
 
 
 
 

 
 

The most important and difficult job facing an  
 

instructional leader is probably that of  
 

changing the prevailing culture of a school. 
 
 
 
  Suggestions for the instructional leader as Culture Builder are:  
 

• Become aware of what that culture is and means.  
 

• Attend to those subjects that school staff members are afraid to 
discuss in the open 

 
• Have the courage and skill to address the harmful elements of a 

school's culture rather than become a victim of those harmful 
elements 

 
• Help faculty to constantly look afresh at habitual school practices 

 
• Find ways to separate learning and punishment, and  

 
• Work at creating a healthy school culture that inspires lifelong 

learning among students and adults.  
 

Interview with Roland Barth 
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RELATIONSHIPS 
Relationships, dominated all participant discussions about issues of schooling in the 
U.S. No group inside the schools felt adequately respected, connected or affirmed. 
 
Most teachers also feel isolated and unappreciated inside schools by students, 
administrators and parents, as well as inside the larger society. Reports on schooling 
have exacerbated their feelings of being mistrusted. 
 
One of the most telling aspects of life as a teacher was revealed as teachers time and 
again related in quick-writes (individual open ended, free form, written responses) that 
one of the most valuable aspects of the project had been getting to talk with colleagues. 
At the middle and high school, this often meant speaking to colleagues or staff in their 
department for the first time. As one teacher said after a session where teachers 
discussed students' feelings about not being well cared for inside schools, "Some of my 
colleagues are really quite talented!" 
 
Another frequent response from teachers was appreciation for things many 
professionals take for granted: an air-conditioned comfortable room, coffee and soft 
drinks being available, and most important, a chance to really talk and be heard. 
Opportunities are few and conditions poor in which to develop relationships among 
staff members inside schools. Indeed, schools are not structured to make dialogues 
between teachers necessary. This is heightened in middle and high schools where 
schedules are fragmented and academic and/or grade level departments are separated 
from one another. The consequence of not building adequate relationships among one 
another produces feelings of isolation and occasionally creates unnecessary conflict. 
When teachers do not have strong connections among one another there is no easy 
avenue for discussion of students' needs. 
 
Teachers perceive themselves to be very caring people who went into teaching to give 
something to youth. Teachers were initially shocked at the degree to which students 
felt adults inside schools did not care for them. Teachers struggled as they read student 
comments, trying to articulate how their attention had been focused away from 
students. Teachers felt they were pressured to cover the curriculum, meet bureaucratic 
demands and asked to do too many activities unrelated to the students in their 
classrooms. There is little time left in the day to actually relate with students. 
          
Teachers and others felt the size of their classes and numbers of students they saw each 
day, particularly in middle and high schools, made it difficult to care. In our 
elementary schools the average class size was 32, although some teachers temporarily 
have more students. Our middle and high schools have "desired averages" in the low  
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30s. There are many ways in which class size is counted and reported. However, the 
reality is there are often many more students in these classes. It is not difficult to find 
individual classrooms with 40 or more students. Because high school teachers have 
five classes, some see close to 200 students per day. These high class sizes are even 
more troubling when one considers the diversity of students' cultures, languages and 
economic classes. Students and parents also complained bitterly about class size and 
felt large classes inhibited authentic and productive relationships. Still, teachers largely 
report that they stay in teaching because of the rewards of "connecting to" and "making 
a difference with" students. 
 
Teachers also felt administrators and policy developers, particularly those outside their 
own school building, did not understand the task of teaching and had lost touch with 
students. Teachers and administrators feel disconnected from one another. Their 
relationships are largely built around rules, regulations and contractual agreements. 
While all the members of the school staff were members of organizations such as 
bargaining units, unions, management teams and other local and national professional 
organizations, none mentioned their relationships to these groups. In fact, these groups 
were so rarely mentioned across the data that one would not, simply by reading the 
data, have known they existed. 
 
While there is no consensus on what to do, many readily admit they do not understand 
students from cultures other than their own and feel fearful of them. They report they 
do not know how to address issues of racism or poverty inside schools. Virtually all 
teachers have taken classes on issues of culture but have found them to be woefully 
lacking. 
 
Teachers feel they are not trusted or respected inside schools by administrators, 
parents, governmental and organizational officials or even by colleagues. Early in this 
project they felt students and parents did not care about school, though upon reading 
the data, teachers, students, parents and administrators came to understand that while 
no group had developed adequate relationships with one another, each group felt a 
deep desire to do so. Though students were critical of schools and teachers, they, felt 
education was critical to their lives, including those students who many feel care the 
least about school. 
              
If I talk to my parents sometimes they get mad at me because of what I 
say to them. Or maybe they're too busy. If l talk to teachers I can't tell 
them that I said a bad word or something because they suspend me. So I 
guess the only people that understand are gangsters. They always help 
me solve it too. -Middle school student 
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Teachers that help you learn talk about life not just school! They share their 
experiences and views. I find I learn most with teachers who at least try to understand 
us. -High school student 
 
Teachers should get to know their students a little better, not to where they bowl 
together but at least know if they have any brothers or sisters. I have found that if I 
know my teacher I feel more obliged to do the work so I don't disappoint them. Once 
my trust is gained I feel I should work for myself and also for the teacher. -High school 
student 
 
Everything I like about teaching is related to the students. -Elementary teacher 
 
In the last 24 hours I have learned that more students than I thought dislike school 
because of the TEACHERS. I went into teaching because I wanted to make school a 
good place for students. When I was in high school, it seemed most teachers did not 
care about their students. It was my rationale that I would be different and make 
school a better place for students. Are my colleagues and l failing to do this? --High 
school teacher 
 
It's not a job for me. Um, this is embarrassing. It's a calling. I think people are called 
to teach (nervous laughter). I don't mean that in a religious sense. But I truly am 
happiest when immersed in these problems with students, but it's been very tiring and I 
would like to feel positive more than I do now. -Middle school teacher 
 
I belong to two groups. Both are gangs and we are all proud of what we are... 
Teachers see you as a cholo, gangster, low-life, drug dealer, etc. and that makes them 
treat you differently than everyone else because they stereotype us and don't give us a 
chance to show them what we can do. Not all of us are bad. Some of us want to get a 
good education. -High school student 
     

RELATIONSHIPS 
Relationships, dominated all participant discussions about issues of schooling in the 
U.S. No group inside the schools felt adequately respected, connected or affirmed. 
 
Classified staff members, secretaries, food service workers, day-care workers, 
security personnel, maintenance and grounds staff, and aides are often the staff 
members inside schools who live in the communities with the students. They often see 
major discrepancies between the lives of students and the organization and/or 
relevance of schooling. They are often first to hear of major problems involving 
relationships with students. These staff members are important links to the community  
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as they communicate both officially and unofficially to parents. Persons of color and 
bilingual adults on school campuses are more likely to be classified staff members than 
teachers or administrators. 
 
Classified staff members occasionally resolve and buffer major community/school 
conflicts but are not credited for such skills. In part, this is because these efforts 
frequently go unnoticed by professional staff. At the same time, this group feels the 
most powerless and least respected inside schools. They often have very close 
relationships among themselves. 
 
Classified staff members also felt the most critical problem inside schools is the lack of 
positive relationships between students and teachers. They are often the ones to see 
conflict between culture and schooling first but because of feelings of powerlessness 
and lack of status, they either don't communicate these things to school staff or are 
very selective about who they confide in. For example, in the high school, students 
from Mexico frequently fail to dress out for physical education. According to classified 
staff members, inside their primary cultures, dressing or showering in front of others 
and wearing shorts are not condoned. In addition, family economic resources are 
limited for many students in our schools thus making the appropriate clothing 
problematic. Few teachers and administrators have this type of knowledge. 
 

While classified staff members have close relationships inside the 
community and often with students and their parents, they have very 
disconnected relationships with other professional school staff members. 
They feel it is not their place to speak up unless asked. When they are 
given opportunity to participate, they offer valuable and insightful 
information. 
 

Many Parents also feel isolated and not respected by participants inside school 
communities. They desire and appreciate sincere dialogue between themselves and 
schools. The issue of how schools contribute to children's self-confidence to act in the 
world is the primary concern of parents. This is far more frequently mentioned than 
issues of achievement. Although relationships between parents and schools are not 
always strong, they feel a good school experience is still critical to their child's 
success. This is true for parents of all races, ethnicities and classes. 
 
Many parents feel their children are hurt, intentionally or unintentionally by teacher 
comments. Parents know and talk to one another about teachers, and the one or few 
bad teachers in a school have devastating effects on parent perceptions of the entire 
school. Parents often speak of good teachers who care, help their child develop a  
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positive sense of self and make the parents feel welcome in school. Teachers often 
related similar feelings when they shared their own experiences as parents of school 
age children. 
 
While school staff members often felt parents didn't care about school, quite the 
opposite seemed the case in reading parent data and listening to their sessions. When 
schools offered realistic family opportunities to attend school by providing child care, 
family dinners or special sessions in languages other than English, many parents 
eagerly attended. Parents expressed a desire to have more such events and more 
regular connections. 
 
Parents, particularly those of color and those living in the most economically depressed 
areas, frequently express the opinion that school discipline is too lax. In a meeting to 
edit the report, Spanish-speaking parents related that they also needed to be more 
attentive to disciplining their children because of the lure of drags and gangs in their 
neighborhood. They were very concerned because when disciplining their children, the 
children often remarked they would tell their teachers and the police would come and 
question the parents' intentions. Many agreed this was a serious issue in their 
community. 
 
Parents of color seemed to depend even more on schools to help their children get 
good jobs and live good lives.3 In some cases these parents have more faith in schools 
than their Euro-American counterparts. In some cases less. Regardless, they are aware 
that school is a culturally foreign place for their children. Some see this as their child's 
opportunity to make it in mainstream U.S. culture, especially new immigrants. Some 
see it as a further disadvantaging of children of color in this nation. 
           
Like classified staff members, the parents are an untapped resource for schools. We 
were surprised to find that many more of our parents are at home during the day than 
we originally believed. 
 
Summary: The ruptures of relationships between people inside schools were one of the 
most dominant of the seven themes. All participants want authentic, honest and 
frequent communication within and among groups. Initially, all groups felt they cared 
and other groups did not. However, evidence encouraged a very different 
interpretation. There is no group that does not care about youth, about the importance 
of education or about relating to one another. The demands placed on schools to attend 
to policies and practices that have little to do with relating to one another in authentic 
and honest ways, inhibit people from coming to know and relate productively with one 
another. 
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I think if I had unlimited funds I would create a school where the students 
created their own small community. Example: bank, market, restaurant, 
fast food, food service, auto repair shop and so on. I would involve the 
students in showing us new ways of learning. I believe most people learn 
better when they can see or be involved in the process that relates to 
their own life. -Classified staff member 
 
Sure, I see a lot but l feel like it's not O.K. for me to tell them what l see, I'm just an 
aide, they don't think I know anything, l just feel, you know, less than. 
 -Classified staff member 
 
lf I talk to my parents sometimes they get mad at me because of what I say to them. Or 
maybe they're too busy. If I talk to teachers 1can 't tell them that 1said a bad word or 
something because they suspend me. So I guess the only people that understand are 
gangsters. They always understand and they always help me solve it too. -Middle 
school student 
 
My dad is prejudiced. He lets me play with different types of people as long as they 
stay away from him. That is not fair for me or other people. 
-Middle school student 
          
RELATIONSHIPS  
 
Relationships, dominated all participant discussions about issues of schooling 
in the U.S. No group inside the schools felt adequately respected, connected 

or affirmed. 
 

Students, over and over again, raised the issue of care. What they liked best 
about school was when people, particularly teachers, cared about them or did 
special things for them. Dominating their complaints were being ignored, not 

being cared for and receiving negative treatment. Negative relation-ships were 
mentioned more frequently as students became older and more frequently by 
students of color. Young children often felt teachers did care for them. Older 

students remembered teachers in their early years as exemplifying good things 
about school. 

 
The relationship between students and their teachers seem to dominate 

students' feelings about school They rarely speak of relationships with other 
professional school staff in the school, but do occasionally mention principals 

or the difficulty of seeing or relating to counselors in the high school. 
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Teachers at the middle school investigated the differences between students' 
and teachers" definitions of caring. They found while both groups felt they 

cared about the other, students' definitions of caring were far more concrete 
and personal than those of adults inside schools. Teachers felt they cared 

because they "sacrificed above and beyond" and were "open to change." They 
felt caring meant listening, consoling and working hard. Students said teachers 
cared when teachers directly said so, laughed with them, trusted them, asked 

them or told them personal things, were honest, wrote them letters, called 
home to say nice things, touched them with pats, hugs, hand shakes or gave 
them the "high five," or otherwise recognized them as individuals. Student-to-

student relationships were also critical Students often relate the best thing 
about school is "seeing my friends." However, they describe a fairly narrow 

group of friends. These small groups of friends are largely divided by race, and 
to a lesser extent by class and gender. This seems to increase as students 

move to middle and high schools. 
 
Students strongly express the desire to know one another. They feel adults are more 
prejudiced than they are and if given a chance to work it out, they could make things 
better. Student-to- student relationships are plagued by lack of knowledge, 
misunderstandings, racism, cultural conflicts and concomitant fear of one another. 
While older students felt one of the best things about school was using my friends," 
pupils of all ages felt students in "other" groups frequently put them down and 
threatened them. Although these four campuses are not predominantly physically 
violent places, rumors reflecting fear and occasional outbursts of violence preoccupied 
many. Elementary students were often physically afraid in their coming and going 
from school and emotionally hurt by insults inside school. Older students felt 
emotionally and physically fearful on and off campuses. 
 
Extracurricular activities designed to help students connect with campus life serves too 
few students. Most of these after-school opportunities are limited to the high school. 
Elementary and particularly middle school students frequently want more after school 
activities. The most frequently mentioned groups on campus helping students feel they 
belong were those supporting sports, ethnic studies and religious studies. While not an 
official part of campus life, except for competitive sports, these activities do meet on 
campus after school and appear to interest students who are frequently disconnected 
from other aspects of school. Groups such as ethnic studies, sports and religious 
studies appear to allow students to more fully express and experience who they are. 
Relationships built inside these groups appear to be strong and positive. However, it 
must be noted that these activities take extraordinary amounts of time from 
administrators and teachers who participate. This is particularly tree for high school  
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principals who feel this takes time from their being able to work with teachers on 
instruction.  
     Students desire authentic relationships2 where they are trusted, given responsibility, 
spoken to honestly and warmly, and treated with dignity and respect. They feel adults 
inside schools are too busy, don't understand or just don't care about them. 
 
Many Parents also feel isolated and not respected by participants inside school 
communities. They desire and appreciate sincere dialogue between themselves and 
schools. The issue of how schools contribute to children's self-confidence to act in the 
world is the primary concern of parents. This is far more frequently mentioned than 
issues of achievement. Although relationships between parents and schools are not 
always strong, they feel a good school experience is still critical to their child's 
success. This is true for parents of all races, ethnicities and classes. 
 
Many parents feel their children are hurt intentionally or unintentionally by teacher 
comments. Parents know and talk to one another about teachers, and the one or few 
bad teachers in a school have devastating effects on parent perceptions of the entire 
school. Parents often speak of good teachers who care, help their child develop a 
positive sense of self and make the parents feel welcome in school. Teachers often 
related similar feelings when they shared their own experiences as parents of school 
age children. 
 
While school staff members often felt parents didn't care about school, quite the 
opposite seemed the case in reading parent data and listening to their sessions. When 
schools offered realistic family opportunities to attend school by providing childcare, 
family dinners or special sessions in languages other than English, many parents 
eagerly attended. Parents expressed a desire to have more such events and more 
regular connections. 
 
Parents, particularly those of color and those living in the most economically depressed 
areas, frequently express the opinion that school discipline is too lax. In a meeting to 
edit the report, Spanish-speaking parents related that they also needed to be more 
attentive to disciplining their children because of the lure of drugs and gangs in their 
neighborhood. They were very concerned because when disciplining their children, the 
children often remarked they would tell their teachers and the police would come and 
question the parents' intentions. Many agreed this was a serious issue in their 
community. 
 
Parents of color seemed to depend even more on schools to help their children get 
good jobs and live good lives.3 In some cases these parents have more faith in schools 
parents are at home during the day than we originally believed. 
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Summary: The ruptures of relationships between people inside schools were one of 
the most dominant of the seven themes. All participants want authentic, honest and 
frequent communication within and among groups. Initially, all groups felt they cared 
and other groups did not. However, evidence encouraged a very different 
interpretation. There is no group that does not care about youth, about the importance 
of education or about relating to one another. The demands placed on schools to attend 
to policies and practices that have little to do with relating to one another in authentic 
and honest ways, inhibit people from coming to know and relate productively with one 
another.   
 
Administrators at the school site often feel isolated from colleagues at other schools 
and disconnected from their own staff members. They feel limited in relating to their 
teachers and staffs because many such interactions are restricted by time, contracts and 
regulations. 
 
Administrators are pulled by many forces requiring them to enforce and defend 
decisions in which they themselves do not believe, nor have any choice. On heating the 
student comment, "This place hurts my spirit," one principal said, "Yes, my spirit is 
hurt, too, when I have to do things I don't believe in." School administrators frequently 
have to deny their natural instincts to ask, is this right or good for the students and staff 
in this school and are forced to substitute questions such as is this legal or is this policy 
or what can I risk. 
 
Administrators have little time to focus on the more fundamental and critical issues of 
schooling that need the most attention teaching and learning. They are so fragmented 
that there is little time for meetings with teachers centered on elements of the 
classroom. Consequently, efforts by administrators to introduce or encourage changes 
in instruction are not easily accepted because preliminary dialogue is rushed. This 
leaves questions, misunderstandings and skepticism between teachers and 
administrators. 
 
Principals are the primary negotiators between parents and teachers when these 
relationships break down. They find this role time consuming, frustrating and 
frequently divisive. They are caught between supporting their teachers to maintain a 
collaborative relationship and yielding to parent perceptions. They ask themselves who 
is right or wrong, what is best for the students, who is to decide and how will I know. 
 
Principals receive the brunt of most state, national and local policies which require 
constant attention to paperwork, often collected for outside policy makers and  
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enforcers. These are typically unrelated to the actual tasks of educating students. Much 
of this work filters down to teachers as well and administrators fear these demands 
cause them to lose good teachers. 
 
What I like about school is one of my teachers. It's the way she says things like dear 
and "sweetheart" I love when people say things like that. I also like the way she talks 
to me like I am a human. My other teacher, I can't think of a thing I like. She looks 
over my shoulder when I am working. I can't stand it.  
-Middle school student 
           
I think something should be done about teachers.  They need to be reviewed more 
carefully because not all teachers are doing more good than harm and those who are, 
I believe not getting enough recognition. I see that some teachers don’t care, which is 
scary because of their Power of influence. Teachers help create society. They should 
think about this.  -High school student 
 
Teachers should get to know their students a little better, not to where they bowl 
together, but at least know if they have any brothers or sisters. I have found that if I 
know my teacher I feel more obliged to do the work so I don 't disappoint them. Once 
my trust is gained I feel I should work for myself and also for the teacher. 
 -High school student 
 
What do teachers do that help you learn? 
They work with me through my problems in my studies and many of them can tell if I'm 
having difficulties in my life and sometimes they pull me aside for a pep talk. -High 
school student 
 
TEACHING AND LEARNING 
Many teachers and most students express concerns over the teaching process. Other 
members of the school community recognize this issue but less frequently. Everyone 
wants a good education for youngsters. What this exactly entails is as contested inside 
schools as it is by media, politicians and academicians. Nevertheless, inside schools 
students, parents and teachers agree that current teaching practices, including 
curriculum, instruction, materials, texts and daily schedules are boring and fail to 
stimulate students, both the academically successful and unsuccessful alike. Many 
teachers also say they are not challenged by these practices. 
 
Most students, particularly after fifth grade feel that many of their classes require them 
to learn or memorize irrelevant things they perceive are not connected to their lives. 
Even students who do well in school do so with little effort. They learn what they are  
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told because it is easy for them to memorize and they are obedient. Other students  
actively resist attempts to get them to learn what they see as boring or irrelevant facts. 
Students who do not do well in school or for whom schools hold low expectations 
often experience even more routine and boring activities in remedial or basic classes. 
 
 
Some students of color distrust the very content they are being taught and see school as 
only tangentially related to who they are or will become. Most students desire more 
interesting and relevant choices in the content and process of instruction. They enjoy 
classes where assignments require them to think about issues for themselves, involve 
critical issues embedded with values and controversy, and allow them to talk with 
peers. They particularly enjoy and learn from experiential activities and frequently 
request more field trips. Descriptions of the most boring, least relevant school 
activities suggest that the more standardized the curriculum, text and assignments, the 
more disengaged the students. 
 
Students do not express a dislike of difficult courses, except when they feel they do not 
understand and people are unwilling to help them. They do express concerns for a lack 
of relevance, involvement and fun in the learning process. Young children express a 
great deal of joy about learning in early grades which is quickly replaced with a sense 
of boredom.  Students want much more participation in the teaching/learning processes 
inside schools. By high school, their analyses of teaching methods reflect astute 
understandings of these processes. 
 
Students describe situations in which they learn best as fun, relevant, self-chosen and 
reflective. They particularly enjoy working with their peers. They enjoy raising issues 
of controversy and values in classroom discussion and feel this is when they learn 
most. 
 
Bilingual students appreciate when teachers and others speak the language of their 
home and appreciate opportunities to learn in their first language. Asian students 
desired more opportunities to use and learn their own language and feel it is devalued 
because few speak it inside the schools. In our schools, there was no Asian bilingual 
program. 
 
Teachers also express doubts about the curriculum and the process of instruction. 
 
Most know the process is boring to students as well as to themselves. Some believe 
this is just the way school is and it simply must be mastered to become an adult. Others 
feel strongly that things need to change and are willing, as some already have, to learn  
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new ways to teach and new content. Teachers also report boredom with mandated 
material and feel incredible pressure to cover it so students can pass important exams.  
     Some note the discrepancy between teaching students about being responsible in a 
free, democratic state versus giving them the experience of making decisions  
          
Inside schools as preparation to live responsibly in a democracy.9 Many express 
concerns that there needs to be time in order to plan change. One teacher said, "I know 
I'm not doing what I should, but it seems I don't have time to stop what I am doing and 
start again. It takes time to change." Many teachers feel that class size is a major 
obstacle in the creation of more relevant, interesting and democratically negotiated 
classes. 
 
Parents seem to sense the boredom of their children, especially their adolescents. They 
feel if students were more engaged in schools, life would be better for them. Parents of 
high-achieving youngsters sometimes use extensive external rewards to get their 
children to do well in school. Some sense this is necessary because of the boredom 
their children experience inside the classroom. 
 

DESPAIR, HOPE AND CHANGE 
I go home some nights and I cry until I feel really foolish. I'll have one day that will be 
so good and I will be so excited with my students. Then I'll turn around on any other 
given day and do any of the same kinds of activities and they will just be devastating. 
The 'attitude' will be here as they come in the door. I've remained very calm because 
that’s my nature. I am not the kind of teacher up to this point who easily sends students 
out of my room because it's my feeling always that when they are not in my room they 
can't learn. I need them in here. I think that maybe I let that go too far only because I 
kept thinking I could make a difference. Maybe there are some students that I can‘t 
make a difference with and that hurts, just having to say that hurts a lot. But, there's an 
anger. Sometimes I don’t know where it's coming from. I don’t think it's coming from 
in here. But there is an anger that I don’t know how to deal with. (silence) I don ‘t 
know how to deal with it. 
 -Middle school teacher 
 
Inside our schools, there are great moments of joy. However, there is also a pervasive 
sense of despair. This sense of despair for teachers and administrators seems to spring 
from the urgent desire to act to improve schools, the overwhelming sense of what that 
would take and the precious little time available to change. For students the despair is 
fed by the issues named in this report and their knowledge of issues in the larger 
society, such as poverty, racism, unemployment and community violence. Teachers 
and staff have a sense that some students do not perform because they feel hopeless. 
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Hope did emerge from the participatory process. This process allowed for the 
expression of despair and the realization that others felt the same. However,  
participants inside typical schools have little time to discuss serious issues with one 
another. Time to define and discuss the problems of schooling was the major 
expenditure of our project budget. When these issues do get raised students and their 
teachers come alive and are animated, in touch with each other. 
 
There is no question that all participants feel dramatic change inside schools is 
necessary. We believe this significant transformation will need to go far beyond the 
simple reforms proposed in the past. We believe these changes can be best 
accomplished through serious dialogue of all participants with one another. 
 
Some changes will require doing things not currently being done. Many will require 
eliminating things that are being done. Some will require fiscal resources, others will 
not. These changes will take massive human resources and energy as well as dramatic 
changes in attitudes and meticulous attention to issues of race, culture and class. 
 
Money should be put in school and not in unuseful things. Our future is going thrown 
away. The government doesn't really care about the future that waits for us. -High 
school student 
 
Teachers realize we are America‘s future, they want to teach us the best they can. -
High school student 
 
You're on constant management and police patrol.  If you let up your guard for 
a second, you don't know what's going to happen in the room. I try to maintain 
high standards in my room and I will not allow anything to go on that will 
infringe on a child's safety, but I go home drained because you can never rest 
or relax. You step outside your room for the four-minute passing, you're on 
more patrol than you are within your four walls. 
 -Middle' school teacher 
 
I dislike having to attend a school where there is so much violence. Our school has a 
big gang problem.  At times I don't feel I'm safe, which, is my constitutional right! -
High school student 
 
My perfect school is where they have a place alter school for kids to wait, so they 
won‘t get stolen from strangers. -Elementary student 
           
Classes would be more interesting if they would make it fun and relate subjects to  
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things going on around us. It would help us understand and want to learn. And I  
 
would like to know about my history. MEXICAN HISTORY! I know I live in the U.S.,  
but I still want to learn about my background. The only way I learn of my background 
now is by my parents. -High school student 
 
No one ever taught me how to have a really serious conversation with children, It's not 
that I don't want to. I don 't know how to, I'm afraid. -Elementary teacher 
 
Teachers that help you learn talk about life not just school! They share their 
experiences and views. I find I learn most with teachers who at least try to understand 
us. -High school student 
 
What do you want for your students? 
 
The ability to think on their own, to believe in themselves. I would like them to realize 
that they can open doors and become who and what they want. I want them to realize 
that education is valuable. Not just the math, reading and writing but also that they 
can continue learning all their lives and that they will be better people for it. -
Elementary teacher 
 
If I talk to my parents sometimes they get mad at me because of what I say to 
them. Or maybe they're too busy. If l talk to teachers I can't tell them that I said 
a bad word or something because they suspend me. So I guess the only 
people that understand are gangsters. They always understand and they 
always help me solve it too. -Middle school student 
 
SAFETY 
Regardless of position, race or class, many members of the school community view the 
schools as unsafe places. They believe schools are potentially violent sites. Students 
feel this threat most. They identify areas of campus where they feel unsafe, including 
most restrooms. Some students even have persistent health problems due to their fear 
or disgust of using restroom facilities. 
 
Elementary youngsters express a desire for a school where there is no fighting, insults 
or cursing. Fear of physical violence in the neighborhoods outside these schools is 
great. Students in one elementary school watch a great deal of television because they 
are afraid of playing outside. Their fears range from being abducted to being a victim 
of drive-by shootings. In this same school it was found that a majority of the 
youngsters in fourth grade do not believe they will live to adulthood. The school itself  
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is a cooperative learning school and has the least reported instances of fighting of any 
school. Despite its seemingly idyllic qualities on the inside, the children live their lives 
in fear of their neighborhood. 
 
Students in a second elementary school have similar fears about the surrounding 
neighborhood, though somewhat less so. These students feel hurt by insults, often 
racially related, which frequently result in fights. Their drawings and writings about 
the perfect school show their desire to have a school where everyone could be friends 
and one student suggests, People who fight would be locked up." While children desire 
safe, friendly environments, "a place where I can be my best," their world is full of 
expressions of violence that are also perpetuated through media representations and 
their playacting of super heroes, both good and bad. 
 
In the middle school, students feel safest inside classrooms with their teachers and 
least safe outside of school or inside school when large groups of students congregate. 
The fear seems to be driven by a lack of knowledge of one another, thus stereotypes 
promoted by media and adults prevail their minds. The presence of disruptive students, 
drugs and the threat of gangs concerns students greatly. Students see many instances of 
prejudicial parents teachers and suggest if they just knew one another, they could 
overcome these biases. 
 
In the high school, students are even afraid of one another. They frequently group one 
another by race and make stereotypical judgments. In the high school data there is a 
strong emphasis on the connection between safety and human relationships and 
knowing about and honestly talking with each other. Teachers in the high school also 
express concern for students, particularly those who congregate in groups that are 
racially different from them. Because disconnections in the high school environment 
are more extreme and the numbers of staff and students are larger, safety issues seem 
more prevalent. 
 
All in all, safety issues plague campuses of today's schools. There is evidence that 
issues relate to economic troubles, ethnic divisions and the failure to develop caring 
relationships inside schools. Safety to students is related not only physical but to 
psychological safety. 
        

PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT 
 

The physical environment of many schools, especially those that serve children of low-
income areas, is rapidly deteriorating. Two of our schools have no air conditioning, a 
third has air conditioning that rarely functions. Temperatures inside classrooms can  
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and do reach 110 degrees. Heating systems are largely inefficient, creating hot and  
cold classrooms. Bathrooms are hard to keep clean and frequently have malfunctioning 
fixtures. Ceiling tiles are missing, lighting is poor, new paint is spare, landscaping 
minimal resources for physical plant go to a kind of crisis management. In our schools, 
the physical more problematic in middle and high schools. One elementary school is 
new and portable classrooms. 
 
When teachers, parents and others volunteer to work on physical plants they are 
prohibited by a series of lengthy regulations usually generated at the state level or in 
local unions. For example, in the school entirely built of portables there is no cafeteria 
or auditorium. Students eat outside in the middle of the schoolyard at picnic tables. 
Requests for a covered patio area were held up by regulations classifying a covered 
patio as instructional space. Because instructional space (classrooms) are desperately 
needed, the school could not afford to use up the precious allotted square footage with 
a covered patio. Administrators spend countless hours battling such forces. 
 
Staff and students complain about the physical environment. Students are often 
crowded into rooms where, unless students are absent, there are not enough desks. 
Restrooms serve more than capacity and students complain constantly about 
cleanliness and safety. The lack of an aesthetically pleasing or even aesthetically 
acceptable environment hampers feelings about work and worth, and diminishes 
individual sense of responsibility for maintaining the physical environment. When 
students were asked to draw or write about the perfect school, they constantly drew 
schools with beautiful landscapes, spacious classrooms and swimming pools. 
 
The food served to students in these schools is also problematic. Because of low family 
incomes many students receive free meals. Food is frequently fried or filled with 
artificial cheese or other food products, which are difficult to digest. In some cases, 
particular foods are dangerous for children from certain cultures. Much of the food 
served is wasted. 
         
Equipment such as computers are generally insufficient for the population in these four 
schools. The computers they do have are generally old and/or have been  
purchased through special grants written by teachers on their own time. Maintenance is 
troublesome and software difficult to obtain. Materials are poor, there are not enough 
books to go around and few supplemental materials. Most teachers have no funds for 
classroom expenditures. The average teacher in our four schools spent $500 of their 
own money on their classrooms this year. This ranged from teachers who reported they 
spent nothing to teachers who spent over $2,000. Library funds dwindle as economic 
problems increase. 
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Students complain even more bitterly than staff about the physical conditions of 
schools. They deeply desire a school where there is order, beauty and space, especially 
personal space such as lockers, desks and room inside the classroom, up-to-date media 
and materials, and pleasing meals. 
 
Paradoxically, teachers feel students are often destructive of the physical environment. 
Teachers feel that it is often left to them to improve the physical environment of 
schools. They perform a good number of housekeeping chores in their own rooms. 
There is a strong sense that physical environment, safety, and student and staff feelings 
about themselves are inextricably linked. 
 
My perfect school would have everything except violent things. --Elementary student I 
would make my school with enough rooms so that you don't have 40 or 50 kids in 
class. I would put comfortable seats in there and a coat rack in each class so jacket 
won't touch the floor and get all dusty. And I wouldn't have the bathrooms on the other 
side of the school. 
 
The perfect school would be where all the classrooms were big enough for all students 
and everyone would have a desk. 
 
I hope that they will put lockers back because my shoulders are dropping down 
because of the heavy load. I know lockers cause problems, and if a school can ‘t 
control it, it shows that it has some weaknesses. -High school students 
 
It's so muggy here today that I was almost sick at lunch. I mean I just had to sit down 
for 15 minutes and have a diet cola and just sort of pull myself together  
because I thought I was going to pass out.  How many executives in businesses sit in rooms 
like that. Show me one, I haven't met any.  And no one, no professional who day after day 
tries to maintain some kind of integrity. What really upsets me is that I do go home to air 
conditioning. I'll cool off eventually. But I'll bet nine-tenths of my kids don't. And they don't 
deserve this all day long. They don't. -Middle school teachers 
 
I've noticed many children do not want to sit with another child who are not of their 
same race. -Elementary parent 
 
I want a school with more security and personnel who can speak Spanish, so there is 
more communication. -High school parent 
 
I want a school where I can learn English. -Elementary parent 
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RACE, CULTURE, AND CLASS 
 
Through every effort to discover issues of schooling, the issues of race, culture and 
economic class arose.4 Once again, in these four schools, as soon in the nation's 
schools, the majority of students are students of color5 and the majority of teachers are 
Euro-American.6 Race is an issue with much debate and little consensus. It is an issue 
which was approached slowly in the beginning of the year. One middle school teacher 
remarked in January that racism is "the elephant in the middle of the living room that 
no one wants to talk about." 
 
Many students see racism and sexism throughout their lives, schools are no exception. 
In fact, school is often the student's first encounter with these issues. Many students 
and teachers of color as well as Euro-American students and teachers feel anger at the 
expressions of racism on campus, in the curriculum and in the larger society. Students 
from various races and occasionally young women doubt the very voracity of the 
content of the curriculum. Students of color rarely see their histories or their literatures 
adequately addressed in schools. 
 
Many students believe racism and to a lesser extent sexism, exist on their campus and 
most students can report instances that occur in their classes, in the cafeterias, before 
and after school, with teachers, staff and other students, as well as instances in the 
larger society. They most frequently report that what needs to happen is to know about 
and talk about our differences. Many teachers report they do not know how to hold 
these conversations and are fearful of starting such discussions. 
           
Some who identify issues of racism, especially African-American high school 
students, feel hopeless about the situation. The older the student, the more articulate 
they become about racism. Younger students identify problems such as name-calling 
by races, identify particular teachers who they feel don't like people from their race or, 
for example, suggest the perfect school would have more Mexican teachers or only 
Black students. Students of color often suggest that there should be more teachers of 
color. They also speak freely of their own struggles to negotiate two or more cultures. 
They desire more courses that would help them understand their own histories and 
cultures. 
           
Students believe they have the capacity to be less racist than adults. Especially in the 
middle and high school, they often express the desire to know more about people's 
differences. Those in the high school express the need to really talk things over with 
one another. Students more easily than adults talk about differences by culture. These 
include skin color, language, appearance, clothing and food. 
 
          School Culture 20 



Some Euro-American teachers report the desire to address the needs of students of 
color in their classrooms and in the curriculum. They want to know how to correct 
injustices felt by students of color. These teachers notice far fewer instances of racism 
and prejudice than do students. They are also more likely to report color blindness or 
to blame poverty for differences. In the beginning of the project Euro-American 
teachers tended to externalize the problems students of color face in the school 
environment to their parents, poverty or lack of appropriate prerequisites.7 This issue 
was so painful that productive dialogue did not occur until mid-spring. It is important 
to note here that the process of participatory dialogue among school participants of 
various roles and ethnicities who together searched through students' voices finally 
broke open the issue of racism for serious examination. 
 
Being monocultural and often unselfconsciously so, precludes Euro-Americans from 
being able to think differently about the critical issues facing students of color in our 
schools. This leaves monocultural teachers dependent on a host of workshops often 
conflicting in their views on how to address issues faced by students of color. 
Workshops tend to focus on cultural characteristics rather than histories and literatures 
of people of color or ways of encouraging critical discussions about racism. 
 
There are not enough teachers of color to influence policies and practices or provide 
models for students of color inside schools. The few and far between teachers of color 
often work with students of color in various capacities, frequently in special programs. 
Because special programs are usually segregated and because of racism in general, few 
feel powerful enough to raise critical issues with their Euro-American peers and school 
officials. They are nonetheless painfully aware of the numerous mismatches of policy 
and practice of schooling to these students' cultures. Because their numbers are small 
and ability to influence policy and practice is limited, they often turn their considerable 
attention and energies to helping students of color survive in school. 
 
Parents also see racism in schools, especially parents of color. Many parents refer to 
the racist comments that students use with one another and are fully aware of the racial 
divisions that exist inside schools. Safety issues are deeply embedded in parents’ 
remarks about race.  Parents of color feel less welcome inside schools. 
 
VALUES  
There is much discussion in the popular literature that people ethnically and 
socioeconomically different from one another hold different fundamental values and 
that these differences create problems for education and threaten the very fabric of the 
nation. There is no evidence in our work that people hold different fundamental human 
values across groups of persons or across racial, cultural, class or gender lines.  
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Different groups and people may express particular values in different ways. However, 
in our data, participants across race and class express values of honesty, hard work, 
beauty, justice, democracy, freedom, decency and the need and desire for a good 
education. 
 
While it may seem contradictory to recognize differences by culture and yet believe 
that all people hold the same basic values, it is not. For example, Mexican-American 
parents reveal in their interviews and writings that they value both family and 
education. Mexican-American parents and children occasionally spend extended time 
in Mexico visiting relatives at Christmas or attending funerals. They do not perceive 
that this time is interpreted as devaluing education. This event and many like it are 
examples of how competing values play themselves out in the lives of bicultural 
individuals and communities. 
 
These negotiations of priorities are particularly difficult for bicultural people who are 
always trying to negotiate their own priorities with those of two or more cultures, as in 
the above example. For monocultural people this negotiation is largely done on an 
individual basis rather than across or between two cultural communities. When these 
parents take their children out of school for foreign or domestic travel they are more 
aware of the way in which these events are interpreted thus they are able to negotiate 
better inside schools. It does not follow that parents who take their children to Europe 
on a business trip hold different fundamental values from those who attend family 
holidays in Mexico. Both value family and education, one simply has more knowledge 
of the preferred methods for negotiating these trips. 
 
There is a need for students to talk about such issues among themselves and with 
adults. Where b" "q these conversations take place students report they are interested 
and involved. Teachers report some of their best lessons with students involve 
discussions of values and controversies. 
 
The problem often identified as a lack of values looks, from our data, more like a lack 
of opportunity to take such issues seriously and embed them into a meaningful 
curriculum. Currently teachers receive multiple messages that suggest they should not 
raise such issues in class. Efforts to ban books and discussions of religion exacerbate 
teachers' fears of holding such discussions. In our data students, teachers, staff, parents 
and administrators frequently use the language of values. However these subjects are 
rarely raised inside classrooms or at school meetings. 
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Based on my own experience, guilt, denial and unawareness are the 
barriers that Euro-Americans/ace in letting down their guard. 
Resentment, intolerance and impatience are the barriers that people of 
color deal with. Both parties must be willing to take a risk in letting down 
their guards in order to cross barriers. 
 -Latina elementary teacher 
 
Racism and prejudice is embedded in the educational institution. If the majority of 
teachers are representatives of the dominant culture, what does that, in itself 
communicate to students who are not in the dominant culture? Combine that with the 
choice of curriculum and subject matter. If percent of the subject matter taught in 
schools is from the Western European viewpoint, what does that communicate to a 
student who is not in the dominant culture? I am afraid that some teachers will not be 
willing even to accept the idea of why things are wrong in the school. 
 -Euro-American high school teacher 
 
Students of color must learn to negotiate their own culture to try to 'fit into" the 
dominant culture. This can be a difficult and painful process because students of color 
feel they must reject their own culture in order to assimilate. Conversely, if they 
choose to maintain their own culture, they may be perceived as defiant or non-
conformist. The struggle that these students experience stems from the subtle racism 
that has been institutionalized in American schools. American schools have socialized 
all students to fit into one dominant culture with no regard to their own home culture. 
Even though many teachers reach out to their students of color and expand the 
curriculum in new directions, students of color still feel they must choose between their 
culture or the dominant culture. This is the essence of being bicultural. -Latina 
elementary teacher 
 
As a teacher, I must first slow down in order to acknowledge the voices of my students 
- to take those moments to give value to what is being said no matter how loud or soft, 
gentle or angry, relevant or irrelevant it may seem. 
 -Elementary teacher 
 
We are born with a desire and will to learn. How do schools, teachers, students, 
administrators, the system and the staff destroy learning? -High school teacher 
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