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Demoralized by high failure rates, unwieldy bureaucracies, and entrenched
adversarial relationships, urban school populations struggle in harsh conditions.
In this article, the authors offer a framework, derived from 5 years of ethnographic
research in Philadelphia high schools, to illuminate the vision and labor necessary
to make urban school reform both systemic and doable. They identify and describe
three tasks—building community, generating knowledge about change, and
reinventing curriculum—as essential for engaging participants with the substance
of education. These tasks encompass the work of changing the culture of teaching

and learning.

Urban schools sit at a perilous juncture. Cities have lost jobs, tax
base, and federal and state funding. Neighborhoods deteriorate
from the increase in violent crime. Demoralized by high failure
rates, unwieldy bureaucracies, and entrenched adversarial relation-

* ships, urban school populations struggle in harsh conditions. Typically,

half of high school mEagG/boéa graduate. A politically en-
trenched top-heavy district battles the teachers’ union for authority

AUTHORS’ NOTE: Michelle Fine, restructuring consultant to the Philadelphia Schools
" Collaborative, invited us to participate in a study of the reform initiative: We entered small 3
learning communities (SLCs) as “critical friends,” there to gain local perspectives and offer

supports. We negotiated relationships with SLCs that were at different points in their
evolution and raised issues relevant to SLC development across the system. Along the way,
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over r.oi schools run. A teaching force, in which White and African
>.Ennnw= teachers predominate, faces an ethnically and raciall
&ﬁu\nmo population of students. The term school community comnw
m_mnammm& and sometimes hostile relationships between schools
and their neighborhoods. In these urban settings where need is
greatest, school restructuring seems least in evidence (Kozol
G.Ev.. Here we offer a framework, derived from 5 years of nnso..
mﬂvra.nmmmmﬂu% n Philadelphia high schools, to Uluminate the
vision and labor neces to e \
systemic and doable. o mak wen echool reform both
N E.Emao_wrmw presents a classic urban case. The student v.ovz_w.
tion is predominantly African American and includes a significant
E..E&on of Latino and some Asian and White students. At the time
high m.oroo_ restructuring began, most teachers had averaged 20
years in the system. While magnet high schools skim off many of
the _:mw..nm?wnrmna&_m students, 22 comprehensive high schools
serve neighborhood adolescents. These hundred-year-old fortresses—

- seen by many as “high schools of last resort”—provide premature

exit to more students than they graduate,

In 1988, the Pew Charitable Trusts funded the Philadelphia
m.nroc._m Collaborative to catalyze the restructuring of comprehen-
sive high schools. This reform was intended not as an alternative
for the still-invested teachers who perennially step forward to |
rethink .Enma practice or for the relatively few urban students with
the moﬁw_ resources to “shop™ alternative educational programs
F,.wam&. 1t was designed as a systemic effort for the many. A mnma
priority was to re-engage those students most likely to fail ninth
mw»MuM m.MM M“”.E@:« drop out ».:a those teachers most &mno,znwm@&

we had many colleagues in this work, including Ann Ogonkwu, who conducted ethnographic
Rﬂmﬁw with and about parents involved with reform; Linda Powell, whose work W““NS
Family Group included slices of ethnographic research; and Nancie Zane nn§~.gaw
consultant and SL.C ethnographer. For 2 years, we met biweekly to 8.8:.3&& our
ethnography of the reform effort (Macpherson, 1994). Over time, we invited principals and
WMM:.&E’\Q« Bergin, Diedre Farmbry, Shi) rley Farmer, Deborah Jumpp, Joan McCreary,
o rie Nelson, Alan QN«.\. and Dina Portnoy—to cointerpret the data and copresent h:&..:wh”
gﬂ Se:w*..u. on the topic of standards and the task of generating knowledge about change
:. M been S\mﬁ:nm.& by ongoing conversations with Fred Erickson in the context of our
Ork together in Taking Stock/Making Change, aproject of the Center -for Urban Ethnography.
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The Collaborative developed its vision of restructuring from-
successful efforts across the country. In partnership with district
educators and some parents, the Collaborative designed small
learning communities (SLCs) as the central strategy for reforming
comprehensive high schools. Research has shown that size of
school matters (Smith & Lee, 1994) and that small schools are more
successful at improving student outcomes (Newmann & Wehlage,
1994)_Philadelphia SLCs were designed to cohere around a “home-
. grown” theme or focus, with 12 to 18 teachers working with 200

"to 400 heterogeneously grouped students over the 4 years of high
school. Teachers and students would select these schools-within-
schools. Decentralized resource allocation and decision making
would put SLCs in charge of planning professional development -
for teachers and curriculum and instruction for students.

We entered new SLCs in four high schools as ethnographers to
document their emergence, and as consultants to help with organi-
zational development, curriculum, and pedagogy. For more than 5
years, we conducted participant observation and interviews with
principals and teachers, parents, and students working inside these
restructuring schools. : .

These four high schools represent a range in terms of size and
population. Two are large, housing several thousand students; one
is racially isolated, the other a mix of students speaking more than
30 languages. Set in White working class and poor neighborhoods,
the other two schools house less than a thousand students apiece,
many of whom come from across the city from diverse back-
grounds. All four schools entered restructuring with a significant
u/Euvon of students at serious risk of failure, high Eomanzoom of
conflict within and beyond school walls, and visible staff, student,
and community frustration with the conditions and outcomes of
schooling.

In the following sections, we identify three tasks—building
community, generating knowledge about change, and reinventing
_ curriculum—as essential for engaging participants with the sub-
stance of education. These tasks encompass the work of changing

the culture of teaching and learning. They are, we discovered,
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doable, interdependent, and effective in making change. They are
583&5, simultaneous, and ongoing processes. They show how
wnom..wmm_oam_ development, decentralization, and shared decision
making must consistently move into relationship with one another
to support the on-the-ground reform work of teachers, E.Ewu_w
administrators, and students. | .
We elaborate each of the tasks by telling early stories of reform

. from within SLCs. Although we divide this article into three

sections and stories highlight a particular task, in fact, all tasks are
visible in' each story. The stori¢s also contextualize the tasks, |
revealing the harsh realities of a systemic reform effort trying to
take root and grow inside old school structures and cultures. Some
stories literally capture moments of possibility, showing the fragil- -
ity of new efforts and relationships. Others offer moving pictures
of small changes building upon one another to create new culture.
In the discussion of each task, we highlight particular constitu-
encies and perspectives. In building community, we focus on teach-
ers forging collegial relationships that emphasize democratic par-
ticipation across differences and responsibility for shared students.
How are teachers building collegial community strong enough to
risk accountability questions? What are the obstacles and supports?
Generating knowledge about change brings all stakeholders—
students, staff, parents, friendly outsiders——into focus as they seek
to make sense of what is happening and to purposefully, democrati-
cally chart their futures. Without reflection and revision, success
remains invisible, mistakes are reified, and ultimately, the current
reform era is dismissed as inconsequential. Building community
and generating knowledge about change are essential to the central
work of reform: reinventing curricular m:ﬁ:gam.ew/n:m assessment.
.F our discussion of this third task, we foreground students as we
illustrate how deep curricular reform emerges from and builds
community and how student reflection is critical to their learning.
Positioning students” knowledge and experience at the center of

classroom teaching and learning is essential to their investment in -

school.
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TASK NO. 1: BUILDING COMMUNITY

There is more than a verbal tie between the words common, com-
munity, and communication (Dewey, 1916)

Is this the part when we get to take the [room-divider] curtains
down? (Philadelphia teacher) o ,

Urban high school culture has been built upon both a separation
and hierarchy of teachers, students, and knowledge. It enacts both
the bureaucracy in which it is nested and the Western male notion

that separation and distinction are critical to formulating identity.

Fragmented time, space, and disciplinary knowledge ignore
the potential of collectivity for bolstering student learning and
teacher professional development. ,

When restructuring architects laid out a vision of communities

where teachers would work closely with colleagues to reinvent
schooling, one teacher’s cynicism spoke for many: “Have you seen
my colleagues?” But collegial community posed an early incentive
for those looking for help in “caring about kids,” as one teacher
describes her SLC’s beginnings: “I started talking it up to other
teachers who I got along with and who I knew really cared about
kids to try to get them to come on board.” Other SLCs grew from
collegial bonds already formed in long-standing funded programs
like English as a Second Language (ESL), Chapter 1, and within-
school magnet programs. While offering resources, these programs
often perpetuated tracking of students and teachers.

Building community requires an SLC to construct identity—
what it is, does, and stands for. Collective identity is both what
teachers “choose” initially and a negotiated work-in-progress. Ex-
ploring curricular connections was a .H,omsmao:m first step for most
teachers unaccustomed to articulating and discussing—much less
negotiating—their academic assumptions. What happened illus-
trates where the work of nurturing collectivity inside an entrenched
bureaucracy begins. . . ,

Community SLC: In September, the SLC Curriculum Committee

requested time on the agenda. Interrupting a meeting” protocol

focused on administrative paperwork, teachers pulled into a circle

to talk about what they were doing in their classrooms. The tone was

quiet, almost hushed. The math teacher asked an English teacher

Eam— |
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what her students wrote about in Jjournals. Then he proposed cross-
disciplinary work on “numerical language.” “Special” and “regular”
teachers worked together with their last period classes on time lines
and “tools of being a historian.” A math teacher could connect
negative and positive numbers with time lines. Teachers brain-
stormed ways to stay abreast of what colleagues were doing and to
coordinate across classes. “It’s a start, I haven’t done it in 28 years
in the system,” said one teacher.

In a few instances, teachers came together around a shared
philosophy of teaching. Supported by teacher networks like the
Philadelphia Writing Project or the Coalition of Essential Schools,
such beginnings posed their own set of challenges.

Inquiry SLC: Three teachers who shared a Writing Project back-
ground and involvement with active, student-centered, inquiry-
based education formed the nucleus of the Inquiry SL.C. While
exploring affiliation with the Coalition of Essential Schools, they
recruited other teachers less familiar with this vision.

The first year they block-rostered students and experimented with
90-minute periods. Their cross-disciplinary, “cssential question™. -
was: How does learning connect you with your world? This question
drove classes where students investigated language in their commu-
nities, wrote “relationship journals™ while reading Othello, and
conducted town meetings on pollution. In other Inquiry classrooms,
the question was posted visibly amid more traditionally constructed
lessons. How could teachers, differently invested in the original
vision and brought on board at different points in time, help to shape
SLC identity?

Building common teaching and learning goals is new work for
most teachers. Diversity of race, gender, class, and position among
teachers has not been addressed. Working side by side for years,
SLC teachers—and, ideally, students and parents—now must make
decisions about daily and long-term issues. Long-standing differ-
ences must be acknowledged in order to negotiate common inter-
ests. Power differentials get challenged—between students and
teachers, staff and parents, different racial groups, and males and
females. As one teacher described this step, “We got past ‘Hi, how’s
the family?’ and started hitting on some of the hard stuff.”

Tourism SLC: Teachers talked about how to prepare students for the

workplace. When African American teachers suggested that the
SLC had “an obligation to get kids ready for the racism out there,
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they’re going to get hit in the head with it,” two Caucasian males
with graduating sons talked about the deteriorating economy as an
equalizer. They suggested that racism was no longer the barrier it
once was, and minority status might be an asset. Both sets of
 teachers grew uneasy; the conversation turned to other subjects.

Negotiating differences within the SLC is risky work, with high

payoff: ever deepening shared identity and investment. But risk
requires dense and stable networks of communication, founda-

‘tional elements of trust (Schneider & Bryk, 1995a, 1995b). SLCs

need teachers and students rostered together throughout the day and
over the course of 4 high school years; SLC classes housed to-
gether; common planning time for teachers; and SLC authority to
make decisions about all resources. Only within such tightly

- bounded systems (Alderfer, 1980) can teachers and students begin

to create sufficiently safe, long-term, and mutually knowledgeable

relationships to consider issues of reciprocity and accountability.

Buteven as teachers and students work to create a climate of mutual

knowledge and trust that might address and resolve conflict in the

interests of collective identity, school roster offices have continued

to spit out schedules that fracture and impede community.
Community SLC: An African American math teacher and a Caucasian
social studies teacher struggled through painful negotiations over
what and how “their” students of color should learn about slavery,
only to return in September to classes composed of students across
five small learning communities. .

Although it is foundational, building community has been frus-

tratingly unstable and disrupted, due both to rostering difficulties
“and to systemic interraptions. Both can make this work a perpetual

starting o«vnm. What we know about SLC development suggests the
uneven, fragile process evident in a teacher’s metaphor—one step

~ forward, two steps back. Structures for community need consistent

and strategically thoughtful support from district policies, admin-
istration, and key outsiders. .

Only in smaller, stabler communities can students’ academic
progress and difficulties become more visible. This then presses
teachers to account for student failure and generate collective
strategies to promote student success.
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Tourism SLC: Later, in a discussion about “bondin ids,”
nwbnrn_, pointed out that the spillover of students’ mosmmonwm. M“No%
tion to the SLC into a sense of connection to academic subject matter
Eﬁ intellectual work is not automatic. He ventured: “I’m workin
with _9.5 graders who were in the SLC last year and whose mE:m
at focusing, thinking, drawing inferences, are no better than before |
we had SLCs.” Another teacher replied, “These particular 10th
graders started with very low skills last year and have made pro-
gress, especially in the area of life skills.” He reminded everyone of
a mzawa who had spoken with poise to a large group of adults,.
including Eo superintendent, about his experience in the SLC. .,Em
SLC coordinator emphasized, “Our goal last year was to get the kids
to attend and to give them a reason to stay in school. Some students
vmmwm& subjects on the basis of the alternative assessment. We need
to think about and talk about conflicts and pressures we feel about
* failing kids and keeping them in school.” ,

Such .nc=<o_,mmno=m start from teachers’ different values and
expectations and head toward joint decision making about stan-
dards. In the mandate and compliance model of bureaucracy, ac-

countability for standards is narrowly measured. By contrast, SLCs
challenge teachers to negotiate face to face their own mandates and

responsibility for follow-through with students. -

Languages ”m.hh.“ The student trips program began with one language
ﬂgnroa.m. trip with 10 students to Europe to practice language ina
host family. Another language teacher took five students to Asia the
second year. Now other language teachers are exploring trips, and
a faculty n.cEEm:ao has been formed to set trips policy and teacher

- accountability for student learning outcomes on trips—another SLC
“first”: teachers explicating accountability standards for each other
on SLC projects. After this group stepped forward, individuals
mﬁnbvoa back—and tripped into conflicts over frustrations“of col-
laboration among teachers who do not, cannot, or will not share .
tasks and responsibilities. The issue of teachers’ accountability to
each other remains the central work of their group.

Building administrators can help create safety and respect
among SLCs. This entails negotiations and mediation among SLCs
M%Em for scarce resources. Administrators. must also cohere a

campus of small leaming communities” around a school’s shared
educational vision. A principal, pondering the relationships among
SLCs “under a single roof,” asked, “What does taking care of the

]
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roof entail and what ought my role to be?” But principals were also
subject to changes in leadership at the district and the collaborative,
and to the teacher union’s primary concern for protecting building
seniority. These “outside conflicts” seriously undermined adminis-
trative will to enact SLCs. As one principal put it, “You had the
Collaborative saying ‘Do it!’, the district saying ‘What’re you
doing?, and the union highly skeptical about reform.”
Building partnerships with key outsiders has proved crucial for
SLC development. Supports included: funding, friendly and in-
formed critique, and professional expertise. SLC staff had to learn
how to link with these outsiders. When outside resources enter an
SLC, insiders and outsiders together must negotiate what kinds of
support will develop SLC vision and program and hold each other

responsible for follow-through.

Community SLC: In December, a second set of social work interns,
frustrated with an unwieldy system, left the SLC and school. Ninth
graders who had connected with these interns assumed the interns
had left because of them—a stolen pen in one group came to
symbolize students’ response to the loss. At an SL.C meeting, social
work administrators and SL.C teachers shared frustration about their
unshared project. The social workers and SL.C coordinators rede-
signed the program using another organizational change model.
Subgroups of invested teachers and students would work on service
projects. A special education class planned and implemented an
action to support a local homeless shelter, and a university professor
taught a weekly class on community service.
The next year again saw a roster that made it difficult for outsiders
such as interns to know, much less connect with their students.
Several weeks into the year, one of the social work interns, a tall,
heavy-set, African American male, moroasfoa a day to: shadow
several ninth graders in “his’ advisory to become familiar with their
school experiences. He settled in the back of a classroom taught by
a non-SLC teacher. She glanced up from paperwork: “You new?”
He smiled, approached her, began to explain. “You’ll haveto leave.”
She returned to her work. He tried again, now with students eyeing
them. “Hey what’s up man?” from his students. “Leave the room,”
she repeated. “Leave. I don’t want you watching me.” He knew he
shouldn’t say it, but did as he left: “Why—you have something to

hide?” .
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M Emr-mnomm mixture of choice and coercion. Teacher plannin has
een subverted by top-down decisions from both the .&miﬂm and

M.MMQ WM»M%M M:NMMM-EMM:E.H questions and perspectives. Then
: anster out the next year. All teachers shared
responsibility for a subculture wj i
_nw&bm one teacher to ask nobqw_:wmmmomwwczﬂwnﬂmwmﬂ%omﬁg .
a.::mm settle down next year, will the power players send nm istont
_mﬁ:m._m through «ﬁwam and actions to either support or o%omwmwww_.”
QANHHMW 8:5:.558 and reform, so that teachers and schools
Proportionately carry the risks inherent in change?”

..U»mN NO. 2: GENERATING KNOWLEDGE V_WOS CHANGE

We were having a discussion
I at the [SLC] meeting about ¢
MMMMM”EM. mBEmba mar. .Mb» .ﬂw_ovnav finally sajd, .m.ﬁ@: EMWM :M_M
s , we said, “Whose standards are they?” ap. i
T guess they’re mine.” She stil] t willing to coneap, s
because theytoe pems Eo e sl wasn’t ‘.S__EM to concede that
wse they’ 'S, tiey weren’t necessarily better. It
Mwmhﬂ.m::m discussion. It wasn’t what we were m:%%&d%m c”w%ﬂ ;
» We were supposed to be writing up our action plan. A.Hnwnrnam

Inquiry SLC)
@ The second task m.On SLCs is generating knowledge about the
¢ ange process. Continual reflection is essential to an SLC’s inven-
_.“.on of :mo_m. To monmwm:.w knowledge, teachers ask questions, seek-
g a vanety of perspectives on what is and ought to be happening

B— ]
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then reflect on what they learn. Some teachers have asked mE.moEm
how they experience SLC life and Srwﬁn.ox want to learn; they
have solicited parents’ perspectives on moroo_.__.ﬁ. Our work argues
that an SLC’s ability to reflect collectively, critically, and over time
determines the effectiveness of its change efforts. §
While generating knowledge about change depends on the Sm
of building community, it also functions asa omﬁawmﬁlora_gms.m
and deepening community as teacher relations shift from congeni-
ality to collegiality (Hargreaves, 1992). The task of mobnaﬁ:m
knowledge aims to expand community, as Sm:. when ﬂ.:o RR@QM
tives of students, parents, and outsiders oo:E.cEm to arich, layere
picture of SLC life and possibility. Qn:wanbm knowledge about
change is also critical to reinventing oE:o:_..uB. Teachers need to
make visible their practices so they can Eo:.:ow and assess m.onw
Such teacher talk provides a :oo__oon<mw QmmEN.»coum_ history” an
- knowledge base to inform change. Such ._mmEEm. through mvﬁﬂ.:l
atic inquiry into teaching experiences is the kind . ,om authentic,
contextualized investigation that defines “reformed” classrooms.
Thus, when SLCs generate knowledge mgcm change, .:.gmw Ea.uao_
and support instruction that emphasizes inquiry and critical think-
ing (Erickson & Christman, 1992). .
People don’t talk about {the issue] too much. They’re afraid they’ll

i i i might offend.
the wrong thing. They might mislead someone,
.mhw“w: there’d be a fight—and a report to the principal. (Teacher,

Languages SLC) :

Whatever the issue, we recognize this nzn.ﬂwnoron m<o_.&.5oo.|
the opposite of reflection. School v:nnw:o_.wn.nm have _oJm m_woo.ﬁ.
aged risk and change. Barricaded behind closed vaonm in a losing
battle with youngsters who, ironically, oppose 9.2_. own _anSm
(Haberman, 1990), urban teachers have been discouraged .o”b
looking reflectively at their own practice, much _m.mm exposing it w.
colleagues’ eyes. Teachers and students often resist new ways o
.learning as they become newly accountable for outcomes. Further-

more, when assessing teaching and leaming becomes SLC busi-

ness, teachers and students must have faith in both structural
supports and their SLC’s evolving standards. How do we move
from holding others—whether “other” teachers, parents, students,
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or the system—accountable for disappointin g student outcomes, to

.ro_&bmmoo:oon<o:€m= unmonnbmgow@sﬁmm the accountable
body? .

Inquiry SLC: In June, teachers satin a circle debating their essential
question for next year. They’d learned techniques to ensure equita-
ble air time: Speakers observed a time limit, while others held

that we don’t have to know it all before we teach it—teachers and
students can figure this out nomnth:>=oEn;&&. “Thekids who
were polled like the idea of working on the future.” A pew teacher
hesitated: “Can I ask a question? I don’t know, what about, How
does our past affect our future? I mean, is that the kind of question
we’re going for?”

This scene highlights a moment of change effected by the new
teacher synthesizing student interests with old and new teacher
- investments in the SL.C. J¢ shows the formative influence of differ-
ent constituencies in the SL.C. This has been a hard question: Whose
voices count in the process of generating knowledge about change,
or who is in this community, really? Despite the thetoric of parent
and student involvement in reform, few SLCs have found effective
means for inviting parents in to look closely and question what is
going on in school. An ethnographer working with parents wrote,
In some instances, parents are active in schools that have enabled
them to participate in developing the educational plan and making

other school decisions. In other instances, parents feel that although
they are included, they are not given adequate time or information

(Okongwu, 1991)

While parents call important questions about school reform—
such as whether and how reforms are improving their children’s
schooling—educators may not know how to tap into their knowl-
edge, resisting or devaluin 8 parental participation, and parents may
feel unequipped or uninvited to participate in meaningful work.

Students invited to ask questions about their own and peers’
experiences of school inevitably challenge the status quo. Whereas

————EE
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some teachers invite critique inside their classrooms, many resist
hearing students’ perspectives. Teachers must build trust and com-
mitment to change in order to learn from students.

Tourism SLC, Year 2: On Fridays, ninth graders “debriefed” their
work at neighboring elementary schools. Their teacher Mr. T. wrote
on the board: Community Service: What’s going wrong? What’s
going right? A male student said, ““The kids at that school are off the:
wall” and described a recent incident of children cursing in the
office. Mr. T. asked how he felt. “It made me feel like I didn’t want
to be there.” Manuel joined in: “No teacher was there. No one knew
what to do. I want to work in the office like that other girl. Doing
that filing stuff. I can do that.” Mr. T. said, “But Manuel, you’re a
‘star. [ walk by your classroom and those kids are climbing all over
You. Don’t you think they look up to you?” “No. Yeah. But every
time I try and help them with their math, they keep saying they don’t
understand. And then they say, “You just do it.” And then you end
up doing their work. And then maybe you make a mistake on the
problem and they tell the teacher, ‘He did it, not me.””

When teachers reflected on this anecdote, they focused on their
students’ efforts to “get over;” it was difficult to hear students’

critique of the nascent service program and to deliberate the kinds
of support students need from adults.

- Hard questions—about support for fragile initiatives like
Manuel’s—are hardest to talk about at “home,” where players are
invested in roles and consequences. Yet, critical conversations
about community, curricalum, ard standards for student work are
essential for the development of SLCs as dynamic “nerve centers”
of teaching and learning (Fecho & Pincus, 1992). This kind of talk,
so hard to sustain in schools with their incessant interruptions, is
key to learning from collective experience.

Community SLC: The SLC had twice attempted partnership with a
university, using social work interns for Eamily Group. But interns
were leaving in midstream. The social work administrators met with
SLC teachers to discuss the difficulties. A teacher spoke up: “I heard
from other teachers that I wasn’t allowing students to go to Family
Group. I had this problem—the other half of the class was 10th
graders, so I couldn’t teach Mondays. And my department head
objected to students being out every Monday. It’s like a coal mine
and the [social work] group is coming in looking for diamonds, but
the roster didn’t change and there are department-SLC conflicts.”
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nﬁ.a:. 5%. wﬁ:&nmmqm-mo_. interjected, “All of this was known back
th M.:. _:n mcEEQ.v.. a teacher responded, “T didn’t want to _omw
gativel” Another said, “I never saw the interns. My class could’ve

Uomm..:o the buildup of loss and anger before Smmrnnm and their
- outside partners talked aboyt what was happening, and then the

structure, access, and authority for the new initiati
) ew
analyzed power within the SLC. Heattve, toachers
When SLCs first generate knowledge, the talk is disorderly, in

TASK NO. 3: REINVENTING GSAOGFE
INSTRUCTION, AND ASSESSMENT ’

Is the point of Rm.n.:oE:.b i .

| g to provide a better way of teachi
M:M.&E curriculum to students who haven’t _SE&MQ Oris nﬁmmwrh
to fundamentally change, for al students, what is taught and how it
is taught? (Newmann, 1992)

For graduation, students should_have to write a book or essays

:nw_w.mn :ﬂ.wﬁ S «<.~== they gonna ask you to do when you go to college.

sho .a be judged on how you form the body, introduction
nozo._zm_oF and to show that you know how to do E:.ﬁm know _.os“
to think, know how to solve problems (Student, noEB_._EQ SLC)

. Reinventing the triad of curriculum, instruction, and assessment
1s at the heart of changing school. According to Sleeter and Grant
(1991), students are routinely required to deposit their “personal
E.H.a cultural knowledge” outside the classroom door. The result is
a“pedagogy of poverty” (Haberman, 1990) in which urban Smnmanm
and students have bartered away real learning for apparent contro]
When a.mnronm and students take seriously their diverse ouwon..
o:omm as building blocks of curriculum, they challenge the “text and
test” model embedded in the pedagogy of poverty. Paolo Freire
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argues that “reinventing requires from the reinventing subject a
critical approach toward the practice and experience to be rein-
vented” (quoted in Kutz & Roskelly, 1991, p. 302). Deep reinven-
tion of curriculum and instruction implies seeing knowledge as
constructed, constructing knowledge individually and collectively,
and developing flexible frameworks so SLCs can author dynamic
- curricula. Students stand at the center, constructing with their
teachers what and how they learn.

In this light, curricular reform both emerges from community
and contributes to the building of community. Rather than relying
on a thick manual designed by a nation or district, this approach
requires that teachers and students continually reflect on their
teaching and learning, stopping at critical junctures to consider
successes and obstacles as they chart ongoing work. The task of
reinventing cumriculum is a collective endeavor that is fragile,
occurs and accrues in spurts over time, and must remain in dynamic,
flexible relation to students. In two scenes that follow, we will see
how issues of identity and difference brewing in streets and hall-
ways “enter” and engage the members of SLCs.

Postmodern anxieties simmer as groups and individuals alter-
nately confront and repress the question: Will difference over-
whelm democracy? Urban comprehensive high schools, where
more than half of the African American and Latino students are
failing and/or dropping out, have not provided reassuring images
of how a nation might rally its resources to provide for and
capitalize on the strengths of increasingly diverse populations.
Events inside and outside their walls raise stakes in the debate over
whether and how “inclusive” curricula might challenge the Euro-
centric and one-way discourse of most classrooms. Teachers want
students to get along and understand one another’s heritage, but
exploring difference is as difficult for adults as for the young people
they hope to influence. When students want an Asian Club, staff
balks: Wouldn’t that exacerbate differences?

- Young people often bring the issues to the fore. When asked to
articulate their concerns, urban students talk about race, gender,
respect, and violence. Seldom in the curriculum but critical to
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youngsters’ lives, such concems often shape, even contr 1 the li

in SLCs. Multiculturalism invites oonmn.:om&.mﬂ teachin, . M_n o
Ing, as students and teachers bring their diverse oxvnaowmz s,
tions, and hypotheses to the table (Banks, 1994). Often oMm. over .
Hnmo_wmnm have lacked processes for hearing @o:.. their m.E% s o
BE:o:_En‘m ...5&..%8.: Here, students voice concerns Eﬁ—mﬁm Mm
€rs see curriculum as :io%._.z.wnomnomm:“ . e

there and show those students how not to treat eac i
Julio m.mw&. ..mﬂ.vi can I teach them that when Eom_._wwﬂummwﬂ_n&
not ..H_oEw mei::m about it?” Another reflected, “This ain’t ¢ .
munity service cause this ain’t my community. If this were co o
nity service, 1t would be round my way.” e
- Hc__”:ms had talked about using the neighborhood as a resource
eachers mE_o.Q together strands of multiculturalism, community
service, and neighborhood into an industrial history Eo.h.nnm in whi _W.
students io:E.Emﬁ industrial sites, collect neighborhood manmmnm

. d:m m.ﬂo_..w shows several kinds of community within one SLC
First, .: 1s 1n the context of their SLC that these students f _
mEﬁQQ.E% safe and invested to challenge their community mo:\wo
ionn.:h;ﬂoimo. although their teacher argues for a “turn the o:“Mw
chee Tesponse to the conflict, he also listens to what his students
wan saying. Such conversations address the dangerous ambiguity of

community” for these students, studying the coaonrsm_m_ M |
occupy but seldom examine in school. The new curriculum is =MVM
a perfect match with students’ felt needs. Latinos did not want to
walk Eno.zmr a neighborhood where men emerged from bars to
5;&.. their uneasy march. This required that they become anthro-
wo_om.uma of this community where deindustrialization had set one
working class culture against another, Talking with the mayor about
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local dilemmas reconnected leamning to doing. Constructing this
curriculum over time strengthens bonds between teachers and
students, giving new meaning to the community.

Changes in curriculum and instruction evolve, sprouting through
cracks of school culture and bureaucratic constraint. Such changes
remain fragile, often existing only for a minority, for a brief time
and a specific situation. Reflecting on curriculum and instruction
becomes especially crucial and difficult in settings where the
increasing numbers of African American, Latino, Asian, and Native

American students are taught by Caucasians who are also different

by class and neighborhood. In the following scene, adults reflect
with students on the shared agenda of curriculum reinyention. As
students move from receiving mandated knowledge into an in-
vested, critical stance toward their own leamning, adults call the
moment for listening, engaging in dialogue, and allowing reflection
to inform action:
Inquiry SLC: Predominantly Caucasian staff met with African
American student representatives. “We want more Black studies in
social science and history classes. We don’t want a complete make-
over of the curriculum, we want to know. how Blacks tie into what’s
already being taught.” 4
This meeting was the culmination of student organizing to ad-
dress perceived imbalance in the curriculum. Another young man
ticked off arguments: “If we don’t know about slavery, it could
happen again. We need to know more about Blacks . . . like Martin
Luther King, the history books focus on the ‘l Have a Dream’ speech
but not how Kennedy and them used him. If we know this, history
students in the SLC and even in the city and the whole country could
unite.” Black leaders’ philosophies would inform students and
“build black self-esteem.” The lunch bell rang; no one left. The
social science teacher reported her negotiations with a class to do
“a concentrated month on African American history,” then satisfy
the state economics curriculum, bringing in African American issues.

Rather than lobbying for a Black Studies course, these students
argue for a multicultural corriculum in which students construct

social history by examining history in light of their own experi-

ences and analyzing connections and contradictions. They can
express their frustrations in a coherent learning community where
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tea . .
Eoow”_m rﬂaz. Rmv.ona_ NE.Q ::._Bmﬂo@ negotiate some revisions of
e o cu Mun .d.:m meeting ._8@: is illustrative of reflection as
feack Em ME SESM.. Suggesting that carriculum becomes a vital
JrowRcin-progress at the intersection of students’ i .
Ject matter, and community. I experiences, sub-
mnmAano :MM-:WM«GWHMMH?P and assessment that are student-centered
18 emerge from and help to build i
Reinventing this triad entai] fon on le drofloctiy
s reflection on learning and i
as leamning. This runs counter o0 of g
: t0 a recent resurgence of sy
1 foa pport for
w nw_““unw& ozm.:oE:B, Suggesting instead that teachers be m%“: the
; s—time, Ewﬂonw_w_ and professional development—to de-
velop curriculum with their students, .

CONCLUSION

The final frame for understandin , ;
. . . g these tasks of reform
Philadelphia teachers is their paradoxical nature as both <MMMMW.

- and systemic Strategies.

Parts of the reform were mandated—the structures and con titu
ency makeup and resources for SLCs and for governance ?”& )
~..~9<o<ah the real work of reform was voluntary. Teachers _MM
sign up for professional development and 8_3. Initiative s
bnomnmm_oaw_ development desi gned to support teacher-based <~MG®
E:._ strategies .mca change. Teachers could also opt out, or Hmmm“w
iEm H.o be mmm_mmﬁm, argue against consensus, or simply refuse to
participate meaningfully in the work of change. Much of reformers’
energy went to selling reform to nc:nmm:om_ “sharing and carin ..J
as R the impossible could be done in asystem of shrinkin SmoE.m.
subject to a constant barrage of outside mandates and :m i ing
by funding sources. o seling

Along with a panel of teachers and principals, we a.nmnz

R ted o

”En_o-gmwm g@ion_n. to Philadelphia teachers at nmw Oo:»coh.n
ve’s annual Celebration of SL.Cs conference in 1994. Teachers

: QM«MMEW.EQW careers to reform could find acknowledgment and
~ ¢lanfication of the complexity of their struggles in our three tasks
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Only within a safe-enough audience of “us” could teachers begin
to examine—rather than defend—their turf issues, collective deci-
sions, and struggles over participation. The inside of most compre-
hensive high schools in Philadelphia is perceived as unsafe for

reflection. .

With an insufficiency of mandates, of supports, and of whole-
community participation in reform, teachers are struggling to make
wholesale change using patches of volunteer effort. Their reform
vision is extensive and intensive: changing an embattled system
while building safe learning communities for all kids. What was
remarkable by the 4th year of restructuring, as one teacher ex-
plained, was that such monumental effort was sustained, the num-
ber of SLCs kept growing, and SLCs themselves ate actually,
against the odds, “growing.” -
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