Turning Points National Conference, February 4-6, 2004

The Vision and Challenge of Equity
Opening Remarks

“Turning Points helps middle schools create challenging, caring and equitable learning communities that meet the needs of young adolescents as they reach the ‘turning point’ between childhood and adulthood.”

Thus we define the Turning Points vision in our literature, but what does it really mean to create equitable learning communities?  What is the vision that spurs us to action?  What are the challenges we seek to address? As we spend time together during these next few days, I’d like us to ponder the following questions:

*  What is equity?

*  Why is it important?

*  Who is going to lead for equity?

What is equity?


The Merriam Webster dictionary defines ‘equity’ as  “freedom from bias or favoritism.”  Enid Lee, an education consultant, underscores that “equity does not mean treating everyone in the same way.  It consists of using extra and different measures to bring about the condition of same status – the state of equality.” Putting Race on the Table, Enid Lee.  Reversing the Tradition of Theft.  Toronto, 2000.

So what is our vision for equity in Turning Points middle schools?  It means thinking about the diversity of the student body, and acknowledging and appreciating differences related to class, race, ethnicity, gender, language and special needs.  Beverly Daniel Tatum reminds us that 

“To find one’s racial or ethnic identity, one must deal with negative stereotypes, resist internalizing negative self-perceptions, and affirm the meaning of ethnicity for oneself.  If educators and parents wish to foster these positive psychological outcomes for children in our care, we must hear their voices and affirm their identities at school and at home.  And we must interrupt the racism that places them at risk. (Tatum, B. “Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria?” And Other Conversations About Race. New York:  Basic Books, 1997, 165).

Equity means actively listening to every student we come into contact with – and committing to learning about their needs, cultures and communities.  Truly listening to our students is vital, for they have important wisdom to share with us.  Just recently, while on a site visit to a Turning Points school in Brighton, CO, the principal, Doris, shared with me the students’ reflections on the qualities of a great teacher.  Equity underpinned their thoughts:

Positive attitude

Knows when not to give homework

Sense of humor

Fair

Prepared

Organized

Knows when to stop talking

Listens

Knows students’ learning abilities

Connects with students

Includes fun activities

Has classroom control

Individual time for those who need it

Equity requires examining our own teaching and administering style, and checking to see if it is serving each and every student well.  It demands differentiating instruction, so that each student’s learning needs are met.  Lisa Delpit summarizes both the vision and challenge of equity:

We say we believe that all children can learn, but few of us really believe it.  Teacher education usually focuses on research that links failure and socio-economic status, failure and cultural difference, and failure and single-parent households.  It is hard to believe that these children can possibly be successful after their teachers have been so thoroughly exposed to so much negative indoctrination.  When teachers receive that kind of education, there is a tendency to assume deficits in students rather than to locate and teach to strengths.  To counter this tendency, educators must have knowledge of children’s lives outside of school so as to recognize their strengths .(Delpit, L. Education in a Multicultural Society, 172)

The Turning Points Young Adolescent Learner Guide provides some sample ways that teachers can employ to embrace student diversity, and put equity in the forefront of discussions about improving teaching and learning.  These suggestions include:

· Know thyself.  Become aware of biases and assumptions you have about different groups and how these affect your teaching.

· Talk about it.  Do not avoid talking about sensitive topics associated with race, culture, class, sexual orientation, and gender.  Encourage conversations that go beyond defining diversity to arrive at deeper understandings of diversity.

· Set norms of respect.  All reflections and conversations about one’s own and other people’s cultures should be grounded in respect.

Thus, as we ponder what equity means for each of us, we commit to examining our own beliefs, engaging in discussion, and remaining respectful always.

Why is this an important issue?


	Making students accountable for test scores works well on a bumper sticker and it allows many politicians to look good by saying that they will not tolerate failure. But it represents a hollow promise. Far from improving education, high- stakes testing marks a major retreat from fairness, from accuracy, from quality, and from equity.

	- Sen. Paul Wellstone (1944-2002) 


In an era dominated by the No Child Left Behind legislation, and its emphasis on high-stakes testing, more and more students of color, low-income students and special needs students are indeed being left behind, casualties of a system that places far greater emphasis on scores than student success measured in a variety of ways.  Linda McNeil, a professor at Rice University, and co-director of the Rice Center for Education, has characterized the fall-out from high-stakes testing in the following way: “We disappear our kids.”  A report by the Manhattan Institute for Policy Research on Public School Graduation Rates in the United States notes that “the national graduation rate for the public school class of 2000 was 69%.  The rate for white students was 76%; for Asian students it was 79%; for African-American students it was 55%; for Hispanic students it was 53%; and for Native Americans it was 57%. (www.manhattan-institute.org; Civic Report 31, by Jay P. Greene, with Marcus A. Winters)

Those students who might jeopardize a school’s rating are encouraged to leave, or forced to repeat the same grade over and over again, so that many eventually drop out.   FairTest, the National Center for Fair and Open Testing, based in Cambridge, MA, notes that independent researchers have shown that Houston, for example, “failed to close the race-based achievement gap, inflated test results by pushing out low-scoring students, and failed to adequately prepare the few who actually graduate for college-level work. Similar high-stakes approaches in other states, such as Alabama and Mississippi, have left students mired at the bottom of national rankings. The U.S. cannot test its way to better schools.”

Compounding the problem is that, “while diverse, high-poverty schools will fail and be punished sooner, the consensus among researchers is that almost every school will eventually fall short of the arbitrary improvement requirements.” (FairTest)  In this atmosphere that punishes schools by designating them low-performing, that demands reform while providing insufficient resources and funds, that drives excellent and experienced teachers to higher-performing schools, leaving less experienced teachers in the schools that most need qualified educators – in this atmosphere it is critical to speak out for equity.  It is vital to remember that we only have one chance to educate any child and it is our responsibility to ensure that they receive the best education possible.  

Much though No Child Left Behind dominates our thinking each day, the current crisis in education extends beyond this legislation, to a broader commentary on our society as a whole.  Schools address not just the individual, personal development of students and teachers, but have an impact on the prospect of creating a truly democratic society. The editors of the magazine “Rethinking Schools” comment that

Unfortunately, too many schools foster narrowly self-centered notions of success and “making it.”  Too many, especially in poor areas, provide a dismal experience based on tests, tracking, and a sanitized curriculum that lacks the credibility or sense of purpose needed to engage students or to connect with their communities.  Too many schools fail to confront the racial, class, gender, language and homophobic biases woven into our social fabric.”

Teaching for a democratic society necessitates that we nurture students’ critical thinking skills, their ability to interact with those who are different from them, their desire to engage actively in their communities, and eagerness to challenge themselves academically.  In this way they will emerge from their schooling experience as active citizens in a vibrant democracy, confident in their ability to help shape a world where they feel welcomed and valued.  On a positive note, just in the past few months I’ve attended three conferences where the focus was explicitly on equity.  This is encouraging, especially as one of those conference, the National Staff Development Council gathering in New Orleans, not only devoted a pre-conference session to this important topic, but enabled volunteer participants to sign up for equity teams.  These e-teams met regularly during the remainder of the conference, and committed to continuing their work independently for the coming year.  At the 2004 NSDC conference in Montreal, Canada, they will report back on their progress.  Focusing on equity thus moved beyond a one-time professional development session to become more deeply embedded in the everyday work of educators – a challenge we would like to emulate in our own journey.  

Who is going to lead for equity?

It is the responsibility of each and every adult in the Turning Points school to lead for equity, and to teach students how to live for equity.  As we embark on this journey of exploration and contemplation together, we should bear in mind that it is a journey not just of the head, but also the heart.  Talking about equity and examining our deepest beliefs is an intensely personal and highly emotional endeavor.  This is never an easy undertaking, but it is a vital one if we are to be the true beacons of democratic education in this country. As Frederick Douglas observed, “If there is no struggle, there is no progress.”

The Bay Area Coalition of Essential Schools defines leadership as “taking responsibility for what matters to you.”  Malcolm X reminded us that “We can’t teach what we don’t know, and we can’t lead where we won’t go.”  Your presence here indicates that you are taking responsibility for what matters to you.  As we contemplate leading for equity, let us commit to speaking out in team meetings and leadership meetings, challenging stereotypes and negative comments about students.  “Those students can’t learn” needs to be replaced by “Every student can learn,” and “How is MY teaching helping students learn?”  Leading for equity requires that we raise the tough questions, asking “What does race and class have to do with this?” and “What do I really believe about my students’ capabilities?” and “How can I understand more about what my students are struggling with?”   It demands venturing out into the communities where our students live, to learn who their parents are, and what their homes are like, and not fall prey to easy stereotypes about who or what these families are like.  Teaching for equity means getting to know the parents of all our students, in an effort to get to know our students better.  It necessitates sharing our stories, just as we truly listen to the stories of our students. 

Leading for equity means remaining hopeful always, even when the challenges seem insurmountable.  

In her work, Turning To One Another, Margaret Wheatley offers these powerful reflections:

There is no power greater than a community discovering what it cares about.

Ask “What’s possible?” not “What’s wrong?”  Keep asking

Notice what you care about

Assume that many others share your dream.

Be brave enough to start a conversation that matters

Talk to people you know

Talk to people you don’t know

Talk to people you never talk to

Be intrigued by the differences you hear

Expect to be surprised

Treasure curiosity more than certainty

Invite in everybody who cares to work on what’s possible

Acknowledge that everyone is an expert at something

Know that creative solutions come from new connections

Remember, you don’t fear people whose story you know

Real listening always brings people closer together

Trust that meaningful conversations can change your world

Rely on human goodness

Stay together

Margaret T. Wheatley, Turning To One Another – Simple Conversations to Restore Hope to the Future

