Chapter 1

The American Schooling Dilemma: Diversity, inequality, and democratic values

Overview


Chapter 1, “The American Schooling Dilemma: Diversity, Inequality, and Democratic Values,” provides a brief overview of the current context of America’s public schools.  We explain that the nation’s “achievement gap” must be understood in terms of the “opportunity gap” that students experience. Here is a broad view of who American students are, what inequalities surround their lives outside of schools, and what educational inequalities they face inside schools.  The chapter introduces four teachers who recognize the diversity of their students, acknowledge the struggles they face, and are applying their knowledge and skills to bring social justice and academic excellence to their classrooms.
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Generative Questions and Activities

The American Dilemma: Diversity, Inequality, and Democratic Values 

1. High school social studies teacher Judy Smith argues that schooling should help students develop “critical consciousness of their potential, of their freedom, of ongoing injustice, and of the obligation to ensure our democracy.”  Throughout the book, Oakes and Lipton develop some specialized meanings of the term “critical” (you might use the book’s Index to skim the several discussions).  Briefly, a “critical consciousness” implies that we can better understand our social world when we ask some key critical questions:  How did our social practices come to be?  Who benefits most or least from these practices?  Who resists changing these practices? And so forth.  
Think back to your own experience in high school, or even when you were younger.  Was there a teacher who encouraged you to ask these kinds of critical questions?  What were the particular social or local issues that you or your class examined?  What impact did this have on you?
2. Some people argue that schools should not spend any time engaged in social critique, that it’s better to spend school time teaching the required facts and skills that appear in most curricula, in textbooks, and on tests.  What do you think?
Who Are American Students?
Multiculturalism Is a Demographic Fact, Not Political Ideology
3. Oakes and Lipton note that the racial and ethnic composition of America’s public schools has changed dramatically over the past two generations.  Students of color, children of immigrants, and English Learners make up an increasingly large percentage of the nation’s student population, representing a majority of the schoolchildren in many urban school districts.  In your opinion, how, if at all, should curriculum and instruction change in response to this demographic transformation?  Describe this increase in student diversity at a school with which you are familiar.  (More than likely, but not necessarily, this would be a shift from a student population with a higher representation of white and middle class students to one serving students of color, poorer students, or students who are learning English.)   What different curricular and instructional approaches have been adopted or would you recommend?     
4. Elementary school teacher Michelle Calva states that “becoming bicultural requires more than just readying the individual for the dominant society.  It also requires preparing society for the minority members.”  To what extent do you agree with this statement?  Think about it in relation to the school context with which you are most familiar:  If you teach at a school that serves mostly students of color, in what ways are you preparing them for what Calva calls “the dominant society”?  If you teach at a school that serves mostly middle-class, white students, in what ways are you preparing them to interact with students of color?  If you teach at a school that serves a diverse student body, in what ways are you preparing them to live together in a multicultural society?   How can teachers prepare all students to live in a world that is increasingly diverse?  
5. In describing the demographic transformation of America’s public schools, Oakes and Lipton assert: “Multiculturalism is simply a fact—a condition of culture.  Nonwhite and immigrant voices and languages will be either heard or ignored, but they will not be silenced or assimilated out of existence.”  Why might some teachers disagree with this assertion?  What might they say about the importance of assimilation?  How would you respond to such teachers?  What might you say to get them to acknowledge the multicultural reality of America’s schools?  In your opinion, why do some teachers demonstrate such resistance to recognizing multiculturalism as a demographic fact?  
Inequalities Outside of School
6. Oakes and Lipton note that economic inequality, inequality in the basics of life, and racial, geographic, and economic isolation characterize the lives of many of America’s schoolchildren.  In your opinion, how do these inequalities impact students’ experiences with schooling?  What connections do you see between these inequalities and the inequalities that exist within schools?  Is it enough for teachers to simply recognize that such inequalities exist?  If not, what can teachers do to mitigate the negative impact of these broader economic and social inequalities?  Recall your own experiences with schooling.  How, if at all, did out-of-school inequalities impact your performance in school?    
7. With question 5 in mind, think specifically about the fact that low-income families are working increasingly longer hours for increasingly lower wages.  Think about specific students who you have known or with whom you have worked.  Describe the specific impact you have seen on a child’s performance in school.  To what extent did their parents’ work schedules/demands limit the amount of time that they spent helping their children with homework, taking them to and picking them up from school, reading bedtime stories to them, taking them to the library, etc.?  What could schools do to encourage teachers to help compensate for the time that many parents are prevented from spending with their children due to increasing work demands?  
8. Some people believe that teachers should not depart from what might be seen as a “traditional” teacher’s role.  Do you think that paying more attention to students’ lives outside school is a change in tradition?  If so, would that be a good or bad change?  If not a change, explain why.     
9. Oakes and Lipton also state that many American schoolchildren lack adequate food, health care, and housing.  Again, reflect on the school context with which you’re most familiar.  With specific students in mind, consider how this lack of basic social supports impacts these students’ experiences with schooling.  How might the lack of adequate food inhibit a student’s ability to pay attention and learn in school?  In what ways might some students’ diagnosed learning disabilities be related to lead exposure or other environmental toxins?  How might a lack of adequate health care affect a student’s ability to learn and contribute to more frequent absences?  In what ways might a lack of adequate housing prevent a student from reading, studying, and finishing homework in a timely manner?  What can teachers do to find out more about their students’ lived experiences?  Once teachers learn more about their students’ experiences with economic and social inequality, how can this knowledge inform their pedagogy?  
Schooling Inequalities

10. The proposed congressional Student Bill of Rights states that all public school students in the United States should have access to the following basic educational opportunities:
· High-quality classroom teachers and school administrators
· Rigorous academic standards, curricula, and methods of instruction

· Small class sizes

· Quality facilities, textbooks, and instructional materials and supplies

· Up-to-date library resources

· Up-to-date computer technology

· Quality guidance counseling

Consider these opportunities with respect to your own school.  To which of these fundamental opportunities do your students have access?  To which do they not have access?  Why?  How does this lack of opportunity relate to the broader economic and social inequalities mentioned earlier in this chapter?  What can the state, the federal government, or local schools do to address this lack of opportunity?  What can teachers do (both individually and collectively) to increase opportunities and improve access for their students?

11. Oakes and Lipton explain that, in spite of the fact that 200 members of the House and Senate support the Student Bill of Rights, it has yet to be passed.  Ask some critical questions to explore why this bill has not been passed.  What political and economic interests might oppose it?  Who would benefit, and who would perceive their being harmed if this bill were passed?  Take sides in a role-play, a debate, or an email exchange in which you argue for or against this bill’s passage.
12. Many people believe that schools with proportionately more poor students get lots of money from the federal government and therefore actually spend more per pupil, but this is rarely the case. Consider the following: “Most states in 2002 provided fewer dollars per student to their highest-poverty school districts than to their lowest-poverty districts.  Most states also spend less on districts with the largest proportions of nonwhite students.”  Should teachers learn about the funding distribution in their schools, districts, and states?  Or is this information so far beyond the teachers’ job description or their power to effect changes that there’s no point to getting “about things you can’t change”?
13. Fifth-grade teacher Steven Branch describes how his class was relocated into a portable classroom without cabinets, windows, or adequate teaching supplies.  Have you ever seen or experienced comparable school conditions?  In your opinion, are the facilities at your school adequate?  With your classmates, discuss what you consider to be the minimum conditions necessary for students to learn.  
14. Think about the unequal opportunities to learn that prompted the Williams case in California.  In that case, experts for the governor and the secretary of education (who were the ones being sued) argued that trained teachers, quality educational supplies and materials, and adequate classrooms and facilities did not matter for student learning. They argued, for example, that since some good teachers were not fully certified to teach, teaching credentials were not important; that students could still learn about science even if they didn’t have an equipped science lab; and that children could overcome the discomfort of classrooms that were too hot or too cold; and so forth.   The state finally settled, giving up on these arguments, but why do you think arguments like these appeal to so many people?
Based on your own experiences in schools, brainstorm several ways in which these basic opportunities do matter for learning.  Give examples of actual cases in which these opportunities (or the lack thereof) made a significant difference in students’ experiences with schooling.

15. Oakes and Lipton describe the differences in educational outcomes between middle-class white students and working-class students of color.  In your view, how are outcomes such as academic achievement, high school graduation rates, and college attendance directly related to the schooling inequalities described in this chapter?  Again, thinking about actual students with whom you’ve worked, discuss the ways in which educational opportunities affect educational outcomes.          
The Struggle for Socially Just Teaching
16. Middle school coordinator Mauro Bautista defines social justice educator as “someone who identifies inequities in education, builds coalitions with others affected by the inequities, and then takes action to disrupt the reproduction of these inequities.”  According to his definition, do you see yourself as a social justice educator?  What inequities have you identified at your school or in education more broadly?  Can you identify formal or informal “coalitions”?  What actions have you seen that have tried to disrupt inequities? Have you participated in such a coalition (partnership, relationship, etc)?  Does Mauro’s definition suit you, or would you modify it?
17. Mauro Bautista, Kimberly Min, Mark Hill, and Judy Smith are hopeful and optimistic about the possibility of changing the world through teaching.  To what extent do you share their optimism?  Do you feel that teaching for social justice can really contribute to changing the world?  If so, in what ways?  What are the limits of teaching?  What are the possibilities?  In what ways are you engaged in the same “hopeful struggle” to which these educators are committed?  How might you become engaged in this struggle?        

WEB SITES
Facts and Reports about Diversity, Inequality, and Schooling

Childstats.gov (http://childstats.gov) is a government website assembled by the Federal Intra-agency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, a working group of federal agencies and private research organizations that collect, analyze, and report data on issues related to children and families.  The Forum’s annual report, America’s Children: Key National Indicators of Well-Being, details the status of children and families in the United States.

The Civil Rights Project at Harvard University (CRP) (http://www.civilrightsproject.harvard.edu), directed by Professor Gary Orfield, is a leading organization devoted to civil rights research.  CRP research has been incorporated into federal legislation, cited in litigation, and used to spur congressional hearings.  The group’s website makes available downloadable versions of many of its reports.
Economic Policy Institute (EPI) (http://www.epi.org/), a Washington D.C. based think tank, produces regular biennial reports about Americans’ economic well-being on a variety of measures—data that enables the book’s authors to closely examine the impact of the economy on the living standards of the American people.  EPI and the report can be found online.

Educational Trust (http://www2.edtrust.org) is an educational advocacy organization in Washington D.C. with a second branch in California (EdTrust West).  The Trust assembles a wide range of data about education.  Among the useful resources on the organization’s website is Education Watch Online, a user-friendly, searchable database that features state and national data showing student achievement and opportunity patterns, kindergarten through college, by race, ethnicity and family income.
Inequality.org (http://www.inequality.org) is a project of Demos, a group that describes itself as a New York City-based online resource “for journalists, activists, scholars and policymakers seeking information on the connection between rising economic inequality, on the one hand, and eroding opportunity and democracy, on the other.”  Demos describes its mission as “first, to illuminate the causes and multidimensional consequences of America’s growing concentration of wealth, income, power and opportunity; and second, to move what we consider an important and neglected problem onto the front burner of American politics and public discourse.”

The Lewis Mumford Center at the State University of New York, Albany (http://mumford.albany.edu) compiles data and produces reports on the implications of changing demographics for American society.  The Mumford Center also has an initiative tracking the status and experiences of children in newcomer families, especially those growing up in families from Latin America and Asia.

The National Center for Educational Statistics at the U.S. Department of Education (http://nces.ed.gov/edstats) is the primary federal agency charged with collecting and analyzing data about education in the United States.  Four recent reports provide the most up-to-date official analyses of school-related data: Conditions of Education, 2005; Digest of Education Statistics, 2003; Indicators of School Crime and Safety, 2004; Projections of Education Statistics to 2013.  All these reports are downloadable from the Center’s website.

Scholars Who Investigate the Causes and Consequences of Inequality

Walter R. Allen and Daniel Solorzano, (http://www.choices.gseis.ucla.edu/index.html) professors of education at the University of California, Los Angeles, are sociologists who study the access and participation of African Americans and Latinos in higher education.  Their CHOICES Project examines these students’ experiences moving through K-12 schooling into higher education, graduate and professional school, and careers.  The project’s website provides useful information about resources related to increased college access, equity, and opportunity, including links to websites that identify college opportunity resources.
Jean Anyon, professor of urban education at the Graduate Center of the City University of New York, studies the intersection of social class, race, the political economy, and education in two recent books, Ghetto Schooling: A Political Economy of Urban School Reform (Teachers College Press, 1997), and Radical Possibilities: Public Policy, Urban Education, and a New Social Movement (Routledge, 2005).  For information about Professor Anyon, visit her home page (http://web.gc.cuny.edu/urbaneducation/Anyon/).

David Berliner, professor and former dean of the School of Education at Arizona State University, has analyzed the role of poverty in the failure of schools to reform in ways that increase successful schooling for the nation’s most disadvantaged children.  See his paper “Our Impoverished View of Educational Reform” (available online at http://www.asu.edu/educ/epsl/EPRU/documents/EPSL-0508-116-EPRU.pdf).

Materials for Classroom Use

Fourth R (http://www.amnestyusa.org/education/4thr.html) is published semiannually by the Human Rights Education program (HRE) of Amnesty International USA (AIUSA).  HRE facilitates the teaching of human rights by supporting teachers of kindergarten through college as well as educators working in non-formal settings.  Fourth R provides teachers with information and instructional materials to engage their students in studying topics related to students’ educational rights.

The National Center for Education Statistics includes on its site a “Student’s Classroom” page (http://nces.ed.gov/nceskids/index.asp?flash=true) that provides statistical information about schools, colleges, and public libraries in an easily searchable format.  It allows students (and teachers) to play games, take quizzes, and build skills about math, probability, graphing, and mathematicians.
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