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The Situation Made Us Special

BARBARA L. BRODHAGEN

We Sign Our Constitution

The 7th grade classroom was alive with excitement and anticipation,
students stretching their necks to try to look out the doorway. “Here he
comes,” somebody said. Students quickly composed themselves, and all
eyes were on the principal as he entered the room. Acting as spokesper-
son for the class, one student said, “Mr. Principal, you have been asked
here today to witness the reading and signing of our classroom constitu-
tion.” One voice began as 55 others joined in:

We, the class of Rooms 201/202 at Marquette Middle
School, in order to form the best class possible, pledge to live
by the following statements:

o We appreciate our individual differences. We recognize that
each person is unique.

e All individuals will be treated with respect and dignity.

There is no room for put-downs in our room.

We will be honest with one another in order to build trust.

We will learn to resolve conflicts, which may involve learn-

ing to live with nonresolution.

Each person will truly listen to every other person.

We will cooperate and collaborate with one another.

Learning will be meaningful.

We recognize that people learn in different ways.
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. /.{i;ignments, field trips, hands-on experiences will be var-
ied so that everyone can and will learn. If eve ]
. one t
we ALL will succeed. Fevery e
. Hav_ing' Jun will naturally become part of our experiences.
» All individuals will be organized and on time.
® We will respect the right to pass (not take a turn ).

We agree to abide by these truths to the best of our abilities,

bot.h as unique individuals and as a cooperative and collabo-
rative community.

One young person began to clap, and soon there were cheers and
ore gpplause for all of us, and each of us, and what we had done. The
rincipal said some appropriate and encouraging words and lef}. We
ere a group of people, young adolescents and adults, who had just
ublicly stated agreement to all that was in our constitution, and each of
s would try to honor its content to the best of our ability. ,

Few teachers would be willing to step into a classroom and attempt
» engage more than four dozen 12- and 13-year-olds in meaningful
iscussion. We've all read about how unruly large groups of young
dolescents can be, and many of us are afraid we would be unable to
<eep control” in this setting. But if creating a democratic community is
ur goal, then every young person must have a chance to be heard. and
:gchers must be willing to listen. Achieving such a community is ;vhat
is chapter is about. It is the story of how teachers and students at
[arquetFe Middle School (now known as Georgia O’Keefe Middle
“hool) in Madison, Wisconsin, worked together to create a democratic
assroom.

Marquette Middle School has a culturally diverse enrollment of
out 600 students, many of whom are eligible for free or reduced-price
ncl}es. C1a§ses are heterogeneously grouped, and students labeled as
eding special education are integrated into all classes. School admin-
trators‘ have supported new teaching innovations.

During the two years from which this story is told, as many as 56
terogeneously grouped students were assigned to two teachers who
d respon§ipility for math/science and language arts/social studies
ey were _.]omed by a special education teacher who had been assigneé

work with students labeled “learning disabled.” Each semester, a
1dent teacher from the university worked with us as well. ’
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What Brought Me To This

I have been teaching for a long time. For many years, I worked with
children identified as having a learning disability. This work gave me the
unique opportunity to get into many classrooms in several school dis-
tricts in Wisconsin and New York. Rarely did I see students in any of
those classrooms participate in determining what they were to learn or
how they would learn it.

A lot of what happened in those classrooms didn’t seem to make
sense to students, and teachers rarely tried to connect what students were
learning from one class to the next. Students’ usual routine was to sit and
listen for 45 minutes and then go to the next class and do the same. When
young people asked, “Why do we have to learn this?” or “Is this going
to be on the test?” or “Do we have to remember this?” I was sometimes
not really sure how to answer them. The students, both learning-disabled
and not, were frustrated, and so was I.

As a result of these less-than-satisfying experiences as a teacher (as
well as some during my own student years), I began talking to colleagues
and friends, trying to create another view of school. We talked of
designing school experiences that involve students in ail aspects of
classroom life, including curriculum planning. Curriculum integration,
an idea I had almost forgotten, seemed to provide the theoretical frame-
work needed for this endeavor. I recalled my teaching experiences in a
self-contained, integrated middle school classroom for the learning-
disabled. In that classroom, students planned their learning with me.
They taught their hobbies and interests to one another. Those times had

slipped away from me.

Integrative curriculum, planning with students, cooperative learning,
team teaching—all were part of what I knew would help bring about
successful teaching and learning experiences for teachers and students,
including students labeled learning-disabled. I explained to our building
administrators what I wanted to do, then set out to find someone who
would team with me. Mary Ploeser, a math and science teacher, happily
accepted my invitation. I was excited to start the school year.

We Create a Community

Teachers did not walk into the classroom on the first day of school
and ask students to write a classroom constitution. We and our students
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were strangers, representing different neighborhoods, socioeconomic
levels, and ethnic backgrounds. The first two days of the school year
were filled with the busy work common to most schools: locker assign-
ments, class schedules, school forms, and so on. We had, however,
planned some introductory activities. Halfway through the second day,
we asked students how they thought all of us might get to know one
another and create a real community. This simple question was the first
of many invitations for young people to help create a democratic com-
munity. Students did not hesitate; ideas poured forth.

The theme for the first two weeks was “Who are we? Who am 1?” (a
theme selected by the teachers). Students and teachers together decided
that a survey to which everyone contributed questions would help us find
out more about one another.

The group wanted to know where everyone had come from, so we
designed a family history form, and each person went home and recorded
all the countries their ancestors had come from. The information from
the forms was used to make maps identifying these countries and to
compute each country’s distance from Madison. Students investigated
whether the countries’ names had changed by comparing old world maps
to new world maps. These young adolescents, each trying to find his or
her own identity, wanted to know what their names meant, so off they
went to the library to research both first and last names. Teachers did
these same activities. After all, we were members of the group too.

To help answer the question “Who am 17" we measured heights,
gathered family health and education histories, wrote brief autobiogra-
phies (complete with snapshots), and compared individual data to the
results of the class survey. We all marked the location of our homes on
a local map. Students interviewed one another and made introductions
to the entire group.

Students suggested there be rules for the class, both for teachers and
for students. If there were to be rules, then those who would have to live
by the rules needed to have a say. The group discussed whether these
“things™ should be called rules, guidelines, or a contract. One student
suggested we write a constitution. Teachers led a review on constitutions,

and students and teachers made separate lists of ideas that might be
included in a class constitution. Both lists were displayed, and teachers
and students debated and negotiated whether various requests were
legitimate and, if they were, whether they belonged in our constitution.
Teachers and students alike had to stand up and explain, provide evi-
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dence, or otherwise convince the group why a particular idea or statement
was necessary. After reaching consensus, a committee of st.udents and
one teacher took the phrases, ideas, and sentences and fashioned them
into the constitution quoted at the beginning of this chapter.

The constitution guided us throughout the school year. On numerous
occasions, students, more than teachers, called the group’s attention to
statements made and agreed upon. They did not take the group’s efforts

ightly.

e Oi’her activities helped build community throughout the year. All of
us participated in cooperative games, went to the schoql forest ropes
course, had a potiuck dinner, invited parents to see pr0]e({ts gnd hear
presentations, shared our successes with other classes, and invited sup-
port staff to be part of the activities. . .

Another idea that initially met with snickers, but ended up being a
favorite, was Monday morning “Sharing Time.” Any student or students
could share something they had done, something that haq happfen'ed, or
something they had heard about. On most Mondays,. a time limit was
necessary because so many students wanted to participate. We heard
about many wonderful experiences and about the many stresses some
young people lived under. Sharing Time gave all. of us a chanc.e to get to
know different sides of people, what they did in their free time, whe}t
their family was like, and what they heard on the news. We valued Fhls

time and considered it an important part of our democratic community.
From this partial description of the first two weeks of_ sF:hool_, you
can see that students already had many opportunities to partlclpat§ in the
creation of a community. We listened to all ideas, and by doing so,
honored the diversity represented in the classroom: female and male, rich
and poor, adult and young adolescent, and people of many ett}nlc groups.
Our survey had shown us that we didn’t agree on everything, but had
decided that certain things were important to us all. We shared a sense
of who we were, and we had begun to trust one another. We were

becoming a community.

We Plan Together

The constitution written jointly by teachers and students statefi that
“learning will be meaningful.” One way we try to assure meaningful
learning is to involve students in planning the curriculum.




88  DEMOCRATIC SCHOOLS

The purpose of our curriculum is to help young people extend their
understanding of themselves and their world. Using a constructivist

approach, we ask students to identify questions and concerns they have
about self and the world.

Here are some of students’ questions about self:

How did my skin color come about?

What will happen to me after I die?

Why was I born who I am and into my family?
Will my kids follow in my footsteps?

Why is school so hard for me?

How do my bodily organs keep going and going?
How will I know if I am really in love?

Will [ be successful and happy?

Why am I so short?

And here are some of students’ questions about the world:
¢ Why do some people/groups think they are better?

* How did racism ever start?

* How did religions evolve?

* Isit possible for people to be born with both sex parts?
® Why are some people gay?

* When will gang violence ever stop?

® Why are so many politicians dishonest?

* Will there ever be a President who is not a white man?
* Will there ever be enough for all to survive?

® What would happen if the sun died?

* How was the universe created?

* How can birds fly?

* Wili other planets be livable?

¢ Will the earth become so crowded that some will be sent to space?
* What will people evolve to look like in 100 years?

* Will there ever be a cure for AIDS?

® Why can’t teenagers vote?
* How do roller coasters work?
* Why are some kids popular?
* Why do we only hear about the bad stuff?
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Students first develop their questions individua}lly and thenhworll]( 1ln
small groups to try to find common or shared questions. Ontge :1 e who fi
class has identified these questions, stud‘ents are asked to in confnec
tions between the self and world questions. These connec;ltlonsd orrln
themes around which the curriculum is orggmzed. Students ave- ;;z_ec-l
oped such themes as Isms; Outer Space; Tl‘me: Pa.st a:jldc Prefiierit, in
Bogglers; Environment; Death, War, and Ylolepce, and ( onh (t: . o

As students consider each theme, they 1d.ent1fy activities tha r('esp1
to the self and world questions included in the theme. A Cl;l’riClilnl,(lil’iI-l
containing activities suggested by stu(}f:lzltz ls(e) %dl;lsotroizslcgc(;):;rg? Saltsdents

i ing styles, what a person like: .
&itltllxeairglef neZd to develop a variety of s‘ki‘lls, hov&iever. \:Eertl zzlsk;:tc;
what should happen if the only suggested activity Was‘ toread,” s el; des ‘o
were quick to respond that there has to be a balance; everyolrlle nmff 10
do the basics, “like reading, writing, and math, and all that other s
lear%llg f::fl:::l;’s role in this process is not the traditional onehof alv\;a)(;;
directing the action from the front‘of tht.a classroom,\:ruthrait e:ocl)lns o
facilitating activities and collaborating with stu@egts. e help f Sup o
students hold discussions, model hobw to asl:. ;lilni)gg;g ‘?\:Ilgsst:lcl)ge;lts (glin’t
ways to phrase questions, listen to be sure that o ' e

and offer encouragement and suggestions. P
gtc:indtz(l)lltsi]eg;ro cl)ltph,ers’ ideas and periodically remind them that each person

i an opinion.
hes 12\1/[{3:1%;(1t :\?onderl;’ul things can happen when stl.lc.lents an;iti (t;a:ieirrsl
jointly plan the (:urriculuml.1 Everyone Ea"sV ﬁf)izrt;gg;e; ;Z cl,);le Se[; e
making decisions about what our wor . oD S st
teachers listening to them and treating them seriously. Resp and tros
tudents and teachers grow as both obserye how actio .

l\)veot:i:el?ri;g the curriculum to life. Early group planmﬁl.g lclzr‘za;ecs;l a;rcilcllrlllliz
of openness for the rest of the year, a large part of w ic 11 !

with far fewer “hidden” aspects than a traditional curriculum.

We Have Big Questions and Concerns

i ised

It would take many pages to list all the questions §tudents Iigvresr;loum

in our classroom. The self and world questions mentlofle('i i:ar 1euesti0ns
be enough to convince anyone that young people have limitless q
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and concerns about themselves and the world. They are curious about
almost everything and are trying hard to make sense of life in all its
complexities, and to find out who they are and what they want to become.
Their serious and thoughtful questions reflect a need to see themselves
as members of a variety of groups within numerous cultures, including
the dominant culture.

In the search to find answers, the group often went in directions not
planned. One question usually led to several new questions, usually along
the lines of Why does it have to be that way? or Who says so? or Who
makes the decisions? or Why don’t we just change itr? Because democ-
racy, dignity, and diversity were at the center of our classroom, we tried
to look at each question and theme through these lenses. If students did
not bring up these questions, teachers did. We wanted students to become
accustomed to looking at what they studied with a critical eye and to
considering as many different viewpoints as possible. For example, an
activity in the “Isms” unit was designed to answer several questions
about the relative anonymity of women who have invented things or
spearheaded important social movements. Students studied women who
have made notable contributions toward the improvement of humankind
and then tried to locate information about these women in a huge stack
of the school’s social studies and history textbooks. Students were
surprised to find little mention of the women in the textbooks and
immediately wanted to know why they had been left out of these
chronicles of history.

We talked about who writes textbooks, who owns textbook compa-
nies, how society has treated the contributions of women throughout
history, and what people could do to hear the complete story. Students
were reminded of other work done during the year that also highlighted
the prevalent practice of omitting specific groups of people. Students
learned that they can use textbooks to answer some questions, but they
also learned that they need to consult a variety of sources for complete
answers to some questions. Their research experiences showed them that
there are sometimes discrepancies in the information presented in re-
sources on the same topic, that “reliable” sources are not always accurate.

Anyone who has worked in a middle school can tell you that adoles-
cents are concerned about fairness and justice in solving the problems of
society. They are thinking through their own ideas about morality and
going through the sometimes painful process of deciding whether they
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will continue to abide by the values “given” to them. We challenged

students to think critically about thei‘r questions and.encouraged tgen‘l, ;)1
keep asking tough questions of their teactzers, thelr parents,.a.rrl1 :Ven
their peers. The depth of young adolescents’ questions 18 Surprisi gonder
to teachers who work with them every c‘iay. We sometlmeshw‘ nder
whether we thought about these “big” (ciluestlons when we were their age;
obody ever encouraged us to. ‘

" 1;3?1:;\1:: ;sked garents to identify their own questloni and cortlc:gr:ls
about themselves and the world as part of an “Open ﬂoug;ed pre(sﬁe; ation,
they came up with many of the same questions their children did:

e Where are the dirtiest and cleanest cities? cultures?
e Why aren’t there more recycled products(;?‘)

i i for food?
e Why do we kill so many animals .
. HO\}JIV can we create and save jobs and save the animals and the

environment? -
e What’s the status of the space station:

e How much do we spend on outer space?
e Who owns outer space?
¢ Will racism ever sltlop? b other (a0t in wan)?
ill each other (no ) .
: ?V?li( t(lll(f):ge:\l:tlzf tl)(:: a time when everyone hz?s enough t;) survive?
e What job will I have? What kind of _]f)bs V\:’lll th'ere be ;
 Will we keep growing in number until we’re wiped out?
« Will kids ever be able to vote?

We believe students have the right to try( to figure out how I:hmase?\c])é
to be the way they are. There have been t.lII'lCtS, however,d\x{) egtUdemS
stared at the long lists of questions and activities suggesteh l))f tudents
and wondered how we would ever find the strepgth to teach a 0ntS me
of these overwhelming, real-life issues‘. During those ’Tomeare, e
remind ourselves of students’ intense Qes1re to knf)w ‘Vt.fhy thmgs we,rs
then reaffirm our commitment to helping these 1$1d5 find the ansI > ma.ny

1 know that what happened in our classroom is not common. n ey
classrooms, questions from students.are unwelcome.' But wc:i c;ﬁ: e
believe that young people have the right to ask questlonsdan1 e
know. They have the right to be part of a school that deals

questions seriously.
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Students Are Involved in
Developing Their Own Evaluations

“Welcome to the Room 201/202 Museum.”

“The museum tour is about to begin. Would you please line up behind
your tour guide?” Groups of young people shuffle around, some find
seats, others gather papers, and a small group lines up in the front of the
room.

“My name is Lisa and I will be your first guide. I will explain to you
what a rain forest is and where rain forests are located. Other guides
will show and tell you about the products, climate, rainfall, groundwater,
soil conditions, and endangered plants and animals of rain forests. You
will also hear about indigenous peoples and reasons why the rain forests
are in the news. And you will find out some strange but true facts about
rain forests.”

Looking around the room, visitors see more than a rain forest. A
child’s plastic swimming pool has been turned into a pond complete with
water, grass, tadpoles, and a frog. There is a woodland forest made of
branches covered with a variety of leaves and all sorts of stuffed animals:
deer; raccoon, birds, and bear. A papier-mache snake slithers in desert
sand as a vulture flies overhead. Visitors see groundwater displays,
charts, posters, dioramas, and “Do you know?” displays. The room is
alive with color.

At various points in the museum, student tour guides discuss different
topics. At the front of the room, Jeff is describing the rain forest food
chain. He holds up pictures of a poisonous tree frog and a leaf on which
there are tiny insects. Then he replaces the picture of -the frog with a
picture of a toucan and begins to talk about animals and plants on the
endangered species list.

At the close of the tour, the rain forest guides ask for questions. Many
hands shoot into the air. The guides answer those questions they can and
write down those they can't, assuring the group that the museum staff
will “get right on it” and find the answers. They thank the group for

coming and return to their seats as the next biome’s guides move into
place.

A lot had to happen before museum tours like this could take place.
First, students had to decide what biome they wanted to study. Then the
large group, including the teachers, had to determine the requirements to
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be met by each small group. Group members had to decide who was

going to do what research. Research had to be completed befor.e any
construction could begin. Decisions had to be made about where biomes

would be built. Maps needed to be drawn, reports written, speec‘hes

practiced, and on and on. The guided museum tour was eagh group’s final

evaluation for the “Environment” unit. The tour was videotaped by a

teacher, the list of requirements checked by the teachers, and the tour

evaluated by students. ‘

Students often were involved in creating unit or theme evaluations,
which might be a final group project, a presentatiop, or a written se.lf-
evaluation. For instance, students developed a multimedia presentation
to teach a different age group about an “ism”; made a collage, book, or
box to show what they thought life would be like in the future; completgd
individual and group requirements for a presentation about a‘ ‘plan.ct in
our solar system; and did community service as a part' of thc? Environ-
ment” unit. Teachers were willing to listen and negotliate w1.th students
when they presented their ideas about how evaluation might occur,
sending students the message that their ideas mattered.

Students completed self-evaluations at the el}d of t.hemes and mark-
ing periods. Teachers and students spent time dlsc.ussmg areas that the
evaluation might include, such as quality and quantity qf work, what was
easy and hard, students’ effort and interest, what they liked to do !)est. or
least, group versus individual work skills, and so on. After rev1ew}1]ng
their “portfolio” of completed work, students wrote about what t e;i
thought they had learned. Finally, students wrote goals for the nex

marking period.

We Can’t Believe How Much We’ve Learned

Every “product” or paper copy of each studentjs work was c‘o‘llecttfec}
and kept to provide students a visible record of their wqu. This “portto
lio” served as the basis for students’ written self—evalua}tlc)‘?s. As’ studf:nts
went through their papers, we heard time and time again, “Ican’t believe

i much work.”
" cllzj\(rlesr; student had a notebook to use as a processing journal. N;ar
the end of each day, teachers put questions on the board that calleq or
students to reflect on critical learnings or “big” concepts. The writien
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responses to these questions allowed teachers to check in with every
student and get feedback about our teaching. When many students could
not answer the questions, we knew we had to provide additional learning
experiences.

Teachers met with groups of eight to ten students to discuss the
current theme and to consider students’ concerns, reactions to activities,
or requests for additional teaching or practice. Teachers used this time
to bring up critical learnings that students should be mastering, to ask
students to explain what they have been doing, and to ask for feedback
about a variety of things.

At the end of each theme, teachers and students attempted to list the
knowledge and skills students had needed to answer their questions. We
realized that this new curriculum approach would prompt someone to
ask for documentation of students’ learning. What better way for us to
gather this information than by asking the group? By middle school, most
students are able to use the language of education, so they listed, for
example, “read, write, communicate, do research, use math, work with
maps, graphs, and tables, use the scientific method, use computers, listen,
give reports, and work in groups.”

Listing learnings on the board, talking in small processing groups,
and having individuals write in a processing journal all helped us know
whether students were learning. At times, the group was amazed at how
much they had accomplished and learned. By answering their own
questions, the young people could see a purpose in learning, for example,
how to compute the mean, median, and mode, or how to contact an
environmental agency. They had many opportunities to see the connec-
tion between the what, how, and why of learning because they were being
asked to create knowledge based on their own real work; they were being
asked to actively educate themselves.

We wanted students to learn a lot—and to know that they had. We
wanted them to be able to reflect on the most recent theme or the entire
year and clearly see their many accomplishments. We wanted them to
understand that even though they were not studying the separate subjects
of the traditional curriculum, they were learning much of what the
“education community” said they should learn.

e T AT
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Everyone Works Together

Students worked with one another much of the time. Often we had -
each student name one person with whom she or he fel_t able to work;
then teachers structured heterogeneous cooperative 1earr}1ng groups. The
groups stayed constant throughout an activity and sometimes throughout
an entire theme. We tried to change the make-up of groups across th'c
year, however, so that students had opportunities to work with all of their
classmates. The strategy must have worked, because our students have
told us that in other classes they knew only a few of their classmates, but
i ssroom they know everyone.

" Oguilsonstitution Zalled for collaboration and cooperation. We wanted

to eliminate as much competition as possible. The studen.ts‘ who had the

most difficulty adjusting to a lack of obvious comp(?tltlon were ﬂll(e

high-achieving students. Because they were not compl‘etln'g lo.ts.of work-

sheets or individual assignments, but instead were dgmg 1'nd1v1dua1 ?nd
group projects, they initially were unsure they were still doing well. A ‘ter
several weeks, however, these students began to see that cooperating
with others did not compromise their own academlc. work. They also
realized that the projects and other activities in our curriculum were more
challenging and sophisticated than the worksheets they were used to
Comgtljctll;i.s began to see that they could be teachers to each other and
did not depend as much on the “official” teachers. After all, the teach;;rs
were often trying to answer questions along .w1th the students. z
learning together, we were experiencing the creation of knowlefige base :
on our questions. We worked together toward a common goal 1mp0r(tiap

to us all, and when a unit was finished, we appla}lded and cheered 1n
celebration of all completed projects and presentations.

Do You Want to Talk to Our Class?

We frequently invited people from the con.lmunity to our class t(l) hellz
us try to answer the questions students had ralsed..Students were ; waZn
suggesting, “Bring in an expert.” It was astounding how many hum 0
resources students helped us locate. They knew all sorts of pe_ople, 211111
those we called were glad to help out, especially if we mentioned the
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name of the student who had made the recommendation. Our presenters
were usually surprised at how specific our requests for information were,
and many commented on how well prepared the class was for their visit.
Some were also surprised at the topics being studied.

We wanted to open students’ minds to many career possibilities, so
our presenters were almost always asked to talk about the education
needed for their present occupation. White-collar professionals,
tradespeople, service providers, retired workers, people working in jobs
out of the mainstream, and even an AIDS care provider came to speak to
us. Our class learned from these people, and they learned from us.

Students Join the Parent-Teacher Conferences

Everything was set. All the student work portfolios were in order, the
room was relatively pleasant, the table and chairs were in position, and
I was nervous. “Will this really work?” I wondered. “Will these kids
really conduct their own parent-student-teacher conferences? Had there
been enough preparation? Will parents want to listen to their child?”

I glanced at the clock and knew it was time. My first conference was
with Holly, a bright young adolescent who does consistently good work,
but doesn’t seem to want to participate in large- or small-group discus-
sions.

Holly walked into the room first and came right to the table and sat
down. Trailing behind was her mother, who was carrying a younger
sibling. 1 slid Holly's folder toward her, waiting for her to make intro-
ductions. “And who is this?” I asked, as I leaned over and touched the
sibling’s hand. With that, Holly began.

She introduced her mother, her sister, and me and then plunged into
discussion of her work. “This is my best work.” She took papers out and
gave a brief explanation of each. Her mom asked questions and made
comments such as “I remember when you were working on this” and
“This turned out pretty good.” Holly explained that the “best work”

papers would be kept at school in a folder that would be sent home at
year'’s end, with all the other best work.

Holly then read her written self-evaluation to her mom. When she
had finished, she and her mom started to talk about why Holly didn’t want
to talk in front of her peers. Her mom admitted that as a teenager she

THE SITUATION MADE US SPECIAL 97

~didn’t want to talk in class either. They talked about what was easy and

challenging for Holly. They laughed about Holly's admission that doing-
her homework in front of the television wasn’t such a good idea. And they
discussed her goals for the next quarter, with mom saying Holly was too
hard on herself.

I just sat there, amazed. Holly had said all I would have said, and
much more that I never could or should. I simply validated a lot of what
they had said. When it was over, the three of us stood, smiling at one
another, exchanging looks that seemed to say, “This felt good, let’s do it
again.”

The parent-teacher conferences held in previous years were always
somewhat disappointing for us. Students, the critical focus of the con-
ference, usually were not even present. We decided to begin our overhaul
of the conferences by asking students how they thought the conferences
should be structured. They were quick to point out that the parents or
other concerned adults who attended these conferences heard the same
things year after year: “Dan could do better if he on'ly' woqld pay
attention.” “Brian should participate more in class.” “Jamie is doing Ju,?t
fine.” “Ali doesn’t complete her assignments.” “Tim talks with his
friends too much during class.” Students said their parents would come
home from the conference and ground them if they had done poorly or
hardly talk about the conference at all if it had gone wellz They asked if
it wouldn’t be more beneficial to talk about their good points, since both
the student and parent generally already knew what the student should
do better.

Together we decided that conferences would focus on what ,stud_ents
defined as their best work and also include a review of student.s written
self-evaluations and goals. “Best work”™ was a collection of f}ve or six
pieces students selected using their own criteria. These might have
included a favorite, one that received a good grade, one that was of
interest, or one that looked hard; some students chose papers that repre-
sented a cross-section of work in writing, math, social studies, pr other
areas. The remainder of students’ work was available for review and
would be sent home at the conclusion of the conference.

As you can see from Holly’s conference, what really sets these
conferences apart is that students direct the action, from rnak‘mg necehs-
sary introductions and beginning the conference to'wrappmg up the
discussion at the appropriate time. Students can begin the conference
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with a discussion of any of the three sections of the conference folder:
(1) the written self-evaluation, (2) the official school report card, or
(3) the best work. At some point in the discussion, however, they must
describe what they have been studying and show the related work,
highlighting their best work. During most conferences, parents ask
clarifying questions that prompt students to offer additional information.
The written self-evaluation can be read aloud by the student or given to
the parent to read. Goals, too, must be discussed.

The teacher enters into the conversation only as needed. We’ve found
that students are quite capable of assessing their strengths and weak-
nesses; in many cases, we’ve even had to soften their too-harsh self-
evaluations.

For many of these young people and their parents, the conferences
are one of the few times they actually discuss the work of the student.
Most students can point out what they are good at and what they still
need to work on. All the discussion points from the old conference format
come out through the self-evaluation and goals discussion, but this new
conference format gives students a large measure of control over what
and how things are said. Shifting who has the “power” in various
situations is an important part of creating a democratic classroom.

We Look Back on Our Experiences

It is now two years since I began working with and in an integrative
curriculum where student-teacher planning is a given. I can no longer
imagine not involving the learners, no matter their age, in planning their
education and running “our” classroom. Each school year, students have
clearly demonstrated that they are able and willing to actively participate
in planning and designing their own education.

Some students initially said the work of planning the curriculum was
too difficult and asked, “Why don’t you teachers just do all of it?” We
were asking them to become learners who actively participate in all
aspects of their education, from planning to evaluation, and most had
never been asked to do anything like that before. They were uncomfort-
able with changing the role of students. The role of teachers changed too.
Sometimes teachers were still disseminators of information, but more
often we were learners as well as facilitators of learning.
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Teachers and students struggled to define and act on these new roles.
Deciding when students would participate in decisions and when teach- -
ers alone would make decisions was a recurring issue. Students some-
times challenged teachers to explain why students couldn’t be part of ali
decisions. Many times, we had no answer for them. We were still trying
to figure out how much power could or should be given to students. All
of us were learning firsthand how difficult it can be to put democratic
principles into action.

Student-teacher planning of the curriculum was a messy process.
There wasn’t a neat curriculum guide or textbook to turn to for lessons.
Identifying the significant concepts that would tie a theme together took
a lot of time, but without this identification, a theme could become a
series of “sound bites” that did little to satisfy students’ need to learn.
And there were many times when teachers had to scramble to find
appropriate materials and resources. Fortunately, we had the much-
needed planning time to accomplish these tasks.

Colleagues’ reactions to our efforts varied greatly. Some thought we
were just going into class and doing whatever the students wanted to do.
Some wondered if we were teaching anything. Some knew and under-
stood what we were doing, but said they would never try it because they
could see how much extra work it requires. Very few asked to talk with
us about our work, yet we knew some were talking about it without us
being present to explain. The administration didn’t put up any road-
blocks, but nobody made many overt efforts to invite others to critically
consider the nature and substance of our work.

At the time I became involved in this effort, I didn’t think about it as
trying to create a democratic classroom. I wanted the students to work
with teachers in creating an exciting, rich, and meaningful curriculum. I
wanted to see and hear for myself that young people can learn and want
to learn. I didn’t know how the effort would turn out, and I still have
many questions, but they concern implementation rather than theory. As
I have said, I can’t go back.

The teachers involved in this endeavor interviewed former studepts
to learn what they miss the most about our classrooms. They miss ha\qng
a say in what they learn, being able to study something in depth, working
in groups, knowing they can bring up an issue even if it isn’t on .the
agenda, making presentations about what they learned, talking pohtl_cs,
and participating in making decisions about much of the day-to-day life
of the classroom.
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As part of the interview, we asked the group if they thought the
computer had perhaps generated a “special” group rather than the di-
verse, heterogeneous one it was directed to. After all, our time together
had been such a great success in so many ways for nearly everyone
involved that the experience seemed almost too good to be true. After
some discussion, one student said what we all felt: “ . .. We weren’t a
special group, but the situation made us special.”

6

Lessons from Democratic
Schools

MICHAEL W. APPLE AND JAMES A. BEANE

We live in a time when the very meaning of democracy is being
radically changed. Rather than referring to ways in which political and
institutional life are shaped by equitable, active, widespread, and fully
informed participation, democracy is increasingly being defined as un-
regulated business maneuvers in a free market economy. Applied to
schools, this redefinition has given rise to the push for tax credits and
vouchers, management by private firms, commercialized media and
materials, and abandonment of the broader ideals of public education
(Apple 1993). This degradation has extended to the point where a private
consulting firm has recommended that “public” be dropped from “public
schools™ because its similar use in conjunction with housing, libraries,
radio, and assistance programs has come to have negative connotations.
Such is the power of language manipulation: Social commitments for the
common good are now made out to be “public nuisances.”

The schools described in this book are part of a larger movement that
eschews this redefinition of democracy in education. They are deeply
involved in finding practical ways to increase the meaningful participa-
tion of everyone involved in the educational experience, including par-
ents, local residents, and especially students themselves. From their
experiences, we can see that this goal is attainable through the creation
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