a working definition of democracy: freedom with re-
sponsibility, choice within an agreed-upon curriculum, voices that speak from indi-
viduals’ experiences but that respect others’ rights and feelings. It is this kind of learn-
ing context—complete with tough issues and muitiple perspectives—that supplies the
medium for refined and redefined values in school. Without the tough questions and
multiple perspectives, teaching values would be little more than rote moralizing.

Grappling with Tough Issues: The Heart of a
Values-oriented Curriculum

Is conflict necessary for learning? The study of controversial issues becomes the engine
for the development of values. Instead of pretending that we can eliminate conflict
from teaching and learning, let us make use of it. Conflict and well-informed debate is
applicable to any learning setting. A child of any age can be presented with problems
that are identified and felt by the students themselves. If an issue is of sufficient interest
to the students, they will tackle opposing viewpoints and meanwhile learn to think
through their own and the differing perspectives. Noddings (1992) gave examples
similar to Jean’s debate questions:

... caring for a pet can be a powerful component in moral education.
Children learn to relieve pain and discomfort, not to inflict suffering,
and to appreciate the range of responses in living things. Sharing the

care of pets can bring delight as well as responsibility to parents and
children.

But our relations with nonhuman creatures are complicated, and
many issues arise as we explore them. Should we wear furs, for ex-
ample, or is the whole fur trade immoral? Contrary to simplistic
defenses and attacks on the fur business, the question is a complex
one. Some of us want to argue that suffering should be minimized or
eliminated. That would outlaw steel-jaw traps. Others argue that
naturally wild animals should not be raised just for their furs on farms
or in cages. But can there be a sharp line between domestic and wild
animals? What about the possibility of gradually domesticating useful
species? . . . Is it wrong to engage in fur trade? . . . I hope that teach-
ers concerned with “critical thinking” will stimulate our children to
consider a long list of related questions: What happens to animals
when their range is overpopulated? Is there a form of killing for fur
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that is more humane than the natural processes in a stressed popula-
tion? What effects would an end of fur trade have on human beings?
Should we use the furs of some animals but not others? . . . Should
we stop killing and eating animals? Do animals have rights? Should
they be used in research?” (p. 56)

Teachers, like everyone else, do not have simple answers to these questions. Jean did
not have ready-made answers to the questions she posed to the students. Complex
problems worthy of study do not allow for simple black-and-white answers that can be
learned and fed to students in incremental doses and then evaluated by a true/false test.
Does that mean we should not study serious areas of moral and ethical concern in
schools? Quite the contrary, these are exactly the substance of a curriculum in which
enquiring students and compassionate teachers together can learn to honor honest
differences of opinion—the essence of democracy. The classroom becomes a place in
which participants learn the importance of coming to their task of decision making
with informed perspectives. They learn the importance of negotiating ideas, of learn-
ing when to compromise and when not, and, then, of getting along with people with
whom they seriously disagree. Where, if not in schools, will students learn that the
complex issues that face us today are many sided, and that respect and responsibility .
for one another’s words and actions are necessary components of our daily lives?
Complex issues are usually uncomfortable ones for the classroom just as they are for
society, but they provide hearty fare for learning. How do complex issues emerge for
discussion? How do students develop a stake in learning about them? Inquiry projects
chosen by the students energize that motivation.

Inquiry: Springboard to Developing Positive Social
and Personal Values

“All children can learn,” we agree. Surely, all children can learn, but what will they
learn and in what environments, and with what kinds of teachers and with what materi-
als? In this chapter, I have suggested a way of sustaining schooling as a moral enter-
prise through student-centered and student-developed inquiry projects. Inquiry is not
a new philosophy or method, though the emphasis on the values potential of student-
centered inquiry is a new perspective. This approach has roots in many inquiry ap-
proaches: See Graves (1991), Harste, Watson & Burke (1989), Short & Burke (1992),
Altwerger (in press), Tschudi (1991), Gamberg, et al., 1988), Wigginton (1986). Most
of these researchers and practitioners would look to the thoughts of John Dewey for
their philosophical base.

Early in this century, Dewey (1902) advocated students’ involvement in the construc-
tion of their own objectives for learning; he recommended that they pursue their own
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questions and solve other than ready-made, teacher-made, publisher-made problems.
Later, Dewey (1938) argued that teachers needed to start with the experiences of the
students and draw the connections between the givens of the curriculum guide and the
students’ interests. Noddings (1992) took this argument further and said that although
“there are a few things that all students need to know, it ought to be acceptable to
reject some material in order to pursue other topics with enthusiasm.” (p. 19) She
advocated a form of education that not only concentrates on producing moral people
but also that is in itself moral in purpose, policy, and methods.

The current crisis in our educational system, identified by Goodlad (1990), Sarason
(1991), and others, may well be the result of several decades of politically expedient
and socially safe curricular decision making that ignored the moral dimension of
education. Kierstead & Wagner (1993) discussed the difficulty that teachers have in
implementing anything other than the given curriculum:

Having no power, little say-so, and limited resources, teacher-educa-
tors continue to be blamed for failed plans of improvement they had
no part in originating. While extolling the importance of the teacher,
the states shackle classroom teachers with curricula that are politi-
cally expedient. Teachers are asked to socialize students; educate for
AIDS; mainstream; prepare students for a job; propagandize against
alcohol, drug use, sexual promiscuity, smoking, and a dozen other
societal “don’ts”; enforce dress codes; reduce teen pregnancy; and
ready students for citizenship. There has been no sign of prioritizing
these “additional” goals for teachers, nor of making them educational
goals rather than mere behavioral control. (p. 164)

An inquiry-based curriculum can transform the emphasis on behavioral control to real
educational goals that have the potential to promote moral values. When students
collaborate with their teacher to make curricular choices (even first-grade students can
choose which books they want to read, their writing topics, and their classroom learn-
ing centers) and develop their own questions for which to seek answers, they have the
opportunity to live out the values of a democratic system in the classroom. A demo-
cratic curriculum has the potential to be a higher moral enterprise than old-fashioned
transmission pedagogy because of the values potential inherent in the process. The
traditional givens of basal textbooks, teacher’s guides, and curriculum guides must give
way to democratic processes and context-specific studies that reflect the interests and
concerns of the participants.

Inquiry inevitably goes beyond textbooks. The health textbooks for Jean’s class did not
have a section on AIDS education, but the curriculum committee for the school
corporation had developed a curriculuni guide on that subject. The guide contained
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factua! information, worksheets, tests, and some resource material. The guide had been
approved by the local school board, and parents were mostly in agreement with the
idea that children should be educated about the dangers of AIDS. This curriculum
guide was not an in-depth curriculum, though many teachers taught from it, including
Jean herself the previous year.

Textbooks and curriculum guides as currently conceived are useful as only one of many
resources. The materials that can be physically bound between two covers or snapped
into a loose-leaf folder can contain only the beginnings of an in-depth meaningful
study—a study in which the students themselves develop the curriculum.
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The Values-Centered Classroom:
A Study of Homelessness with Third Graders

Homeless peaple live on the streets. They are very poor. They need clothing and
money. Homeless people are very lonely. They need shelter before they get cold.
They need a family.

Kara

You should be grateful that you have a home.

Melissa

A bome means sommeone loves me.

Macky-Lynn

helli Roembke, a third-grade teacher, gave her

students the opportunity to choose their own topic

for study. They chose homelessness. Why would
third graders choose that unhappy topic? Why not dino-
saurs or space travel? Shelli answered this question in a
memo to nie:

I believe that the children chose this topic for
several reasons. First of all, we had discussed a

hobo in a piece of literature that I was reading ¥
aloud to them earlier in the school year. Because N /
of this, I think the curiosity was there. Also, all Shelli Roembke
of these children have seen movies in which the

homeless people are digging through the trash searching for food.
Lastly, I think there was a general concern for these people: Why are
they homeless and what can we do to help?

Shelli judged that her students had a “T.V. perspective” on most issues, including
homelessness. Without personal contact with homeless people or accurate informa-
tion, they could rely only on their pereeptions gained from news and movies. Shelli

41




welcomed the opportunity to help her students demonstrate selflessness and to grow in
humane values and concern for their fellow humans.

Brainstorming and Webbing

After having chosen the topic, the students and Shelli brainstormed a web of the
different issues they wanted to study about the homeless. Even though many of her
students had never done any brainstorming, Shelli observed that they all seemed to
become experts immediately because they were the ones making the decisions.

How dloes
73 ped, éo
be homeless,

o many
are there’,

What oloes our
&Mum’éj 0107

Dissible. solutions

Issues

Determining the issues to be studied is one of the aspects of their education in which
students at any grade level can take some leadership, develop independence, and learn
respect for themselves and others as thinkers and reasoners. They begin to ask them-
selves: What interests me? How can I connect with this topic? What is important to
me? What do I already know? What would I like to know?

Shelli said of the brainstorming process:

Once the webbing was completed, the students made two lists:
“What we aiready know” and “What we want to know.” It became
quite clear to me that the information they thought they knew came
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from sources such as made-for-TV movies. The things they wanted

to know more about dealt with the more personal issues of being
homeless.

Shelli wrote the two following lists on the chalkboard as the students dictated:

What we already know

e Homeless people do not have a home.

* They dig through the trash for their food.
* They sometimes steal food to survive.

¢ Homeless people don’t have any money.

e A lot of homeless people use drugs.

» Homeless people wear old clothes.

What we want to know

* Do they have jobs?

* How do they get to be homeless?

e What do they eat?

» Why can’t they do something about it?

e Where do they go to sleep and for shelter?
* Do they get a lot of diseases because of poor nutrition?
* Do they feel dirty?

* Do they travel a lot?

* Do they live with other homeless people?
* Why can’t they get jobs?

* Do they have families that can help them?

Doing Research

Before beginning this unit, Shelli gathered together all the materials she could find on
homelessness and placed them in a designated section of the classroom for the students
to use. The third graders researched the topic and gathered information through
various note-taking exercises. Shelli began by reading articles aloud to her students.
After listening to an article, they wrote down five things they had learned. As they
became more experienced at identifying major points in the articles, the students read
the articles themselves and wrote down important information. They also took notes
from books and guest speakers’ presentations. Not only was the note taking and the
development of research skills challenging for third-grade students but also the subject

matter, though of great interest, was full of tough concepts and information that the
children had not previously encountered.
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Shelli wrote the following about the visit of Rick Posson, director of the Indianapolis
Day Center:

Ours is a rural community. The children are isolated. Although many
realize what it’s like to have little money, they had no idea that so
many people were homeless, that people actually slept under bushes
in the winter time. We had a resource person come from Indianapolis
Day Center. He was excellent. He told us about what his center does
in providing shelter and food for the homeless. It was a big eye-
opener for my kids. In fact they were so solemn the rest of the day,
we had to stop and talk a couple of times for at least a half hour just
to discuss what they were feeling. He had told. us that, last year,
eighteen people had died at the center. The children wanted to know
why. Some deaths were gang related and others were due to overex-
posure to the weather. It was a really tough thing for them to think
about, but I think that emotionally they benefited from it. It made
them even more caring and concerned about what other people were
going through. Another thing that the speaker stressed was that the
children should all go home that night and thank their parents for
having a roof over their heads, thank them for going to work every

day and bringing home a paycheck so that they can have food on the
table.

The children developed so much gratitude. We made a bulletin board
for Thanksgiving soon after that speaker came, and almost all of the
children said that they were thankful for their homes. That’s one of
the ways I evaluated this unit—by how grateful these children be-
came for their homes and families.
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Theoretical Memo:
Values as a Result of Classroom Experiences

How do children learn values? Directly? Indirectly? How are personal or social
values promoted in the classroom? If the curriculum committee at Shelli’s school
had set out at the beginning of the school year to teach the students the value of
their homes and the concept of gratitude for their families, there might have been
discussion of objectives, lessons plans, activities, books, experiences, and,
perhaps, a scope and sequence chart of the skills and information to be acquired.
In this instance, the students’ desire to understand a problem, their sense of
motivation for researching it, and Shelli’s willingness to find experiences that
would illuminate the problem, were all that was necessary for that sense of
gratitude to emerge in the students. This development of a personal, traditional
value of gratitude emerged from personal experience and was an authentic
outcome of their learning, but it had not been scheduled.

Other forms of research and classroom experiences raised “moral dilemmas” for the
students. For example, the visit of Susan Crosby from the Indiana House of Represen-
catives initiated a moral dilemma about public support of the homeless. When speaking
to the class, she stressed that the government does not do enough for the care of the
homeless. Although Crosby and other speakers provided insights on the issue, the
students needed more information, information that was not available at their reading
level, so Shelli decided to have them develop an interview for their families and neigh-
bors. They brainstormed interview questons together as a class, then each student
formulated his or her own list of questions. Through this activity, they learned some-
thing about idea generation, mutual support, shared decision making, interpersonal
reasoning, and problem solving. Shelli talked about good questioning techniques and
how interviewers can best conduct interviews.

The third graders’ interview questions reflect their intense personal interest in the
topic. The interviewees’ answers show the diversity of attitudes about the homeless,
and this led to the moral dilemma mentioned above. Here are two of the interviews:

Macky-Lynn’s Interview of her Mother

1. How would you feel if you were homeless?
I wonld be unbappy.

2. 1ow do you think we can solve the problem of the homeless?
You would bazve to build more houses they can afford and try to find jobs for
them.
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3. Do you care about the homeless?
Yes, I do.

4. What do you know about the homeless?
1 know they suffer from the cold and go hungry most of the time.
5. How do you think they feel?
They feel like nobody loves or cares about them.
6. How do you feel about government shelters?
1 think that is the only way that they can care for them now because there are
50 many.
7.1f a homeless person broke into your house, what would you do?
I would tell bim it is wrong to break into a house, but I would feed him.
8. What do you think the cause of homelessness is?

Some, because of no work.

9. Do you think the homeless are like us?
Yes, I do.

10. Why do you think so many veterans are homeless?
Some bave no family, and some are not able to work.

11. Do you think the government does enough for the homeless?
She does not think so.

12. How many homeless people do you think there are?

300,000

13. How many do you think have jobs?
1/3 bave jobs.

14. Do you know that 1/5 are kids? How do you feel about that?
Sad that they can’t bave a better life.

15. Do you know that homeless women are having twice the amount of babies as other

women? How does that make you feel that kids are going to come into the world
homeless?

1t is sud that babies are born in our great country without a home to live in. I
think our government could do better.

Melissa’s Interview with her Grandmother

L. Do you know about the homeless?
I know they are struggling barder to make it than some other people.

2. Do you care about them?
Yes, I do because anyone could be bomeless at any time.
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3. How do you think they feel?
Alone, cold, afraid.

4. How do you feel about government sheiters? Why?
Good. At least they have a warm place to stay and something to eat.

5. If a homeless person would break into your house, what would you do?
Probably give them something to eat, warm clothes, and take them to a shelter.

6. What do you think the cause is?
Not enough jobs.

7. Do you think the homeless are like us?
Yes. They are just someone who bas lost everything and maybe doesn’t know bow to
make it better.

8. Do you think the government is doing enough?
They think they are, but all they do is take everyone’s THoney.

9. How many homeless do you think there are?
More than the world needs. About a million or move.

10. Why do you think so many veterans are homeless?
Maybe since the war, their life has been too terrible to get it straight.

11. Do you think they have enough food?
No, since they find most of it in store and restaurant trash.

12. How many do you think have jobs?
Not even balf.

13. How many homeless children are there?
Probably more children than adults.

After completing these interviews with adult friends and relatives, the students shared
information in small groups and compared how people were alike and different in their
responses. Many of those interviewed expressed the opinion that the government was
already doing too much. In comparing the students’ interviews with the responses of
Susan Crosby from the House of Representatives, they saw two sides of the issue. It
was especially beneficial to the students to see that when people’s views diverge widely,
it is important for both sides to defend their responses with facts and reasoned argu-
ments to correct the feelings and unexamined opinions that people so readily express.
The students began to recognize that, as good thinkers and researchers, their new
insights could contribute significantly to class and home dialogues on the topic. It was
also important for the children to note that adults did not always have the correct
information, and that study and research can provide an accurate basis for opinions and
problem solving.
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Even though the students were learning factual information about the causes of
homelessness, they were very concerned about how everyone fe/t about the issue. They
had strong emotional responses themselves, and this permeated their work. Their
heartfelt response made the learning meaningful, but it also stirred dissonances for
some children and raised a moral dilemma. Shelli described the difficulties of one child
whose stepfather offered less than a compassionate response towards the homeless.
Also significant here is her fellow students’ compassionate response towards their
third-grade colleague.

After we finished interviewing, the children brought their interviews
and responses to small groups, and then small groups shared with the
whole class. One of the hardest things for one of my students was
trying to understand her stepdad’s answers to her interview. She was
so upset because he thought the homeless were disgusting, that they
were lazy bums. He felt that it was their own fault that they were on
the street and that we shouldn’t do anything for them. She was just
sick because she had developed all this compassion for the homeless,
and he had none. I was glad to see that her group of students was so
supportive and helped her to see that some people do feel that way
and that there are at least two viewpoints.

Theoretical Memo:
Respect for Process of Knowledge Generation

The students experienced some real anomalies in their study of the homeless
issue. Parents, grandparents, legislators, and peers provided conflicting informa-
tion and opinions that caused the students to question and do further research.
They were dealing with primary-source information—their own interviews—in
their quest to understand the issues. Typically, social-studies textbooks deal with
“communities” as a topic of study in the primary grades, but the information is
factual and unlikely even to mention the problems of the cities in dealing with
crime, homelessness, and poverty. The information is sanitized by publishers so as
to be safe, inoffensive, and considered appropriate for study by primary-school
students; textbooks are, therefore, of such a general nature as to be beyond
dispute and controversy. Conflicts of opinions and jarring dissonance among
different groups in society are omitted—just the facts, ma‘am, just the facts! Once
students recognize that genuine differences of-opinion exist about the sources of,
and solution to, real problems in society, then there is opportunity for confusion,
question, debate, critical thinking, analysis, revision, new ideas; this is a context in
which values may emerge.
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Responding to New Information

The students spent several weeks gathering information, hearing speakers, listening to
books read aloud on the topics, and responding in a variety of ways. They kept jour-
nals, wrote letters to speakers, wrote and illustrated poetry. The poems and journal
reflections show their depth of response:
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Shelli read aloud to the class Eve Bunting’s novel, Fly Away Horme, about a homeless
family living at an airport. One student responded as follows:
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Other children responded in writing as if they were writing from the point of view of a
homeless person.
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Some students responded out of their religious convictions, as did Susan, putting this
prayer into the mouth of a homeless person:

Responses to the theme, such as these, were ongoing throughout the project in journal
writing, poems, letters, and stories. The sharing of new knowledge was continuous,
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and presentations of information were not reserved for “the end” of the project;
however, more elaborate presentations and culminating activities did help to bring

closure and give the students an opportunity to use talents and skills other than purely
academic ones. Shelli described these activities:

We did two main culminating activities. First, the students did group
projects. They were allowed to do any type of presentation that
would show something they learned about the homeless. We had two
plays, two newscasts, and a puppet show. Also we had a sl_ep-over
and baked cookies which we delivered the next day to the shelter.
This made the issue of homelessness real for the children.

Making an issue “real” for students can often be accomplished through social and civic
action that allows participants to use their heads, hearts, and hands in contributing to
the betterment of their physical community or their neighbors.

Social and Civic Action

o & - ) T
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Nine-year-old Kara, a third grader in Shelli Roembke’s elementary school class, stirs cookie
batter for one of six batches of chocolate chip cookies baked for Indianapolis homeless
residents Friday night. Kara and her fellow classmates baked the cookies during an overnight
sleep-in at the school as part of a two-week thematic lesson on the homeless selected by the
children. Saturday morning the kids took the cookies to the Indianapolis Day Center for
homeless people where Roembke said they were greoted with applause. Mrs. Roembke said

the children have leamed to appreciate their own homes more, particularly during the
Thanksgiving season.
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Part of the demonstrated learning involved in this inquiry project was social action
taken by the students. Shelli discussed this experience in a graduate seminar:

We did two different projects for the Indianapolis Day Center. First
we had a school-wide drive for hygiene items. The children in my
class talked to all the classes in the school, and I sent a letter to all
the teachers. The kids throughout the school brought items, and we
delivered those to the shelter. Our final project was a sleep-over at
which we made six dozen cookies. The next day, two parents and I
drove the children to Indianapolis and went to the shelter. It was
full—probably 75 people. At first the children were afraid; the people
there looked unhealthy and their clothes were mostly ragged. But
immediately, everyone came up to us and began talking—saying
things like, “I haven’t talked to anyone your age in such a long time.”
The children lost their fears and began talking with them. The
director let us pass out cookies, and we got a standing ovation. I
heard one child say, “They were supposed to take two cookies, and
that man took four. I bet he hasn’t had chocolate chip cookies in a
long time.” My kids had worked so hard to prepare for this—I don’t
think they realized how important it was to the people there, how
much it meant to them. They applauded and thanked us over and
over. They took us upstairs and let us interview one of the homeless
men. Among others things, he told us that he had children, but that
he hadn’t seen them for ten years. It made my kids realize the impor-
tance of family life and to be grateful for their families.
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Roger wrote this in his journal after the field trip:

A Ao, @ Dot ot o Aorralless.

By Macky-dyre-
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Theoretical Memnio: Social Activism and the
Development of Moral Classroom Communities

Moral growth requires action, a practicing of the precepts that lead to just-
community endeavors. Kohlberg (1976) and his followers began with the notion
of “moral dilemmas” in discussion groups in schools. Students were to hypoth-
esize the consequences of particular actions for themselves and others in the
community. A number of “just-community” school sites, generally at the second-
ary level, have developed around the country. These have moved beyond the
hypothetical situation to the application of ethical and moral principles to school
and community problems.

Textbooks begin to address the workings of government and charitable institu-
tions, but it is difficult for a textbook by its very nature to provide the immediate
context and situation for a discussion of problems that brings home the need for
action and a high sense of service to one’s neighbor and community. Textbooks
can give teachers and students only a broad overview of any issue. In a textbook,
there is no immediacy, no community heartbeat, no pressing dilemma that can
give rise to student commitment in their own neighborhoods. Shelli’s class’s
inquiry into homelessness was a culminating activity that embodied the respon-
siveness of our society toward human suffering. Shelli’s comments about her
work with students and their own written work on this project highlighted their
heartfelt yearning to understand and to do something for the homeless. Unlike
either the didactic approach of old textbooks or the “core-values” approaches
that tocus on named values and then teach about the values, Shelli’s approach
allowed the students to recognize the values within themselves and then act
upon them. Through their guest speakers and interviews with friends and rela-
tives, the students saw that the government does not, and perhaps cannot,
shoulder the burden for all citizens in need. They demonstrated, with their own
brand of third-grade activism—collecting supplies for the shelter and baking
cookies—that everyone can act upon his or her highest individual sense of right
in a given situation.

Shelli later wrote to me:

The students now have a greater understanding of the society in
which they live. They had no idea of the reasons for homelessness
nor how large the homeless population was. I have seen a greater
appreciation of home aroused in all of my students. I would like to do
this unit every year with my class. I hope I can help develop “future
adults” who will work to end the problem of homelessness.
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I have seen the development of a theme cycle in my classroom from
beginning to end, and have been amazed with its effects! As I think
and write about this experience, I believe that it is virtually impos-
sible not to mention a very dull way of teaching: Can a child get
excited about worksheet after worksheet with the same standard
materials that they have seen year after year? I have seen that the
children need to take ownership of what they are studying before
they really dive into the learning process. I believe this to be one of
the most important reasons for choosing to use a theme cycle in my
classroom. Since the children feel such great ownership, they want
every piece of work to be their best. The pride is seen on an indi-
vidual as well as a group basis.

Using a theme cycle also generates a high level of student involve-
ment. I believe this can be attributed to the many different activities
and projects. Because of the variety of projects, students with differ-
ent learning styles are still able to remain actively involved. One
doesn’t achieve that kind of involvement through traditional teaching.

Theme cycles also promote social skills. Students learn to cooperate -
within their group and work toward a common goal. Theme cycles
also promote self-esteem because students with different ability

levels work together, and everyone contributes to the process.

When the class participates in a theme cycle, the inquiry process is
taught as they work. This is an important life-skill that the students
can use throughout their future as students and adults, making
positive contributions to their world. Inquiring minds in children
mean inquiring adult minds later on. Because a theme cycle never
really ends, a spark for extended learning is ignited which goes with
each child, even into the home. This kind of excitement is what every
teacher should strive for in his/her classroom.

Teaching Values in Shelli’s Classroom

Because each teacher, each classroom full of students, and each moral project is unique,
different focus points in the teaching of values can be highlighted from classroom to
classroom. As in Jean’s classroom, so also Shelli’s class embodied democratic pro-
cesses—choice of topic, raising questions, working with partners, sharing information

The Values-Centered Classroom: A Study of Homelessness with Third Graders 47

ERIC o3




Q

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

in multiple ways and in multiple modes of responding. Both classrooms provided
fertile ground for emergence of the students’ moral stance on issues. Even though
Shelli’s students were younger than Jean’s, and not so ready for debate, defense of their
positions, or extensive pursuit of independent inquiry, their interest, compassion, and
desire to help solve problems were evident and heartfelt. Shelli’s classroom work
demonstrates what I want to say about the classroom as a place not only to master the
facts of an issue but also to develop compassion for the situation and the people in-
volved. Shelli fostered a classroom context that allowed for the development of a moral
classroom community through compassionate thinking and doing. Her classroom also
highlighted a natural, integrated approach to teaching values that emerged from an
issue chosen by the students.

An Integrated Approach to Values Teaching

Students who do not know justice, compassion, and altruism by experienée cannot
internalize those values simply by hearing about them or reading about them in pre-
planned values lessons. Decades of teaching values in schools through the McGuffey
readers (see chapters four and five) worked relatively well because places of worship
and the home were equal partners in producing children educated morally to the same
values taught in the readers. Those traditional values of honesty, justice, bravery, and
the work ethic that were preached in the readers found practical moral application in
the spiritual and familial laboratories of actual of living. Many students today do not
attend places of worship and parents who work outside the home are often hard
pressed to keep families economically viable, let alone spend the time necessary to
maintain a strong, demonstrated values base. The mutually supporting influences of
school, home, and place of worship in the teaching of values is gone; something must
take its place if a similar effect is to be achieved.

An integrated approach to values teaching in the classroom provides the missing piece
in today’s moral education of students. It combines processes that demonstrate values
through the actual development of values, so that students can experience the values
they are learning about. Shelli did not set out to teach “gratitude for homne and family,”
but it quickly became apparent to her that the students’ responses were indicating the
emergence of this quality of thought. Lesson plans did not reflect an objective: “The
student will be grateful.” However, the classroom environment—complete with
student choice, motivation for the subject, knowledgeable speakers on the topic, field
trips that involved the children’s attempt to improve the lives of some homeless
people, and some independent student rescarch—was a ripe one for changes in think-
ing and values recognition among the students. Shelli’s classroom tcaching in this
project embodied the theories of Thomas Lickona (1991) who believed that schools
can offer a setting for developing values:
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Children will need lots of practice at being moral persons: many

opportunities to solve problems, act upon their best moral reasoning,
be in social roles that give them real social responsibilities, and
otherwise participate in a moral community. (p. 68)

Shelli also did not set out to teach “altruism,” “social responsibility,” or “care for one’s
fellow citizens,” but the outcomes in student work and reactions reflect those qualities
of thought in many of the students. That the students chose this topic of study may
well indicate their natural moral urge to understand and alleviate suffering. The
context developed by the inquiry process gave the students the opportunity to voice
their moral stance. Whatever the catalyst, the students demonstrated Nel Noddings’s
(1992) concept of the classroom as a moral community of those who care about others.
The development of the personal values of gratitude and altruism emerged from the
students’ personal experiences and was an authentic outcome of their learning.

Social Action as a Catalyst for Values Development

Moral growth requires action, a practicing of the precepts that lead to just-community
endeavors. In New York, two schools are experimenting with values teaching through
a “just-community” concept that encourages moral growth. The directors of those
schools believe that it has taken a long time for our society to admit that all teachers
are moral educators whether they want that responsibility or not. In these schools,
there are environments where issues are debated openly with adolescents who are also
given a say about how the rules are enforced. They have town meetings where repre-
sentatives of students, teachers, support staff and custodians discuss issues of common
concern. Students learn to reason about issues of justice and fairness. Although the
directors of the school say that it’s a reasoning process that students come out with
rather than a particular stand on a particular moral issue, they allow that the commu-
nity does come out with decisions that are more fair and more just than if participants
didn’t go through this process (“Moral Crisis, Moral Courage,” interview broadcast
June §, 1987, MONITORADIO weekend edition). In a similar way, Shelli’s third
graders moved from the reasoning and learning processes of the inquiry curriculum to
action.

In Shelli’s classroom, students were eight- and nine-year-olds. Their chocolate-chip
social action was different from the older, more sophisticated decision-making groups
in the New York schools, but their actions—contributing their time and effort to a
community activity, helping others, and participating in a group effort for kindness and
compassion—were similar and logical end products produced by students who are in
touch with their own values. Teachers like Shelli need support and ideas for helping
their students achieve the goals they set for social action; a variety of resources is
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available to teachers who want to help their students take action in community and
world problem-solving.!

Respect for the Processes of Knowledge Generation

Where does knowledge come from? Who has the actual answers to the questions
posed by students? Shelli’s students asked many good questions in the course of their
study on homelessness. Through their own research, interviews, and knowledge-
seeking, they began to recognize that