Chapter 9

The School Culture: Where Good Teaching Makes Sense

Overview

Chapter 9, “The School Culture: Where Good Teaching Makes Sense,” identifies theory- and research-based characteristics of schools that support excellent and democratic learning and teaching. These characteristics include opportunities to learn, an environment that makes learning seem inevitable, structures that allow teachers to know their students and their community well, and conditions that allow teachers to care and work hard. These cultural elements are necessary for teachers to be able to challenge all their students to do rigorous, intellectually demanding work. The chapter describes several current, progressive reform projects based around inquiry—a mode of conversation that elicits from all members of the school community their understanding of the school’s environment for rigorous and socially just learning. These inquiry-based school reforms help individuals clarify others’ and their own perceptions and help translate shared beliefs and values into democratic action. Finally, the chapter explores how schools can help parents become engaged in supporting actions that benefit all the students at the school.
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Schools as Cultures
1. Oakes and Lipton note that when one is immersed in a culture, he or she may hardly be aware of the culture’s characteristics or effects.  Because the culture represents what is “normal,” most K-12 students (as well as most adults) pay little conscious attention to how the culture affects them.  In fact, the cultural value for independence, for “being my own person,” and for rejecting peer pressure is so strong that young students and teenagers will often deny that the culture has any effect on them at all—proclaiming themselves immune from fads, school values, or other cultural influences.  Reflect on your own experiences within your school cultures—paying particular attention to those times when you felt somehow at odds with the school’s academic press.  Perhaps your disposition was to work harder or be more focused on school achievement than what the school seemed to support.  Perhaps you were inclined to work less hard, but were “carried along” by the press for high achievement in a class or at the school—it seemed as if everyone worked hard and valued academic achievement, so you might as well, also.

2. The teacher featured on page 339 contrasts the very supportive and collaborative culture at Lincoln High School with the “dysfunctional” culture she encountered at Jefferson High School.  Reflect on the culture at the school where you work (or plan to work).  Does it seem more similar to that of Lincoln or Jefferson?  Give specific examples.    

3. It is not uncommon for a school to have different presses for different students—perhaps according to academic “ability” track.  Comment on whether an institutional press for high achievement was applied similarly to all students at your high school—in particular, on whether the press for high achievement extended to all students across racial, gender, and economic lines.

4. Some classes seem to spend a lot of time in activities that have little to do with learning valued knowledge (any valued knowledge—not just that related to the subject being taught).  Often, students and teacher seem to “cooperate” in keeping the class occupied with nonacademic, time-killing activities.  With a group of colleagues, write and perform a 5-minute skit that incorporates as many as possible of the “typical” strategies you have seen students and teachers employ for not using time productively.  Then write and perform a second skit that proposes an alternative to the first, demonstrating strategies to help use time more productively.
5. Keep a record of specific adult behaviors at a school (including exact quotes and campus activities) that show how high or low the school’s press for academic achievement is.  Pay particular attention to contradictory “messages” or behaviors that, on the surface, seem to be pressing for or against achievement, but, upon closer examination, may have the opposite effect.

6. Not all teachers who have credentials and expertise in the subject they teach are very good teachers.  Yet some teachers who have a weak background can be highly motivating—especially if they are fascinated by the course topics and position themselves as eager learners alongside the students.  Write a profile of such teachers based on your personal experience and/or observation.  Add your thoughts as to how these teachers’ behaviors are, in part, influenced by the school culture.

7. Oakes and Lipton observe that teachers are commonly “tracked.”  That is, teachers with less status, less training, or lower reputations are assigned to teach students who perform, generally, less well, whereas highly qualified teachers with strong reputations are more likely to teach students in higher-level classes.  Describe your observations of and/or experience with this phenomenon.  Is this a practice that is openly discussed at schools with which you are familiar?  What do you suppose (or what have you heard) are the most common reasons given for teacher tracking?  Respond to these reasons with arguments for randomly assigning teachers or for making sure that all students have equal access to the most qualified teachers.

8. With a particular school in mind, compile a list of ten policy, curriculum, resource, or other changes that you believe would improve the school culture and markedly improve students’ achievement.  Explain how these changes are directly or indirectly aligned with making the school attuned to sociocultural learning principles, and how they are more sensitive to social-justice concerns.  Where you can distinguish between them, include both a specific practice and the more general rule or policy.  Consider, also, how such changes could be successfully implemented at your school.  What types of collaboration and interaction would be necessary to get things started?
9. Oakes and Lipton assert that in order for college to be genuinely accessible, students must see their cultural identities as integral to college preparation and attendance, rather than as something they must overcome.  Given that, what could you do as a teacher to promote college access for culturally and linguistically diverse students?  Using the grade you would like to teach as a starting point, design an age-appropriate lesson or set of lessons you think would promote college-going identities among your students.  Alternatively, consider that developing a college-going identity takes place over many years with students who experience countless encouraging acts.  Brainstorm a list of activities or classroom routines that could, over time, help students believe that college is for people who look like and speak like them.

10. In describing the powerful influence of the school culture, the authors state: “Low expectations are not simply inert beliefs.  They press people to take particular actions that are consistent with those expectations—to translate low expectations into practices that make it impossible for students to succeed.”  Identify examples of teachers who have had low expectations for students.  Next, identify specific actions and practices that seem to have been informed by those low expectations.  

11. On the one hand, high or low expectations may be expressed unmistakably, explicitly, and purposefully.  On the other hand, they may be communicated so subtly and quietly that the students and the teacher are not even consciously aware of them.  Return to question number 6 and answer it with attention to communications that only an experienced and sensitive observer would recognize as “carrying” with them a high or low expectation.
12. Following on questions 6 and 7, discuss how expectations are in many ways indistinguishable from the school culture itself.

Broad and Deep Access to Learning
13. Only a Teacher. Educating to End Inequity, the third video in the Only a Teacher video series, portrays American public schools as institutions that historically have sought to assimilate non-white and immigrant students into “American culture.”  According to the video, schools have attempted to eradicate “other” cultures and languages through the curriculum and through the overall institutional culture.  The video also portrays Urban Academy, an alternative high school in New York City that attempts to reverse this historical role.  How do the curriculum, management, and overall structure and culture of Urban Academy differ from those of more traditional schools?  As an additional “thought experiment,” imagine that you were trying to convince administrators of an early Indian boarding school to adopt features of Urban Academy.  State several of your proposals and follow them with what you would expect to hear as arguments against making the changes.

14. Oakes and Lipton assert that “Americans have a high level of acceptance for obviously unequal school resources.”  As an example, they point to the dire lack of qualified teachers and textbooks at Los Angeles’s South Gate High School, a problem which was only remedied after media coverage and a two-day student walkout.  Think about the culture at the school with which you are most familiar.  Do you notice an attitude of acceptance with respect to unequal educational resources there?  If so, to what do you attribute that attitude?  In your opinion, what role (if any) do race and/or racism play in influencing that culture of acceptance?  Given that South Gate High School’s enrollment is predominantly Latino, to what extent (and in what ways) do you suppose race and/or racism influenced the attitude of acceptance there?   

15. Looking again at question 10, consider how the authors emphasize equity and race in their discussions of the school culture and other topics that are addressed in this book.  Other reform-minded educators may be more inclined to emphasize “quality” or “adequacy” when considering what makes for good teaching and good schools.  Can schools be both unequal and good?  Can they be equal but of low quality?  Discuss your own views about the challenge to achieve the dual goal of equitable and high quality schools.
16. With a particular school in mind, identify a particular teacher who has had a profound impact on the overall school culture.  Identify the specific ways in which this teacher has provided mentorship and inspiration.  What specific values, beliefs, and practices can you pinpoint?  How did this teacher’s positive influence affect student learning?  What steps might you take in order to have a similar influence on your school once you begin teaching?
Access to Care

17. List several ways in which you have seen teachers show they care about and for their students.  List several ways in which an entire school culture can show care.  In each case, contrast these ways of caring with alternative ways—ways teachers or schools sometimes act—that show a lack of care.

18. While the small schools movement is gaining in popularity and influence, most public schools throughout the nation remain overwhelmingly large.  What can teachers at large, impersonal schools do to create caring environments in their classrooms?  How can teachers and administrators work together to make large schools more caring places?  Give specific examples.

19. Kate Castleberry and Kimberly Min both describe ways that they have confronted issues of race and racism at their respective schools.  Have you ever seen these issues dealt with in schools?  How would you confront these issues in a way that contributes to a safe and caring environment for students?  What lessons, activities, values, and classroom norms would help you achieve this? 

20. In the September 25, 2001 issue of the Christian Science Monitor, third-year teacher Mary Hendra writes about her discussions with students following the events of September 11.  The authors, taking their lead from Alfie Kohn, argue that these types of discussions allow schools and teachers to be wiser and more humane—that they “help children locate themselves in widening circles of care that extend beyond the self, beyond country, to all humanity.”  Still, teachers who address sensitive issues such as September 11 may be criticized by parents or administrators; they may also encounter resistance among their students.  What might teachers do to “set up” this type of frank and difficult discussion—not only to lessen risk to themselves, but to be sure that the discussion or activity they have in mind is, in fact, responsible and sensitive?

Inquiry and Activism

21. A common criticism of team teaching is that it may turn out that one teacher teaches twice as many students while the other teacher simply has some “free time.”  Then they trade.  However, Oakes and Lipton point out that team teaching is at the heart of many teaching reforms.  List the benefits of team teaching that you can think of or have observed.  How are these benefits consistent with sociocultural perspectives on teaching (and learning)?

22. Oakes and Lipton describe inquiry as a process of “becoming informed about one’s own and others’ practices, connecting practices with theory, and developing trusting relationships.”  Have you ever had the opportunity to engage in such a process?  Have you ever seen other teachers engage in this process?  Think about how you might go about initiating an informal inquiry group once you begin teaching.  What steps would you need to take?  Who would you invite to participate?  What texts and/or other resources would you need?  What would be the focus of your initial meetings?  If you felt so inclined, how would you go about attempting to extend inquiry to your entire faculty/staff?  Would you be willing to assist your administrator in institutionalizing the inquiry process at your school?   

Web Sites

· http://www.essentialschools.org—The official U.S. site of the Coalition of Essential Schools. Includes information beyond the ten principles.

· http://www.acceleratedschools.net—Henry Levin’s Accelerated Schools Project’s home page. Includes a project description, history, accomplishments of participating schools, and a research base.
· http://www.rethinkingschools.org/archive/15_02/Subt152.shtml—A Rethinking Schools article addressing "What happens when schools disrespect students' cultural heritage and when teachers fail to listen to students." Includes excerpts from Angela Valenzuela's book Subtractive Schooling.
· http://www.ruralchallengepolicy.org/esymposium/keynote-meier.html—A keynote address by educator Deborah Meier, entitled "Our Challenge: To Set the Highest Possible National Standard—for Human Relationships."
· http://www.doe.state.in.us/sir/t-climateculture.html—School improvement resources related to school culture and climate.
THE ONLY A TEACHER VIDEO SERIES

Relevant Video Segments:
Educating to End Inequity (Video 3)

“Educating to End Inequity” (5:47)
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