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6      Bridges
Bridges

(A Tribute to Dr. John Goodlad, 1920-2014)

Teachers are bridge builders,
some are good – many excellent.

The good one sinks his footings
deep and solid,

then scaffolds skills and content to create
a safe and sturdy passageway

from the known to the unknown.
With words of praise and encouragement

this teacher gently chides his students
to cross the great chasm,

to go where one has never before gone.

The excellent teacher lays footings
of truth and wisdom.

His foundations are permanent;
his scaffolding, immutable.

He creates a challenging, but steadfast passageway.
To encouragement, he adds his own hand

of guidance as he walks his student
across the great chasm,

and together they go
where neither has ever before gone.

Then there is a special kind of bridge builder.
His bridge is built on the belief

that a way can be made where there is no way.
His bridge is strong, yet sensitive.

It is challenging, yet safe.
It is built of sacrifice, faith, endurance, skill, honesty and love.

It is eternal, unable to be destroyed by winds of time, 
clouds of doubt, or elements of disappointment.

For many years,
Dr. John Goodlad

has laid himself across the great chasm of my life and many others’ lives. 
He did not build a bridge;

he became the bridge.
He gave the greatest gift;

he gave himself.

Thank you, John, for being our way
to places we never thought we could go.

by Robin E. Hands, Ed.D.
Director of School-University Partnerships

Neag School of Education, University of Connecticut
(revised from the original, January 2015)

Bridges
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Exploring Educational Renewal at a Global 
Scale: Connections between Academic 

Rigor, Educational Equity, and Democracy

Ben Seipel
Chico State University

Abstract

Balancing educational equity and academic rigor is difficult at multiple 
levels (i.e., classroom, education policy); one is often compromised for 
the other. Paradoxically, equity cannot exist without rigor, and rigor is 
hollow without equity. Additionally, both rigor and equity are required for 
renewing a democratic society. Despite these connections, there is little 
research connecting all three constructs together. This paper has three main 
purposes: 1) review and define the concepts of rigor, equity, and democracy 
as research constructs, 2) determine the statistical relationships of the 
constructs, and 3) develop models based on that inquiry that can lead to 
action.

Keywords or phrases: academic rigor, educational equity, democracy, 
educational renewal

Introduction

Many educators, administrators, politicians, researchers, pundits, 
parents, and entrepreneurs argue that the US education system is broken 
(Schneider, 2016). Many of those individuals have an idea why it is broken 
(i.e., funding, training, outcomes, process) and have a plan to fix it (e.g., 
Bruner, 1996; Schneider, 2016). Regardless of whether the system is actually 
broken, at the heart of these arguments are two main issues: rigor and equity. 
These two issues are often in conflict with each other. In the “rigor camp” 
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teacher educators, administrators, and politicians argue that education -- 
including curriculum and teacher preparation -- needs to be more rigorous to 
ensure that teachers and students are ready for the work they will encounter 
(i.e., Zimpher & Lasley, 2015). In the “equity camp” many researchers, 
advocates, and practitioner argue that education needs to be more equitable 
to meet those same outcomes for new teachers and students (i.e., Ladd, 2012; 
Mettler, 2014). Both of these arguments are valid. On international tests of 
student achievement, despite being the wealthiest nation as measured by 
GDP (IMF, 2015) and having a history of content standards, the US often 
ranks in the middle. This poor performance on international tests may be 
due to the disproportionate number of US students who are disadvantaged 
because of SES inequity (Carnoy & Rothstein, 2013). Although equity and 
rigor seemingly go hand in hand, a third variable, democracy is fundamental 
to the conflict between rigor and equity (Shober, 2012).

Despite the intuitive connections between rigor, equity, and democracy, 
researchers lack a theoretical framework to explore the relationships. 
Therefore, the intent of this essay is to explore the connection between 
rigor and equity in the context of democracy and democratic education. 
First, the essay will begin by defining the key constructs by providing some 
historical context of the terms. Second, the essay will explore the relation 
between rigor, equity, and democracy by examining statistical models as a 
basis for future research. Third, the essay will identify limitations of these 
models and how future research could improve our understanding. Finally, 
the essay will suggest how this knowledge could better support education 
policy and research. 

Introduction to the problem

An overarching goal of educational renewal is better schools and better 
teachers (Goodlad, 1994; Goodlad, Mantle-Bromley, & Goodlad, 2004). To 
achieve that goal schools, communities, and teacher preparation programs 
must engage in democratic practices that are equitable (Institute of Education 
Inquiry, n.d.). However, democratic teachers and teacher educators face a 
problem with focusing on equity and social justice while aiming to maintain 
academic rigor (Aveling, et al., 2012; Trujillo, 2012). Specifically, one is 
usually compromised for the other. Tomlinson (1986) highlighted this 
conundrum when he asked, “Which way lies equity: making schools easy by 
routing students around academic courses, especially hard ones, or insisting 
that all children encounter the academic core if some of them have a difficult 
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time of it” (p. 16). Thirty years later, even with compressed/pushed-down 
curriculum, the implementation of Common Core standards, and high-stakes 
testing, this question is still relevant. We have seen an increase of rigor in an 
attempt to achieve equity. Yet achievement gaps between white and black 
high school students persist in both math and reading (U.S. Department of 
Education, NAEP, 2012). Consequently, the connection between rigor and 
equity is not a straightforward one. It may be that one construct is entangled 
with the other. Unfortunately, there is no theoretical model to explain or 
explore the connection between democracy, rigor, and equity. Addressing 
this lack of model could be useful to researchers and policymakers who 
seek to understand the complex relationship. To understand how the three 
constructs work together, toward the goal of democracy and renewal, I will 
explain each construct individually and then elucidate some connections.

What is “rigor”?

The term “rigor” has increased in frequency and changed meaning 
over time and across contexts. Since the 1950s the printed use of the term 
“academic rigor” has increased greatly with the largest increase occurring 
since the late 1990s and further emphasized with revised curriculum 
standards and funding (i.e., NCLB, Common Core, Race to the Top). 
Figure 1 illustrates this increase in frequency of terms related to “rigor” and 
“equity.” This figure was created using Google Books Ngram Viewer (free, 
online software: https://books.google.com/ngrams), which uses Google 
Books as it corpus.

In addition to increased usage, the meaning of rigor has changed. In 
some context, rigor has meant minimum competency. In other contexts, 
rigor refers to higher-order thinking across multiple disciplines in school 
settings (Fuhrman, 1999; Ravitch, 1995). Similarly, rigor has been applied 
to teacher preparation (Berry, Hoke, & Hirsch, 2004; Brownell, Bishop, 
& Sindelar, 2005; Darling-Hammond & Berry, 2006). In the past decade 
governors have frequently mentioned academic rigor in their State of the 
State speeches (Colvin & Jacobs, 2010). In many of these cases, rigor 
is used to mean reform, competition among educators, and a set of rigid 
regulations (Apple & Beane, 2007). Understandably, the word “rigor” is 
loathed by some educators, which prompted Blackburn to write a book in 
defense of it (2012). Rigor is loathed, in part, because it means different 
things to different people (Bennett, 2011; Blackburn, 2012; Colvin & 
Jacobs, 2010). For some, rigor means difficult or rigid, but for others it 
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can mean appropriately challenging, discerning, or vigorous (Great Schools 
Partnership, 2014).

In research, rigor is a multidimensional construct (i.e., student 
engagement/expectations, meaningful content, and higher-order thinking,) 
but it is often referred to as a single concept that varies by context (Draeger, 
del Prado Hill, Hunter, & Mahler, 2013). For clarity and completeness, each 
aspect of rigor will be discussed.

Rigor as standard/expectation. As indicated above, rigor often means 
standard or expectation of student performance that is rigid or strict. These 
standards are used to benchmark promotion, graduation, and matriculation. 
The use of standards as a basis for rigor can be mandated (i.e., ESEA, 1965; 
IASA, 1994; NCLB, 2001) or collaborative (e.g., Music Standards by the 
National Association for Music Education). Whichever way developed, 
these standards are often implemented top-down from a large organizing 
body through legislation or professional organizations. In research, rigor as 
standards is usually measured categorically as to whether standards exist 
or not for a geographical location (i.e., school district, state, or country), 
how many standards exist, and at which grade levels. Additionally, rigor as 
standards is also measured by how many students meet the standard (i.e., 
achievement; see Equity as Achievement/Outcomes below). Finally, rigor 
is also the requisite skill set for college and career in which students can 
evaluate an argument, identify bias, and balance justice (Wagner, 2006 via 
Maye, 2013).

Rigor as difficulty. Many use rigor as a measure of difficulty of academic 
standards. The use of rigor as difficulty has two meanings: quantity and 
quality. The first meaning is the amount of work to be completed. This 
is exemplified by the ideas that “students need to do more” and “teacher 
preparation programs need to require more classroom hours for student 
teachers.” The second meaning is the nature, intensity, or level of the 
work. This is exemplified by the ideas that “students need to work faster,” 
“students need to think deeper/more critically” (Depth of Knowledge), or 
“students need to work at higher levels of cognition (Bloom’s Taxonomy: 
The Cognitive Domain).” Rigor as difficulty is measured in various ways. 
At the classroom level (small grain), teachers use Bloom’s Taxonomy and 
Depth of Knowledge. At the program, school, and country levels (larger 
grain) the measures are categorical (e.g., “Is the program accredited?”) 
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and quantified (e.g., “How many programs in the country are accredited?” 
“How many years of teacher training are required?”).

Rigor as engagement. In addition to rigor as standards and as difficulty, 
rigor can be seen as vigor, authenticity, and engagement. As seen above, 
rigor is often seen as a state of being (i.e., the standard is met or not). 
However, rigor really is a process of working with students (Brown, 
Feger, & Mowry, 2015) in which students can ask the questions (Maye, 
2013), including questions that topple canonical truths and can expose 
incongruities about societal norms and unequal opportunities. When 
teachers are empowered with skills to empower students with (and through) 
rigor, student experiences can be transformed (Draeger et. al, 2013), and 
have the power to be transformational (e.g., Bain, 2004; Light, 2001). These 
“rigorous” transformational experiences are the processes of democracy, 
social justice, and equity. Unfortunately, these processes are difficult to 
measure reliably. 

Connection between rigor and equity

Intentional or not, many marginalized groups (i.e., students of color, 
from First Nations, with exceptionalities) receive a substandard education 
that is less rigorous, is taught by unprepared/less experienced teachers, 
and has worse outcomes than what is taught to “mainstream” populations 
(Delpit, 2012; Downey, 2008; Trujillo, 2012). Marginalized populations do 
not request this substandard education. On the contrary, both marginalized 
populations and their advocates demand access to and equal outcomes 
from better educational practices and resources (e.g., assessment: Darling-
Hammond, 1994; teacher training/recruitment: Delpit, 2012). Although 
people may have voiced such concerns and demands, their voices, 
concerns, and actions still lack traction in educational reform which may 
be the heart of the issue (Wells, Anyon, & Oakes, 2011; Worgs, 2011). To 
sustain and renew our democracy all community members must be allowed 
to participate and advocate for more representation in school decision-
making; schools must welcome and encourage that involvement. In their 
book, Goodlad, Mantle-Bromley, and Goodlad (2004) indicated that this 
involvement is important for engaging educators in a “culture of inquiry, 
planning, action, and assessment guided by a common mission” (p. 155). 
When these attempts at advocacy and involvement for rigor are unheard, 
equity suffers. This highlights the main connection between rigor and 
equity: the extent to which all achieve.
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What is “equity”? 

Since the 1950s the printed use of “educational equity” has paralleled the 
growth of “academic rigor,” but both are eclipsed by “academic standards” 
and “standardized tests” (see Figure 1 above). The advent and growth of 
“equity” has been attributed to 1954’s Brown vs. the Board of Education 
of Topeka (347 U.S. 483) Supreme Court decision (Burbules, Lord, & 
Sherman, 1982). Equity, like rigor, means different things to different people 
in different contexts, but it is rarely defined outright (Harvey & Klein, 1989). 
And although equity in education is mentioned in the literature prior to 
1989, it was not until Secada’s edited book Equity in Education that a clear 
construct of equity emerged (W. Secada, personal communication, January 
20, 2016). Nevertheless, the meaning behind “equity” has changed over time 
(Apple, 1989; Secada, 1989a). Equity is often associated with fairness and 
differentiated from equality (Grant, 1989; Harvey, 1980; Secada, 1989b). 
However, for some, equity is more of viewpoint or frame of reference 
(UNICEF, 2015). Furthermore, this frame of reference can be domain 
general or domain specific (e.g., math; Bishop & Forgasz, 2007). Issues of 
equity do exist across disciplines, but manifest differently by disciplines 
(e.g., English language status in the arts, Gaztambide-Fernández, Saifer, 
& Desai, 2013; SES in math, Papay, Murnane, & Willett, 2015; gender in 
science, Sinnes, 2012; ability and lifestyle in physical education, Stidder & 
Hayes, 2013). Yet, for others, equity is the process for examining, working 
toward, and achieving social justice (Kim & Harmon, 2014). Whichever 
way defined, equity is a definitive goal in educational equality (Lewis, Eden, 
Garber, Rudnick, Santibañez, & Tsai, 2014; Weber, 2014). In other words, 
equality must be used as a mechanism for achieving equity and not used 
to merely make education resources and processes the same for students. 
Education will only be equal when it is equitable.

 Equity, also like rigor, is a multidimensional construct (Equity 
Assistance Center, n.d.). Equity encompasses four aspects: access, 
allocation, instruction, and achievement (Mingat & Tan, 1985). However, 
most researchers only focus on one aspect (Campbell & Klein, 1982) 
and most empirical research has focused on achievement (which is the 
common measure for both rigor and equity in education). For clarity and 
completeness, each aspect will be defined in turn.

Access as opportunity. Access refers to the amount of educational 
opportunity available to a student. Access is the entry point in the cycle of 
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education renewal. Equity and access are connected. Equity is the outcome; 
access is the “means of getting there” (Bishop & Forgasz, 2007, p. 1146). 
Despite concerted efforts, issues of access to quality education still persist. 
For example, limited access to technology resources at home perpetuates 
the digital divide (Ritzhaupt, Liu, Dawson, & Barron, 2013). Additionally, 
issues of access to “highly qualified teachers” (No Child Left Behind Act 
of 2001) persist for students in rural (Azano & Stewart, 2015) and special 
education settings (Mason-Williams, 2015). Access to highly qualified 
teachers is also an issue of allocation of resources.

Allocation. Allocation refers to how resources (e.g., funds, technology, 
space, qualified teachers) are distributed. Allocation is often a conflict 
between what is equal and what is equitable. Equity is not equality (Morris, 
et al., 2011, p. 128). Equality in allocation is distribution of resources, 
including quality teachers, in a manner that is equal or likely to benefit 
people equally (Allexsaht-Snider & Hart, 2001; Ladd & Loeb, 2013). 
Conversely, equity in allocation is the differential distribution of resources 
based on contributions (Deutsch, 1975; Conlon, Porter, & Parks, 2004) or 
based on need (Reich, 2013). In education, there is preference to equitable 
distribution based on need. Allocation cannot merely be equal; it must be 
adequate and sufficient. Sufficient allocation in education changes over 
time and context (Kim & Harmon, 2014).

Instruction and Pedagogy. Equitable access and resources is not 
sufficient. There must be equity in instruction and pedagogy. Equity in 
instruction and pedagogy describes the quality and diversity of instruction, 
student-teacher interactions, and curricular materials (Darling-Hammond, 
1994; Fenwick, 1996, Grant, 1989; McGee & Banks, 1995; Trujillio 2012). 
Equity is the goal in competency-based instruction (Lewis, et al., 2014). 
So, instruction and pedagogy must also be equitable, not just equal. Not 
all students need the same input (e.g., both students who are intellectually 
gifted and students with intellectual challenges so need differentiation of 
instruction, but they need different differentiation). Differences in quality 
of instruction can also explain differences in student performance (e.g., Lee 
& Bryk, 1988; Lee & Ready, 2009; Oakes, 1985).

Achievement/Outcomes. Equity is conceptualized as the input of 
resources, but it can also be the outcomes related to education processes 
including policy, instruction, and resources (Harvey & Klein, 1989). As 
with all constructs, any operational definition is only as good as its measure 
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(Lammers & Badia, 2005). Equity is frequently measured by differences 
in achievement on standardized tests. These differences are typically based 
in gender, race/ethnicity, ableness, SES, and language status (Baker, 1993; 
Darling- Hammond, 1994). This is especially true at national (i.e., NAEP; 
achievement gap between white and black students) and international 
levels (i.e., PISA; e.g., Carnoy & Rothstein, 2013; McKnight, et al., 1987). 
Regardless of the method, equity is frequently a norm-referenced comparison 
(see Campbell, 1989; Harvey & Klein, 1989; Secada, 1989b, Weale, 1978), 
and it is always a reflection of educational policy and pedagogy put into 
practice (Lee, 2012; Mingat & Tan, 1985; Morris, et al., 2011).

Rigor is required for equity. The definitions of equity lead to this 
conclusion. Without rigor for all (either as defined as pursuing high 
expectations, engaged learning, critical thinking skills), an education system 
is bound to place some students at a disadvantage. Without rigor for all and 
the resources to support it, the inequities of the educational system will 
perpetuate. Strangely, recent attempts at measuring education inequity have 
found no correlation between rigor and inequity -- even though rigor and 
equity are often based on the same achievement data (Ferreira & Gignoux, 
2014). If the two constructs are intertwined but not correlated, there must 
be other factors at play. 

What is “democracy”? 

  Although a central tenet of the US society, “democracy” is an 
amorphous term (Apple, 2000; Beane & Apple, 2007). At its most basic, 
democracy is voting; at its pinnacle it is informed decision making that 
protects individual and collective rights. Either simple or complex, 
democracy takes work. It includes both processes and principles that must 
be nurtured (Beane & Apple, 2007; Dewey, 1916). In order for a democracy 
to renew, people need education (Goodlad et al., 2004). People need the 
opportunity to experience and practice the power of an informed democracy. 
These opportunities and practices need to occur prior to the age of maturity 
when individuals are legally allowed to vote. These opportunities need 
to occur in schools. Ultimately, democracy itself must be rigorous and 
equitable.

  Many people assume that we have a democracy in the US (Goodlad, 
Mantle-Bromley, & Goodlad, 2004). However, Gilens and Page argue that 
the US no longer is a democracy, but rather a “civil oligarchy” (2014). 
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There is much evidence to this claim including diminishing participation, 
inequitable access to resources and electoral processes, and censorship--all 
of which are aspects of the larger construct of democracy (The Economist 
Intelligence Unit, 2015). Our waning democracy can be attributed, in part, 
to the lack of democratic education (Beane & Apple, 2007). Consequently, 
educational renewal through rigorous and equitable democracy is required. 
What is less clear is how to balance those processes and how they are 
correlated. 

Purpose of Study

In order to sustain and renew our democracy, we need to find ways to 
promote both equity and rigor in our schools and in our teacher education 
programs. Moreover, in order to promote both equity and rigor in a 
democracy, we need to better understand how these three constructs interact. 
In order to understand how these constructs interact, we need theoretical 
models supported by research. To begin this preliminary exploration, my 
research question is: How are democracy, rigor, and equity correlated? 

Methods

Much of the research undertaken by members of National Network for 
Educational Renewal (NNER) institutions is community-based research that 
examines interventions/case studies by individual schools and cooperating 
institutions of higher education. This approach addresses the Agenda for 
Education in a Democracy’s (AED) aim of engaging communities in NNER 
and fostering the participation of youth in political and social democracy. 
These rich, detailed reports provide a participant view of democracy in 
action. These research approaches seldom have enough data, however, to 
answer research questions from a system view that detail large constructs or 
to identify correlations between those constructs (i.e., democracy, rigor, or 
equity). Specifically, the construct of democracy is generally neither defined 
nor measured at the level of an individual person. Rather, democracy is 
generally measured by overall participation by a population and electoral 
processes in that population (see the Methods section for more detail). 
Therefore, for research questions like the one presented in this study, there 
is a need to examine the constructs at a larger grain (i.e., institutions or 
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nations)1 and at the same scale. Within the purview of AED, there are two 
ways to accomplish this type of research. One way is to conduct a meta-
analysis of studies published by NNER. The benefit to the meta-analysis 
approach is the ecological validity of the data. The drawback, as noted 
above, is the lack of certain types of data that only occur at system levels. 
Alternatively, another way to study these trends is to use existing national 
and international datasets. Given the purpose of this study is to identify 
connections and correlations, this alternative approach is most appropriate. 

Data Sources

In order to explore the connections between educational equity, 
rigor, and democracy, I used several existing data sets: the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)’s Program for 
International Student Assessment (PISA; 2012); UNESCO’s government 
expenditure on education as a percentage of GDP (UNESCO Institute of 
Statistics, n.d.); UNESCO’s youth literacy rate (UNESCO Institute of 
Statistics, n.d.); UNESCO’s pupil-to-teacher ratio in primary education 
(UNESCO Institute of Statistics, n.d.); United Nations Development 
Programme’s Education index (UNDP, n.d.); the World Policy Center’s 
database on teacher education standards (World Policy Center, n.d.); the 
Democracy Index (The Economist Intelligence Unit, 2015), and Ferreira & 
Gignoux’s (2014) measure of Inequality in Educational Opportunity. Each 
is described in detail below. The Ns for each measure are reported in Table 
1 in the Results section. It is important to acknowledge that these data sets 
have their limitations. Specifically, there are issues of construct definition, 
measurement, scale, and comprehensiveness for all three constructs. All 
measures were originally collected at the national levels. These data do 
not allow examination of the dynamics of rigor, equity, and democracy at 
the regional, state, or community level. Additionally, as indicated in the 
literature review, these constructs are multidimensional, but data does not 
exist for all the aspects. Consequently, this research is exploratory and there 
is a clear need for future research.

1 Although records of democratic participation at neighborhood, city, and state levels (i.e., 
voting) exist, there are no known measures of other democratic aspects as noted later in 
the Methods section under Democracy Index at these levels.
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Measures of Rigor. Rigor is a multidimensional construct. Several 
existing measures were used to capture the various components of the 
construct.

PISA. To measure rigor as an education standard and through 
achievement, reading and math scores from the 2012 Program for 
International Student Assessment (PISA) were used. PISA measures the 
reading and mathematics skills of 15-year-old students around the world 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2014). “The tests are designed to 
assess to what extent students at the end of compulsory education, can apply 
knowledge to real-life situations and be equipped for full participation in 
society” (“About PISA,” OECD, n.d.). Each test is scored on a scale of 
0-1000, and divided into seven basic levels of proficiency (6, 5, 4, 3, 2, 1, 
and below 1). Level 2 is considered the level of basic proficiency (a minimal 
standard of rigor) in which a student can generate direct inferences and 
make literal interpretation (OECD, 2014). Consequently, as the measure of 
basic educational achievement/rigor, the percentage of students at level 2 
and above in each country was calculated.

UNESCO Education Database: Youth Literacy Rate. To measure 
rigor as an outcome the UNESCO Education Database Youth Literacy Rate 
(YLR) was used. The YLR reports the percentage of people in a country 
aged 15-24 “who can both read and write with understanding a short simple 
statement on their everyday life…. (g)enerally, ‘literacy’ also encompasses 
‘numeracy’, the ability to make simple arithmetic calculations” (UNESCO 
Institute of Statistics, n.d.). A country’s most recently available literacy rate 
was included in this study. Rates prior to 2000 were excluded because they 
were outliers based on the average year available.

World Policy Center: Quality of Teacher Preparation. To measure the 
rigor of teacher preparation standards, the World Policy Center’s Quality 
of Teacher Preparation (QTP) database was used. The QTP reports the 
education levels as of 2014 required by country for individuals who wish to 
teach at the three basic instructional levels: primary, lower-secondary, and 
upper-secondary. The data indicates five levels of requirements: some lower 
secondary education, completion of secondary education, bachelor’s degree, 
bachelor’s degree with training, and master’s degree (World Policy Center, 
n.d). For this study, the average required training for three instructional 
levels was averaged. Countries with incomplete data were excluded from 
analysis.
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United Nations Development Programme: Education Index. To 
measure both access to education and the education-level standard for 
schooling in a given country, the 2013 United Nations Development 
Programme’s Education Index (EI) was used. The EI reports a score of 
expected schooling for a student in any given country. The EI is an average 
of two sub-scores-- mean years of schooling (MYS) and expected years of 
schooling (EYS). The MYS is the average of number years of school years 
completed by the population divided by 15. The EYS is the “number of 
years of schooling that a child of school entrance age can expect to receive” 
divided by 18 (UNDP, n.d.). An “ideal” score would be greater than 1.0 
in which the actual years of schooling exceed expectation. For reference, 
scores ranged from .198 (Niger) to .926 (Australia). The EI is a proxy for 
both amount of access to education over the lifespan and the expected level 
of education for an individual.

Measures of Equity. Equity is also a multidimensional construct. In 
addition to the previously described EI, several existing measures were 
used to capture its various components.

UNESCO Education Database: Government expenditure on education 
as percentage of GDP. To measure equity as allocation of resources the 
UNESCO Education Database Government expenditure on education as a 
percentage of GDP was used. The percentage was calculated by dividing total 
government expenditure on education for a country by the country’s GDP 
then multiplied by 100 (UNESCO Institute of Statistics, n.d.). A country’s 
most recently available government expenditure on education as percentage 
of GDP was included in this study. Percentages prior to 1997 were excluded 
because they were outliers based on the average year available.

UNESCO Education Database: Pupil-to-teacher ratio. To measure 
equity as access to quality education the UNESCO Education Database 
pupil-to-teacher ratio was used. The pupil-to-teacher ratio was calculated by 
dividing the number of primary school students by the number of primary 
teachers in a country (UNESCO Institute of Statistics, n.d.). A country’s 
most recently available pupil-to-teacher ratio was included in this study. 
Ratios prior to 2000 were excluded because they were outliers based on 
average the year available.

Inequality of Educational Opportunity. To measure equity as 
educational opportunity, Ferreira & Gignoux’s (2014) Inequality of 
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Education Opportunity (IOp) was used. The IOp measures the variance 
of educational achievement (i.e., PISA) based on the “(w)eighted sum 
of inequality within groups characterized by the same degree of effort” 
(Ferreira & Gignoux, 2014, p. 230). This is based on circumstances that 
are beyond an individual student’s control. These characteristics include 
variables/data collected as a part of normal PISA testing: gender, parental 
education, father’s occupation, home language, migration status, access to 
books at home, amount of durable goods in the home, amount of cultural 
items (i.e., artwork) in the home, and school location. To calculate the IOp, 
Ferreira & Gignoux regressed PISA test scores onto a vector of the pre-
identified circumstances and calculated the variance (R2). For this study, I 
have used the inverse [1/ x] of Ferreira & Gignoux’s IOp scores for equity. 

Measure of Democracy

Democracy Index. To measure the salient aspects of democracy, the 
2014 Democracy Index was used. The Democracy Index “provides a 
snapshot of the state of democracy worldwide for 165 independent states 
and two territories” (The Economist Intelligence Unit, 2015, p.1). This data 
set is one of the most comprehensive and most recent data sets regarding 
democracy worldwide (Democracy Barometer, 2016). The Democracy 
Index encompasses five categories: civil liberties; electoral process and 
pluralism; the functioning of government; political culture; and political 
participation. Each category was scored using publically available data (i.e., 
voter turnout, public opinion data – World Values Survey, n.d.) and has a 
series of dichotomously and trichotomously scored items (i.e., 1=yes/high, 
.5 partial/moderate, 0=no/low; see descriptions of each category below). 
The Democracy Index had a scaled score for each category (0-10). These 
scaled scores for each category were used in this study. The Democracy 
Index also reported a composite score and overall rank for each country 
based on the scaled category scores. Each category is described below.

Civil liberties. The civil liberties category included 17 items. The items 
addressed the topics of: media use and access; freedom of expression; use 
and access to Internet; opportunity for people to organize, protest, and 
petition the government; use of torture; and the existence of independent 
judiciary.

Electoral process and pluralism. The electoral process and pluralism 
category included twelve items. The items addressed the topics of: free 
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and fair elections at national and local levels; universal suffrage; threat-
free elections; equal opportunities for campaigning; allowance for political 
parties; and transparent transfer of power.

Functioning of government. The functioning of government category 
included 14 items. The items addressed the topics of: balanced branches 
of government; corruption; foreign political influence; accountability; 
transparency; and perception of choice. There were three additional items 
based on data from the World Values Survey (WVS). These additional 
items addressed public perceptions of choice and confidence in the function 
of government. “The WVS consists of nationally representative surveys 
conducted in almost 100 countries which contain almost 90 percent of 
the world’s population, using a common questionnaire. The WVS is the 
largest non-commercial, cross-national, time series investigation of human 
beliefs and values ever executed, currently including interviews with almost 
400,000 respondents” (World Values Survey, n.d.).

Political culture. The political culture category included eights items. 
These items addressed the topics of public opinion regarding the perceptions 
of leadership and the value of democracy overall. There were six additional 
items based on data from the WVS that address public opinions about: rule 
by military; rule by technocrats; rule by experts; and rule by strong leaders 
who do not consult parliament.

Political participation. The political participation category included 
nine items. These items addressed the topics of: overall voter turnout; 
participation by minorities; women in parliament; government promotion 
of populace to vote; and the tendency of the population to follow political 
news. There are three additional items based on data from the WVS that 
addressed: interest in politics; interest in political participation; and interest 
in lawful political demonstrations.

Composite Score & Rank. The sub-scores for each of the previously 
described categories were combined for an overall composite score. The 
Democracy Index used this composite overall score (0-10 points) to classify 
each nation’s political structure: full democracy (8-10), flawed democracy 
(6-7.9), hybrid regime (4-5.9), and authoritarian regime (below 4). As a 
reference point, the US earned a composite score of 8.11 and Canada 9.08. 
Finally, all countries were ranked from 1 (most democratic - Norway) to 
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165 (least democratic - North Korea). The US was ranked 19th and Canada 
7th. Both composite scores and ranks were used in this study.

Analysis

To explore the connections between rigor, equity, and democracy, 
basic statistics were calculated and several statistical models were tested. 
Specifically, bivariate correlations were calculated between all measures. 

Basic statistics

Rigor. Basic statistics for all measures including Ns, means, and standard 
deviations are reported in Table 1. On average, 74.18% of a country’s 
population met minimum proficiency in reading, 67.52% met minimum 
proficiency in math, and 88.26% of post-school adults were functionally 
literate. On average students were only completing 62% of their expected 
education levels (MYS, mean years of schooling). The MYS is the average 
of number years of school years completed by the population divided by 15.

Democracy. On average, the world is not a very democratic place. Only 
the Liberties category had an average score high enough to qualify as “flawed 
democracy” -- where basic civil liberties are respected but participation is 
low. Participation, Electoral Process, Function, Culture, and Composite 
would be classified as “hybrid regimes” where civil society is weak and 
corruption prevalent (The Economist Intelligence Unit, 2015). In hybrid 
regimes people can expect election irregularities, government opposition, 
political harassment, and corruption (The Economist Intelligence Unit, 
2015, p. 39). For context, The Economist Intelligence Unit reported that 
only 24 countries (12.5% of the world’s population) were full democracies 
for which political freedoms are preserved and promoted (p. 2). Examples 
of full democracies include: US, Canada, and much of Western Europe. 
Additionally, for context, 52 countries were flawed democracies (35.5% of 
world’s population; e.g., Italy, Brazil, and South Africa); 39 were hybrid 
regimes (14.4% of world’s population; e.g., Ecuador, Thailand, Uganda); 
and 52 were authoritarian regimes (37.6% of world’s population; e.g., Saudi 
Arabia, Cuba, and China).

Equity. On average, countries spent just under 5% of their GDP on 
education. Teachers had to complete a bachelor’s degree to become a 
teacher, and they could expect a class size of about 24 students. However, 
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there was much variation in class size by country. Specifically, the average 
pupil-to-teacher ratio was 24.43 to 1, but the standard deviation was high 
(SD=13.76). For context, the minimum pupil-to-teacher ratio was 6.27 
students per teacher (San Marino). The maximum pupil-to-teacher ratio was 
80.12 students per teacher (Central African Republic). The US was below 
average at 14.45 students per teacher.

Correlations

 For ease of reading the tables, correlations are grouped into three 
sections 1) Rigor and Equity, 2) Rigor and Democracy, and 3) Democracy 
and Equity.

Measure N M SD

PISA
Reading 65 74.18 15.7
Math 65 67.52 20.24
Percent Adult Literacy 141 88.26 16.98
Mean Year of School 165 0.62 0.18

Democracy Index
Participation 167 5.04 1.84
Electoral Process 167 5.97 3.52
Function 167 4.94 2.44
Culture 167 5.61 1.63
Liberties 167 6.2 2.79
Composite 167 5.55 2.18
Rank 167 na na

Equity (IOp)
Reading 56 3.87 0.93
Math 57 4.55 2.72
Inequity rank 56 na na
% GDP on education 155 4.7 2.17
Pupil/teacher ratio 157 24.43 13.76
Teacher Training 156 3.41 0.83

Table 1. Basic Statistics for all Measures.
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Rigor and Equity

 To determine the statistical relation between academic rigor and 
educational equity bivariate correlations were calculated (Table 2). Within 
the construct of rigor there was a strong positive correlation between math 
and reading proficiency. Additionally, there was also a weak correlation 
between math proficiency and adult literacy.

As indicated above in the Methods section, several measures align with 
both the constructs of rigor and equity. For example, “Teacher Training” 
illustrates the rigor necessary to become a teacher in a given country, but 
also is an indication of the equity and quality of instruction provided to 
students. Many of these “hybrid” rigor/equity measures were correlated. Of 
note, the mean number of school years provided to students was moderately-
to-strongly correlated with measures of rigor. In other words, the more 
schooling opportunity that was available to students in a given country, 
the greater the likelihood that those students met minimum proficiency 
benchmarks. Also, pupil-to-teacher ratios were moderately and negatively 
correlated. This finding indicates that when teachers had more students, the 
less likely those students met basic proficiency benchmarks.

Education as a percentage of GDP was only correlated with teacher 
training, the mean number of school years available to students, and pupil-
to-teacher ratios. These findings indicate that as countries spent more of 
their GDP on education, those costs were likely expended on increasing 
access to school and qualified teachers. GDP was not directly correlated 
with student performance. This is interesting given the aforementioned 
correlations between teacher quality and student performance. Consequently, 
this indicates that as more of country’s GDP was spent on education it did 
not directly correlate with improved student performance; however, it may 
have been mediated by increased access to school and quality teachers. In 
other words, it is not how much money is spent on education that matter, 
but rather how that money is spent. Specifically, the findings indicate that 
access to schools and teacher quality matter to student performance.

In addition to correlations between GDP and teacher training, there 
were significant correlations between student performance equity measures. 
Specifically, there was a strong correlation between math and reading equity 
measures. Additionally, there were strong, negative correlations between 
equity scores and equity ranking. These findings indicate that a country that 
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ranked high on equity overall also had high equity scores regarding student 
performance in math and reading. The correlation is negative because the 
top, first-ranked country had a low number score of “1” while the bottom-
ranked country had a score of “57.”

As indicated above, Ferreira & Gignoux (2014) did not find any 
significant correlation between achievement and inequity. This new analysis 
with equity scores corroborates those findings with minor modification. 
There were weak, positive correlations between math educational 
opportunity scores and reading proficiency and between math equity and 
math proficiency. This finding indicates that math performance was a weak 
predictor of equitable educational opportunity in a country. It also indicates 
that there was minimal increase in student performance with an increase in 
equity.

Rigor and Democracy

To determine the relation between democracy and rigor, bivariate 
correlations were calculated between all measures and component measures 
(Table 3). Except for rank, all aspects of democracy were positively and 
moderately-to-strongly correlated. Rank was negatively and strongly 
correlated with all other democracy measures. This finding indicates that 
a country that scored high on the subcategories of democracy was likely to 
be ranked high on the list overall. The correlation is negative because the 
top, first-ranked country had a low number score of “1” while the bottom-
ranked country a score of “165.” Specifically, Norway was ranked number 1 
with an overall democracy score of 9.93 (out of a possible 10 points). North 
Korea was ranked last with an overall democracy score of 1.08.

All correlations between rigor measures and democracy were significant 
and moderately strong, except for the correlation between electoral process 
and math, which was not significant. All correlations were positive except 
for correlations with democracy rank, which were negative. Overall, this 
indicates that as aspects of rigor increased for a country so did aspects of 
democracy. For example, political culture is a good predictor of reading and 
math proficiency in a country and vice versa. More specifically, the higher 
the math and reading proficiency level of a population, the more likely the 
populace of a country is to reject rule by the military, by technocrats, or 
by autocrats. Also, the populace of these countries is more likely to value 
democracy and prefer it to other forms of rule.
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Democracy and Equity

To determine the statistical relation between educational equity and 
democracy, bivariate correlations were calculated (Table 4). There were no 
significant relations between math and reading equity scores and democracy. 
However, there were moderate correlations between democracy and most 
hybrid rigor/equity measures: mean number of school years, teacher 
training, and pupil-to-teacher ratio, but not GDP. All those correlations 
were positive except those correlations involving rank and pupil-to-teacher 

Rigor Measures

Sub-component
PISA Reading 
Proficiency

PISA Math 
Proficiency

Percent Adult 
Literacy

Mean Number 
of School Years

Teacher 
Training

N 59 59 140 162 153

Participation .49** .50** .25** .59** .28**

Electoral .30** 0.24 .19* .50** .39**

Function .43** .39** .40** .65** .33**

Liberties .41** .38** .25** .59** .37**

Culture .58** .57** .21* .55** .24**

Rank -.50** -.46** -.30** -.65** -.39**

Composite .49** .45** .29** .64** .38**

Democracy Measures

Sub-component Participation Electoral Function Liberties Culture Rank Composite

N 167 167 167 167 167 167 167

Participation 1

Electoral .69** 1

Function .68** .78** 1

Liberties .71** .91** .83** 1

Culture .63** .54** .71** .61** 1

Rank -.81** -.93** -.91** -.95** -.74** 1

Composite .82** .93** .91** .95** .75** -.996** 1

Note. *p<.05. **p<.01.

Table 3. Correlation Matrix of Rigor and Democracy Measures. 
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ratios, which were negative. Again, these correlations were negative because 
rank is reverse-ordered. Also, a low pupil-to-teacher ratio is desirable. In 
this instance a lower pupil-to-teacher ratio in a country predicted a higher 
participation in democracy. The percent of GDP spent on education was 
uncorrelated with any democracy measure.

 Given the theoretical connection between rigor, equity, and democracy, 
it is surprising to see little connection between equity as educational 
opportunity and the other two larger constructs of rigor and democracy. 
There are several plausible explanations. Democracy provides the context 
in which the connection between rigor and equity changes. In this model 
democracy acts as a moderator. Unfortunately, the available data sources 
make this analysis impossible. However, the connection between equity and 
rigor as affected by democracy can be explored through partial correlations. 
In this model democracy may act as a suppressor variable.

Suppressor variables. When present, suppressor variables weaken the 
strength of an existing relationship between other variables. The existence 
and explanation of suppressor variables can be counterintuitive. A classic 
example may be helpful in illustrating the effects of suppressor variables. 
In 1979, Seibold and McPhee determined that three factors predicted the 
likelihood of a woman getting a Pap smear: emotion regarding the exam, 
cognition about the exam at a specific clinic, and social factors about getting 

Equity Measures

Reading 
Equity

Math 
Equity

Inequity 
Rank 

School 
years

Teacher 
Training

Pupil-to-
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GDP 
percent on 
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D
em
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ra

cy
 m

ea
su

re
s

N 49 50 49 162 153 153 156
Participation 0.1 0.2 -0.17 .59** .28** -.40** 0.12
Electoral -0.02 -0.16 0.11 .50** .39** -.40** 0.07
Function 0.15 0.03 -0.05 .65** .33** -.49** 0.15
Liberties 0.06 0.01 -0.02 .59** .37** -.42** 0.09
Culture 0.13 0.15 -0.07 .55** .24** -.36** 0.14
Rank -0.08 0 0 -.65** -.40** .48** -0.12
Composite 0.09 0.04 -0.04 .64** .38** -.47** 0.12

Note. *p<.05. **p<.01.

Table 4. Correlation Matrix of Democracy and Equity Measures. 
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the exam. Individually, all three factors predict getting an exam, but the 
researchers found that a particular combination (cognitive and social) 
decreased the effectiveness of media campaigns. Adding a cognitive appeal 
to a social appeal also reduced the effectiveness of the social appeal.

Traditionally, suppressor variables are usually determined post-
hoc in multiple regression analysis or partial correlations; however, an 
a priori approach to identifying them can be suitable (Ludlow & Klein, 
2014). Having an a priori model about a suppressing relationship between 
democracy, rigor, and equity may be useful for the present analysis. As 
mentioned above equity cannot exist without rigor, but at the same time 
rigor should not be sacrificed for equity. Hypothetically, it could be that 
rigor predicts equity, but at a certain point too much rigor stifles equity.2 
Alternatively, there may be some latent variable that can help account for 
the increase in rigor but decrease in equity.

Considering the theoretical connections between educational equity as 
access and rigor, but a lack of significant correlation, it is important to further 
examine the relationship. Additionally, given the correlations between 
measures of democracy and other measures of equity (i.e., teacher training, 
pupil-to-teacher ratio), it would plausible that democracy moderates the 
relationship between equity and rigor. Therefore, to determine whether 
democracy acts as a suppressor between educational equity and rigor, a 

2  In this scenario, the relation between equity and rigor would be curvilinear and it would 
not be a true suppressor variable. There is evidence of this scenario occurring when there 
is too little or too much of a good thing. This evidence comes from research in conflict 
and cooperation (DeDreu, 2006). 

Table 5. Partial correlations between rigor and equity controlling for democracy.

Math 
Equity

Reading 
Equity

Math 
Proficiency .33* -0.06

Reading 
Proficiency .36* 0.02
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partial correlation between them while controlling for democracy scores was 
calculated (Table 5). This analysis revealed a moderate, positive significant 
correlation between proficiency (both math and reading) and math equity. 
These results indicate for the data available that democracy could be acting 
as suppressor between educational achievements and equity as educational 
opportunity.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to explore the complex connections 
between educational equity, academic rigor, and democracy. The results of 
this study indicate four main findings: 1) rigor can exist without equity; 2) 
measures of rigor are moderately-to-strongly correlated with measures of 
democracy; 3) measures of equity are weakly-to-moderately correlated with 
measures of democracy; and 4) democracy acts as a suppressor variable 
between measures of rigor and equity. However, the resulting connections 
are neither intuitive nor clear. Each finding will be discussed in turn.

First, there is evidence to support the claim that rigor can exist 
without equity or democracy. For example, China is a communist country 
(authoritarian regime) that ranks low on the Democracy Index (The 
Economist Intelligence Unit, 2015). Furthermore, China mandates a rigorous 
school curriculum that has resulted in some of the highest test scores (PISA; 
OCED, 2012) in the world (Carey, 2015; Cavanagh, 2006). However, the 
same system and scores likely reflect a lack of equity across China, which 
favors urban centers over rural settings (Rutkowski & Rutkowski, 2014).

Second, based on the data available, measures of rigor are correlated 
with measures of democracy. However, the causal direction of these relations 
remains unclear.  It may be that democratic nations demand rigorous 
education. Alternatively, it may be that rigorous education leads to a well-
informed populace that demands and participates in democratic political 
processes. There is current anecdotal evidence for this second premise. 
Hong Kong serves as an example of a population where test scores are high 
(i.e., PISA) and there are repeated demands for free elections (MacLeod, 
2014; Pei, 2016). However, Hong Kong had previously exercised these 
rights under British rule. Therefore, it is impossible to determine whether 
these demands are based on previous experiences with democracy, based 
on increasingly rigorous education standards, or both. Further research is 
required to determine the direction of these relations.
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Third, the findings suggest that equity cannot exist without rigor or 
democracy. However, equity (measured as educational opportunity) was 
only weakly correlated with measures for democracy. Only math equity was 
correlated with reading and math achievement. There are some plausible 
explanations for this connection. One explanation, at a national level, is a 
lack of access to quality mathematics instruction for all students (Bishop & 
Forgasz, 2007). Another explanation is a greater inequity in mathematics 
access and instruction between the haves and have-nots within each country 
(Carnoy & Rothstein, 2013). Consequently, math may be more indicative 
of academic rigor and educational equity in a nation. Additional research is 
required to determine the true nature of the relation.

Finally, an exploratory analysis using partial correlations indicated that 
democracy may be acting as a suppressor variable between rigor (both math 
and reading proficiency scores) and equity (math equity scores). To a limited 
extent, when the level of democracy is held constant rigor and equity scores 
are more strongly correlated. This finding indicates that as equity scores 
in math increase so do rigor scores in both reading and math-- though it is 
important to note that the correlation does not equal causality. The study’s 
finding that democracy scores act as a suppressor variable indicates that 
democracy acts differentially by nation. By controlling for the effect of 
democracy by nation there is an increase in the strength of the correlation 
between rigor and equity measures. A plausible explanation is related to 
the previous findings where some highly democratic nations --such as the 
US--are also less equitable (Carnoy & Rothstein, 2013) and may not be true 
democracies (Gilen & Page, 2014). This finding of a suppressor variable 
in conjunction with previously reported variation in equity of democratic 
nations by Carnoy and Rothstein (2013) indicates a need for rigorous 
democracy to facilitate equity in education. Conversely, when nations have 
higher levels of educational inequity it most likely further hampers the 
process of education renewal.

Limitations

This study attempts to explain the connections between three major 
constructs in education. However, as indicated above, there are limitations 
to the conceptualization of these constructs and consequently to this essay. 
First, all three constructs are multidimensional and defined differently by 
different researchers. Second, these differing definitions lead to different 
measures. Third, there is a matter of scale. These constructs are mostly 



Education in a Democracy      31

measured top-down at the national level for the purpose of national and 
international comparisons. For the sake of educational renewal this is 
problematic. Educational renewal has to be primarily bottom-up. Democratic 
participation can neither be mandated nor prescribed. Nonetheless, teachers, 
administrators, researchers, and politicians who are interested in education 
renewal must attend to all research. Only through reflection and inquiry 
of all types and sizes can we measure and monitor our progress toward 
sustaining democratic principles. Without understanding these constructs 
in a larger context, it can be difficult to fully comprehend their effects on 
a school, classroom, or individual. Finally, one last limitation of this study 
is that all three constructs can be conceived as processes. Their inherent 
dynamic nature makes continued research challenging, intriguing, and vital.

Conclusions

Educational systems at all levels (including policy, research, 
administration, community, classroom, and instruction) have struggled to 
maintain academic rigor in the classroom while improving equity for all 
students. This essay provides evidence that this struggle exists, in part, 
because the connections between academic rigor, educational equity, and 
democracy are complex and dynamic. For example, systems can have 
democracy and rigor but fail to have equity. This is an adequate description 
of the current US education system. Although the US education is somewhat 
democratic, it is not equally democratic for all its citizens. Although 
education is rigorous, it is not equally rigorous for all its students, and is, 
thus, inequitable.

The results of this exploratory analysis and essay also indicate that 
the constructs of academic rigor, educational equity, and democracy are 
practically and statistically related but in quite complex ways. At a global 
level, democracy may act as a suppressor variable between rigor and equity. 
This does not mean that democracy suppresses either rigor or equity, but 
suppresses the relationship between them. It is unknown if these complex 
relations exist at different grains of data collection (i.e., state, school 
district). Consequently, further research is needed to understand how these 
constructs interact at multiple levels.

It is important to note that this study is not a call for more standards or 
assessments as a means to increase rigor. If anything, this essay examines 
how increasing democratic practices through community participation in 
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discussion and action around curriculum content and academic standards 
may simultaneously improve equity and rigor. Nonetheless, the findings of 
this study are not intended to be immediately applicable to the classroom, 
nor should they be. Instead, the results of this essay indicate a need for 
additional research and better measures to inform theory, practice, and 
policy making. This call for additional research ties to the aims of the 
AED, especially to the aim of ensuring “that the young have access to those 
understandings and skills required for satisfying and responsible lives” and 
directly connects to its strategies, particularly the strategy of Inquiry that 
Leads into Action (AED, n.d.).

Although much research supporting the AED is school based and 
community driven, there is a need for additional research to better define 
constructs and develop appropriate measures. Moreover, it is important to 
study and measure these constructs at multiple ages and at multiple levels 
because equity, rigor, and democracy can vary by region and community.

Finally, it is important to recognize that rigor, equity, and democracy 
can be defined as processes. Specifically, rigor can and should be 
the educational process of empowering students with skills to enable 
transformational experiences (e.g., Bain, 2004; Brown, et al., 2015; Draeger 
et. al, 2013; Light, 2001). Similarly, equity can and should be the process 
of engaging educators, administrators, and politicians in fair decision 
making and resource allocation that is more than just equal (e.g., Grant, 
1989; Kim & Harmon, 2014). Democracy can and should be the rigorous 
and equitable process of informed decision-making by and for the general 
populace. As processes, all three constructs are dynamic. Consequently, 
the relationship between rigor, equity, and democracy will change. 
Monitoring these relations and identifying the appropriate models could 
aid policy makers and administrators in determining how best to encourage 
community participation, embolden student engagement, respect teacher 
input, and promote rigor while improving educational equity. Ultimately, 
understanding the causal mechanism behind democracy, equity, and rigor 
will aid our efforts to engage in educational renewal in our communities 
and beyond.
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The National Network for Educational Renewal (NNER) supports and 
encourages a vision for education in a democracy that is complex and 
comprehensive, going beyond what can easily be measure by standardized 
tests.  Many policies at the national and state levels, however, have interfered 
with or at least limited efforts to achieve this vision.  In this article, we 
demonstrate how current test-based accountability and privatization 
policies impede or have the potential to impede the work of the NNER.  We 
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we believe will help NNER members to counter constrictive policies and 
promote education for democracy.
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Introduction

The National Network for Educational Renewal (NNER) supports 
and encourages a vision for education in a democracy that is complex and 
comprehensive, going beyond what can easily be measure by standardized 
tests.  Our members argue that learning to be an active and critical participant 
in a democracy must be one of the core goals of education in our society.

We believe that there are policies at the national and state levels that 
have interfered with or at least limited our efforts to achieve this vision.  We 
also know that there is interest in affecting policy within the NNER based 
on our presentations at a number of annual meetings and the last 5 summer 
symposiums.  The purpose of this article is to demonstrate, by examining 
several policies in depth, how current policies that narrow the curriculum 
through test-based accountability and move to the privatization of the 
education of educators impede or have the potential to impede our work 
in the NNER.  We then describe and review relevant research  that shows 
the ways in which policy makers can be influenced.  Finally, using this 
evidence, we present an agenda that we believe will help NNER members 
to counter these policies and promote education for democracy.  

The NNER and its Mission

The most salient characteristic of the NNER is a commitment to finding 
a cogent and comprehensive answer to the question “Why do we educate in 
a democracy?”  This mission is described as “The Agenda for Education in 
a Democracy” (AED) (Goodlad, J., Bromley, & Goodlad S., 2004; Michelli, 
2005).   The AED  plays out differently in each setting, but with an essentially 
common set of themes.  Within the settings we work in, we would describe 
our position that in a democracy, we must provide an education:

• that provides full access to knowledge, the ability to think 
critically, analyze and understand knowledge and its sources, and 
fosters imagination FOR ALL STUDENTS; 

• that prepares students to be active participants in a social and 
political democracy; 

• that is committed to social justice defined as living a life characterized 
by NONDISCRIMINATION AND NONREPRESSION;
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• that is committed to helping students imagine the possibilities for 
their lives and to learn to understand and take advantage of “life’s 
chances,”

• and that is committed to helping students prepare for rich and 
rewarding personal lives to commit to lifelong learning in al 
subjects, including the arts, literature, health, and physical fitness.

At our institutions, we spend a good deal of time unpacking these ideas, 
their meaning, and identifying alternative means to achieve them.    We also 
believe and know that policy  and regulations are often based on a different 
conception of education, one that often focuses on learning measured by 
standardized tests. We do not at all minimize the importance of subject 
matter learning, but argue that there is much more to be learned in school.   
Einstein had a sign in in his office saying, “Not everything we count counts, 
and not everything that counts can be counted.” Given the complexity of 
our work, this is important to bear in mind. Finding what to “count” is easy 
when we focus on standardized tests, while the rest of our work is more 
difficult to assess. We do not at all minimize the need for us to be held 
accountable, but we deeply believe that we need to find more authentic 
ways to demonstrate our successes.

We also do not choose to denigrate those who believe in different 
purposes for education as unintelligent or evil.   George Lakoff in Moral 
Politics focuses on the importance of understanding the “worldview” that 
guides ideas (Lakoff, 2014).  Those who see education as entirely measurable 
and primarily designed for college and career readiness may believe they 
are correct to support the use of standardized tests as the primary indicator 
of school and student success given their worldview.  We have a different 
worldview that focuses on education that explicitly prepares students for 
active and successful participation in a democracy as well as for high level 
understanding of content, career success, and life satisfaction.

We trace many of our ideas directly to John Goodlad’s writing, but our 
work is informed by others as well.   For example, work on expanding 
imagination has reached new heights with the research of Scott Noppe 
Brandon and Eric Liu (Noppe-Brandon & Liu, 2009).   Marilyn Cochran 
Smith has written extensively on issues of social justice, and we use her 
work often. (Cochran-Smith, M.,Ell, F., Grudnoff, L., Haigh, M., Hill, M., 
& Ludlow, L., 2016).  It was Maxine Greene who often said, “we cannot 
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become what we cannot imagine” (Greene, Personal Correspondence, 
2005).   This contemporary work, including John Goodlad’s, embodies 
the earlier vision of John Dewey, who argued that democracy is not about 
voting alone, but about learning to engage with others in society around 
important ideas and to be open to other perspectives (Dewey, 1966).

Policy Matters

While this heading describes what we explore in this section, it also is 
a statement that we wish to emphasize:  policy does matter.   It can enable, 
hinder, reinforce, and block ideas from becoming reality.    Policy can have 
its basis in legislation at the federal or state level, but in most cases this 
legislation is interpreted and carried out by agencies within the executive 
branch of government  through published rules.  These agencies include 
the United States Department of Education, state departments of education 
including regents, and local boards of education.     Notice that it is the case 
that most interpretations of policy and guidance for enacting it are created 
by officials who are not elected.  In addition to policy emanating from the 
legislature and enacted by the executive branch, some policy is shaped 
by judicial action.  Examples of these policies include the decision of the 
Supreme court in Brown v. Board of Education (1954) calling for the end of 
segregation and a series of state level judicial decisions finding that funding 
for education is inadequate (Abbott v. Burke, 1991; Abbott V. Burke, 2011) 
in New Jersey and in New York, Campaign for Fiscal Equity v. State of 
New York (2003).  While we can lobby legislators to change legislation, 
the bulk of the rules emanate from executive branch individuals who may 
be more accessible.   The judicial branch is not subject to lobbying, but 
interpretations of rulings are.   For example, the appellants in the school 
funding decisions in New Jersey and New York continue to argue that the 
court’s rulings have not been embraced by the respective legislatures and 
therefore they have engaged in continuing lobbying to achieve their goals 
for fiscal equity.

Following is a discussion of four examples policies that we argue have 
impeded or have potential to impede our work in the NNER.  These policies 
are the No Child Left Behind Act, Value Added Measures, the Education 
Teacher Performance Assessment (ed TPA), and the Every Student Succeeds 
Act.
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No Child Left Behind (NCLB).   Educational policy in the United States 
has been shaped over 15 years by No Child Left Behind, the version of 
the Elementary and Secondary Education Act that was the first piece of 
legislation passed during George W. Bush’s administration in 2001.   NCLB 
has had a profound effect on policy by measuring success on standardized 
tests and holding school districts accountable for progress on these measures.     
NCLB included sanctions for schools, teachers and administrators in cases 
where “adequate yearly progress” was not achieved.  In some cases, this 
included closing schools and/or replacing the administration and teachers 
in those schools.  The focus of NCLB was continued and expanded under 
the administration of Barack Obama through Race to the Top (United States 
Department of Education, 2008), which among other things, provided 
funds to the states to develop longitudinal data bases for assessment and 
encouraged the development of teacher education programs outside of 
colleges and universities.

Why do we argue that NCLB was a force that limited the success of the 
mission of the NNER?   It was with the impetus of NCLB that measurement 
of student success in schools came to focus almost singularly on standardized 
tests of progress in literacy and mathematics.  These subjects were the 
primary focus of examinations required by the states.  As time went on, 
success on these measures became the basis for evaluating teachers and 
principals, extending in some cases to making decisions about continued 
employment for both.  In New York City, for example, the Department of 
Education released evaluations of teachers based on student test scores to the 
public and used those scores to make employment decisions.  The defense 
was that such disclosures  were  required by the application for Race to 
the Top Funding (New York Civil Liberties Union, 2012).  In many school 
districts the focus on standardized test scores in math and reading resulted 
in a narrowing of the curriculum and shifting time to  preparing students 
for these tests.  One study demonstrating this narrowing of the curriculum 
reports that across the country the arts, foreign language, and social studies 
are being squeezed out of the curriculum, especially in schools with higher 
numbers of minority and low economic status children.  The report suggests 
that these areas are being marginalized and are at risk of being eliminated 
in the public schools’ core curriculum  (The National Center for Fair and 
Open Testing, 2004).  At one point the then Commissioner of Education in 
New York said he thought it would be good to save funds by eliminating 
the regents examination in social studies (personal correspondence and 
class presentation, 2013).  Based on our on-going work with teachers 



46      How Current Education Policies are Challenging the NNER

and principals, we know that pressure on principals to narrowly focus on 
standardized tests quickly becomes pressure on teachers when the results of 
testing carry high stakes.   This causes a diminution of morale that extends 
to students when pressure is placed on them as well.

As noted, the mission of the NNER extends to education that goes 
beyond what can be measured by standardized tests.  As we have noted, the 
stakes have been so high under NCLB, that many teachers and principals 
have refused to vary from their focus on what was being tested, forcing 
out many other important elements of education, elements where the 
education of citizens would be pursued.  We have argued that pursuing 
educating for democracy, deep content knowledge and critical thinking, and 
study of the arts would not decrease student performance on the required 
tests.   Faculty and administrators in one of our settings have engaged in 
extensive research to test this point.  Beginning in 2004, a major research 
project was initiated by the University Dean for Teacher Education of the 
City University of New York that included key researchers from around the 
country.   Among these researchers were labor economists such as James 
Wyckoff, William Boyd and Susanna Loeb as well as curriculum specialists 
such as Pamela Grossman.  The initiation of the study was reported in the 
Journal of Teacher Education in an article entitled, “Complex by Design: 
Investigating Pathways into teaching in New York City Schools,” (Boyd, 
Grossman, Lankford, Loeb, Michelli & Wyckoff, 2006).  This is one of 
the first empirical studies that sought to examine differences in teachers 
entering a single labor market.   It is also among the first to use value 
added assessment, although it is important to note that in this case value 
added assessment aggregated the results for thousands of teachers to draw 
conclusions, and not as a high stakes measure to evaluate an individual 
teacher.   It is possible in the study to see the impact of graduates of a 
given program on student learning in classes where there were sufficient 
data to allow the use of value added metrics.    The study, which is ongoing, 
has produced additional extensive research studies reported at www.
teacherpolicyresearch.org.  A subset of the study was focused on teachers 
prepared by The City University of New York, the nation’s largest urban 
university system, which provides a majority of teachers to New York 
City Schools.    The study examined the growth in achievement scores of 
children in grades where standardized tests were given over several years 
and analyzed to show “value added,” the growth that could be attributed to 
the individual teachers of these children.   In addition, for the colleges in 
The City University of New York, qualitative measures including portfolios 
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and classroom observations focusing on how children learned to treat each 
other with empathy, learned to listen to each other carefully, and changed 
their views based on comments and evidence presented by others were 
undertaken as part of data for NCATE reviews. These elements are, we 
believed then and believe now, key to what is needed to prepare children 
for life in a democracy.   In these schools the evidence was convincing.  
Students in schools which included a broad conception of education did at 
least as well if not better on standardized tests administered to all students 
in New York City and reported in value added terms, than students entering 
teaching through programs without the broader conception of education 
reflected in the NNER agenda (teacherpolicyresearch.org).  The evidence 
was that a focus on a broader purpose of education did not detract from test 
score performance.  One would think this would be compelling evidence 
for policy makers in support of the CUNY’s NNER work.   Unfortunately, 
legislators who had conceptions of education emphasizing achieving only 
narrow academic goals as measured by standardized tests, almost uniformly 
responded to the findings by arguing, “but imagine how much higher your 
test scores would be if you hadn’t done those other things?”(personal 
correspondence with members of the New York state Legislature, author, 
2005).   Clearly, for these policy makers the only important reason to educate 
in a democracy is to raise student test scores on standardized tests.   In the 
teacher education programs at CUNY, the work on the mission continues 
today with success in both the qualitative measures and the quantitative 
measures as evidenced in the CUNY colleges’ NCATE/CAEP reports.

Value Added Measures (VAM), Policy, and the use of Standardized 
Tests.   Implicit in this application of No Child Left Behind is the use of 
value added measures for assessment.   The assumption of VAM is that it 
is statistically possible to measure the impact of individual teachers on the 
performance of their students as measured by standardized tests, over the 
course of a given period of time. In cases where VAM has become the basis 
for assessing teachers, it is all encompassing and the major determinant of 
teacher evaluation; thus, teachers spend much of their instructional time 
teaching to the tests.   The use of value added measures continues despite 
research showing the negative effects of this policy (RAND, 2004).

We assert that the assumption that the VAM is a valid and critical measure 
of good teaching stands in the way of a commitment to education as we in 
the NNER see it.   There are many research studies on VAM that suggest 
that it is flawed. In these studies the strength of VAM as a measure to decide 



48      How Current Education Policies are Challenging the NNER

on the future of educators was found to be inadequate.  We have identified 
research that used value added measures to assess teacher education by 
aggregating results for thousand of teachers, but we do not support the use 
of value added measures for the success of one teacher in a given year 
(again, see www.teacherpolicyresearch.org for research using VAM). Yet, 
to many, including policy makers, it draws its validity from its quantitative, 
bottom-line expression of “success” and “failure.”  Thus, even in the face 
of serious reservations raised by researchers, including economists about 
VAM, especially as a high stakes measure, the idea continues to have 
currency with decision-makers (Shavelson,R.,Linn, R., Baker, E., Ladd, H., 
Darling-Hammond, L., Shepard, L., Barton, P., Haertel, E., Ravitch, D. & 
Rothstein, R., 2010).   In a meeting attended by one of the authors in 2001 
before the House Committee on Education and the Workforce at the time of 
the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, Albert 
Shanker, then President of The American Federation of Teachers, observed 
that “What matters is what we measure.” He was correct, and of course he 
meant that we only value what we can measure quantitatively.   In this sense, 
our work in the NNER to develop students who possess the knowledge, 
skills and dispositions to be successful, productive and happy participants 
in a democracy is severely devalued by policy makers because measuring 
these important outcomes with quantitative tests is almost impossible.

In the Rand Corporation study mentioned earlier, “The Promise and 
Peril of Value Added Modeling to Measure Teacher Effectiveness” (RAND, 
2004, p. 45) one conclusion was that:

The current research base is insufficient to support the use of VAM for 
high-stakes decisions and applications of VAM must be informed by 
an understanding of the potential sources of error in teacher effects.  
Policymakers, practitioners and VAM researchers must work together so 
that research is informed by practical need and constraints…If teachers 
are to be held accountable for the performance of their students, they 
deserve the best measurements of their effects on students that we can 
provide (RAND, 2004).

Other researchers who did a macro study meta-analysis of the literature 
on VAM concluded that while VAM may be an acceptable measure in 
the discipline of economics, there is no empirical evidence that VAM is a 
valid measure of teacher performance or success (Holloway-Libell, J. and 
Amrein-Beardsley, A., 2015).
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One of the most striking bits of evidence of recent reviews of the use of 
VAM occurred in New York in 2016.  In that case the New York Court of 
Appeals threw out the evaluation of teachers based on value added measures 
required of all teachers in New York State at the time.   They described the 
Value Added rating system as “arbitrary and capricious” (Harris, 2016).

New York decided in December 2015 to suspend the use of test scores 
in teacher evaluation at least until 2019 when a new growth model will 
be introduced  (Harris, 2016).   We must use this court case to argue that 
teachers should not be assessed on narrow, quantifiable measures that do not 
reflect the NNER’s view of the full purposes of education.

As we have noted, pressure for test preparation in mathematics and 
literacy at the expense of other subjects is prevalent.  Beyond that, there 
is the underlying belief that standardized tests are not fair to students of 
color and violate social justice concerns.  Much research has been done 
to demonstrate this bias in standardized tests generally and for the SAT in 
particular.   For example, Rosner (2003), cited in Au (Au, 2015) found this 
practice, as reported by Au:

Each individual SAT question ETS chooses is required to parallel 
outcomes of the test overall.  So, if high-scoring test takers, who are more 
likely to be right, tend to answer the question correctly in (experimental) 
pretesting, it’s a worthy SAT question.  If not, it’s thrown out.  Race and 
ethnicity are not considered explicitly, but racially disparate scores drive 
question selection which in turn reproduce racially disparate test results in 
an internally reinforcing cycle.  (Au, 2015, p. 29)

This conclusion, that the SAT tests favor white students, is particularly 
important for teacher educators as the Council for Accreditation of Education 
Providers (CAEP) replaces the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher 
Education (NCATE).   CAEP requires that teacher education students score 
in the top 50% of all students taking the SAT, GRE or ACT, whichever 
applies (CAEP, 2016).    It is highly possible that this will impact the racial 
diversity of teacher education programs negatively.  CAEP has pulled back 
from requiring that the cut off be the top 30% over 4 years because of this 
concern (CAEP, October, 2016).  This is an area where teacher educators 
can take a stance and push for changes in the CAEP standards to remove 
this potential bias, and, because of our focus on the importance of a diverse 
teaching force, the NNER should lead the way.
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Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). The successor to NCLB was 
signed into law by President Obama in December 2015.  The new law was 
widely heralded as turning responsibility for assessing student achievement 
back to the states..  In fact, it limited the role of the Secretary of Education 
in instructing states regarding actions they must take in regard to testing.   
This diminishing role of the federal government in dictating to the states 
was heralded in media reports on ESSA.  However, many elements of ESSA 
remain  very similar, if not identical, to provisions of NCLB.  For example, 
the requirement that 95% of students be tested is retained even in the face 
of  the opt-out movement, wherein parents do not allow their children to 
take the tests, and continuing attendance difficulties in urban schools.   This 
requirement will bring serious consequences to school districts which depend 
on federal funding, especially urban and rural schools.   The consequences 
of a failure to reach the 95% participation goal may include withholding 
the portions of Title I and requiring that these funds be used to address low 
participation rates.  This requirement is made even more explicit than it was 
in NCLB.  Specifically, the law requires that, in calculating test pass rates, 
the denominator of such measures be 95% of all students eligible to take 
the test regardless of how many actually take the test.  Thus, in a school 
of 200 students, if 50 students take the test and pass, the pass rate is not 
100%.    Rather, the pass rate is 50/190, with the denominator representing 
95% of the students who could have taken the test.  The pass rate then 
would be reported as 26% with reductions in federal aid reduced based on 
participation in the test becoming possible (Every Student Succeeds Act, 
2015).

 Departments of education in every state are examining changes in rules 
required by ESSA.   This work continues even as the US Department of 
Education begins to provide full guidance.   Under NCLB, a committee was 
required in every state that received federal funding called “The Committee 
of Practitioners.” These committees included representatives of public and 
private P-12 schools, colleges and universities, and representatives of the 
community.   The committees continue to exist and are used by states to 
help shape policy regarding ESSA.   In New York, for example, where one 
of the authors serves on the committee, meetings were held in the winter 
and spring of 2016 to consider questions raised by the State Department of 
Education as to how the Department should interpret the implementation of 
ESSA.  Some of the discussions are telling and should raise concerns for 
the NNER settings and anyone committed to high quality teacher education.  
For example, in the March 2016 meeting of the group attended by one of the 



Education in a Democracy      51

authors, the representatives of the New York  State Department of Education 
posed this question, “Should there be any requirements pertaining to teaching 
staff and school leadership?”    While NCLB called for Highly Qualified 
Teachers and defined such teachers as certified, there is no such provision 
in ESSA. As a result, states are reconsidering requirements for teacher 
certification putting us at risk of returning to a time when certification was 
not clearly required of all teachers.   Teacher educators should be in these 
discussions.

Examples of other equally important questions raised at the March, 
2016 meeting that have been put before this committee for input regarding 
policy include:

• Should GED diplomas be counted in determining graduation 
rates?

• Should the graduation rate cohort be extended beyond four years? 
(The state  has the option to use an extended year cohort allowing 
students who graduate beyond 4, 5, or even 6 years to count in the 
graduation rate.)

• To what degree, if any, should “opportunity to learn” standards be 
an explicit goal?

• Should goals be based on progress vs. performance vs. growth?

• How should the 95% participation requirement be factored into 
state accountability standards? 

Each of these questions has the potential to have impact on social justice 
in the states in which we work. Similar questions are being considered 
across the nation.  These questions raise issues of social justice because 
they may not sustain standards for certified teachers in all schools and may 
continue to narrow the curriculum, making attention to the mission of the 
NNER more difficult.

One more question was asked in a meeting of the New York Committee 
of Practitioners with clear implications for any educators concerned about 
promoting democracy and social justice: “To what degree if any should 
improving equity be an explicit goal?”  Many in the group were surprised 
that this question would be asked.   No resolution of any of these questions 
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was reached, but the content of the questions suggests that equity and social 
justice were not primary concerns of those asking the questions.  The group 
pointed that out and suggested that the question should really be, “How 
should the enhancement of equity in education be expanded?”

We believe that each of these questions has important implications 
in terms of equity and social justice in education. Each of the issues 
with potential impact on social justice is being decided by each state 
independently and without comprehensive guidance from the USDOE.  In 
fact, the USDOE is constrained by ESSA from dictating to states, so their 
rule making guidance is likely to be minimal.   The list of prohibitions 
against the US Secretary of Education is explicit in ESSA.  For example, 
the Secretary may not prescribe:

• numeric long-term goals of measurements of interim progress that 
states establish for all students or any subgroups of students, and 
for English learners with respect to English language proficiency. 

• the progress expected from any subgroups of students in meeting 
these goals 

• indicators that States use within the State accountability system…
including any requirement to measure student growth, or, if a 
State chooses to measure student growth, the specific metrics used 
to measure such growth (Every Student Succeeds Act, 2015).

These are just a few of the prohibitions.  While scores continue to be 
disaggregated by race or ethnic group to demonstrate uneven progress that 
might indicate the discriminatory impact of test scores, the Secretary cannot 
impose the goals for the expected academic progress within these groups.  
In large measure then, the rules to be promulgated by the United States 
Department of Education are limited and it is now the states that have that 
authority.

 These questions and discussions about how  to interpret ESSA in 
each state are underway largely without input from the public or even 
of educators, except for those who happen to have been appointed to the 
committee required by NCLB and any other committees states might 
establish.   Dealing with these questions is not being done with transparency 
and wide public input.  Finding out how these questions are being considered 
is an important obligation for any educators concerned about social justice, 
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including, of course, those in the NNER.  We have a rare opportunity to 
shape the agenda by monitoring and making public this process and should 
do so.  We place our democracy at risk if we do not call for public scrutiny 
regarding how these questions are answered.  We must find out who serves 
on the Committee of Practitioners (or whatever group a state might turn to 
for advice) to be certain that higher education and P-12 education and seek 
to have representation and influence.   We should also compare experiences 
across the NNER settings to learn from our efforts.  The time to influence 
how states implement ESSA is now, before state policies are developed and 
adopted.

 edTPA. edTPA is a performance-based test developed at Stanford 
University. This assessment grew out of the Performance Assessment of 
California Teachers  (PACT) instrument, used by the California Department 
of Education and was originally developed by The Stanford Center for 
Assessment, Learning and Equity (SCALE). The test requires student 
teachers to develop portfolios that include two video segments of their 
teaching of no more than 10 minutes, using specific guidelines and rubrics 
and to reflect on these lessons through written essays. SCALE has taken 
the position that the scope of the work is too great for them to handle, so 
these portfolios are evaluated by paid individuals trained by The Pearson 
Corporation.  As of this writing, edTPA is, or will be by 2017, an assessment 
in thirteen states, with success on the test being a condition for teacher 
certification. These states include California, Delaware, Georgia, Hawaii, 
Illinois, Iowa, Minnesota, New Jersey, New York, Oregon, Tennessee, 
Washington and Wisconsin—four of which have NNER settings. Some 
institutions where the state does not require edTPA require it for program 
completion at their institutions, effectively making it a requirement for 
licensure. This is true, for example, at Miami University in Ohio, with 
significant opposition reported by Coloma.  (Coloma, 2015). Other states 
are using edTPA as a formative assessment. When used as a high stakes 
assessment, certification decisions are made by Pearson and the state.  Input 
from the university supervisor or cooperating teacher who has observed and 
worked with the student over an extended period of time is ignored.  One 
widely published and cited author, Barbara Madeloni, who is also president 
of the 110,000 member Massachusetts Teacher Association, observes,  “It is 
important to note that unlike the university professor or cooperating teacher, 
the Pearson scorer, using a calibrated rubric, does not know the sociological 
context in which the student teacher works.” (Madeloni, 2015). Thus, the 
decision to certify is made by individuals who have only viewed the brief 
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video segments and reviewed the student’s portfolio.   These individuals do 
not know the students personally, have not taught them, do not understand 
the mission of the setting and certainly do not know the reality of the student 
teacher’s placement.

Our concerns related to edTPA are supported by research that 
demonstrates that the pedagogy promoted by the assessment is not 
consistent with teaching that promotes democracy and social justice.   One 
analysis argues that edTPA imposes a narrowly quantitative narrative of 
teaching and learning on schools, students and teachers (Madeloni, 2015).   
Scoring of edTPA requires a linear lesson plan-driven view of teaching in 
which variation based on what happens in classrooms is not encouraged 
or even permitted.  Knowledge is seen as absolute and education a place 
where we reproduce the world as we know it.   Those of us in the NNER 
view knowledge differently.  We see it as largely constructed by experience, 
discussion and critical thinking.   Democratic pedagogies such as these may 
be observable, but are not necessarily quantifiable to the extent that edTPA 
requires.

Another perspective, also critical of edTPA appeared in the October, 
2015 issue of this journal in Deborah Greenblatt’s TPA—Taking Power 
Away (Greenblatt, , 2015).   Greenblatt, who has studied edTPA since it’s 
inception, has produced research that has been recognized nationally.  She 
uses Michael Foucault’s work as part of her analysis and sees edTPA as 
an example “of discipline devices deployed by power to manage a mass 
constituency” (Greenblatt, 2015). It is not hard to imagine the scores of 
students in teacher education programs being used to compare, rank, and 
punish those programs based on results.  Clearly edTPA does not examine 
or reward evidence of teacher passion for learning, a commitment to 
preparation for living in a democracy, or the ability to react to the real world 
of the classroom and make changes.  Not surprisingly, in its pursuit of 
evidence-based decision-making, CAEP lists edTPA as one of the elements 
of evidence to be used to express success of a program and describes it 
as reliable and valid (Council for Accreditation of Educator Preparation, 
2016).   At a meeting with a Pearson representative, one of the authors asked 
for references to reliability and validity studies for edTPA.  She was told 
that at this point, no such data existed.

What can we do as an organization to limit the intrusion of testing 
that negatively affects our mission?   Actually, in New York, teacher 
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educators in colleges of education argued against the use of edTPA as a 
high stakes test for certification using many of the arguments presented in 
this paper.   There has been some impact.  New York State has pulled back 
from requiring the use of test scores to evaluate teachers for several more 
years (presumably while the issue is studied), and edTPA has not yet been 
used to exclude a student from certification.   As it stands now, there is a 
“safety net” that allows students who fail edTPA to take its predecessor, 
a paper and pencil test of teaching knowledge. Should they pass this test, 
they can then become certified.  While this is not a complete victory, it 
does show that it is possible to influence policy makers even in the face 
of strong corporate activity by Pearson, who manages the test and profits 
from its use.  One New York State legislator, Senator Marco Panepinto, 
representative of New York’s 60th District including Buffalo, was so moved 
by the group’s argument against using edTPA as a high stakes test, that he 
introduced a bill prohibiting the “use of any examination administered by 
Pearson Education, Inc. or any of its affiliates to qualify for a certification 
license” (Panepinto, 2015).  While this bill was not passed and remains 
under review by the Education committee, it is one example of resistance 
to corporations profiting from education.  It is probable that an expression 
from more stake holders, including NNER members, would have been even 
more effective in limiting the use of edTPA as a high stakes test.   

The NNER and Policy

As an organization committed to democracy and social justice in 
education, the NNER should formally seek to influence policies that 
interfere with meeting our goals.    We are the only national organization 
inclusive of faculty and administrators in education, arts and sciences, and 
p-12 schools and thus we are uniquely positioned to have influence by virtue 
of the breadth our membership.

What most influences policy makers?  This question has been the 
subject of significant research, in particular by the Northwest Regional 
Educational Laboratory (NREL) (Nelson, Leffler & Hansen, 2009).  Their 
findings are that policy makers are, for the most part, NOT influenced 
by research.  Specifically, they found that policy makers did not mention 
research evidence as often, nor discuss it as strongly, as other sources of 
information.   There was skepticism expressed by politicians about research 
evidence.  According to the NREL research, the guiding word that identifies 
what matters most to policy makers is “local.”  They are much more likely 
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to be influenced by local constituents within their state or school district.   
This study, and personal experience, convinces us that local educators from 
within NNER settings, which always include faculty and administrators 
in education, arts and sciences, and K-12 schools, are more likely to have 
an impact on policy makers than abstract research not focused on local 
educational activities  (Nelson, et. al., 2009).

   For eight years one of our authors served as chair of the Governmental 
Relations Committee of The American Association of Teacher Educators 
(AACTE).  In that role he worked with members of Congress and their 
legislative assistants frequently.   The most successful single venture over 
that time was bringing together faculty from local universities and p-12 
schools to tell their stories to the Members of Congress who represented 
them and their legislative aids.   One finding by this author was that policy 
makers in some eastern state care little about what works in a western state.  
We know from experience and research that these individuals are more 
likely to be influenced by the experiences and perspectives of educators who 
are their own constituents.   We in the NNER can use this situation to our 
advantage—every one of our settings has access to members of Congress 
and State Legislators from their own districts.  This is not to suggest that 
research has no role to play.  In fact, we found that policy makers were 
interested in research if it was based on data from their locality and included 
clear explanation of the findings.

What specifically should the NNER do?  The title of this article includes 
a “call to action.”   We believe that the NNER should make monitoring and 
influencing policy an explicit and high priority goal and support settings 
engaged in these endeavors.  There are a number of steps that can and should 
be undertaken to influence policy that should be undertaken by the NNER 
and, in fact, other like minded organizations.  These include:

• Being certain that members of NNER settings understand policy, 
its sources, and the possible implications for their work.  We 
should not assume that this is the case. This work can be done 
through local workshops, at national meetings, through video 
conferencing and other means including regional meetings.   We 
argue that this must happen at each setting. Our members must not 
only understand how to influence policy, but must also recognize 
that we minimize achievement of our goals if we do not take such 
action.
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• We should learn how to gain the support of local reporters 
proactively before we need their support.  As part of this effort, 
we should invite members of local media to NNER setting events 
to witness the energy and activity present.  Newspapers often seek 
local experts to call on for stories and the NNER members should 
identify their availability for that role.    Finally, newspapers 
publish guidelines for how to get pieces into their op-ed sections 
and how to get Letters to the Editor published.   The NNER 
should supplement these guidelines with examples and make 
them available to all of the settings.  

• We should be proactive in getting to know policy makers in 
legislative and executive roles who represent our settings and not 
wait until an issue arises for which we need their support.  We 
should engage them before we need them.   One effective way to 
accomplish this is to visit them in their offices as a group, which 
should include representatives of NNER settings who are faculty 
and administrators from education, arts and science and the public 
schools as well as members of the community.  Prior to such a 
meeting, we should be certain those representing the NNER setting 
agree on the issues to be discussed and their position on them so 
that we present a united front.  As is the case with newspapers, 
legislators and their aids often welcome advice from experts, and 
NNER members should make their availability known.

• It is not hard to monitor rules coming forth from the executive 
branch of government.  Every state and the federal government 
publishes a “Register” announcing new proposed rules and 
provides time for response, with the notices of proposed rules 
appearing online regularly (Office of the Federal Register, 2016).  
A specific notice on ESSA from the United States Department 
of Education can be found, for example, at https://www.
federalregister.gov/articles/2016/04/15/2016-08795/negotiated-
rulemaking-committee-schedule-of-committee-meetings. Similar 
notices are online for state rule making.  Such notices should 
be monitored within each setting and shared among setting 
participants.  Written responses are solicited and sometimes 
presentations at public hearings are encouraged.  Announcements 
in the state and federal registers are a good set of indicators for 
where changes are anticipated and where to concentrate action.



58      How Current Education Policies are Challenging the NNER

• Our members should be encouraged to engage in public, accessible 
scholarship to inform the wider community of our research, 
beliefs, and actions.

Conclusion

The National Network for Educational Renewal has been a strong public 
organization advocating for education that supports democracy and social 
justice and provides access to knowledge for all children, the development 
of imagination, and access to a rich and rewarding personal life.  We have 
identified and described a number of policies that we believe have potential 
to interfere with our ability to achieve our goals.   It is logical that a public 
organization with our commitment should participate in democracy by 
exerting influence on policy makers.   There has, perhaps, never been a 
more propitious time to do this as states grapple with policies such as the 
ones we discuss in this article.  In particular, we must be vigilant about how 
states are implementing the ESSA so that we can ensure that our goals can 
still be achieved.

Our settings should recognize that while they belong to a local 
community, they also belong to a national organization with a common 
mission.  To maintain our mission it is essential that, together, we seek to 
influence policies, both on the state and national levels.  It is only through 
our participation in this democratic process that we can continue working 
towards our mission of education for all and sustaining a mission to extend 
social justice and democracy through education.
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Abstract

The purpose of this article is to describe the work of a PK-12 teacher 
preparation and professional development partnership between an 
Indigenous Pueblo school district and a university, Engaging Teachers and 
Community (ETAC).  The emphasis of the partnership is education through 
paideia: concentrating on Pueblo culture, language, and history in PK-12 
and community education.  In addition, this partnership may serve as a model 
for other relationships in creating Indigenous professional development 
systems within the Agenda for Education in a Democracy framework.

Keywords or phrases: democracy, indigenous cultures, partnerships, 
education, professional development

Introduction

The things that I have learned in ETAC have been remarkable! I 
have learned many different ways on the methods of teaching. I have 
found out what Project- Based Learning is all about…My learning 
capabilities have improved throughout college because I have 
learned the various ways on how teachers and students react and 
participate in a classroom. I have learned that there is a lot more to 
teaching than standing in a classroom and giving knowledge to the 

The Role of Indigenous Culture in Teaching and Learning
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students. It has been a successful journey in this program and I plan 
to learn a lot more. (ETAC Participant)

What does Goodlad’s (1994) idea of democracy in education mean 
for the sovereign Indigenous Peoples of the United States? In this article, 
we describe a project, Engaging Teachers and Community (ETAC) which 
defines democracy in education, in part, as integrating Indigenous culture, 
language, and history into the public school curricula so PK-12 students, 
classroom teachers, educational assistants, and future teachers see their 
connectedness not only to the content they are learning, but also to their 
sense of place and belonging; in essence, simultaneous renewal (Goodlad, 
1994) while questioning Western notions of democracy that for many 
Indigenous people means colonization and  subjugation (Wilmer, 1993). 
This suggests that PK-12 teachers should be developing curricula to foster 
this type of integration and focus on Indigenous culture, language and 
history; “education through paideia-- by, in, and for the culture” (Goodlad, 
Mantle-Bromley, & Goodlad, 2004, p.1).

In many rural locations the resources necessary to provide the type of 
education and professional development for PK-12 educators that allows 
democracy in education to flourish are often in short supply.  Further, 
traditionally marginalized communities are often wary of educational 
professional development that comes from outside interventions.  This 
is especially true in Indigenous communities where historical trauma 
and conscriptive ethnicide was implemented through the school system 
(McCarty & Lee, 2014).

While many Indigenous scholars have evidenced that strong cultural 
engagement leads to more positive student outcomes for Indigenous 
students, many Indigenous educators either are not willing to move beyond 
the status quo for fear of retribution, or are not supported by the school or 
educational system when they seek to implement culturally responsive and 
culturally sustainable curriculum (Cajete, 2012).

The purpose of this article, then, is to highlight and describe the work 
of a strong partnership, ETAC, between an Indigenous school district and 
a university in the southwestern United States, that has developed and 
implemented a broad professional development project that can nurture the 
learning and well-being of every student (Goodlad, 1987; 1994) with an 
emphasis on cultural revitalization (McCarty & Lee, 2014).  The article 
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will report on the project and discuss the impact of this partnership on the 
participants and also the school district. In addition, it is the belief of the 
authors that this partnership may serve as a model for other relationships in 
creating Indigenous professional development models and furthering the 
ideals of paideia.

ETAC Project Description

 ETAC is a collaboration between the University and a Pueblo public 
school district (PPSD) that is funded by the W.K. Kellogg Foundation. 
ETAC is in its third year, and funding for an additional three years is 
currently being requested.  ETAC takes a blended approach toward 
professional development by grounding the instruction in culturally 
sustainable pedagogy (McCarty & Lee, 2014) in order to create a solution 
for Indigenous communities dealing with how to create strong curriculum 
that balances local Indigenous culture with the wider need for Western 
knowledge and skills. To this end, the project established five goals: a) 
Provide a social and cultural orientation for current and future teachers in 
the Pueblo; b) Reestablish a sense of empowerment among principals and 
teachers; c) Facilitate collegial and collaborative work across the district; 
d) Recruit current Pueblo students to become teachers; and e) Provide 
educational opportunities through support for teachers and future teachers 
to obtain graduate and undergraduate degrees. The hope of the project has 
been to provide a strong core of professional development and new teacher 
cultivation that can serve as a foundation for the long-term development of 
the Pueblo schools and the Pueblo itself.

The Pueblo Public School District

The PPSD is located within a rural Pueblo Indigenous community in 
the southwest that encompasses approximately 450,000 acres of land across 
counties in two states, where the Indigenous tribe has lived for thousands 
of years. The current population of the Pueblo is approximately 12,097, 
and 32% of its residents live below the poverty line (Public School Review, 
2014). The PPSD is located approximately 160 square miles from the main 
campus of our university, a three-hour drive on highway and two-lane roads. 
The PPSD was created in 1980 as the Pueblo tribal community sought to 
have an educational system that would better meet the educational needs 
of its children and community than an externally-governed public school 
system was doing at the time (www.zpsd.org).
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As a progressive and dynamic attempt to redefine the nature of 
teacher education within Indigenous communities, ETAC invited the 
Pueblo community to serve as a model for the ways in which necessary 
collaboration can yield strong student educational attainment, as well as 
solidify community engagement in the educational process.  

Addressing ETAC Goals

A pillar of ETAC is to integrate Pueblo culture, language and history 
into PK-12 education.  ETAC institute workshops take place for two 
weeks each summer with additional week-long follow up sessions three 
times during the school year.  The focus of these workshop sessions has 
been the integration of Pueblo language, culture and history and Project-
Based Learning (PBL).  As a result of participation in these workshops, 
PPSD teachers have changed their instruction to implement PBL in their 
classrooms.  Students have conducted oral history projects, tested the water 
quality on the Pueblo, and begun growing, harvesting, and saving Pueblo 
heritage seeds.

Provide a social and cultural orientation for current and future 
teachers in the Pueblo.  The ETAC institute workshops have been led by 
members of the Pueblo community and its cultural advisory committee in 
conjunction with PBL expert trainers. This has resulted in numerous PK-12 
classroom PBL units and activities.  For example, a high school geology 
teacher has developed an extensive field and classroom-based unit in 
which students sample and test rocks and minerals from across the Pueblo.  
These field excursions are accompanied by a Pueblo community member 
who, in the tribal language, teaches the high school students the cultural 
and historical importance of the geological formations and the religious 
importance of the sites.  Finally, the students learn how to carve native 
fetishes from tribal fetish carvers.

A third grade teacher has led her students in creating a Pueblo language 
photo dictionary.  The students used digital cameras to photograph Pueblo 
objects, wrote the words in English and the Pueblo language, and used each 
word in a sentences written in both languages.  These hard cover books 
are now available in libraries at all five district schools, the Pueblo public 
library, and the university library.
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Reestablish a sense of empowerment among principals and 
teachers. Monthly professional development sessions with principals and 
teachers from across the five schools in the PPSD are conducted during 
which cross-grade level collaboration occurs around topics including PBL 
project sharing, redevelopment of the Tribal Language Curriculum, and 
curriculum development.  When third graders accompanied sophomores on 
a science field trip, the sophomores taught the third graders how to conduct 
water quality testing and how to identify native plants and name them in the 
Pueblo language.

Facilitate collegial and collaborative work across the district. 
Interwoven throughout the ETAC work has been a focus on the Pueblo 
Core Values.  As PK-12 teachers, educational assistants, and community 
members jointly participate in the ETAC sessions, collaboration across 
schools within the district has increased.

Recruit current Pueblo students to become teachers.  The university 
has hosted a total of over 200 middle school and high school Pueblo students 
on campus, facilitating sessions with advising, financial aid, and American 
Indian Student Services.  Students are introduced to campus life by touring 
dormitories, cafeterias, and attending football and basketball games.

Provide educational opportunities through support for teachers 
and future teachers to obtain graduate and undergraduate degrees.  
Currently 31 students are enrolled in coursework in the College of 
Education and the graduate and undergraduate levels.  With grant support 
for tuition, books, course fees, and transportation, students have persisted in 
their programs of study and are achieving their goals of being educational 
professionals.

In conclusion, this university-district partnership has made a positive 
impact on the community and its educational system overall.  

Democratic Understandings

In applying Goodlad’s (1994) understandings of democracy in education  
it is important to note the NNER’s mission as an extension of the concept of 
democracy and its role in education. As Goodlad states:
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• To promote exemplary performance by universities in their role of 
educating educators;

• To promote exemplary performance by schools in their role of 
educating the nation’s young people; and

• To promote constructive collaboration between schools (and their 
districts) and universities in ensuring exemplary performance 
of overlapping mutual self-interest, especially the simultaneous 
renewal of schools and the education of workers for them. 
(Goodlad, Mantle-Bromley, & Goodlad, 2004, pp. 16-17)

The inclusion of these understandings helps to draw focus on the 
collaborative nature of ETAC and the role and responsibility of the 
University in implementing ETAC in a way that is respectful, responsive, 
and authentic.  As the first three years of the ETAC project draws near 
completion, the Indigenous external evaluator, who is a co-author of this 
article, noted, 

It has been positive to note the incredible efforts by each of the 
collaborators that speak to a unique bond that has been developed and 
nurtured. Specifically, the efforts of the project directors, both of whom 
serve on faculty at the University, in accommodating and supporting 
the cultural development of teachers at PPSD as well as creating a safe 
environment for teachers to express their cultural understandings and 
develop their class curriculum. (Francis, Krebs, Torrez, 2015, p. 2)

In many ways, this is the crux of the work. Within Indigenous 
communities, these types of relationships take a good deal of time to mature 
as there are often issues with trust and understanding due to the fact that the 
community has faced historical oppression of their culture, language, and 
knowledge systems for many years (Francis, Krebs, & Torrez, 2015, p. 2).

The ETAC project is no different. Yet, the deliberate collaboration and 
intentionality of the dialogue in addressing these issues provides insight 
into how ETAC can serve as a model for other relationships in creating 
Indigenous professional development systems. Most important to note 
has been the purposeful relationship building, which serves as the basis 
for any successful endeavors within Indigenous communities. Among 
these successes include the recruiting trips to campus taken by middle 
and high school students; gas cards distributed to participants to drive to-
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and-from the college campus and professional development workshops; 
credits to purchase textbooks; assistance with online course fees; advising 
and financial aid support from the university; meaningful and educational 
project-based learning projects implemented in PK-12 classrooms; 
participant engagement and knowledge development in Pueblo language, 
culture, and history; student-to-community engagement; and finally, strong 
participant engagement.

Studying ETAC through an Indigenous Frame

In developing strong teachers, the emphasis goes beyond cultural 
relevance to cultural sustainability and cultural revitalization (McCarty & 
Lee, 2014), the areas in which a strong cultural foundation must be the basis 
for all curricular decisions. At the same time, there must continue to be an 
emphasis on creating a synthesis of knowledge, as communities do not exist 
in isolation.

Teachers must strive to create curriculum and lessons that can situate 
Western knowledge in an Indigenous context. Primarily, ETAC has engaged 
the participants in a direct and dynamic way that has allowed for the formation 
of a generative process rooted in the importance of cultural values, attitudes, 
and understandings. At times within an Indigenous community, especially 
one that is rooted in tradition as the Pueblo, there may be tensions when 
seeking to create a new paradigm. Issues of race and power will always be 
present when shifting Indigenous knowledge from the margins to the center 
(Howe, 1999).

Therefore, efforts have been to try and approach the project from 
an Indigenous perspective in order to ensure the authenticity of the 
professional development.  As such, our reflections of the project have been 
through an Indigenous framework, which stresses the relational aspect of 
the interactions and observations from the project leaders, advisers, and 
evaluators.  As LaFrance and Nichols (2008) note, “these discussions of 
Indigenous knowledge stress the relevance of wisdom accumulated over 
the ages, the importance of keen observation of phenomena using multiple 
ways of knowing, and the value of understanding relationships that exist 
within all that we experience” (p. 26).

Pueblo Indigenous framework.  Our reflection of the project is further 
narrowed by adding a Pueblo lens by which we have observed and qualified 
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our learnings. We have built upon relationships with the program directors, 
the administration and staff at PPSD, and various community members 
who have been engaged in the ETAC project.  Throughout the process, we 
were conscious of the ETAC goals and were guided by the reflections of the 
PPSD superintendent who discussed the underlying nature and need for the 
project:

Pueblo ancestral challenges and socio-historical knowledge of 
our emergence are evident through four previous levels of human 
development. Using the reality based metaphor for helping each other 
to survive challenges, share knowledge, and strengthen each other in all 
relations is embedded in our prayers since time immemorial. The phrase 
“hon e:beya tsu:ma, e:yakna tho’o’” means to hold strongly to each 
other so we may grow in our relations and collective strength now and 
for the future. This hope and instruction is depicted on the walls of the 
Grand Canyon. As the Pueblo emerged from the fourth world there is a 
depiction of two human Pueblo figures. One is on the surface with hand 
extended grasping the hand of another and pulling him/her to the surface 
and into the present world. As Pueblo people, we must learn to practice 
this in all areas of life and relations. If we embed this into the program, 
then we can overcome negative relations and imposed challenges to 
improve teaching and learning for all Pueblo children and their families.  
(PPSD superintendent, personal communication, January 2015)

Observations and Analysis

We use the term observations rather than data collection to underscore 
our Indigenous approach to the evaluation and research.  Our observations 
came from several surveys in which we sought ongoing feedback, numerous 
interviews, conversational responses, and observational notes from the 
evaluator; our observation methods draw upon the work of Kovach (2009) 
who stresses relationship as the primary means by which Indigenous 
research should take place.

Initial Observations. In our observations, interviews, conversations, 
and surveys, the participants’ experiences have been positive and have 
demonstrated success in each of the goals. Overall, participants feel inspired 
and express a desire for further professional development. As a vehicle 
for engaging students and community, the PBL methods have provided 
an exceptional platform in which to promote and explore Pueblo culture, 
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language and community understandings. Finally, ETAC participant/
student needs are being met through a combination of institutional change 
(bookstore hours), direct support (gas cards), and direct engagement (ETAC 
workshops and trainings).

Lessons Learned

In presenting our learnings, we feel that it is critical to present the voices 
of the participants in a way that honors their contributions.  Rather than 
scatter their reflections throughout this article, we have selected to present 
their responses in a single section in order to create a more Indigenous 
presentation of the work, wherein their knowledge is presented as a whole 
rather than dissected and analyzed.  Following these reflections, we will 
present our synthesis of what has been observed and lived in a way that 
aligns with the Indigenous framework central to this article. 

My knowledge of [Pueblo] history and culture was very limited when I 
first started working as an Educational Assistant. I sort of went into the 
position naturally with many struggles at first. However, I took it upon 
myself to learn more about history by utilizing available resources to 
get general information taught to our students. With the recent ETAC 
teaming up with PCRAT [a tribal cultural research team] to give us a 
better insight of our origin and history really empowered me to want 
to teach students their [Pueblo] history and culture. Even as I progress 
towards wanting to be a regular classroom teacher, I would still rather 
be the individual who teaches my students about the [Pueblo] history 
and culture since I took the time to learn about it and since I am now 
aware of where some more resources are available.

Another participant indicated, 

For me, it has helped me rethink educational strategies and to understand 
the importance of incorporating [Pueblo] practices of dance and music 
into instruction. As [Ms. W.] shared, dancing will help with fighting 
childhood obesity and give students a healthy physical activity that 
enriches them physically and spiritually.

A classroom teacher reflected on the ETAC goals,
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#1-Project based learning: The ETAC program was my first formal 
exposure to PBL processes. It was enough to get me to organize a 
complete multi-curricular project for 71 sophomore Earth Science 
students. #2-Enhanced cultural background: Though I have taught in 
the district in various capacities and grade- levels, I have found that this 
year I am more comfortable referring to [Pueblo] cultural heritage and 
practices than ever before. It seems to make many 15-18 year-olds more 
comfortable in my classroom earlier in the school year. #3- Teaching 
techniques: The workshops provided last summer and continuing 
“development days” have given me a confidence to experiment with 
more relaxed results based teaching protocols. Incorporating some of 
the PBL group ideas and exercises has been an integral part of this new 
approach.

Another teacher wrote, 

Well there has been so much I have learned, I think what really sticks 
to me is teaching [Pueblo] culture in the classroom. I have written 
ideas down on for future references so when I am in a classroom I can 
look back on my notes. I know who I would go to if I wanted a guest 
speaker for [Pueblo] History or pictures.  I am happy to see invitations 
to be more conscious of the [Pueblo] language and culture. When I 
first started teaching in [the Pueblo], I felt that as a white person I was 
not “supposed” to know much about [Pueblo] culture. I was invited to 
observe the dances, but not supposed to ask questions or learn about 
the meanings of the various activities. I think this is starting to change 
and I don’t feel as isolated from the community as before. I try to build 
bridges by asking community members to come into my classroom and 
speak about how the content is relevant to their lives. I also welcome 
student examples of how content is relevant. For example, when we 
were discussing human uses of plants (for biology class), students 
mentioned religious uses and asked if that was okay to add to the list. 
They were surprised I agreed that was an authentic use because ‘other 
teachers said religion doesn’t count.’ I hope my classroom will never be 
a place where the Pueblo culture and beliefs ‘don’t count’!

Another participant stated, 

For me, the most value from the program was being able to work with 
[Pueblo] people and get a better idea of their perspective on their culture 
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and how it related to education. I am less hesitant to ask for input from 
the community because I feel more a part of it now.

A classroom teacher noted, 

Starting with my students, then colleagues, school administration, and 
finishing with the support from the school district, I have never felt as 
much of a shared sense of purpose at [Pueblo] High School as I do this 
year. I don’t think it can all be due to the ETAC program and I am aware 
of my own contributions to this phenomenon. It is enough for me that it 
exists. I warm and inspire myself in its energy.

And, finally, 

It means that we as [Pueblo] can and should lean on each other for 
support and to be the “main bridge” for our children and our students. 
You create bridges by being there for the students and by listening to 
the students when they need someone to talk to. The purpose for the 
[Pueblo] education is to make the children be aware of what is expected 
of them within reason and how they should keep the language alive by 
learning to speak it and learning to write it since most tribes have said 
that they have lost their use of their language because the children refuse 
to learn it and the children are relying only on the English language. If 
we keep teaching the children the language then we can say that our 
language will still be around and will still be used in the future.

Our Reflections

 We have synthesized participants’ comments and additional observations 
into the areas of Establishing an ETAC Identity, Sharing and Articulation, 
Creativity in Classrooms, and Effectiveness.

Establishing an ETAC Identity

Based on surveys and conversations, the ETAC core is growing stronger 
and is finding a shared identity among ETAC participants, due primarily to 
the consistent meetings and experiential learning opportunities throughout 
the project. Yearly weeklong trainings, bi-monthly meetings, and travel 
opportunities have allowed ETAC to begin to develop into its own unique 
identifier. All participants explained on how the project has helped them 
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personally and how they are glad they are a part of the work. This identity 
component is critical for sustainability and highlights how the ongoing 
meetings and relationships are yielding success in empowering participants, 
providing social and cultural orientation within an educational context, and 
creating a collegial and collaborative space across the district.  ETAC was 
even featured on a float in the homecoming parade for the past two years!

Sharing and Articulating

From year to year, we have seen a remarkable shift in the comfort level 
of the participants’ willingness to share their culture through PBL projects. 
Save for a few, in the first year, observations indicated participants were 
hesitant and unsure of how to proceed with PBL. Although they understood 
the value of the professional development and could speak to the quality 
of its delivery, the majority of participants could not quite articulate 
concrete ways in which PBL could work in their classroom. This reaction 
was coupled with a similar reticence of implementing Pueblo culture as a 
major part of the curriculum. Many participants stated the importance of 
Pueblo culture and Pueblo knowledge, but were initially unable to draw 
connections between how this knowledge could be implemented in a class 
space beyond language introduction. By the fall gathering of the second 
year, participants were more fully able to articulate the ways in which they 
could use PBL as a framework for Pueblo knowledge and culture integration 
in their lesson plans, while still maintaining a connection to Common 
Core State Standards.  As mentioned previously, issues of historical 
trauma were certainly present during the first year of the project, as many 
Pueblo participants were unwilling to share their culture for fear of being 
marginalized, as had often happened in the past based on conversations 
with staff and the superintendent. Further, it was the strong relationship 
building efforts on the part of the university professional development team 
that enabled the transformation to occur during the intervening year.

Creativity in Classrooms

Perhaps the single greatest indicator of ETAC success was the response 
by participants on the second year survey of their willingness to experiment 
with lessons and learning in their classrooms. This indicator points directly 
toward the sustainability of ETAC in terms of long-term impact. As teachers 
are more willing to take risks around learning, students are the beneficiaries 
of these efforts. When these efforts are coupled with culturally sustaining/
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culturally revitalizing curriculum and lesson plans, we have the foundational 
elements for systemic and long-lasting change.

Effectiveness

As previously noted, the positive feelings toward the professional 
development from the ETAC project is much higher than the Pueblo district 
as a whole. This points to the quality of the professional development and 
once again points to the relationships developed during the past year. We have 
also noted the effectiveness of the project around the area of synthesizing 
knowledge. One of the key aspects of the project and the professional 
development was the necessity for teachers to be able to include Pueblo 
culture and knowledge in a way that aligned with mandated curriculum and 
the Pueblo Core Values. 

Concluding Discussion

The efforts that have been made and the accomplishments demonstrate an 
ongoing need for projects, such as ETAC, directed at supporting professional 
development and teacher preparation at the Pueblo. Additional steps will 
focus on solidifying the current efforts and promoting sustainability within 
the Pueblo system. As we look to the future of ETAC, we continue to 
develop ways of assessing PBL projects within the Pueblo cultural context, 
and to establish the internal capacity for PPSD to recruit and train current 
and future teachers in a way that is a “blend of ancestral and community 
knowledge” (PPSD superintendent, personal communication, February 
2015).

The necessity of empowering marginalized communities resides in 
how those communities are able to internalize and actualize the training 
and professional development in a way that is aligned with and emerges 
from the community itself. ETAC has been designed in a way to develop 
and recruit emerging and veteran teachers who are culturally enabled and 
have the capacity to synthesize knowledge between Pueblo Indigenous 
understandings and Western academic curriculum. As ETAC progresses 
we will focus more efforts on establishing “train the trainer” approaches 
wherein Pueblo teachers, school leaders, and community members are 
encouraged to assume ownership of the project and begin transitioning 
toward a Pueblo-sustainable model.
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The relationship between the ETAC participants and directors may be 
considered a symbiotic relationship (Goodlad, 1987) with a view towards 
simultaneous renewal. We hope our work with ETAC might serve as a model 
for working towards democratic education.  One of the primary concerns in 
creating revitalizing and sustaining systems for Indigenous schools is how 
to maintain the integrity of cultural engagement and cultural knowledge 
development while concurrently establishing strong bridges between 
Western knowledge systems, education through paideia. In developing the 
ETAC project, what was clear was the beginning of a process of transference. 
Rather than relying on outside professionals to provide answers, ETAC has 
been an intentional exercise in sovereign collaboration in which the tribal 
community gained more capacity for development and ownership over 
the educational methods and implementation as the project has continued. 
Further, in understanding how to implement culturally revitalizing projects, 
ETAC has created a defining structure for emulation by other communities 
seeking to develop strong collaborative projects. As called for by the 
Agenda for Education in a Democracy (AED), “We must also be skilled at 
translating our understanding and appreciation of democracy into patterns 
of behavior, whether in the social or political sphere” (Goodlad, Mantle-
Bromley, Goodlad, 2004, p. 145). ETAC mirrors this call by AED. Finally, 
we believe continuing research can look at how this type of engagement is 
connected to transformational learning within Indigenous communities and 
specifically what role culture can play in those experiences.
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Abstract

In this era of high-stakes educational accountability mandates, schools 
and teachers are pressured to raise test scores, often to the exclusion of 
everything else. Consequently, learner-centered democratic teaching and 
learning has been de-emphasized or eliminated. As Goodlad, Mantle-
Bromley, and Goodlad (2004) contend, “Democracy’s tomorrow depends 
very much on what goes on in classrooms today” (p. 50). It is time to 
accentuate and intensify teaching for life in a democracy in our nation’s 
schools. The main purpose of this article is to acquaint the reader with the 
reasons why teaching democracy and citizenship in schools is important, 
provide poignant vignettes from the classroom of effective democratic 
teaching practices, and guide K-12 teachers and teacher educators in the 
implementation of these practices.

Keywords or phrases:  democratic teaching; democratic education, 
democratic classrooms, learner-centered teaching, student-centered 
teaching

Introduction

From the launching of Sputnik by the Russians in 1957, to the 
controversial A Nation at Risk appraisal of public schools (Gardner et al., 
1983) and our nation’s continuing average or below-average academic 
ranking among 34 first-world countries (Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development, 2012), there has been extreme concern about 
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the ability of the United States to be successful in the global marketplace 
(Berliner & Glass, 2014; Marklein, 2013). Our country’s education system 
has been blamed for these problems. Increased federal involvement in 
education along with mandated high-stakes education policies have been 
established in an effort to remedy these issues (Berliner & Glass, 2014; 
Cohen, 2001; Goodlad, Mantle-Bromley, & Goodlad, 2004; McGill, 
2015). The 2002 No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2001) and the 2009 rigorous Common Core State Standards 
designed to prepare students for college and career (Common Core State 
Standards Initiative, 2016), were implemented to ensure the accountability 
of schools and teachers; standardized testing is the tool used to measure 
this accountability (Berliner & Glass, 2014; Goodlad, et al., 2004; McGill, 
2015).

Because of the high stakes these policies attach to low test scores, schools 
and teachers across the country have been strong-armed into implementing 
a one-size-fits-all curriculum to prepare students to pass annual standardized 
tests focused on basic reading and math skills while deemphasizing or 
eliminating much of worthwhile democracy-focused learning that is not 
tested; especially in low-performing schools (Amrein & Berliner, 2002; 
Berliner & Glass, 2014; Kuhn, 2014; Fairtest, 2007). Goodlad, et al. (2004) 
contend that “Getting higher test scores [has become] virtually an end in 
and of itself” (p. 58), and ask, “Can we really justify investing enormous 
amounts of time, energy, money, and resources just to produce a nation of 
top-notch test takers?” (p. 58).

Currently, many teachers at all levels of experience and expertise are 
required to implement scripted core curriculums with fidelity (Achinstein 
& Ogawa, 2006; Vartuli & Rohs, 2009). Schools and teachers are assured 
that, through the precise use of these curriculums, all knowledge necessary 
to perform proficiently on the annual high-stakes standardized test will be 
effectively learned (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2006; Vartuli & Rohs, 2009). It is 
argued, however, that mandated programs delivered to students with fidelity 
can lower academic expectations for students because these programs 
limit engagement in higher-ordered learning. (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2006; 
Vartuli & Rohs, 2009). Increasingly, knowledge is delivered to students in 
fragmented and isolated bits and pieces rather than as a cohesive whole 
connected to authentic human experiences (Minter, 2011). As a result, many 
contemporary students are disengaged in school and have lost the intrinsic 
motivation to learn (Washor & Mojkowski, 2014). Scholars argue that this 
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reliance on test scores as the main indicator of educational accountability and 
scripted core curriculums delivered with fidelity have, in essence, “dumbed 
down” public school education (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2006; Fairtest, 2007; 
Kuhn, 2014; Vartuli & Rohs, 2009). Little or no time is left for learner-
centered teaching that would promote active and productive citizenship in 
a democracy.

It appears that the “mediocre educational performance” of our nation’s 
public school children described in A Nation at Risk (Gardner et al., 1983) 
has only grown in its mediocrity during the era of test-based, high-stakes 
accountability. Sadly, despite on-going efforts by powerful and well-spoken 
progressive education proponents, the practice of teaching democracy and 
citizenship in our nation’s schools has diminished over the past few decades 
(Berliner & Glass, 2014; Goodlad, et al., 2004; McGill, 2015).

In this paper, I acquaint the reader with the reasons why teaching 
democratic citizenship remains important in schools. Indeed, the rise of 
test-based accountability has made it more imperative that teachers provide 
students opportunities to develop the knowledge, skills, and capacities for 
democratic participation. After reviewing these reasons, I then draw on my 
experiences as an elementary school teacher and university teacher educator 
to present poignant classroom vignettes of effective democratic teaching 
strategies, and offer suggestions for implementing these strategies in both 
K-12 and college of education classrooms.

Teaching Democracy and Citizenship in Schools

Background Information

 From 1994 through 2015, I taught a multi-age fourth/fifth grade class 
in a university laboratory school where I was afforded the autonomy to try 
out innovative teaching practices. Throughout these 21 years, I gradually 
developed a large repertoire of effective democratic teaching practices. This 
past school year I have been employed as an assistant professor in a college 
of education where I have the responsibility of educating future teachers. 
The vast majority of my college students completed their K-12 education 
during the high-stakes, test-based, accountability era. Consequently, 
most of their school experience occurred in traditional, teacher-centered, 
non-democratic settings where they were expected to passively absorb 
fragmented factual knowledge delivered through teacher lecture and then 
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“prove” their knowledge on worksheets and tests (Achinstein & Ogawa, 
2006; Fairtest, 2007; Minter, 2011; Vartuli & Rohs, 2009). Since these future 
teachers have not been recipients of democratic teaching themselves, they 
have little or no idea about how to teach in ways that immerse students in 
democratic learning and prepare them for the responsibilities of democratic 
citizenship. It is my goal as a college of education professor to teach these 
future teachers how to best teach to prepare their future students for an 
active and effective life in a democracy.

 Children must experience democracy to learn democracy. Schools are 
the laboratories where learner-centered pedagogy can effectively prepare 
diverse children to be “. . . well-educated, creative, and thoughtful citizens 
about to participate actively and critically in our democracy. . .” (Sirotnik, 
2001, p. 13). Goodlad et al. (2004) contend that, “Democracy’s tomorrow 
depends very much on what goes on in classrooms today” (p. 50). In an effort 
to help teachers create democratic classrooms, I outline below the principles 
of democratic teaching and the benefits of incorporating these principles 
seamlessly throughout a child’s education. I illustrate these principles and 
benefits with vignettes describing ways democratic learning can play out in 
the classroom. Following these vignettes, I offer some specific suggestions 
on how K-12 teachers can implement these practices. I also provide 
strategies that teacher educators can use to effectively communicate these 
learner-centered practices to their pre-service teachers. By emphasizing and 
modeling democratic teaching practices in college of education classrooms, 
our future teachers can understand their importance and, I hope, implement 
the practices in their future classrooms.

Teambuilding Activities and the Development of Trust

One principle of effective functioning in a democracy is the development 
of trust and support among diverse citizens (Bordessa, 2005; Goodlad, 
et al., 2004; Sirotnik, 2001; Underwood, 2001). This trust and support 
allows citizens to successfully cooperate and collaborate in understanding 
the complexities of multi-faceted problems and in generating innovative 
solutions. Involving diverse learners in teambuilding activities in which they 
work together to accomplish goals and solve problems helps them develop 
positive interpersonal relationships as well as the character, competence, 
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and skills necessary for responsible citizenship in a democracy (Bordessa, 
2005; Goodlad, et al., 2004; Sirotnik, 2001; Underwood, 2001).

To model the value of teaching K-12 students’ teamwork skills for 
my college class of future teachers, I invited a class of fourth graders to 
demonstrate the Lap Sit (Figure 1). In this activity students stand toe to heel 
in a circle. On the count of three, they each guide the person in front of them 
to sit back on their lap with the goal being a seated circle with everyone 
working together to support the entire team. During the demonstration, one 
fourth grade boy thought it was funny to purposely make the entire group 
fall. Another student, not trusting the process, tried to single-handedly hold 
up the entire group. Although she put forth great effort and used all her 
muscular strength, she found this to be an impossible feat, and everyone, 
once again, fell to the ground. Even though I provided explicit instructions 
and clearly modeled the expectations, it took four trials for the entire circle 
of students to successfully accomplish this challenging task.

Once success was achieved, I asked the fourth graders what they had 
learned from the Lap Sit. Students observed that, when one person fails to 
do their part, everyone falls. They also noted that it is impossible for one 
person to hold up the whole team. They came to the conclusion that all must 
work together in an environment of trust and support to successfully reach a 
common goal. Toward the end of our discussion a fourth grader concluded 

Figure 1. The Lap Sit Community
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that it was important to persevere when striving to reach a challenging goal; 
to keep trying and never give up. At this point the boy who had purposefully 
made the group fall on the first three tries blurted, “What if you don’t want 
to keep trying? What if you just want to quit?” At that point, a pre-service 
teacher spoke up. In halting speech he told about having to persevere and 
keep a positive attitude throughout his long and extremely challenging 
recovery following a debilitating motorcycle accident. The fourth graders 
were spellbound as they listened to his compelling story, and were now 
much better able to apply the lessons learned in the Lap Sit to real life.

Descriptions of hundreds of teambuilders like this Lap Sit can be 
found on the Internet, and K-12 teachers can facilitate student engagement 
in these teambuilders throughout the school year. As goals are achieved 
through these teambuilding activities, students improve in their abilities 
to motivate, inspire, and positively push themselves and each other. This 
develops individual and group confidence (Bordessa, 2005). Trust and 
support among diverse learners is established allowing them to cooperate 
and collaborate democratically in generating innovative solutions to multi-
faceted problems (Bordessa, 2005; Goodlad, et al., 2004; Sirotnik, 2001; 
Underwood, 2001).

 To emphasize the importance of implementing teambuilding activities 
in K-12 classrooms, teacher educators can engage their college students in a 
variety of teambuilding activities followed by a discussion of the democratic 

Figure 2. A Positive Character-Traits Chart.



82      Dynamic Classroom Practices that Promote Democracy

characteristics that these teambuilders develop in K-12 students. Involving 
future teachers in observing and/or leading teambuilders with K-12 students 
and the follow-up discussion about the democratic characteristics being 
learned is also extremely beneficial. 

Positive Character Trait Development and the Protection 
of Individual and Collective Rights

 Another principal of effective functioning in a democracy is the 
protection of individual and collective rights (Goodlad, et al., 2004; 
Sirotnik, 2001; Underwood, 2001). Citizens must be able to exercise their 
own basic freedoms responsibly without unjustly preventing others from 
doing the same. As they develop positive character dispositions, citizens 
must be able to thoughtfully reflect on and critically examine the integrity 
and responsibility of their own actions. Moreover, all citizens must be 
given an equal voice as they participate intensively in making decisions that 
affect their community. Actively teaching and expecting students to practice 
character traits such as integrity, flexibility, perseverance, commitment, 
diligence, and discretion is an important aspect of a democratic classroom 
(Goodlad, et al., 2004; Sirotnik, 2001; Underwood, 2001).

 Early each school year my students and I collaboratively create a 
positive character-traits chart (Figure 2) with a drawing of a well-rounded 
person surrounded by positive character traits. Below this, large locks are 
drawn containing behaviors that students are encouraged to “lock” away. 
My students know that when conflicts and problems occur, I will call a class 
meeting to resolve them (Angell, 2004; Gartrell, 2006). As a part of class 
meetings, students define the problem and refer to the character-traits chart 
to determine why it is a problem and what behavior(s) should have been 
“locked” away. During these class meetings, I empower students to arrive at 
their own solutions to problems. They practice the positive character traits 
as they respectfully listen to different ideas, tactfully discuss the pros and 
cons of the solutions offered, and then vote on the solution they wish to 
put into practice. A short time later, I call another meeting to determine 
if the solution produced successful results. If there are still problems, the 
students reconvene, collaborate to arrive at another solution, and put it into 
effect. The use of the positive and locked away character-traits chart and 
class meetings are examples of teaching for life in a democracy. I offer 
an example of how my use of the character-traits chart and class meetings 
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promoted students’ understanding of individual and collective rights and 
their inter-relatedness.

Last year, a few of the girls in my fourth/fifth grade class were very 
agitated when they returned from gym. They complained that the boys (who 
had been selected to be team captains) always chose the girls last when 
forming basketball teams. Furthermore, when playing, the boys never passed 
the ball to the girls. These girls requested a class meeting to discuss and 
resolve these issues. I started the meeting by asking the class if they thought 
boys or girls were better at sports. Immediately a boy proclaimed, “Boys 
are better at football, basketball, and baseball. Girls are better at gymnastics 
and tennis.” A couple other boys nodded their heads in agreement. At that 
point both girls and boys shot their hands into the air, eager to share their 
perspectives. One girl related that she played football with her dad and 
brother, and as a result, was very skilled in this sport. Another girl explained 
that anyone could be good at any sport if they had enough practice; it didn’t 
matter if you were a boy or a girl. Some girls expressed their frustration at 
being chosen last for teams and never getting the chance to handle the ball 
during the games. Feeling guilty some boys admitted that they had rudely 
excluded the girls and apologized for their unfair and unkind behavior. 
Once the problem was evident and everyone had had a chance to express 
their viewpoints, many possible solutions were offered and the pros and 
cons of each were discussed. Students came to consensus that during every 
play of the game, the ball would have to be passed to a girl at least once. 
During the fast action of their games, however, they came to the quick 
realization that this was too hard to implement and monitor. We met again, 
where they all agreed that our discussion of the problem had helped them be 
more aware of passing the ball more equitably rather than to just the boys 
who were thought to be the best players. Although there was no perfect 
solution, the opportunity to have a voice regarding this issue made it much 
less problematic.

This student-centered, democratic, classroom management strategy can 
be shared and discussed with future teachers in their college classrooms 
and/or arrangements can be made for pre-service teachers to do a fish-bowl 
observation of a class of K-12 students involved in a class meeting. Giving 
the students a voice in solving problems that affect the entire class through 
the use of a character-traits chart and class meetings involves students in 
meaningful democratic learning (Angell, 2004; Gartrell, 2006; Goodlad, et 
al., 2004; Sirotnik, 2001; Underwood, 2001).
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Exploration Research Project Presentations 
that Optimize Citizen Potential

 Yet another principle of effective functioning in a democracy is 
optimizing the potential of citizens by encouraging them to actively and 
genuinely engage in researching and learning about topics that interest 
them (Goodlad, et al., 2004; McCarthy, 2014; Washor & Mojkowski, 2014). 
When students are involved in investigating and teaching their peers topics 
that genuinely interest them, they become more motivated than when they 
are required to passively master teacher-delivered core subjects (Goodlad, et 
al., 2004; McCarthy, 2014; Sirotnik, 2001; Underwood, 2001). As students 
research their chosen topic, they develop responsible self-direction and learn 
to think deeply and critically as they analyze researched information. In 
preparing to communicate their learning to an audience of their peers, they 
are required to make many autonomous decisions. All of these aspects help 
students develop a sustaining sense of self-confidence. The development of 
all of these skills is important in preparing students for true participation in 
a democracy (Goodlad et al., 2004; Sirotnik, 2001; Underwood, 2001).

 Exploration research project presentations are an exemplary education 
practice that actively involve all students, regardless of their interests and 
diverse strengths and struggles, in meaningful democratic learning. Students 
are intrinsically motivated because they are engaged in concentrated and 
rigorous, deep-level learning (Goodlad, et al., 2004, McCarthy, 2014; 
Washor & Mojkowski, 2014). Students feel ownership in these projects 
because they are related to their interests and goals and are given autonomy 
in making many decisions throughout the research and presentation process 
(Goodlad, et al., 2004; McCarthy, 2014; Washor & Mojkowski, 2014). They 
choose their own resources, the genre of their written report, and the visuals 
and audience involvement activities they will incorporate throughout their 
presentation.

  The power of these exploration research project presentations to 
promote students’ autonomous learning is illustrated by a boy in my class, 
who was a rancher’s son and hoped to be a rancher himself in the future. This 
boy lacked motivation for anything that resembled traditional schoolwork, 
but enthusiastically researched and dynamically presented the topic of 
artificial insemination of farm animals to an audience of his peers (Figure 
3). To involve his audience he had each student don a shoulder-length plastic 
glove and artificially inseminate a pseudo cow. Another boy came to my 
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class labeled as emotionally disturbed, 
oppositional defiant, and ADHD. 
He was accompanied by a one-on-
one paraprofessional throughout the 
school day and had been recommended 
for residential treatment for his often 
violent and unpredictable behavior. 
He found solace in our classroom pets. 
Whenever he was upset, he would 
spend time expressing his anger and 
grief to the parakeets who responded 
with constant chatter interspersed with 
loud squawks.

As a result of his connection to our 
class pets, this boy enthusiastically 
researched and created a PowerPoint 
presentation on parakeets (Figure 
4). To involve his audience in the 
learning, he dressed up as a parakeet 
who “became” a talk show guest who 
was asked pre-prepared questions 
about his life as a parakeet by audience 
members (Figure 5). This boy came to 
be viewed by his peers as an esteemed 
parakeet expert and was empowered 
to share his knowledge through a 
captivating two-hour presentation. As 
a result of this project, he developed 
valuable leadership skills and gained 
much-needed personal confidence.

This project-based learning 
is appropriately challenging and 
empowering for kindergarten 
through college-aged students and 
for students with diverse learning 
needs. These projects work best when 
a gradual release of responsibility is 
incorporated. The teacher explicitly 

Figure 3. Exploration Research Project 
Presentation on Artificial Insemination

Figure 4. Exploration Research Project 
Presentation on Parakeets
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models each step of the project first and involves the students in replicating 
these steps. Next, the teacher provides guided practice, facilitating as the 
students complete each step of the process with a partner or small group. 
Finally, the students are able to complete all steps of the research, writing, 
and presentation process independently. The research project can be easily 
adapted to fit the specific needs of any grade or subject.

When communicating the democratic learning benefits of exploration 
research project presentations to my class of pre-service teachers, I 
specifically describe implementation guidelines of the projects. Students 
from a variety of K-12 classrooms and age levels give presentations to 
my college students, so the pre-service teachers can see first-hand the 
possibilities for their own future students. I also engage these future teachers 
in a Pecha-Kucha (20 slides-20 seconds each) exploration research project 
presentation on an educational issue of their choice.

These learner-centered exploration research projects are worth doing; 
each student becomes an expert and teaches the class and invited community 
members about a topic that holds learning relevance for all participants 
(Goodlad, et al., 2004; McCarthy, 2014; Washor & Mojkowski, 2014). As 
students persevere in researching these projects, the preparation necessary 
to effectively share their researched knowledge, and the culminating 

Figure 5. Parakeet Talk-Show Guest during Exploration Research Project Presentation
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presentation of their learning, they develop responsible self-direction, 
the ability to think deeply and critically, and a sustaining sense of self-
confidence. These are all necessary characteristics for effective democratic 
citizenship (Goodlad, et al., 2004; Sirotnik, 2001; Underwood, 2001). 

Realistic Simulations and Engagement in Critical Inquiry

 One more principle of effective functioning in a democracy is that citizens 
must make informed decisions through engagement in critical inquiry. As 
they critically examine complicated and controversial dilemmas, citizens 
must research all perspectives, weigh the evidence, and all along the way, 
accept the ambiguity and convoluted nature of these dilemmas. Citizens 
must be able to engage in civil discourse as they share their viewpoints and 
the reasons behind them while opening their minds to respectfully consider 
the viewpoints of others. Meaningfully engaging school learning through 
simulations can be designed to help students better understand, critically 
examine, and find solutions for convoluted problems (Goodlad, et al., 2004; 
Sirotnik, 2001; Underwood, 2001; Washor & Mojkowski, 2014). Through 
this engagement they are taught to reason and think critically to solve both 
real and simulated realistic problems.

 In realistic simulations, students engage in valuable democratic principles 
as they “become” the characters in history or the future, and vicariously 
experience historical events 
and eras or future possibilities 
(Lacey & Bovberg, 1996; Wesley, 
2001). Learners collaborate in 
cooperative groups to consider and 
deliberate on multiple perspectives 
rather than being required to 
blindly adopt only the dominant-
culture’s perspective (Igel & 
Urquhart, 2012). For example, 
in the Who Really Discovered 
America simulation (Lacey & 
Bovberg, 1996) (Figure 6) students 
“become” early explorers (Hoei 
Shin from China, Prince Maddoc 
of Wales, Bjarni Hurjulfssen of 
Norway, Christopher Columbus of 

Figure 6. “Who Really Discovered 
America” Simulation
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Portugal, the indigenous natives, etc.) and present evidence to “prove” that 
“they” are the true discoverer of America. Following these presentations, 
students weigh the evidence and decide for themselves who really discovered 
America.

In another democracy-promoting example students are exposed to 
multiple viewpoints when learning about historical eras such as U.S. 
Westward Emigration (Goodlad, et al., 2004; Igel & Urquhart, 2012). 
They consider the perspective of male pioneers eager for adventure and 
the promise of productive farm/ranch land, the perspective of women and 
children separated from loved ones with little chance of seeing them again, 
the perspective of Mormon pioneers in pursuit of religious freedom, and 
the perspective of Native Americans being pushed off their ancestors’ land 
and onto reservations. When engaging in this Pioneers simulation (Wesley, 
2001), students democratically collaborate and consider the multiple 
perspectives of their teammates to make well-reasoned and logical decisions. 
In one decision, wagon train groups debate the pros and cons of taking a 
shorter route through waterless, unprotected territory containing a Native 
American burial ground knowing that the Native Americans are justifiably 
irate, but also realizing that this shorter route will get them through the 
mountains before the winter snows prevent travel. The other option they 
consider is a route that is twice as long but has plenty of water, a military 
fort to restock supplies, protection by the fort soldiers, and more friendly 
Native Americans. The con of this route is the prospect of not reaching the 
mountains before the passes are closed due to snow and having to winter 
at the fort. In another decision, students vicariously “become” Native 
Americans whose food supply, the buffalo, are being killed indiscriminately 
by the White pioneers. They debate their options-strive to stay away from the 
encroaching White pioneers, attempt to collaborate with the White pioneers 
to arrive at a compromise that is satisfactory for both factions, or physically 
fight for their rights. Again, students respectfully listen to and consider the 
perspectives of their classmates as they debate the pros and cons of each of 
these possible solutions when deciding what course of action to take.

Teachers can create their own simulations, but much of the work 
is already done and can be purchased fairly inexpensively from Interact 
Simulations online (Interact, 2016). Interact simulations (2016) are available 
for all grade levels and subjects. Teachers need to critically examine 
these simulations, however, to ensure that they do not reinforce negative 
stereotypes of particular groups or reinforce existing power structures that 
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privilege some groups over others. To introduce future teachers to these 
simulations, I engage them in mini simulations in the college classroom. 
For example, I provide them with classroom management scenarios and 
have them “become” the characters in the scenario while simulating how 
they would deal with the classroom management situation. I also describe 
to them some of the many simulations that are available while encouraging 
them to implement them in their own future classrooms.

Simulations of historical and futuristic eras and events that are impossible 
to experience first-hand are an educational strategy which effectively 
addresses many standards while engaging students in democratic learning. In 
these simulations, the voice of each student is heard while they consider the 
diverse viewpoints of other students. In an atmosphere of support and trust, 
students learn to think critically and creatively as they consider multiple 
perspectives, compromise a bit on their initial thinking, and combine the 
strengths of each participant’s perspective to arrive at a desirable outcome 
(Goodlad, et al., 2004; Igel & Urquhart, 2012).

Conclusion

In this current era of high-stakes educational accountability mandates, 
schools and teachers feel pressured to devote much of their valuable 
classroom time to the development of reading and math skills. There is no 
doubt that these basic academic skills are important, but with so much time 
spent preparing students for standardized testing success, little time is left 
for anything else. Consequently, democratic teaching and learning is often 
de-emphasized or eliminated.

As Goodlad, et al. (2004) point out, “...democracies never just happen. 
They have to be created, nurtured, promoted, and protected, or they perish.” 
(p. 36). The benefits of teaching democracy in schools are evident (Goodlad, 
et al., 2004; Igel & Urquhart, 2012; McCarthy, 2014; Sirotnik, 2001; 
Underwood, 2001). Like the examples shared in this paper, democratic 
teaching and learning embrace intrinsically-engaging, authentically-
meaningful school projects that are related to students’ personal interests 
and goals (Goodlad, et al., 2004; Igel & Urquhart, 2012; McCarthy, 2014). 
An active student voice is seamlessly integrated into all these activities as 
learners critically think, consider multiple perspectives, dialog respectfully 
with others, and create workable solutions to realistic problems (Goodlad, 
et al., 2004; Igel & Urquhart, 2012; McCarthy, 2014). Furthermore, 



90      Dynamic Classroom Practices that Promote Democracy

participation in such projects contributes to students’ positive character-
trait development, responsible self-direction, and a sustaining sense of 
self-confidence (Goodlad, et al., 2004; Sirotnik, 2001; Underwood, 2001). 
Promotion of these democratic practices through modeling and practice 
in teacher-education programs will ensure that these worthwhile learner-
centered teaching approaches will survive and thrive.

It is time for some much-needed educational renewal.
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Abstract

A true democracy flourishes when all of its members participate in an 
informed way in all aspects of social life including the critical examination 
of the democracy itself. However, for many individuals full participation, at 
present, is unattainable. One way we as educators and teacher educators 
can challenge this reality is by using a pedagogy known as teaching 
mathematics for social justice (TMFSJ). This pedagogy aligns well with the 
mission of the National Network for Educational Renewal.

Keywords or phrases: school mathematics, democratic education, 
mathematics for social justice, teacher education.

Introduction

The National Network for Educational Renewal (NNER) has a four-part 
mission statement. In it, the organization’s commitment to education in and 
for a democracy is made clear. Specifically, NNER’s mission is to:

• provide access to knowledge for all children (“equity and 
excellence”)

• educate the young for thoughtful participation in a social and 
political democracy (“enculturation”);

Reimagining Mathematics Education In and For a 
Democracy
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• base teaching on knowledge of the subjects taught, established 
principles of learning, and sensitivity to the unique potential of 
learners (“nurturing pedagogy”); and

• take responsibility for improving the conditions for learning in 
P-12 schools,  institutions of higher education and communities. 
(“stewardship”). (The National Network for Educational Renewal, 
2007).

A true democracy flourishes when all of its members participate in an 
informed way in all aspects of social life including the critical examination 
of the democracy itself. However, for many individuals full participation, 
at present, is unattainable. As educators and teacher educators we can 
challenge this reality using a pedagogy known as teaching mathematics for 
social justice (TMFSJ).

This issue of Education in a Democracy: A Journal of the NNER 
focuses on the ways in which the NNER can shape current debates and 
policy with respect to educational reform. Using the work of its founder, 
John I. Goodlad, the articles in this edition of the journal challenge us to 
consider the role of the NNER in creating and sustaining schooling for a 
democracy. One way to do so is to support teachers to TMFSJ as part of their 
roles as agents of change, while simultaneously advocating for reforms that 
support such work. TMFSJ aligns well with the work of NNER, making it 
a viable pedagogy for operationalizing the mission statement of the NNER 
to support schooling in a democratic state.

Three Challenges for School Mathematics

Schooling in mathematics, as it presently exists, presents us with three 
challenges that if, left unmet, threaten the existence of a true democratic 
state. These are: (1) the current role that mathematics plays as a gatekeeper 
to future success (see, for example: Apple, 1992; Burton, 2003; Martin, 
2000, 2003; Moses & Cobb, 2001); (2) the widely held belief that school 
mathematics is objective/non-neutral and that teaching mathematics is not a 
political act (see: Sleeter, 1997; Tate, 2005); and (3) an almost universally-
accepted narrative that places blame for mathematics failure on the 
individual and drives the discussion away from the larger social, political, 
cultural and economic forces at play (Apple, 2012).
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School Mathematics as Gatekeeper

Mathematics has long been an included, if not privileged, discipline in the 
education of the young in our society. In the past few decades, and certainly 
since the enactment of No Child Left Behind, we have seen drastic cuts in 
programs such as art, music, and movement, while time spent on mathematics 
in schools is on the rise (McMurrer, 2008; Mishook & Kornhaber, 2006). 
A report from the Center on Educational policy (McMurrer, 2008) notes 
that in their representative sample of 349 elementary school districts, 58% 
increased instructional time in English Language Arts and 45% increased 
instructional time in mathematics. Moreover, other subjects have seen their 
instructional time cut by one third. Though there are states where only 
modest decreases in time allotted to the arts have occurred, Mishook and 
Kornhaber (2006) caution us with respect to such figures noting that in many 
cases the arts have been folded into tested subjects. Schools, they argue, 
often “embrace an arts integration model that places arts as subservient to 
tested subjects” (p. 9). They warn that this shift in how the arts are taught 
is detrimental to students who lose out on the benefits of a solid grounding 
in the arts.

Changes in the instructional times of various subjects and the shift in 
the nature of arts education is coupled with an increasing emphasis on 
test-preparation especially in schools that serve students from traditionally 
marginalized communities (Chapman, 2004; Darling-Hammond, 2007; 
Lomax, 1995; McNeil & Valenzuela, 2000). The idea of a well-rounded 
education is being narrowed for those students who are most vulnerable, 
with the belief that more and more exposure to mathematics is what is 
needed. To make matters worse, this increase in exposure to mathematics 
comes with an increase in test preparation, an increase in direct instruction, 
a decrease in collaborative learning, and a decrease in learner-centered 
instruction (see, for example: Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000; Stecher 
and Barron, 1999).

Proponents of these changes argue that increases in instructional time 
for mathematics is associated with increased achievement in the subject. 
While initial work in the field of instructional time supported this view 
(McNight, et al., 1987; Mirel, 1994; Purvis & Levine, 1975; Stevenson 
& Stigler, 1992), more recent work challenges this assertion (Wilkins, 
Graham, Parker, Westfall, Fraser & Tempo, 2003). “…it would seem that 
reducing time in art, music and physical education [in order to increase 
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time spent on tested subjects] has no basis of justification as a strategy to 
improve standardized test scores” (p. 731). It is not just the arts that are 
being affected. Nationally, “40% of schools have eliminated some recess 
time to [concentrate on tested subjects under] … pressure for high scores on 
benchmark tests” (Cooper, 2007). Another area that is receiving less time 
is physical education. There is no evidence that decreasing time in physical 
education to increase time on mathematics and English actually improves 
student performance in these areas (Trost and van der Mars, 2009). To the 
contrary, evidence exists that physical education might actual spur academic 
success by improving memory and executive functioning (Buck, Hillman, 
& Castelli, 2008; Davis, et al., 2007; Sibley & Etnier, 2003).

Complicating issues of instructional time is the fact that actual 
instructional time varies from the time devoted to a subject in the school 
schedule because of inefficiencies in how time is used. Smith’s (2000) study 
of actual versus scheduled instructional time noted that, “the average rate 
of non-instructional time across more productive teachers (in terms of time 
use) was 14% (p. 662)” and that in school serving poor students the amount 
of non-instructional time is much higher than it is in more affluent schools. 
Further complicating matters is the fact that mathematics is often taught in 
ways that are disconnected from students’ experiences (Sleeter, 2007; Tate, 
2005) and “divorces from the real world” (Gutstein & Peterson, 2005, p. 
1). Additionally, American teachers tend to teach mathematics as a series 
of steps valuing procedural understanding over conceptual understanding 
(Stigler & Hiebert, 1999). On the one hand this deprives students of the 
ability to truly understand the concepts behind the procedures they are 
employing, on the other, when procedures are not practiced they are often 
forgotten.

Mathematics plays the role of gatekeeper with respect to future success 
in life (Moses & Cobb, 2001; Stinson, 2004). Mathematics is given a position 
of prominence in our society exemplified by an over-reliance on mathematics 
testing. If one wants to graduate from high school, attend college, or take 
a civil service job, one must pass a mathematics exam. Thus, the reality is 
that our most vulnerable students are seeing their education narrowed, their 
exposure to upper-level mathematics limited, and their ability to participate 
fully within the society lessened as a result of the ways that mathematics is 
being taught and used in our society.
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The Accepted Narrative

Many believe that mathematics is difficult and that there are math 
people for whom it is somehow less so. As a result it seems logical that 
increasingly time in school be spent on remediation in mathematics and 
that not everyone be expected to excel. In fact, it is socially acceptable 
to openly admit one is bad at math. It is shameful to say one cannot read, 
but many proudly admit their inability to do math. There is something 
fundamentally wrong with this. It shapes the national conversation about 
mathematics schooling by pushing the blame for failure onto the individual. 
It is individuals who are bad at math and who, therefore, need remediation, 
and who might not be academically able enough to study higher-level 
mathematics, and to pursue mathematics related majors and careers. This 
narrative keeps us from questioning the larger social, political, economic, 
and cultural conditions that lead to such failure in the first place. Further, it 
keeps us from examining who benefits from the perpetuation of the realities, 
and the narrative just discussed.

School Mathematics as Non-neutral

Another piece in the narrative and the broader discussion is the idea that 
mathematics is objective and the teaching of mathematics is both value-free 
and neutral. This belief can be challenges in two ways. First is a matter 
of content. Whose mathematics is taught/valued? Whose mathematics is 
excluded? Second is an acknowledgement of the political nature of teaching 
in general and specifically of teaching mathematics.

When we consider mathematics as objective and non-neutral, we ignore 
the reality that there are numerous fields, methods, procedures, symbolisms, 
and so forth that make up mathematics and, due to a lack of time, only part 
of these can be taught. As a result, decisions are made as to what should be 
included and what should be excluded. In these decisions, some individuals’ 
or groups’ contributions are valued over others. For example, until recently, 
most elementary school children were exposed to the Roman Numerals and 
the accompanying numeration system. Students were expected to know how 
to read and write and numbers in the Roman numeration system. However, 
this is one of many systems that existed throughout time. Until recently, 
students were not expected to know the Babylonian Numeration system, 
the Mayan Numeration system or the Egyptian Numerations system, though 
each of these are equally valid ways of recording numbers and some are 
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far superior to the Roman numeration system with respect to carrying out 
basic arithmetic computations. Including these systems in the curriculum 
is a welcomed addition because it exposes students to the systems of other 
peoples, but in doing so we are still excluding others. It is rare for students 
to be exposed to the Chinese Rod numerals or the Greek Ionic system, for 
example. The numerals we use today (0, 1, 2, 3, …,9) are called the Hindu-
Arabic numerals though few of us were taught this as youngsters and fewer 
still where these numerals originated or why they became widely used over 
others that existed simultaneously. Doing so, involves an acknowledgement 
of the historical and social realities that were and are involved in how 
particular mathematical practices are popularized.

To give another example, students are usually taught, at some point, 
that quadratic equations may be solved using the quadratic formula. The 
formula itself is derived using a procedure called completing the square 
and an algebraic method for doing this is sometimes presented. Indian 
mathematicians are credited with deriving a method for solving types of 
quadratic equations using this procedure but their argument was geometric 
and involved actually completing the four-sided figure we call a square. 
There is also evidence that the ancient Babylonians had a related procedure 
that could be used to solve quadratics of a certain form. Solving these 
equations geometrically, making a minor correction that allows for negative 
or imaginary results, is a viable method, but rarely, if ever taught in the 
K-12 system. One can argue that the quadratic formula is much more direct 
as a reason for teaching it, but then why not teach the geometric way if only 
to show where the formula comes from? And why teach it devoid of the 
history that places it as one of the great accomplishments of non-European 
mathematicians? Why, for example, are the algorithms taught in our schools 
for the basic operations called standard? What other algorithms exist and 
in what ways are these somehow not standard? These questions highlight 
the non-neutral nature of school mathematics. Some peoples’ mathematics 
is being taught at the exclusion of others. We should be aware of that and 
willing to examine why and in whose interests.

In order to teach mathematics in ways that support a true democracy we 
need to confront the political nature of teaching and of teaching mathematics. 
This is not a new idea. The work of Paulo Freire speaks to the political 
nature of teaching.
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There neither is, nor has ever been, an educational practice in zero-space 
time--neutral in the sense of being committed only to preponderantly 
abstract, intangible ideas. To try to get people to believe that there is 
such a thing as this, and to convince or try to convince the incautious 
that this is the truth, is indisputably a political practice, whereby an 
effort is made to soften any possible rebelliousness in the part of those 
to whom injustice is being done.  It is as political as any other practice 
(Freire, 1993, pp. 77-78).

While one can easily point to the fact that some people’s stories and 
histories are included while others are not to highlight the political nature 
of teaching history or English, mathematic teaching is not often viewed the 
same way. Yet the words of Tate (2005) remind us that mathematics, too, 
serves a political purpose in our society.

Until recently, embedding mathematics pedagogy within social and 
political contexts was not a serious consideration in mathematics 
education. The act of counting was viewed as a neutral exercise, 
unconnected to politics or society. Yet when do we ever count just for the 
sake of counting? Only in school do we count without a social purpose 
of some kind. Outside of school, mathematics is used to advance or 
block a particular agenda (Tate, p. 37).

The political nature of mathematics and mathematics education is 
highlighted in Tate’s words that so simply call to our attention the use of 
mathematics as a social and political tool in even the often considered 
simple task of counting. Again, “Only in school do we count without 
a social purpose of some kind” (Tate, 2005, p. 37). It is not merely in 
the task of counting that we see the political nature of mathematics, but 
in the ways that mathematics is used in society. Mathematics drives the 
technology that makes our ATM transaction somewhat secure, but it also 
drives the technology that powers military weapons. It is relied upon when 
making decisions about where the minimum wage should be, who counts as 
unemployed, and how to craft tax laws.

In our classrooms, some of the uses of mathematics are valued over 
others. This can be seen in the word problems students are asked to solve. 
The following two problems come from an article about teaching values 
through mathematical problem solving. 
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• Nick helps his elderly neighbor for 1/4 of an hour every weeknight 
and for 1/2 an hour at the weekend. How much time does he spend 
helping her in 1 week? 

• Recently it was discovered that a clean engine uses less fuel. An 
airplane used 4700 liters of fuel. After it was cleaned it was found 
to use 4630 liters for the same trip. If fuel cost 59 cents a liter, how 
much more economical is the clean plane? (Taplin, n.d.)

From these examples we see that the context of these mathematics 
problems can steer students towards ethical choices such as helping the 
elderly or lessening one’s negative impact on the environment. Next, is 
an optimization problem whose context is much more prevalent in typical 
mathematics textbooks. Optimization problems are those where students 
are asked to maximize a variable while attending to various constraints. 

At the end of every month, after filling orders for its regular customers, 
a coffee company has some pure Colombian coffee and some special-
blend coffee remaining. The practice of the company has been to package 
a mixture of the two coffees into a 1-pound (lb.) package as follows: a 
low-grade mixture containing 4 ounces (oz.) of the Colombian coffee 
ad 12oz of the special-blend coffee and a high-grade mixture containing 
8oz of Colombian and 8 oz. of special blend coffee. A profit of $.30 per 
package is made on the low-grade mixture, whereas a profit of $0.40 per 
package is made on the high-grade mixture. This month 120lb of special-
blend coffee and 100lb of pure Colombian coffee remain. How many 
packages of each mixture should be prepared to achieve a maximum 
profit? Assume that all packages prepared can be sold (Sullivan, 2016, 
p. 781).

Here, as is common in these problems, students are being asked to 
maximize profit, a valued task, in a capitalistic society. However, the same 
exact mathematics can be linked to other values and asked in a different 
context. The context of the following problem is much less common in 
traditional mathematics textbooks, though the mathematics required to 
answer it is similar.

The local Union 599 is planning a rally in front of the federal building in 
order to ‘defend’ social security. Some people argue that social security 
dollars should be invested into the stock market or there will not be 
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enough money to support the retired in the future but the union disagrees. 
There are two ways to organize for this event: making hour-long blocks 
of telephone calls and sending out sets of mailings.  Including labor, 
bills, and materials, the costs of a one-hour block of calls is $60 and the 
cost for one mailing set is $40.  Each block of phone calls requires 1 
hour, while each set of mailings requires 2 hours to complete.  The union 
can only spend $600 organizing for this demonstration and have agreed 
at least 6 hours coordinating people to attend. They also determined that 
there should be at least twice as many sets of mailings as hour-blocks 
of phone calls.  Based on past results, every hour worth of calls gets 30 
people to come, and every set of mailings gets about 16 people to turn 
out. Determine what combination of calls and letters will get the most 
people out to the demonstration (radical math.org, n.d.).

In this second example one is being asked to maximize turnout at a rally 
in favor of social security. Here we are interested in increasing the turnout 
and it seems such a context might fit well with community organizing or 
other such efforts. Though an equally valid mathematics problem, requiring 
the same mathematical content, the context of these two problems differs 
greatly and exposes students to different values.

The Role of School Mathematics

At present, we are systematically failing our most vulnerable students. 
School mathematics is being used to systematically exclude these students 
from full participation in a democratic state and as such serves as a 
mechanism for reproducing the inequities inherent in our society. Social 
inequality is perpetuated by large systems such as the system of public 
education in our country in subtle ways that are engrained in the society itself 
(Aronowitz, 2004; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). That is, the educational 
system, as it exists, serves to perpetuate the society in which it is embedded. 
The exclusionary nature of school mathematics, coupled with the role that 
mathematics plays as a gatekeeper, are but two realities that help maintain 
the status quo. Further, the belief that teaching mathematics is non-neutral 
and the reality that it is acceptable to claim one is bad at math, serve to 
reinforce the narrative that facilitates our society’s acceptance of this 
reproduction, whether aware of it or not. The potential that mathematics can 
be used as a tool for examining social life and challenging inequities, is being 
obscured as we move towards more standardized, supposedly political-free, 
mathematics instruction. Perhaps what is needed is not necessarily more 
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time on mathematics, but a reimagining of school mathematics in and for a 
democracy.

It is imperative that we move away from mathematics and mathematics 
education as a tool for exclusion, inequality, and the reproduction of an 
inherently unjust society. Instead we should move towards mathematics and 
mathematics education as tools for the kind of social debate, critique, and 
renewal needed to move towards a more democratic and socially just society. 
Sadly, if we do not consider and embrace the political and transformative 
power of mathematics education then this very education can be seen as a 
mechanism to soften rebelliousness as Freire warned.

Democracy and (Mathematics) Education

One of the main areas we need to consider in reimagining school 
mathematics for a democracy is what the purpose of schooling is. This is a 
huge question, with incredibly rich, diverse and most likely contradicting 
answers. Instead of trying to unpack that question here, readers are urged 
to make themselves familiar with the work of the NNER and of its founder, 
John Goodlad (2006) who argued that the purpose of school was to develop 
the full potential of students for the sake, not only of these students, but 
of our democracy as well. If we are to develop the full potential of our 
students, then a solid grounding in mathematics is essential.

If individuals lack the ability to think numerically they cannot 
participate fully in civic life, thereby bringing in question the very 
basis of government of, by and for the people...[the consequences of 
innumeracy can be] profoundly disabling in every sphere of human 
endeavor – whether it be in the home and private life, work and career, 
or public and professional pursuits. (Orrill, 2001, p. xvi)

However, it goes beyond the individual. Lack of mathematical 
proficiency in its members harms the very idea of a democracy. Democratic 
education necessitates the learning of critical thinking skills so that one 
can make good judgments in the context of such skills (Michelli & Keiser, 
2005). In fact, it has been argued that democratic participation requires a 
special literacy that includes such skills as “critical inquiry; knowing how 
to ask questions and what kinds of questions need to be asked in a given 
circumstance; knowing how to evaluate the legitimacy and accuracy of an 
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argument and the data that accompany it, to view issues from a variety of 
perspectives” (Goodlad, Mantle-Bromley, & Goodlad, 2004, pp. 8-9).

The idea of special literacy can be thought of broadly to include the 
ability to use mathematics and mathematical argumentation to understand 
social realities, to make and refute arguments, and to evaluate the legitimacy 
of a mathematically based argument. These abilities are fostered as part of 
a pedagogy known as teaching mathematics for social justice (TMFSJ). It 
has been proposed by some as a way to address the mathematics preparation 
of students from marginalized communities, to explore social inequities 
through mathematics, and to advocate for social change towards a more 
socially just democratic society (Gutstein, 2006; Gutstein & Peterson, 2005; 
Gau, 2005; Gonzalez, 2009).

Teaching Mathematics for Social Justice (TMFSJ)

TMFSJ has been defined as having four components including access 
to high-quality upper-level mathematics, a re-centering of the curriculum 
around the experiences of students from marginalized communities, the 
use of mathematics for examining social life and the inequities therein, 
and action towards change (Gonzalez, 2009). The first of these, access to 
high-quality upper-level mathematics addresses the current over-reliance 
on mathematics testing. If students are to be prepared for the world, as it 
currently exists, they need to be fluent in the mathematics that is valued by 
the standardized exams that stand between them and their future success. 
However, if we focus only on that then we waste the potential that mathematics 
has to help us understand the social inequities that exist and to advocate for 
social change. The final three components of the TMFSJ definition involved 
crafting mathematics around the experiences of youth from marginalized 
communities so they will not only see the value of mathematics, but be able 
to use the valued language of mathematics to explore their social world 
and work toward making it more just. In this manner, education becomes 
a stepping-stone towards liberation and freedom, as well as a catalyst in 
improving social life. This is consistent with the view that being a member 
should not involve blindly following the rules of this inherently unjust 
society, but instead should involve being a critical participant engaged in 
social life and its constant renewal.
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What does TMFSJ look like?

In the classroom and beyond, TMFSJ involves the use of mathematics 
as a tool to analyze social issues. Problems, explorations, and mathematics 
itself is crafted around the experiences of students, consistent with the idea of 
culturally responsive teaching as advocated by Darling-Hammond, French, 
and García-Lopez (2002). Collaboration, questioning, and exploration 
are valued as is having students pose their own questions (Gutstein and 
Peterson, 2005; Gutstein, 2006; Gonzalez, 2009). These are characteristics 
of a democratic classroom where all participants are responsible for occurs 
therein, where teachers and students work together to grapple with concepts 
as co-constructors of knowledge, and where students are actively engaged 
and responsible for their own learning. Finally, there exist opportunities for 
students to not just explore a social issue through mathematics, but to work 
towards change. This might mean writing letters to the PTA, local political 
leaders, or other actions aimed at improving society. This kind of classroom 
mirrors the kind of engagement and responsibility that is expected of 
active and engaged members of a democracy. Goodlad, Mantle-Bromley & 
Goodlad, (2004) assert “a democracy can be successful only to the extent 
that its citizens [or more broadly, members] are willing and able to assume 
the responsibilities of self-governance” (p.8).

One wonderful example of students working for change comes from 
Turner and Font Strawhum (2005). It revolves around a school that had been 
“broken up” into smaller schools. As a result the original school building 
was divided among the now smaller schools. Students in one of the schools 
believed that the division was not fair and that their school received less 
space than the others. Their teacher, working with a university professor, 
designed a mathematics unit where students investigated the claim that their 
school was allotted less space. One thing they did was to determine the 
area of the hallways in each of the schools. They then used this information 
along with figures on enrollment to determine how much space each student 
had during the change of classes. This metric gave them a mathematical 
way of discussing the issue of fair distribution of space for the schools. 
Their initial beliefs were substantiated by the results and the students took 
action to remedy the situation by making presentations to school and local 
leaders and distributing leaflets about the injustice to parents and students 
at their school’s building.  
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NNER’s Mission through the Teaching of Mathematics for 
Social Justice

The ideas behind TMFSJ are very much aligned with the goals and 
mission of the NNER. If we are to teach mathematics in ways that support 
the goal of NNER to prepare students for thoughtful participation in a 
political and social democracy we must confront the current exclusionary 
nature of school mathematics. One way to do this is to challenging the role 
of mathematics as a gatekeeper. This means preparing all students to be 
successful in the mathematics that is currently valued by society, while 
simultaneously working to challenge the over-reliance on mathematics 
testing that presently exists. As teachers and teacher educators, this means 
acknowledging the political nature of teaching and involving ourselves in 
the struggle for a more equitable and democratic system. As educators we 
must consider not only our roles within the classroom, but also our roles 
as advocates for education. It is a call to action; a call to be the educators 
Goodlad (1984) called stewards for public schools and by extension the 
entire system of public schooling which Goodlad viewed as vitally necessary 
for the existence of a democracy.

It also means working with the pre- and in-service teachers in our 
colleges of education and K-12 schools to make them not only aware of 
the political nature of teaching, but informed mathematics educators who 
can skillfully craft mathematics around the experiences of their students. 
TMFSJ is difficult work at a time when standardization and testing are the 
norm. If we can find ways to support pre- and in-service teachers as they 
manage the realities of the educational system as it exists, while moving 
towards more inclusive, democratic, and social justice pedagogy, we can 
move towards a system of schooling that better serves our students and 
supports a truer democracy.

TMFSJ Resources

For those interested in TMFSJ whether for their own classrooms or 
for their work with pre- and in-service teachers, numerous resources exist. 
Among these is Teaching Mathematics for Social Justice: Conversations 
with educators (Wager & Stinson, 2013) in which numerous mathematics 
educators and teacher educators talk about their use of TMFSJ. Additional 
information about the difficulties involved in integrating this pedagogy in 
one’s own classes can be found in the work of Brantlinger (2010, 2013) 
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while the challenges of working with pre- and in-service teachers around 
this pedagogy can be found in the work of Sleeter (2007), Gau (2005), and 
Gonzalez (2009). Another extremely useful text is Rethinking mathematics: 
Teaching social justice by the numbers (Gutstein & Peterson, 2005) which 
includes not only theoretical essays on the subject, but lessons and activities 
that one can use. Lastly the website www.radicalmath.org has numerous 
resources of different types that one can access including A guide for 
integrating issues of social, political, and economic justice into mathematics 
curriculum (Osler, 2006).
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Abstract

This article is a description of a project-based constructivist teaching 
and learning framework informed by democracy in action perspectives 
which was used to promoted the development of democratic dispositions in 
third and fourth grade students in a rural public elementary school.  It is 
intended to serve as a practical illustration (“case study”) of how democratic 
practices that purposefully incorporate meaningful participation, social 
justice themes, activism, personal responsibility and initiative promote a 
participatory pedagogy that supports the development of civic efficacy.  
The belief that teachers should use these kinds of democratic practices 
to engage the learner and encourage active and authentic experiential 
learning opportunities formed the foundation of the collaborative model.  
The resulting student learning and engagement outcomes were captured 
using podcasting technology. Authentic experiences in civic activism and 
the influence of democratic practices to promote relevancy, engagement, 
and civic responsibility were showcased.

Keywords or phrases: democratic schooling, project-based learning, 
constructivist, democratic dispositions, authentic, experiential, podcasting, 
technology, civic responsibility, democratic practices, elementary school
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Bringing Democracy to Life for the Next Generation

Introduction

The process of revitalizing schools and promoting educational renewal 
hinges on the willingness of educators to rethink the mission of public 
education and its role in supporting democracy. The educational vision 
of the National Network for Education Renewal (NNER), transformative 
teaching through the use of democratic principles and practices, provides 
a viable alternative to renewing the role of educators, students, and public 
institutions in creating and sustaining democratic principled schools 
(Goodlad, Mantle-Bromley, & Goodlad, 2004).  Bringing democracy to life 
for the next generation is a theme John Dewey (1916, 1927) championed as 
being essential to keeping democracy a vital institution.  This paper presents 
an illustration of a pedagogical approach that champions Dewey’s call for 
democracy in action by addressing the questions of how schools should 
engage students, create sustainable opportunities for students to learn 
about democracy, and use democratic practices for action. Described is one 
school’s commitment to schooling for democracy that highlights the role 
that NNER plays in cultivating the collaborative synergy necessary to give 
voice to the reshaping of educational reform.

The article begins by conceptualizing citizen development as a social 
activity and proposes that immersion in democratic practices which 
supports social interaction is necessary to develop dispositions that build 
and sustain a democratic participatory culture.  A review of the literature 
highlights best practices to encourage active learning and draws clear 
connections to pedagogical practices that support democratic education.  
The project, elementary school podcasting, is then described with emphasis 
on how it employed constructivist pedagogy and technology, specifically 
social media, to support academic goals and democratic disposition 
development objectives.  The intent is to provide the reader, as described 
through the eyes of a teacher, a practical illustration of democratic practices 
that promote participatory pedagogy and a   workable framework for 
replication. An illustration of democratic practices in action in a typical 
public school is especially critical and timely since social studies instruction 
and the accompanying opportunities for active and civic engagements have 
diminished in elementary schools since No Child Left Behind (2002) was 
enacted  (Bailey, Shaw, & Hollifield, 2006; Center on Education Policy, 
2008; Manzo, 2005; O’Connor, Heafner, & Groce, 2007; Rock, Heafner, 
O’Connor, Passe, Oldendorj, Good, & Byrd, 2006).  Clearly, as the time 
to teach social studies has decreased in elementary schools, there is a real 
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challenge and urgency to redefine what is both possible and desirable to 
prepare engaged and skillful participants in our democracy.   

A Framework for Building Democratic Dispositions

The idea that citizens are made and not born is a premise often repeated 
in conversations about the value of deliberative civic education.  It is also 
a common theme in dialog centered on the role public education has in 
promoting and sustaining a democratic society.

The foundation for democratic education, meaningful participation, 
choice, and engaging experiences, as a constructivist teaching and learning 
model is found in the work of educational leaders such as John Dewey, 
Paulo Friere, Benjamin Barber, John Goodlad, George Counts, and others 
who believed in the deep connection between democracy and education.  As 
advocates for teaching practices that use personally relevant experiences to 
connect learners with skills and knowledge, they recognized a deliberative 
approach was needed to adequately prepare students for an active role in 
creating a more equitable and socially just society.  As early as elementary 
school, a time when critical attitudes and habits of mind for democratic 
dispositions are developing, students should be engaged in “challenging, 
high quality, and developmentally appropriate” experiences (National 
Council for the Social Studies (NCSS), 2009, p. 252).  Experiences grounded 
in democratic principles build an understanding of the values, processes, 
and personal and political efficacy necessary to take action (Berman, 1997; 
Boggs, 1991; Counts, 1939; Ehman, 1980).  Within this social constructivist 
context, a broad conception of civic education emerges that acknowledges 
skills and knowledge as important, but not the only requirement for 
developing democratic dispositions - the desired behaviors and attitudes 
that support the practice of democracy.

Embracing constructivist methodology and a broad conception of 
democratic education, an elementary school teacher leader and administrator 
co-constructed a problem-based experience using a podcasting club to 
prepare students for socially responsive, civic-minded participation in 
society. The students became agents in their own learning as they explored 
issues relevant to them and began to see themselves as members of the 
community with a stake in the process and outcomes (Damon, 2011; 
Goodland, Soder & McDaniel, 2008).  
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Review of the Literature

The review of the literature informs the topic of democracy and 
education by addressing the relationship between pedagogical practices 
to support knowledge and skills development and practices to encourage 
an environment promoting the nurturing of democratic dispositions.  It 
identifies practices that have high potential to encourage the kind of student 
interaction that is necessary to develop flexible, creative, critical thinking 
citizens with the habits of mind and attitudes to support and work within a 
democracy.  If we agree that schools are tasked with preparing students for 
participation in a democratic society, there are serious implications for how 
we approach this responsibility.  The project is framed as a conceptualization 
of the elements that promote democratic engagement through immersion in 
an active, socially focused, real world exploration.

Five broad themes were explored for this review: democratic dispositions 
development, democratic practices that engage learners, civic education’s 
connection to life success, authentic learning, and authentic learning 
enhanced by technology.   

Democratic Dispositions Development  

Research affirms the deep connection between education and the 
development of civic dispositions that promote democracy.  A large body of 
educational research supports the idea that democratic core competencies 
and dispositions (i.e. tolerance and respect, ability to engage effectively with 
others in the public domain, critical and reflective thinking, constructive 
participation in community activities, active listening, respect for social 
diversity and values of others, etc. ) can be developed through deliberate 
action and specific practices, and that such development promotes social, 
emotional, ethical, and academic learning (American Psychological 
Association, 2003; Beland, 2003; Cohen, McCabe, Michelli, & Pickeral, 
2009; Greenberg et al., 2003).  An important conclusion that can be 
drawn from this research is that it requires intentionality and a focus on 
transformative participation to develop democratic dispositions. In essence, 
the direct practice of democracy becomes the method for engagement 
in a democracy (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Sherrod, Flanagan, & Youniss, 
2002; Wenger, 1998).    When students, especially those exposed during 
the formative school age years, are purposefully taught these social and 
emotional competencies and ethics, there are positive outcomes for student 
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achievement and increases in the ability of students to collaborate to solve 
problems non-violently, lowering instances of school violence (Berkowitz 
& Bier, 2005; Torney-Purta & Wilkenfeld, 2009; Zins, Weissberg, Wang & 
Walberg, 2004).

Pedagogical practices which incorporate meaningful participation and 
promote equity, social justice, activism, personal responsibility and initiative 
as integral to the learning experience have been specifically noted as being 
successful to the development of democratic dispositions (Cohen, Pickeral 
& Levine, 2010; ”NCSS Task Force”, 2008).  As an intentional strategy the 
practices systematically embed civic skills, competencies, and democratic 
attitudes into learning such that students become both a part of the process 
and see themselves as an active member of a greater community.   

Democratic Practices Engage the Learner 

Research into the process for developing democratic dispositions 
supports the construction of an educational environment that engages the 
learner in the work.   The Institute for Democratic Education in America 
(IDEA) specifically identifies meaningful participation, equality, justice 
and personal initiative as key principles of a democratic society asserting 
that democratic educational practices should be value-based, challenging, 
integrative, meaningful, and active work focused to develop essential critical 
thinking and reasoning skills (“IDEA Fact Sheet on Democratic Education”, 
n.d.). Adopting a framework for instruction that incorporates democratic 
learning practices such as collaborative projects, active experiences, 
intermixed age groups, and community building elements creates a rich 
environment that fosters student engagement (Caine, Caine, McClintic, & 
Klimek, 2009).   Deliberate incorporation of opportunities for students to 
use such skills build the social understanding and civic efficacy essential to 
democratic practice and mindset (Bennett, 2007).

Cognitive and brain research also clearly support the use of democratic 
education learning practices to engage the learner in ways that foster 
democratic disposition development  (Caine, et al., 2009).  Research 
suggests that embedding skills and knowledge within tasks is linked to 
increased engagement of the learner and that such practices lead to the 
development of the kind of high level thinking and reasoning skills needed 
for effective participation in a democratic society (Bennett, 2007; Caine, 
et al., 2009; Cornelius-White & Harbaugh, 2009; Slavkin, 2004).  Thus, 
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instructional practices that are meaningful, integrative, value-based, 
challenging, and deliberately incorporated into instruction, support increase 
in students’ social understanding, civic efficacy, and engagement (Bennett, 
2007; Newmann, Secada, & Wehlage, 1995).   

Civic Engagement Connects to Life Success

Just as democratic practices are used to engage the learner through 
relevant and connected experiences, opportunities for civic engagement 
can also promote the development of civic dispositions and competencies.  
When students have the opportunity to make decisions about meaningful 
issues it can positively impact “their sense of responsibility, ability to take 
a collective perspective, their pro-social behavior, their understanding of 
democratic values and processes, and their personal and political efficacy” 
(Berman, 1997, p. 135). Integrating civic engagement into the curriculum 
can translate as being more difficult than traditional forms of teaching; 
however, educational outcomes data show that, as a pedagogical technique, 
it works.   Research highlights that such practices increase life success 
measures such as graduation rates, levels of academic achievement and 
critical thinking ability as well as foster a shift from learners as knowledge 
receivers to learners as knowledge creators  (Astin et al., 2006; Bridgeland, 
Dilulio, & Morison, 2006; Prentice & Robinson, 2010).  Civically 
engaged students also appear to learn higher-order skills such as critical 
thinking, writing, communication, mathematics, and technology with more 
proficiency (Cress, 2004).  Encouraged to remain on strong academic paths 
to fulfill educational pursuits, students with higher levels of aptitude and 
skill for civic discourse ultimately become better equipped to engage in 
civil discourse and create more socially equitable communities.  (Kraft 
& Wheeler, 2003; Rule, 2006).  Life success is positively connected to 
preparation for competent citizenship and is associated with increases in 
civic related knowledge and participation in civil society even decades later 
(Youniss, McLellan, & Yates, 1997).  

Authentic Learning Builds Civic Engagement

Research makes a compelling case for civic engagement that is 
intentionally integrated as a learning goal and student success strategy.  One 
promising practice is the use of authentic learning.  Authentic learning is a 
pedagogical construct that employs real-world problem solving as a means of 
providing learners with opportunity to develop meaning and understanding 
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of the world based on personal experiences and interpretations of real-life 
situations (Jonassen, Howland, Marra, & Crismond, 2008; Mims, 2003; 
Newmann, Marks, & Gamoran, 1996; Slavkin, 2004).  Audrey Rule (2006) 
in her study of authentic learning practices found that authentic learning, 
while not a specific instructional model, embraces four principles: 1) focus 
on solving practical real world problems in a way that mimics the work of 
professionals and involves presentation of findings to audiences beyond the 
classroom, 2) use of open-ended inquiry, thinking skills, and metacognition; 
3) encouragement of participatory learning by engaging learners in active 
conversations in a social learning environment, and 4) incorporation of 
learner choice and opportunities to guide their own learning in meaningful, 
task-oriented work.

Although authentic learning activities may take many forms such as 
problem-based, project-based, or inquiry-based instruction, they always 
provide students with transformational opportunities to take action and to 
practice advanced skills in a collaborative setting (Donovan, Bransford, 
& Pellegrino, 1999).  Learners, when presented with realistic problems 
or projects with realistic purposes, investigate in a manner applicable to 
them.  Since the tasks are completed for reasons that extend beyond earning 
a grade, students see the activity as worthwhile in its own right and are 
encouraged to engage in active conversations within a social learning 
environment structure (Rule, 2006).   Authentic experiences that give students 
opportunities to make connections and complete tasks incorporating the use 
of complex skills and high level thinking increase student engagement in 
school, promote learning transfer, and foster motivation to learn (Newmann 
et al., 1996). 

Technology Enhances Authentic Learning Outcomes

Research suggests that when active and experiential learning strategies 
are used to create an authentic learning environment, technology becomes 
a powerful cognitive tool (Herrington & Kervin, 2007; Seitzinger, 2006).  
Technology opens avenues for students to examine, understand, and create 
new knowledge in real life contexts by delivering access to the same 
resources professionals use to solve real-world problems (Jonassen et al., 
2008).  Educational technologies used to support the exploration of problems 
in real-world settings also promote a collaboration and relevancy creating 
optimal conditions for authentic learning (Seitzinger, 2006).  In particular, 
social networking technology lends itself to experimentation and action 
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scenarios.  It provides students with an intuitive tool to practice complex 
cognitive, social, and technical skills that broaden their understanding of 
democratic practice in action (Jonassen et al., 2008; Schmit, 2007b).

Podcasting technology is one type of social networking that has been 
shown to enhance authentic learning outcomes (Seitzinger, 2006).  Student-
created podcasts are cognitively advanced, active, and content-driven 
productions that highlight the application of ideas and the synthesis of 
new information while offering authentic evidence of student knowledge 
(Schmit, 2007a).  They provide opportunities for teamwork, collaborative 
investigations, resource sharing, and knowledge construction linking the 
learner and the experience to an authentic audience (Reynolds & Bennett, 
2008; Schmit, 2007b).   Podcasting technology allows the student control 
and flexibility over their learning improving digital and literacy skills and 
allowing students to share their own experiences, research, ideas, and points 
of view (Jonassen et al., 2008).

Project Description and Context

The project was designed to employ the use of high interest tools of a 
podcasting technology club to motivate third and fourth grade gifted and 
talented students (GT) to improve their research and presentation skills.  
However, instead of just excitement to be using a new technology to 
accomplish an old purpose the students got excited by the power of their 
new “voice” as creators of podcast commentaries.   Empowered by their 
potential to be agents for change, students morphed the experience into an 
instructional model for developing civic awareness and promoting activism.  
A description of the factors that contributed to the success of the project and 
a framework for implementation that might inspire replication of the process 
in other elementary schools and with other groups of students follows.

The Setting

A small school district located in the rural south was the setting for the 
project.  The school houses 451 students in kindergarten through fourth 
grade.  The school’s demographic data, based on state collected school 
report card statistics, mirror the high poverty (54 % of students are eligible 
for free and reduced lunch) status of the district and present the greatest 
challenge.  Self-reported data collected from parents and students identify 
the rural location of the school and economic situation as limiting factors to 
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social and economic opportunity.  Many of the students informally report 
that they have not traveled outside of the county nor had occasion to interact 
with others outside of the community.    Students consistently demonstrate 
a limited knowledge about current events or direct involvement in issues 
that affect them or the community as assessed through informal classroom 
discussions and prior writing assignments.

Third and fourth grade GT state classified students participated in this 
project.  The GT students participating in the podcast club were those 
willing and able to meet twice a week after school for one hour over one 
semester, complete research assignments above that assigned for regular 
classes, and provide their own transportation.  The GT teacher was the 
initiator and main facilitator of the initiative.  The students, assigned to 
her GT pull out program class, meet with her as a group one full day a 
week as part of their regular schedule.  The GT teacher was assisted by the 
school’s assistant principal (AP).  The AP, a certified social studies teacher, 
had expressed interest in working with the students and provided both 
logistical and instructional support during the project implementation.    As 
authors of this article, the impressions and outcomes we have reported are 
reflective of our collective interpretations of the contextual attributes and 
instructional behaviors observed including students’ attitudes, reactions, 
questions, informal discussions, work product, and collaborative actions as 
they completed the podcast production.   

Project Context 

The project was developed and implemented by the GT teacher to 
address academic research and writing weaknesses of the GT students.  As 
the classroom teacher she was an “insider.” She was keenly aware of both 
the strengths and weaknesses of the students as well as their desire to be 
more actively involved in their learning.  In search of high interest strategies 
that would bring these elements of active engagement and participation into 
the writing process, she attended a GT best practices conference.  Inspired 
and motivated by the power of connecting technology to the writing process, 
she created a teaching format for intervention using podcast technology.  
She initially planned on using this non-traditional technology simply 
as a hook to create excitement for conducting research and presenting 
learning. Instead, she created avenues for extending learning beyond the 
school walls. Student response was thrilling and unexpected. She observed 
immediately that students quickly grasped how inequities effected them, 
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naturally questioned how they could be the catalyst for change, and then 
readily came to the conclusion to take action.  The podcasts targeted a larger 
audience than the immediate school community which was also noted as a 
motivating factor for the students.  Writing and research skills assessment 
rubrics showed improvement in the quality of the students’ work, and her 
own anecdotal records of student productivity, engagement in process, 
and commitment to the task indicated the learning experience was highly 
motivating for students.   From the perspective of the GT teacher, it appeared 
that the podcast technology was the catalyst that pushed students into an 
active role in their own learning and ignited awareness of themselves and 
their role as citizens in a community. 

Project Procedural Framework Elements

The initial framework for the project was designed to simply support 
student interests and capitalize on enthusiasm for using social media to enhance 
research.  However, after the students expressed a desire to use podcasting 
as a means to share their collective voice, the model was modified.  The 
podcast format and constructivist pedagogy still dominated the experience; 
however, the scope was expanded to support the development and practice 
of civic, cognitive, and participative skills.  The project implementation 
is described through development of a podcast production designed to 
highlight the role of the local school board.  The tools and procedures 
described were purposefully selected to support the interests of the students.  
A closer look at the project’s procedural and conceptual framework elements 
(Figure 1 and Figure 2), implementation process, and outcomes follows.   

Step 1 – Presentation of Opportunity to the Students

Democratic education can take many forms shaped by either adults or 
students within an educational setting.  Presentation of opportunities for 
students to learn in an engaging and participatory environment is seen 
as an essential to developing well-informed citizens willing and able to 
build a more equitable and socially just society.  A foundational element 
to the framework of implementation for this project was giving students 
an opportunity to connect with an elected representative of the community, 
empowering them to explore their own personal interests through the 
examination of policy and the workings of the local school board.
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During School Board Appreciation month, each school recognizes 
one board member.  The school was assigned the Board of Trustees chair.  
The assistant principal, a former social studies teacher, approached the GT 
teacher about a podcast for board appreciation month and offered help.  
They agreed this would be a good opportunity to connect students directly 
to a member of the school power structure that affects them personally. 

Step 2 – Pod Cast Development Preparation

Involving students to authentic problems and having them make the shift 
from being knowledge receivers to idea creators was a foundational step for 
the project.  One of the keys to democratic participation is keeping students 
engaged.  To foster engagement, students should have a participatory role 
in their education and be given opportunities to examine topics of interest to 
them.  The selection of the podcast topic grew out of a conversation about 
technology access, an element of their educational environment students 
considered vital. The podcast became meaningful evidence of student voice.

Students had no parameters for podcast content and development.  To 
prepare students for the development of their first podcast, students were 
shown a picture of the district’s Board of Trustees and provided copies of 
the district’s mission, vision, and belief statements along with a sample of 
a recent board agenda.  The students read through the district mission and 
vision statements and in the discussion that followed commented on how 
the statements related to them and the school.

The district belief statement identified that keeping technology current 
and access equitable was a priority.  This sparked immediate engagement of 
students in conversation, as the availability of and access to technology were 
issues students wanted to explore.  The discussion provided an exchange 
of ideas and personal experiences that highlighted students’ perceived 
inequities in technology access not just from school to school, but within 
the greater community at large.  Unsatisfied with teacher responses to their 
questions, the students asked if they could interview the board chair to ask 
their questions directly.

The GT teacher noted that the philosophy and purpose for the podcast 
had suddenly changed as a result of student engagement.  She observed 
that students were critically evaluating the information given to them and 
making the district’s vision, belief and mission statements personal.  When 
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students decided they needed to discuss technology access with the school 
board member and help solve the problem the teacher again noted students 
making the shift from being knowledge receivers to knowledge creators.  
The extent to which the students saw themselves as relevant and empowered 
idea creators is illustrated by student statements of “I have friends in other 
districts that all have iPads… Why don’t we have anything like that?” and, 
“Is the district figuring out ways to get Wi-Fi for our classrooms?”  When it 
was explained that the age of the building made it costly to install Wi-Fi, the 
students responded with a call for action: “Well, then how can we get money?  
Can parents or students help?”  Students connected with and personalized 
the issue. They wanted to know “Why?” that was followed closely by a 
sense of personal activism and agreement they should do something to help 
the district get the technology they wanted.  The teacher was clearly aware 
by this engagement that her students recognized that there was a disconnect 
between policy and reality and that it clearly bothered them.  Thus the 
project evolved from a simple presentation for board member appreciation 
to a mandate to answer questions about how the board serves schools and is 
responsive to student technology needs.  

Step 3 – Creating the Podcast

Education to develop democratic dispositions builds skills, such as the 
ability to take and defend positions, share ideas, make judgments about issues 
and discuss their assessment with others in public or private, that facilitate 
informed, effective and responsible participation in both the political process 
and in civil society (American Psychological Association, 2003; Beland, 
2003; Cohen, McCabe, Michelli, & Pickeral, 2009; Greenberg et al., 2003).  
Developing proficiency in democratic participation; however, requires 
students practice in an authentic environment that encourages cooperative 
work and provides opportunity to communicate with a real audience.  In 
this illustration of practice, technology and social networking tools, such 
as podcasts, effectively supported the creation of an authentic learning 
environment for practice. Students talked often and authoritatively with the 
teacher and each other about the importance of their “work” because it would 
“be heard by others”.   Thus, podcasting, requiring very little commitment 
in terms of time and money, gave the teacher the unique opportunity to 
blend a highly engaging social and entertainment space with an educational 
purpose to form the necessary authentic learning environment to encourage 
deeper engagement with content. Although the podcasting creation 
process used in this project was employed for its cost effectiveness and 
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ease of implementation, it was successful because it supported democratic 
disposition development by requiring students to take a position, listen 
attentively, question effectively, manage conflicts, compromise and share 
their ideas, and research for authentic purpose.  Students reported to their 
teacher that having choice and the ability to work in a social environment 
was meaningful to them and also motivating.

Responding to the Challenge.  The teacher was unsure of how the 
students would respond to the challenge. Students, however, quickly 
assumed control of the process and came up with the podcasting segments 
and ideas for content without prompting.  In reflecting on student initiative 
the GT teacher noted remarkable changes in students’ work and work ethic 
as they developed their sense of self as participators in and constructors of 
a public debate.

Podcast Team.  Participation in the podcast project was voluntary.  Six 
podcast club members signed on to work as a team with teacher support to 
complete the production.  The podcast took students six days to construct (9 
hours total).  The first week students met in self-selected collaborative groups 
to discuss their ideas, negotiating the schedule for completing research and 
production and assigning segments.  Students decided to develop five distinct 
segments for the podcast.   The five podcast segments created were: What is 
the Board?, Facts about our school and school district, Board Appreciation 
Month, What Students Like about HSES, and an interview with board chair.

The Process.  The production process was driven by student decision 
making and collaboration.  Showcasing the development of complex 
cognitive, social and technical skills, student leadership was shared among 
the team members based upon self-determined areas of expertise.  The 
teacher assisted with the script preparation developing a final version 
based on student notes.  The teacher did most of the technical final editing.  
Reflections of the GT teacher noted that it had been humbling to see students 
negotiating their own wants and needs within the group using democratic 
processes and civil discourse.    The teacher did not have to step in and 
take over at any point.  The role assumed was one of a facilitator to guide 
and answer questions, shepherd the process of research and data collection, 
and coordinate the taping schedule for the podcast.  Students affirmed the 
production process as worthwhile and acknowledged they felt confident in 
their abilities.  One student commented on the authenticity of the experience 
and their growing confidence stating “It takes a lot of work. We weren’t 
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given a script, so you had to have good creativity. It was hard work but very 
fun at the same time... we all felt confident in what we had to say.”

Interview with the Board Chair. The highlight of the podcast 
production was preparation for the interview and meeting the board chair. 
One day of the preparation phase was specifically devoted to developing 
interview questions, protocol, and training students in interview techniques.  
Students auditioned for the opportunity to conduct the interview and 
selection was made based upon their skill in using techniques previously 
taught. The entire team of students brainstormed interview questions sent to 
the board chair in advance with a lunch meeting so the team and chair could 
get comfortable with each other before the actual interview.  The luncheon 
provided the team with a forty-five minute time block to ask unstructured 
questions and gave them a chance to interact with the chair.

Students reported this opportunity as an important element in their podcast 
preparation and a highlight of the experience.  To the teacher, it signaled the 
meaningful connection made with the board chair and highlighted it as a 
turning point in the project - authentically experiencing the process and 
impact of purposeful and reflective civic discourse.  Sharing ideas with the 
board member about substantive and personally relevant issues provided 
experience and practice in transformative participation – key components 
in developing critical democratic core competencies and civic dispositions.   

Step 4 – Connections to an Authentic Audience

Making a connection to an authentic audience was another significant 
element of the project-based experience. A positive alliance was formed and 
when students asked the board chair “what kids could do” to solve some 
of the issues they had raised, the response by the chair was to welcome 
them to the process.  The invitation to attend board meetings and bring your 
parents flung the already half open door open wide. Since participation in 
civic activities as a young person encourages future participation (Youniss 
et al., 1997), the opportunity was quickly seized and arrangements made for 
students to present their podcast to the school board at the next meeting as 
an official part of the board agenda.  At the public meeting, the school board 
provided public recognition of the project highlighting the student work, 
civic engagement, and social consciousness impacts.  The podcast was 
shared at the meeting and also posted online via YouTube and the district 
and school webpages.     
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Debriefing – NNER Connections and Lessons Learned

Educators endeavor to create experiences that engage students and it 
was clear that these students engaged fully in civic activism as they got 
their feet wet in the public realm.  Experiencing for the first time the 
heady recognition of the power of their individual and collective voices, 
podcasters had a real lesson in democratic practice and participation.   The 
project reaffirmed a strong commitment to democratic education practices.  
Furthermore, it articulated the responsibility of educators to ensure students 
receive access to the knowledge, skills, and understandings of the civic 
competencies required for citizen action. The podcast was an individual 
and collective learning experience. The process, as well as its outcomes, 
developed democratic dispositions critical to transformative participation 
in solving real-world problems. 

Positive Impacts

Begun as an innovative way to improve research and writing skills, 
the experience appeared to have had a positive impact on more than just 
the writing and research skills originally targeted.  Students’ writing and 
research skills improved as evidenced by the quality and depth of the 
podcast segments they wrote and produced when compared to previous work 
product evaluated by the teacher.  Students also reported the research and 
writing experiences as being more rewarding, interesting and motivating.   
In debriefing sessions with the students, the teacher identified that the social 
aspect of the activity was specifically noted as being an important motivator 
for engagement. 

Insights into Teaching for Democratic Participation and 
Action

The original intent of this project was not to be an exercise in “democracy 
in action.” It evolved into such when the students learned what a “Board 
of Education” was as a representative governing body.  The students fully 
engaged in the writing and research goals set for them only after they learned 
that the board is “people” that make the policies that affect them.  Relevance 
set the stage for action and engagement. Authentic connection was key.

When students are allowed and encouraged to bring democratic 
practices into the classroom, they are instilled with a sense of purpose that 
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goes beyond any rote learning from lecture or a textbook. Students can learn 
the value of action as small as changing a policy in the classroom, to making 
a difference in a community. Classrooms may be the only catalyst for 
students to realize their roles, power, and responsibilities of being a citizens 
that contribute ideas, thoughts and actions that produce positive outcomes 
for society and the world. Children must be active to make a difference. 
This does not come naturally, and instruction in developing these skills 
must be intentional.  Educators must allow choice, teach responsibility 
and tolerance, and focus on promoting critical and reflective thinking to 
promote the habits of mind and action orientation needed to develop the 
disposition and skills necessary for effective citizenship.  Educator’s intent 
on teaching for democratic participation and action must also recognize that 
students need authentic experiences and meaningful problems to solve to 
become invested in the process.  Young students need only to be given the 
knowledge that they are members of a community with a voice to naturally 
begin to ask questions about how changes can be made and to generate 
ideas that shape policy for their future.

Implications for K-12 Educators and Teacher Education

Educators and teacher education programs must embrace the action 
orientation of a true participatory democracy if real change in teaching 
practices are to occur.   This “case study” illustration highlights the strength 
of the experiential model for building authentic opportunities to prepare 
students for civic life and developing teacher skills for implementing 
these strategies.  One critical lesson learned by this example is how to not 
only teach about democracy but also use it as a model in practice.   An 
implication for education programs and professional development is that 
training must make resources and mentors available to realistically model 
the practices to be replicated for successful delivery of authentic learning 
opportunities that engage and promote civic competencies and teach 
collaboration skills. Teachers themselves must actively demonstrate their 
own democratic dispositions by being involved in collaborative relationships 
with all stakeholders.  The preparation of future teachers also must focus 
on developing skills for creating opportunities that allow all students to 
authentically practice democracy.  Strategies to design and implement these 
opportunities must be shared and practiced within settings that directly link 
such strategies to the realities of juggling both time and space in public 
schools.  And, ongoing professional development efforts need to offer 
more support to teachers so they use more democratic processes in their 
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collaborative work and within their teaching practice.  Critical in this 
effort is to provide specific training on how to manage the tensions that 
are inherent in the complex interactions of a classroom and school while 
managing the demands of a standards driven classroom instruction and high 
stakes accountability mandates.  Teachers who have successfully managed 
and integrated democratic practices into core instruction should be trained 
as on-site mentors to support the initial and subsequent efforts of teachers 
implementing these practices.    Finally, and most importantly, professional 
preparation and development should focus on building educator’s skill in 
supporting students as critical thinkers and communicators tasked with 
solving authentic social problems and realistically complex problems. 
Practical instruction in the mechanics of developing problem based learning 
scenarios and conducting authentic assessments would move towards 
instruction that supports the development of civic competencies, skills, and 
dispositions.

Ultimately, a more targeted and active approach to support the 
development of specific civic knowledge and skills must be undertaken if 
the democratic goals of schools are to be met.

Conclusions

This work highlights the ideal of democratic practice as the focus of 
lesson development in a democratic setting.  Utilizing the excitement of 
podcasting technology to drive the research and development of their work, 
third and fourth grade students ultimately created a total of seven podcasts 
that not only highlighted their interests but also set up a process of active 
inquiry into issues of importance to them.  This podcast focused on the 
governance of their school district and the decision making processes of 
the Board of Trustees.  The civics in action project was an active learning 
opportunity which gave students freedom to delve into issues and provoked 
a deeper understanding of educational reform and renewal efforts for their 
teachers.  But more importantly the experience provided students with an 
opportunity to choose what was interesting to them and empowered them as 
citizens by recognizing their ability to act.  Democratic pedagogy was key 
to the process allowing the learning to unfold organically translating the 
content into a practical and supportive experience for building democratic 
efficacy. 
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Logistics
• Permission from Admin for an 

after school podcast
• Introduce concept of podcast to 

students
 ◦ Brains-On (professionally 

produced)
 ◦ Radio WillowWeb 

(Student produced)
• Send Permission Slips to Parents 

of Interested Students
• Edit/Create Outlines Segment 

Possibilities
• Acquire Podcast-Safe, Royalty 

Free Music
 ◦ YouTube.com
 ◦ purple-planet.com

• Send Parents Remind.com sign-
ups for communication

• Install Audacity on Computers 
(IT)

Implemenation of 
Podcast Club

• Orientation and Training
• Explore Kid-Friendly Podcasts

 ◦ Terms (podcast, segment, 
host, produce, teasers, tag 
lines)

 ◦ Evaluate (What makes 
a good/bad podcast/
segment)

 ◦ Note topics
• Brainstorm possible names of 

podcast group/vote
• Design logo/vote

Post Production
Post the podcast productions to YouTube and publicize: Student Morning News 
Show, Remind.com (parents), and through school/district website and email.

Podcast Topic Selection
• Brainstorm topics of podcasts with 

students voting on the top 5 choices
 ◦ Narrow down, including all 

First-Choice topics
 ◦ Choose top 3 of remaining

• Formalize working groups

Student

Research

Negotiate segements

Teacher

Suppport

Edit recording

Roles and 
Responsibilities

Figure 1. Project Implementation Framework.
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• School Board Appreciation project 
opportunity presented with open 
parameters.

• Students volunteer to participate in 
the project.  

• Education about and examination of 
school district vision, mission, and 
beliefs and work of the local school 
board in creating policy. 

• Brainstorming ideas, judgment on 
policy, and a challenge to impact 
outcomes. 

• Students select a focus for the 
podcast with limited restrictions on 
content and production criteria.

• Students research and prepare for 
meeting with board chair.

• Self-selected opportunity to connect 
with an elected representative of the 
community for civic discourse.

• Empowerment of students to 
explore personal interests and 
become active participants in their 
own learning.

• Creative engagement with choice 
and relevance.

• Civic action oriented response 
through examination of policy local 
school board. 

• Systematic instruction about civil 
society institutions and practices as 
foundational to democracy.

• Shift from students as knowledge 
receivers to idea creators.

• Active, engaging and participatory 
learning environment.

• Choice:  Students given a 
participatory role in their education 
and opportunity to examine a topic 
of interest and meaning to them.

• Engagement with connection and 
relevance to real world problems.

• Student perception of podcast 
project as evidence of meaningful 
voice in educational planning and 
decision making.

Presentation of Opportunity to Students

Podcast Preparation

Project Framework 
and Activities

Democratic Disposition 
Development Elements
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• Students assign team roles and 
responsibilities and determine 
podcast segments and content.

• Students develop assignment 
schedules and timelines based on 
self-determined areas of expertise.

• Students prepare to meet board 
chair and develop interview 
questions.

• Student teams meet in self-selected 
collaborative groups to discuss 
ideas and negotiate schedules for 
completing research and production 
tasks.

• Students audition for role of 
interviewer with the most proficient 
student selected by the group.

• Students write their scripts, practice 
and record the podcast segments. 
Final editing is completed with 
technical assistance from the 
teacher.

• Students attend school board 
meeting where podcast is shared 
with the full board and school 
community.

• Students post podcast to social 
media sites and share podcast with 
the students at their school.

• Practice in using skills essential to 
democratic participation to include:  the 
ability to take and defend positions, 
share ideas, and make and discuss 
judgments about issues with others in 
public and private domains.

• Development of self-efficacy as a 
participator in a public debate.

• An authentic environment for the 
encouragement of cooperative work with 
others and provides for opportunity to 
communicate with a real audience.

• Use of social media podcasting 
technology requiring students to listen 
attentively, question effectively, manage 
conflicts, compromise and share their 
ideas and research for real  purposes.

• Students practice with and use of 
technology and social networking tools 
authentically to form a learning space 
that promotes critical thinking and 
deeper engagement with the content.

• Self-directed learning with student 
choice that allowed students to work in a 
social environment that was meaningful 
and thus motivating.

• Experience in leading efforts 
for “reform” efforts in school/
community.

• Natural bridge to future 
participation in civic activities.

• Transformative participation in 
creating authentic content, sharing 
ideas and working with a real 
audience.

Podcast Development/Creation

Connection to an Authentic Audience
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Rethinking How We Evaluate 
Teachers: John Goodlad and the 

Role of Head Teachers

Matthew Coulter
University of Idaho

Abstract

This paper explores the late John Goodlad’s idea of using proven teachers 
as instructional leaders known as “head teachers” to democratically 
improve education by improving teacher development while at the same 
time protecting the time, responsibilities, and tenure of building principals. 
Within our current era of education reform, teacher evaluation have 
become more complex and time consuming. Evaluations continue to be 
traditional top down manager style observations. “Head Teachers” offer 
a more democratic approach to teacher development by providing proven 
teachers who are currently within the field of teaching an opportunity to 
help improve the professional development of fellow teachers.

Keywords or phrases: teacher evaluation, education reform, democratic 
teacher development, principals, John Goodlad, Madeline Hunter

Introduction

Teacher quality is the virtual key to education. How to measure the 
quality of a teacher is a worthwhile examination. The evaluation of teachers 
continues to be in a state of flux within the United States. The role of who 
evaluates the teacher is important to consider. The intent of this article is to 
ask educational leaders to consider democratic concepts in regard to teacher 
evaluations. Consider specifically, the concept of “head teachers” or those 
who mentor, coach, and offer instructional leadership to their peers. Teachers 
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who play a more prominent role in evaluation represent a more bottom up 
management concept as opposed to the traditional top down approach. 
The goal of head teachers is to create more of an opportunity for teacher 
participation in professional growth and evaluation. Another potential 
outcome of head teachers serving in an evaluative role is the time it may 
save principals whose increasing responsibilities also include school safety, 
student discipline, and communication with stakeholders.. Educational 
Leaders such as John Dewey and John Goodlad have promoted the need for 
democratic concepts within the development and evaluation of teachers. It is 
time to revisit democratic concepts within teacher performance evaluation.

 In recent years, ineffective teachers have been criticized as one of the 
major causes of the corrosion of the American education system (Thomas & 
Wingert, 2010). This attack, has brought dramatic changes in American states 
including high stakes testing for students and more complex evaluations for 
teachers. The result of more complex teacher evaluations has added to the 
workload of building principals while still maintaining the traditional top 
down model of the principal being the primary evaluator of the teacher 
(Tyre, 2015). Questions have emerged out of this discussion and warrant 
examination.  Are democratic principles factored into teacher evaluations? 
Should teachers take a more active role in promoting professional growth 
through an evaluation model? Is a head teacher model, as encouraged by 
John Goodlad (Goodlad, 1984), a viable option to evaluate teachers? The 
democratic approach of using head teachers within the modern teacher 
evaluation frameworks is something to consider in exploring these questions.

 In effort to promote head teachers, peer evaluations, and democratic 
values into the conversation of how best to reform teacher evaluation, it 
is important to review the history behind the top down business model 
evaluation of teachers in American education. When it comes to teacher 
evaluations, a review of the literature and a review of our history, reminds 
us that scientific top down management has blocked the role of democracy. 
As the pendulum swings, it is important to remember that there are alternate 
ideas of how to best structure the evaluation of teachers. A historical 
review will illustrate why we tend to support top down business model 
management procedures in the complex system of American Education. 
Before considering future directions, it is important to review where we 
have been in regard to evaluating teachers.



136      Rethinking How We Evaluate Teachers

Why Democracy is Lacking in Teacher Evaluations

Over the past century, ideas have come and gone in regard to defining teacher 
evaluation. Teachers have been trained, hired, and rarely fired according to 
outdated teaching evaluation systems that were heavily influenced by union 
norms (Thomas & Wingert, 2010). Serious administrative observations of 
teachers with strong feedback were minimal and done to comply with state 
laws (Rucinski & Diersing, 2014). Teachers generally earned a satisfactory 
or unsatisfactory. This has changed. Multiple state legislatures passed bills 
requiring school districts to use a multi-level tier rating system instead of the 
less informative and antiquated satisfactory/unsatisfactory system. Changes 
in teacher evaluations fell in line with other sweeping changes taking place 
in education throughout the United States. The Obama administration 
provided financial incentives to encourage growth. “Race to the Top” grants 
were awarded to states that confronted tenure protections and tied teacher 
evaluation ratings to students’ performance on state assessments (McCann, 
2011). While the idea of measuring teacher performance by student test 
scores might sound good to the general public, it is un-democratic because 
it fails to factor in the unfair variables that create differences of equality 
from school to school, classroom to classroom, and student to student.  
Measuring student performance is difficult because it fails to measure the 
teacher’s contribution to what John Goodlad calls “We Want it All” which is 
academic development, social development, civic development, vocational 
development, and character development (Goodlad, 1984).

Over the past century, business practices and ideas often influenced the 
direction of educational institutions (Spring, 2008).  The teacher evaluations 
of today are based on un-democratic top down management practices 
because the rise of schools coincided with the rise of business and industry 
in the United States. In the early part of the twentieth century, Frederick 
W. Taylor argued that scientific study could determine the proper method 
of doing every job (Spring, 2008). The key consequence of what became 
known as “Taylorism,” was that management directed the actions of the 
workers. Under Taylorism, management assumed more duties by reducing 
workers responsibilities and need for shared decision making. This concept 
influenced the standardization of education. Standardization is a business 
concept with the goal of cost-effectiveness. Standardization in schools 
resulted in standard curriculum, standard attendance procedures, standard 
hiring practices, standard teacher training procedures, standard student 
evaluations, and of course standard teacher evaluations, yet none of these 
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have been linked to a better understanding of teacher performance (Hagopian, 
2014). Standardization fails to account for the diversity and uniqueness of 
each student, teacher, administrator, and school. Standardization takes away 
from democratic site based decision-making.

The standardization philosophy might have worked in a Model T factory, 
but needed experimentation in public schools. Ellwood Cubberley further 
encouraged the factory metaphor in his book Public School Administration 
(1929). 

Our schools are, in a sense, factories in which raw products (children) are 
to be shaped and fashioned into products to meet the various demands 
of twentieth century civilization and is the business of the school to 
build its pupils according to the specifications laid down. (p.338)

Based on the factory metaphor, Cubberly laid out a set of principles for 
school administrators that emphasized measurement and analysis of data 
to ensure that teachers and schools were productive (Marzano, 2011). This 
laid the foundation for teachers to receive grades such as letter grades from 
an A-F scale to indicate their performance for a variety of criteria. This 
factory style approach has been tinkered with in various ways, but remains 
the model of 21st century education in the United States.

The Problem with the Business Model Approach

Public education institutions are not business factories. Schools are a 
place of extreme diversity. Diverse institutions such as public schools beg 
for democratic values and concepts. There are layers of academic and social 
development that take place in each and every school for students, teachers, 
and administrators alike.  Top down management can be extremely biased 
and may lead to poor teacher evaluations. Administrators may have struggled 
with limited or sometimes unsuccessful classroom experiences as teachers 
themselves and this may skew their vision of ideal qualities of classroom 
teachers. Furthermore, administrators often have a different philosophy of 
how to teach than a veteran teacher who has been tried, tested, and are 
currently in the day-to-day life of a teacher. School staffs and teacher unions 
across the United States have worked hard for decades to counter the top 
down management structure as it is implemented in public schools (Spring, 
2008).  Democratic decision making models have been made to include 
teacher input and share major decisions with the administration. The 
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promise of top down management was to replace the unsystematic actions 
of workers with a planned and controlled work environment (Spring, 2008). 
Education is at its best when teachers and students are not systemized and 
are allowed to be creative and think and work outside limitations in a variety 
of environments.

There are flaws to the tradition of principals observing and evaluating 
of teachers. In a 1952 study of teacher observation, Whitehead surveyed 
teachers regarding their perceptions as to the importance of each area of 
supervision (Whitehead, 1952; Marzano, 2011). His study concluded that 
observational practices failed to capitalize on its potential. Observations did 
not last an entire period and rarely were there follow up conferences to 
discuss the evaluation. This study from the 1950’s proved that administrators 
fell short in supporting effective teaching during that time. In a more recent 
study on principal and teacher perceptions, the validity of planned teacher 
observations by the principal claimed the new evaluations still represent 
a “dog and pony show” where teachers can display good teaching in 
a preplanned controlled observation (Coulter, 2013). Some principals 
recommend multiple observations of five to fifteen minutes over the course 
of the year provide a better picture of the true job performance of the teacher 
(Marshall, 2005).  Careful analysis of teacher evaluation, past and present, 
proves that administrator support of teaching is inconsistent at best, yet it is 
administrators who hold the job security of teachers as part of their duty to 
observe and supervise.

A recent study concluded that the new teacher evaluation models 
ultimately improve teaching at the expense of the building principals 
(Coulter 2013). Because of the continued tradition of top down management, 
the principal will still be the primary evaluator of the teacher. The new 
evaluation method is more complex and cumbersome. Principals are already 
overwhelmed by many responsibilities. New evaluation systems require the 
principal to coordinate and schedule more pre conferences, observations, 
and post conferences with the teacher, and score the teacher on a long list 
of effective teaching criteria. Currently, the principals do not have time 
to adequately do this. One veteran teacher commented on the reality of 
principals spending more time observing teachers:

The principals don’t have time. They know it and they have told their 
bosses. Their bosses come over and watch, and ask where your principal 
was today? Well he was supposed to be in Mr. Thompson’s third period 
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and Mr. Collier’s fourth period but there was a fight in the commons, 
and some parents called to sue about playing time on the basketball 
team, and the cheerleaders don’t like their coach, and the [staff] toilet is 
plugged up, and some kids flushed Styrofoam popcorn down the toilet 
in the end bathroom, and the copier doesn’t work, and there is an all-day 
meeting at the district office about safety issues. (Coulter, p. 128)

A principal calculated the extra hours required per staff member under 
a principal’s supervision and came up with an extra six weeks of time to 
properly carry out the evaluation. “Unrealistic” is what another principal 
shared (Coulter, 2013). Building principals could use additional support.

Another problem with the principal being the sole manager and evaluator 
of teachers is the realization that many principals are leaving the profession. 
In an article titled Why do more than half of principals quit after five years? 
New principal struggles to find balance in ever-changing role, Tyre follows 
an elementary principal and discovers an increase in the challenges that 
principals face. Principals now have more to do with the classroom as the 
talent judge and instructional leader than ever before (Tyre, 2015). This is in 
addition to balancing school budgets, student discipline, hiring employees, 
working with the district and state on policy and laws, facility up keep, 
communicating with parents, negotiating contracts, and being the face of 
the school (Tyre, 2015). Taking a look at the increased workload helps 
understand why more principals are leaving. The quality of each task suffers 
when you have less time to work on it. Having a quality pool of principal 
candidates is important for the future of school and educational leadership. 
Just as we do not want to drive good teachers away from the profession, we 
do not want to drive good principals away either.  

John Goodlad, Head teachers, and Democratic Teacher 
Evaluation Options

A longtime supporter of democratic ideals in education, Goodlad had an 
excellent vision of how democracy could play a role in teacher growth. A 
progressive in the tradition of philosopher John Dewey, Goodlad described 
schools where accomplished teachers could lead their peers, where students 
are not grouped by age, and where the ability to discuss and assess ideas 
matter more than test scores (Woo, 2014).
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Goodlad had a vision of the classroom teacher being a capable leader 
who focused on the education of the whole child and had the ability to pass 
on their wisdom to less experienced teachers. In his book A place called 
school: Prospects for the future, Goodlad (1984) advocates for having head 
teachers with successful teaching experience and higher education. Head 
teachers would teach part of the time, occupying positions normally filled 
by regular classroom teachers. Their duties however would include serving 
as role models to fellow teachers, provide in-service assistance, diagnose 
knotty learning problems, and so on (Goodlad, 1984). This concept would 
support principals in management  and instructional leadership. The key 
to effective teaching evaluations is the emphasis of the framework as a 
professional growth model as opposed to a job evaluation that determines 
whether you maintain employment. In order to accomplish this, you need 
instructional leadership. Goodlad’s concept of having head teachers is 
one that deserves recognition.  As new leaders of professional growth and 
evaluation, head teachers offer many potential roles.

The first role of a head teacher is to support fellow teachers within their 
school. The support needs to come in forms of positive encouragement of 
what is going well and constructive coaching on what needs improvement. 
This is where the new models of teacher evaluation come into play. The head 
teacher would use district evaluation models such as Danielson (Danielson, 
2013) or Marzano (Marzano, 2014) as a starting point to promote dialogue 
and conversation. The head teacher would need a reduced class load in order 
to prioritize time to observe and visit other teachers. These head teachers 
are not former teachers, but current teachers who are well respected within 
their building. In effort to promote democracy in education, head teachers 
can be voted on to serve periodic terms. The head teacher can also serve as 
an advocate for the teacher while also supporting professional growth, as 
expected from the building principal.

Another role of the head teacher is to research new ideas in teaching and 
learning and relay new methods of teaching to faculty through in-service 
trainings.  An example would be to research successful lesson plans and 
strategies in various subjects that line up with grade level and Common Core 
standards. The head teacher can encourage the sharing of ideas, the sharing 
of assessments, and the promotion of teamwork within a department or 
grade level. The head teacher should have the support from administration 
to attend conferences and bring back ideas to their home school.
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Another area of great potential for head teachers is to act as a supervisor 
for teachers who are mentoring student teaching interns. Most universities 
pay retired educators to supervise their teaching interns. These supervisors 
are not always familiar with the mentor teacher, the school, or the students. 
The supervisors are not always available to help the interns because 
they usually show up on pre-scheduled visits a couple times a month. 
Head teachers can go to university trainings and learn the guidelines and 
expectations from the teacher education program that the teacher candidate 
is representing. The head teacher has most likely been a mentor teacher and 
because of their wisdom and experience is best qualified to offer support 
to both the student and mentor teacher. Head teachers representing college 
teacher training programs as supervisors, offers a win/win to the mentor 
teacher, teacher prep program, teaching intern, and students.

Head teachers can also serve as mentor teachers to student teachers. 
In this scenario, the head teacher might take on a couple interns and can 
mentor two for the price of one. This offers a school an opportunity for 
three teachers to fill the role of two teachers for the cost of one. This option 
allows teacher interns time to prove themselves as a teacher with an expert 
head teacher as a guide. At the end of the year the school can hire the best 
candidate who has been trained and influenced by the head teacher.

Head teachers can also work as instructors or adjunct faculty in 
university teacher prep programs. Teacher prep programs can benefit from 
having distinguished teachers in the field (head teachers) serve in their 
curriculum departments. The head teacher can earn higher degrees as part 
of their partnership with the university. Having a head teacher as an adjunct 
professor could potentially provide teacher candidates with an advocate and 
mentor as they start their career in teaching.

It is difficult to find much evidence of districts using a head teacher 
model. One example, is a program where teachers help teachers called Peer 
Assistance Review (PAR). This program was created in Toledo, Ohio as a 
model for veteran teachers to play a role in supporting new or struggling 
teachers. This program was created as a result of frustration regarding the 
caliber of new teachers. In 1999, PAR, in some form, was required by the 
California legislature to be implemented in each school district. Goldstein 
and Noguera (2006) looked at the progress of PAR in a large urban school 
district. The results of this study found that PAR created a better evaluation 
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and offered better support to struggling teachers than the traditional top 
down method of school principals evaluating teachers.

A more current model that some of today’s teachers are familiar with is 
the Hunter Model. Madeline Hunter served as a principal and instructional 
leader in a UCLA lab school set up by John Goodlad. Hunter balanced some 
of Goodlad’s progressive ideas with the more traditional behaviorist ideas 
(Goldberg, 1995).  In the 1980’s American education was greatly influenced 
by Hunter using her model lesson design. Hunter also contributed ideas to 
the process of evaluating teachers such as observation and script taping. 
During script taping, a supervisor recorded teaching behaviors and then 
later categorized them into those that “promoted learning, those that used 
precious time and energy, yet contributed nothing to learning; and those that, 
unintentionally, actually interfered with learning” (Hunter, 1980).  Hunter’s 
model provided several elements of good teaching and a framework for what 
principals looked for in evaluating teachers.  The framework, however, still 
relied too much on the principal and needed more participation from proven 
veteran teachers. Head teachers offer an opportunity to fulfill the principal’s 
role and continue to carry on some of the ideas encouraged by Hunter such 
as script taping.

One democratic concept, in which head teachers can offer further support, 
is the PLC’s. The Professional Learning Community (PLC) movement is 
intended to get the teachers out of their inclusive classroom environment 
and begin to interact with their colleagues in the spirit of professional 
improvement (Venables, 2011). Teacher evaluation can be tied to this practice 
because it encourages teachers to observe teachers in similar grade level 
and content areas in the spirit of improving professional practice. PLC’s are 
democratic in nature because it provides a greater sense of ownership and 
responsibility to teachers especially if teachers create instructional themes 
democratically. Head teachers can organize and facilitate a PLC group. 
This democratic/ bottom up management concept encourages teachers to 
collaborate and information share. Education is redundant enough with top 
down policies that do not do enough to inspire freedom to try new things 
and to grow in ways we never imagined. Teachers need to continually be 
reenergized and PLC’s offer an opportunity for inspiration and the feeling 
of being supported by your peers.

Something for educational leaders to consider is what to name and how 
to structure head teachers within their current system. A new name might be 
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worth discussing. Head teacher sounds like something from our past such 
as head master or head mistress. A more progressive sounding name might 
help this concept gain momentum. The structure is important as well. The 
new position of head teachers needs to be compensated above the level 
of teachers and probably close to the level of principals. Districts need to 
commit to giving these teachers part time course loads so they are free to 
observe, mentor, and help evaluate teachers in their building. The number 
of head teachers in a school should be determined by the size of the school. 
Districts need to commit to how head teachers are selected. And support 
training for the head teachers.

Conclusion

In keeping with the mission of the Agenda for Education in a Democracy 
(AED) and The National Network for Educational Renewal (NNER), it is 
vital to look at the study of educational structures, policies, and actions. 
How we evaluate teachers play a critical role in promoting the confidence, 
growth, and retention of arguably the most important component of the 
American Education system; the teacher. The concept of renewal is an 
important part of supporting the teaching profession. Where renewal is 
effective; questions are expected, concern is embraced, and solutions are 
developed from an in-depth knowledge of circumstances and an awareness 
of alternatives (Goodlad, Mantle-Bromley, & Goodlad, 2004). Renewal and 
democracy are interwoven and should always be factored into examining 
American education.  The AED and NNER support improvement of teaching 
and learning with a democratic emphasis.

At this time, the scientific/business model is still guiding the direction 
of American schools. Multiple states and school districts have moved on 
from the old satisfactory/unsatisfactory method of evaluation to four or five 
tiered models such as Danielson or Marzano. These models still require a 
building principal to score teachers in multiple categories based on a brief 
observation. Do we consider democratic concepts in our decision-making 
models? Do school districts have effective mentor programs in place to help 
new or struggling teachers? Will principals really have additional time to 
support teacher observation and conferences? Teacher evaluation is not an 
exact science. Despite the varied evaluation models, with the perpetual focus 
on redesigning the modern educational system, there should be flexibility 
with the evaluation system in order to allow for truly dynamic teaching.
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As we enter an era of dramatic teaching shortages, perhaps it would 
be wise to look back and re-examine ideas such as having a head teacher 
role in our schools. Mentoring programs in schools are inconsistent and 
are often dependent on funding. In order to retain a good teacher, it is 
important to have a support network. Imagine a head teacher who models, 
encourages, co-teaches, and provides a fair, honest, and valid evaluation 
with democratic contributions from the teacher and students. Leadership 
from within the rank of teachers themselves has potential to make more of 
a difference compared to the traditional top down management systems we 
are programed to accept. It is gallant to discuss and explore new ideas to 
better fit the needs of today’s generation. It is also democratic.
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Abstract

As we gain a deeper understanding of the ways in which the local 
and the global are intricately connected, we must look to a revolutionary 
interpretation of the role of world language in American schools, and 
create curricula accordingly. It is up to educators to create experiences that 
encompass the myriad ways in which language has an impact on our world. 
We must switch our focus from the usefulness of language to a more holistic 
view, one that better reflects its intricate relationship with our democracy 
in education.

Keywords or phrases:  critical pedagogy, curriculum and instruction, 
foreign language education, world language education, curriculum studies/
curriculum theory, language and society, pedagogy

Introduction

The gradual yet pivotal move away from trendy methodologies 
(grammar-translation, the direct method, the reading method, the 
audiolingual method, and the audiovisual method to name a few) has 
opened up unexpected and unconventional pedagogical possibilities. As 
our society becomes necessarily and increasingly aware of issues regarding 
diversity, multiculturalism, sustainability, and the homogenization of our 
ever-shrinking world (which in turn has dramatically increased the use 
of English as a lingua franca), the search is on for how to better answer 
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the question of the importance of world languages in our schools and our 
democracy. It is no longer sufficient, practical, or even ethical to suggest, 
in this era, that the principle aim of world language study be linguistic 
proficiency, to defend its study exclusively by its perceived usefulness. 
Reagan and Osborn (2002) write that practical arguments supporting the 
teaching of a world language in American schools are “fundamentally 
silly” (p. 11), as they force our field to defend itself in a way that no other 
subject matter is required to (pp. 11-12). We require students to study 
math from a very early age, for example, but we would not expect them to 
become world-renowned mathematicians by the time they graduated high 
school. We find it important for our students to learn and practice a musical 
instrument, but if their future does not include a concert at Carnegie Hall, 
we certainly would not be disappointed. But why not? Because we accept 
that it is, in fact, the process of learning history, English, art, music, math, 
and science that is important. We accept that while we will forget most of 
the details of what we learn in school, most of us will be left with a sense of 
potential, with a level of passion or excitement that we will have a choice 
to continue diving into reading about ancient Egypt or Impressionist art. 
We accept that we cannot be experts at everything, and may not ever be an 
expert at anything. We accept the concept of process. When it comes to the 
role of world language education in our schools, however, the tenor of the 
discussion changes quite dramatically. The process of learning a language 
is not considered, because it is only the outcome (high level of language 
proficiency and its use outside the classroom) that is relevant:

The basic problem with [arguing that foreign language should be learned 
because it is practical] is that while it may have a certain degree of face 
validity for foreign language educators and our allies, it is not in fact 
compatible with the life experiences of most students. The United States, 
regardless of how one personally feels about it, is in fact a profoundly 
monolingual society ideologically if not empirically, and relatively few 
students really believe that second language skills are really necessary 
for the marketplace (Reagan & Osborn, 2002, p. 5).

Indeed, we need “a more compelling articulation of why students ought 
to study (and learn) languages other than their own” (Reagan & Osborn, 
2002, p.12).

Support for foreign language teaching and learning in the United States 
has not traditionally been strong.  There is a not-so-subtle “social expectation 
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of failure with respect to the learning of languages other than English in 
the U.S. context” (Reagan & Osborn, 2002, p. 3).  Roadblocks such as the 
political and social ramifications of language choice in schools, lack of clear 
goal-setting, time constraints for language learning in the typical American 
school, constant comparison of our field to other subject areas and the 
rise of standardized testing have all contributed to this lack of confidence 
(Osborn & Reagan, 1998; Reagan & Osborn, 2002).  It is no wonder that 
as a field, we are suffering from a serious inferiority complex, that there is 
an “implicit feeling that the language teaching profession [is] required to 
justify its presence on the educational stage” (Lantolf & Sunderman, 2001, 
p. 6).  Will foreign language study “eventually find an uncontested place in 
the sun” (Lantolf & Sunderman, 2001, p. 23)? It is clear that most of those 
whose goal is to be functionally fluent in a foreign language at the end of 
their language study will be sorely disappointed, and will search in vain to 
place blame on the establishment or perhaps even themselves: While they 
may believe that language study is important, they just do not think it is 
possible, because the framework for their expectations and learning goals 
was systemically faulty from their inception (Friedman, 2015, para. 5).

Instead of slogging painfully through years of uninspired language 
study only to come to the inevitable conclusion that they are destined to fail, 
students and teachers could potentially revel in infinite opportunities to think 
critically about every aspect of their world language study, from what role 
the language may play in their local community to how the disappearance 
of world languages affects global sustainability. It is imperative that world 
language teachers be introduced to orientations of teaching and learning 
that legitimize, not ostracize, a more expansive body of knowledge and 
range of experience. Reagan and Osborn (2002) write:

For us, perhaps the most powerful argument for the need for students 
to study languages other than their own is that the point of education 
is to introduce and initiate the individual into our common, human 
social and cultural heritage, and that this cannot be done adequately 
without some exposure to the different ways in which human beings, in 
various times and places, have constructed an amazingly wide variation 
of languages to meet their needs. If becoming educated is, as many 
scholars have suggested, the process by which one learns to join in the 
human conversation, then language skills will inevitably be required 
if one wishes to join the conversation at anything more than the most 
trivial level (p. 12).
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It is up to the members of the learning environment, be they 
administrators, teachers, students or parents, to create experiences that 
reflect and encompass the myriad ways in which language has an impact 
on our world. And to that end, there should be little doubt that whatever a 
world language teacher could conjure up in his or her wildest pedagogical 
dreams could be defended, if necessary, with one of the 5 Cs that encompass 
The Standards for Foreign Language Learning in the 21st Century 
(ACTFL, 2006) . Despite strong feelings to the contrary, these standards 
can be considered a curriculum, in the sense that they were clearly written 
to affect students’ experiences in a learning environment, whatever that may 
be. Gradually, world language textbooks began to implement the Standards 
into their pages, states and local districts took to modeling their own 
standards on them, and world language teacher education programs around 
the country embraced them whole-heartedly. But what are they? Known 
as the Five Cs (Communication, Cultures, Connections, Comparisons and 
Communities), these standards, now in their third revision, include specific 
sections on individual languages; woven into the curricular elements of the 
standards are much more general, non-language-specific concepts, such 
as critical thinking skills, learning strategies, and technology. The explicit 
goal of the standards is clear: “The standards for foreign language learning 
require a much broader definition of the content of the foreign language 
classroom…the exact form and content of each of these elements is not 
prescribed…” (ACTFL, 2006, p. 32). It is for this reason that these standards 
are purposefully and necessarily vague. Indeed, they resist all efforts to 
reduce, measure, or otherwise categorize linguistic and cultural knowledge, 
and have the potential to completely revolutionize the way in which foreign 
language is experienced by an entire school community.

That standards-based curricula can foster, rather than impede, to a 
broader vision of how innovative pedagogy can be implemented and, at 
the same time, have a positive impact on our democracy, bodes well for 
the future of world language education in the United States. In fact, the 
national foreign language standards were written and revised to combat 
past curricula that “lacked richness and depth and failed to provide a broad 
range of experience and knowledge” (ACTFL, 2006, p. 15). Indeed, they 
have the potential to spark revolutionary creativity among foreign language 
teachers who are cognizant and conscious of the intricate interwoven nature 
of sustainability, human culture, language, and diversity. It falls on the 
classroom teacher’s desk, this fragmented task of including, but perhaps not 
integrating, an awareness of diversity and multiculturalism in an already 
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saturated standardized test-driven curriculum. Culture and diversity are 
often discussed in classrooms around the country; however, few teachers 
may be aware of the inter-connectedness between what is being learned in 
the classroom and the potential dangers of linguistic globalization:

Although English may have numerous cultural aspects in the realm of 
the positive, it is, for example, attached to a cross-national economic 
culture that has devastating worldwide effects on local cultures, local 
economies, and local ecologies, and there are no indications that 
this situation can be modified soon. Linguistic and cultural diversity 
are among the treasures of humanity; they are our tools for survival 
(Tochon, 2009).

Thus, the purpose of this line of study is to bring awareness of the 
importance of access to and the diversity of world languages at the global 
and local levels. Not only is it paramount to reversing the trend of the 
homogenization of our society and strengthening our democracy, it may 
well be the first step in finding an antidote to the sting of indifference for 
language study in the United States. 

Unequal Access to World Language Study and Our 
Democracy

With the decline of language diversity and availability for study comes 
decreased awareness; with decreased awareness comes less attention and 
money, and gravely, what ultimately gets pushed aside or cut entirely often 
develops into a permanent absence. Pieces of legislation like NCLB only 
added to the problem, as those subjects important enough to be constantly 
tested were pushed to the forefront, and all others fell quickly by the 
wayside. Goodlad (2004) elaborates:

Practitioners across the nation are growing restless. They share with 
predecessors beliefs in the meaning of being an educator that are in 
sharp contrast with what they are being called upon to do. How do they 
answer parents who are asking what happened to recess, the arts, health 
and physical education and more? They are not the weakest teachers 
and administrators who are leaving. And student teachers experiencing 
their first immersions in classrooms are coming back to their college 
mentors with questions about whether there is any hope for activities 
not directed toward raising test scores (p. 14).
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Globally, more than half of the world’s 7,000 languages are expected to 
die out by the end of the century, taking with them irreplaceable knowledge 
about the natural world and human culture (“Disappearing languages,” n.d., 
Losing our world’s languages section, para. 1). Tochon (2009) explains 
further:

One major argument against the possible, massive assimilation of the 
world’s speakers into one common, dominant language is its high 
cultural cost. The variety of worldviews would be lost. Languages 
define worldviews and conceptual universes. The disappearance of one 
language can mean the deletion of a human’s ability to think differently, 
an aspect of human reality constituting one epistemic beam one ray 
from the prism of human life interpretation. On Earth, there is as much 
importance in language variety as there is in biological variety (p. 659). 

We must consistently and diligently question the ramifications of the 
absence of a second, third, or fourth language offering in a school setting, 
perhaps even before we contemplate how to act in its presence. A lack 
of pedagogical and experiential diversity and an inattention to heritage 
speakers of languages other than Spanish (French or Arabic, for example) 
are only some of the problems that develop in these learning communities 
as a result of this critical state of affairs: Over 3,000,000 refugees have 
entered into the United States since 1975 (“Cumulative summary of refugee 
admissions,” 2015).

Locally, when school budgets are cut, Spanish often becomes the default 
foreign language choice for students perhaps because of its perceived 
practicality for daily use. Pufahl and Rhodes (2011) report that “among 
schools with foreign language programs, Spanish was the most commonly 
taught language and increased over the past decade. In 2008, 88% of 
the elementary schools that offered language instruction taught Spanish, 
compared to 79% in 1997” (p. 263). Worse yet, however, is that it is not 
uncommon for students to not be afforded the opportunity to study a second 
language at all (as is the case with a large majority of elementary schools, 
despite the standards having been conceived for use and consideration in 
K-16 classrooms). Needless to say, the conspicuous and rampant absence 
of world language offerings at the elementary level, a time at which 
many would argue is the most crucial time to begin the study of a second 
or third language, sends a powerful message to young children and their 
caregivers: This area of study is simply not important. Just 15% of U.S. 
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public elementary schools offer any kind of world language instruction, 
down from 24% ten years earlier, a drop educators attribute to “budget 
cuts and a heightened focus on math and reading inspired by the federal 
No Child Left Behind law. Poor and rural districts are the least likely to 
offer foreign language” (Chandler, 2014, para. 10; Pufahl & Rhodes, 2011). 
Although world language instruction at the K-12 level has remained stable 
at the high school level, it has decreased markedly in middle and elementary 
schools nationwide over the past ten years. Pufahl and Rhodes (2011) are 
also gravely concerned that “that there is unequal access to foreign language 
instruction, as students in rural schools and low SES schools have had less 
opportunity to study languages than other students” (p. 272). The situation 
is even more catastrophic in higher education:

Each year as national budget priorities are determined, language education 
is losing out—cuts have been made to funding for such instruction, 
including Title VI grants and the Foreign Language Assistance Program. 
And the number of language enrollments in higher education in the 
U.S. declined by more than 111,000 spots between 2009 and 2013—the 
first drop since 1995. Translation? Only 7 percent of college students in 
America are enrolled in a language course” (Friedman, 2015, para. 2).

Because of the access problem in world language education in the 
public schools, parents who have the financial means to do so often choose 
to send their children to private school where world language offerings 
are significantly more common (Chandler, 2014, para. 12). It is important 
to note that the significant decrease in the availability of world language 
education at the elementary level was seen only in public schools. In 
contrast, private schools, 50% of which report offering world language 
instruction did not see any decline (Pufahl & Rhodes, 2011). Knowing that 
the annual cost of an independent private school education can cost parents 
well over $20,000, it stands to reason that we have a serious access issue. 
Even students whose parents can afford the steep price tag may be losing 
out in their language classes, because most private schools do not require 
their teachers to complete a teacher education program to get hired. Either 
way, students are losing.

That it is not shocking or even noticeable to most Americans that a large 
majority of our children do not have access to a world language until the 
age of 12 or later is a travesty. In order to engage in a truly democratic 
society, one student’s experience from the time they enter kindergarten must 
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be roughly on par with another, regardless of socioeconomic class. The sore 
lack of world languages in the K-6 public school curriculum, in particular, 
goes against the very definition of the role of education in a democracy. 
Elliot Eisner (2002) describes what he calls the Null Curriculum:

It is my thesis that what schools do not teach may be as important as 
what they do teach. I argue this position because ignorance is not simply 
a neutral void; it has important effects on the kinds of options one is able 
to consider, the alternatives that one can examine, and the perspectives 
from which one can view a situation or problems. The absence of a set 
of considerations or perspectives or the inability to use certain processes 
for appraising a context biases the evidence one is able to take into 
account. A parochial perspective or simplistic analysis is the inevitable 
progeny of ignorance. (p. 97)

Eisner goes on to explain the very fact that schools neglect the study 
of a world language is particularly damaging, because “what students 
cannot consider [has] consequences for the kinds of lives they lead” (p. 
103). It is certain that world language education is ripe with political and 
social conflict. Bilingualism is often equated with a liberal agenda, one 
that is in danger of creating “schisms” in the fabric of the monolingual 
society on which our country was supposedly founded (Hlebowitsh, 2007). 
However, a true democracy must not be “identified with political forms and 
functions—with the federal constitution, the popular election of officials, 
or the practice of universal suffrage” (Counts, 1959, p. 33). According to 
Counts (1959), “The most genuine expression of democracy in the United 
States has little to do with our political institutions: it is a sentiment with 
respect to the moral equality of men” (p. 33). The role of education in a 
democracy is often referred to as the most fundamental reason we should 
all support public schools (Hlebowitsh, 2005). Education has always been 
considered essential to creating good citizens, and for “playing an active 
role in the economic, cultural and political life of the nation” (McNeil, 2000, 
p. 283). But what if access to education were not equitable, as in the case 
of world language instruction. We are undoubtedly pulling the wool over 
our proverbial eyes by maintaining that all children in the United States 
have equal access to quality education, and by doing so, we are failing our 
children. Adler (1982) writes that it is in fact the quality of education that 
counts, not the number of hours that a student may spend in a classroom, 
and that “the democratic promise of equal educational opportunity, half 
fulfilled, is worse than a promise broken”, and that “the innermost meaning 



154      The Role of World Language Study in American Schools

of social equality is: substantially the same quality of life for all. That calls 
for: the same quality of schooling for all” (p. 160). Denying a certain group 
instruction in a particular subject area necessarily throws the system into 
chaos, because “the prospects for balance are dim when development of 
the minds of the people is curtailed through the denial or corruption of 
education. Denial to even a few creates a blemish that can grow into cancer 
and rot” (Goodlad, 2007, p. 7).

Promising Trends in World Language Education

Gruenewald and Smith (2008) start us off on the redefinition path by 
stating that “true diversity involves allowing a multiplicity of cultures 
to thrive and prosper, not the hypothetical provision of opportunities for 
diverse people to pursue the blandishments of consumerism and the market” 
(p. xxi). Perhaps our best intentions to come to a greater understanding of 
the meaning of multiculturalism and diversity have fallen victim to exactly 
the trend towards homogeneity that we were seeking to avoid. Gruenewald 
(2008) writes that “conversations about diversity and schooling, once 
institutionalized, fall short of questioning the educational value of schooling 
itself and its relationship to specific communities—human and nonhuman” 
(p. 141). How can world language teachers, as Gay (2004) suggests, “use 
multicultural education to promote such highly valued outcomes as human 
development, education equality, academic excellence, and democratic 
citizenship” (p. 317)? It seems that such initiatives such as multicultural 
education, diversity, sustainability, and environmental education have 
developed into school board meeting catch-phrases, and have become 
strange bed-fellows. In an effort to expand our students’ understanding 
of the world around them, in and out of the language classroom, we have 
taken the road all-too-often traveled. An unfortunate result is a developing 
“perception of multicultural education as separate content that educators 
must append to existing curriculums as separate lessons, units, or courses” 
(Gay, p. 316). What if to redesign our curricula, we were inspired to 
galvanize a culture change? Bowers (1999) claims that “radical educational 
reform requires basic changes in our guiding cultural assumptions” (p. 163). 
Are we over-defining our terms, and thus further splintering our earnest 
educational goals? Would a simpler, more inclusive view of these vital 
constructs ultimately be beneficial? Can world language educators and 
curriculum developers use the Five Cs to overhaul our concretized and 
staid perceptions of the true purpose of world language education in our 
schools? Can we tout, create and implement a course of study, either for 
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K-16 students or preservice world language teachers that would legitimize a 
break from the conventional reasoning used to defend the study of a second 
language? Would it actually be possible to reverse this trend of decline, to 
slow the pandemic disappearance of endangered language programs in our 
public schools, to distance ourselves from the idea of the daily usefulness of 
language as its only saving grace?

 Ironically, it was a massive overhaul and alignment of the Advanced 
Placement (AP) World Languages and Cultures exams (standardized tests 
given to high school students in French, Spanish, German, and Italian) in 
2012 that led to the expectation of and the increased inclusion of the 5 Cs 
into all high school upper-level language curricula. From 1997-2008, the 
total percentage of elementary schools that integrate the national or state 
foreign language standards (often identical) increased from 19% to 59%. 
The increase at the secondary school-level, 30% to 83%, is even more 
heartening (Pufahl & Rhodes, 2011, pp. 271). The recent redesign of the AP 
exams sought to reframe the narrative that has plaguing the field of foreign 
language education in the United States since the 1950s. Instead of focusing 
on the nuts and bolts of the language, the exam (and thus the curriculum of 
the course) embraces the national standards, and has pushed teachers to turn 
to theme-based curriculum design that offers a more creative, holistic, and 
rewarding experience for the students without sacrificing communicative 
competence (“Advances in AP,” 2016). Theme-based curriculum, often 
based on the Backward Design concept outlined by Wigins and McTighe 
(2005) in Understanding by Design, is “not a prescriptive program, but a 
conceptual framework” (p. 7). By starting with the end in mind, teachers are 
better able to craft learning goals that will ultimately lead to more substantive 
and meaningful activities and assessments. The connection between the AP 
language exams, theme-based unit design, and the 5 Cs are made clear in 
the revised description of the AP World Language and Culture curriculum:

In today’s global community, competence in more than one language 
is an essential part of communication and cultural understanding. 
Study of another language not only provides individuals with the 
ability to express thoughts and ideas for their own purposes, but also 
provides them with access to perspectives and knowledge that is only 
available through the language and culture. The proficiencies acquired 
through the study of languages and literatures endow language learners 
with cognitive, analytical, and communication skills that carry over 
into many other areas of their academic studies. The three modes of 
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communication (Interpersonal, Interpretive, and Presentational), defined 
in the Standards for Foreign Language Learning in the 21st Century 
and described in more detail in the ACTFL Performance Descriptors 
for Language Learners, are foundational to the AP World Languages 
and Cultures courses. (“AP World Languages and Cultures program,” 
2014).

Of course, if we once again consider our equal access crisis, the most 
perfect curriculum cannot reach secondary students who are not in the 
classroom. To its credit, the College Board has put an enormous amount 
of time and money into researching and developing ways in which to 
make AP courses more accessible, and therefore more democratic, and 
they maintain that “true equity is not achieved until the demographics both 
of AP classrooms and of the successful AP student population mirror the 
demographics of the state and nation” (Edwards & Duggan, 2012). Despite 
some progress, the numbers are still indicative of a serious problem.  From 
2001-2011, there were persistent participation and performance gaps 
among African Americans. During that time period 29% of white high 
school graduates but only 18% of African Americans took at least one AP 
exam during their high school years. Of those who took an exam, 19% of 
white students but only 5% of African American students earned a score 
of a 3 or higher (considering a passing grade). It is thus unwise and even 
dangerous to hold any one test or curriculum responsible for solving the 
current inequity and inaccessibility in the field of world language education. 
Strengthening world language teacher education programs and promoting 
advocacy will certainly continue to be necessary through this positive, yet 
dramatic transition, as “maintaining existing language education programs, 
diversifying instruction to new languages, and reaching more middle and 
elementary school students with foreign language instruction [is critical]” 
(“Advocacy,” n.d.).

Conclusion

The 5 Cs have managed to shift some focus from language for specific 
purposes to a more holistic view, one that better reflects the belief that the 
concepts of equality, democracy, language, culture, sustainability, diversity, 
and multiculturalism cannot and should not be thought of as discrete entities. 
Our field has the opportunity to look to the national standards to cultivate and 
support a process-oriented, innovative vision of the role of world language 
in our K-16 school programs, to potentially reinterpret and re-evaluate the 
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revolutionary ways in which world language can take an honored seat at the 
curricular table. However, complicated questions remain. To whom does it 
ultimately fall, the responsibility of their dissemination? Who exactly should 
be tasked to implore others to use standards, of all things, to embrace and 
adopt a wider view of the beauty, versatility and benefit of learning another 
language? To agree to adopt a quasi-curriculum that would serve as the 
magic bullet, that could work to save threatened or extinct world language 
programs while at the same time developing a unique, more inclusive vision 
of the true meaning of diversity, democracy, and multiculturalism throughout 
a school community? To continue to consciously and vehemently oppose 
inherent inequalities that exist in our educational system, and to battle for 
the very survival of world language education in an evolving democracy? 
Goodlad (2004) explains that “education is a neutral concept”, and that “the 
good must be deliberately put into it” (p. 14). Now is the time to take action 
at every level of our educational system: 

The challenge before us now is to advocate the study of foreign 
languages not only for the reasons that we historically offered, but to 
expand our efforts to include increasing student understanding and 
awareness of language, broadly conceived, as an outcome of the study 
of foreign languages. Language study must become a core element in 
the teaching of critical perspectives for life in a democratic society 
(Reagan & Osborn, 2002, pp. 138-9).

A frank discussion about how the field of world language education 
should adapt to the breakneck speed at which our democracy is changing 
is essential. We must put our heads together, redouble our efforts, and get 
down to work.
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Abstract

TeacherCorps is a partnership program between a university teacher 
preparation program, the university’s Community Engagement Center, and 
five elementary and secondary schools.  As teacher educators, we worked 
with teacher candidates as TeacherCorps members through their teacher 
preparation coursework, field experiences, and service as members of 
AmeriCorps.  In this descriptive study utilizing online qualitative surveys 
with teacher candidates and long interviews with community partners, 
we learned of the expectations schools have for new teachers and their 
experiences in connecting with families and communities and the impact 
teacher candidates trained through a community-based lens can have on 
both schools and communities.
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Introduction

Our future teachers really need to understand the communities they are 
working with…not just with the students, but the families and community 
members—Principal Phyllis on reflecting on the impact of TeacherCorps on 
her school community (personal communication, April 12, 2013).

Ms. Altus begins her day in the school cafeteria at the tribal community 
school supervising students eating breakfast.  Before heading to her first 
period math class, she meets with a group of students to listen to their ideas 
on feeding homeless people in the park across the street with vegetables 
from the school’s community garden.

Mr. Devin begins his Spanish class by asking students to submit their 
family recipes that they translated into Spanish for their class Family 
Cookbook, and then students meet in small groups to share the lessons 
learned about their own family histories by listening to family conversations 
around these recipes.

Ms. Albertson returns her kindergarten students to their classroom from 
the school community garden.  They have just picked their first green chilies 
from the seeds they planted in the spring.  As part of their science unit on the 
five senses, the students discussed when they will roast the chilies and invite 
families and community members for a harvest celebration.

Ms. Gutierrez says goodbye to parents and students as they leave 
Community Empowerment Day, a community-wide event she and her third 
graders organized to bring community agencies and businesses to the school 
for a Saturday event focusing on community assets and resources.

These vignettes represent experiences of teacher candidates who are also 
members of TeacherCorps, a teacher preparation program where teacher 
candidates, who are also AmeriCorps members, implement community-
based service-learning into their curriculum in their field experience 
classrooms. With the themes of social justice and equitable access to 
education front and center in this teacher preparation program, these teacher 
candidates face complex decisions and situations from moment to moment 
during the school day, and with guidance and reflection opportunities, they 
begin to understand the social justice issues behind these decisions and 
situations (Cochran-Smith, 2004; Goodlad, 1994).
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This study presents a unique combination of social justice education 
infused into teacher education with service-learning as a tool of civic 
engagement. By including feedback from TeacherCorps members in the 
form of qualitative data from online surveys, along with feedback from 
school administrators and community members from long interviews, 
we gathered important insights into the learning processes of these future 
teachers and their impact on schools and communities.

History of TeacherCorps and AmeriCorps Connection

TeacherCorps was originally established through the Higher Education 
Act of 1965 to improve teaching in predominantly low-income neighborhoods.  
Following Brown vs. Board of Education, schools were more integrated and 
teachers were looking for ways to teach in multiracial classrooms. Student 
interns created service-learning activities in these neighborhoods (Eckert, 
2011).  The University of New Mexico’s Department of Teacher Education 
revitalized TeacherCorps in conjunction with AmeriCorps, emphasizing 
social justice, critical pedagogy, and community-based service-learning.  
Teacher candidates in TeacherCorps completed their field experience 
requirements and implemented community-based service-learning activities 
as part of their teacher licensure program. 

Connection to NNER’s Twenty Postulates

 Because of the focus on the partnership between education and society, 
the philosophy of TeacherCorps and the core of this study directly connect 
to the Twenty Postulates of the National Network for Educational Renewal 
(NNER) (Goodlad, 1994).  In particular, TeacherCorps addresses Postulates 
Twelve, Thirteen, and Fourteen, that consider the importance of teacher 
preparation in the areas of a) addressing dilemmas of individual and parental 
rights with the role of schools and society, b) creating equitable access to 
education for all children, and c) questioning traditional assumptions of 
schooling to affect change.  Because TeacherCorps strives to meet the goals 
of NNER, this organization provided funding to assist in the professional 
development in community-based service-learning.

TeacherCorps provided professional development in community-based 
service-learning for both teacher candidates and cooperating teachers. 
Through service-learning, teachers connected academic content, Common 
Core State Standards, and community needs. Service-learning is defined as 
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an educational methodology that incorporates preparation, service to the 
community, and reflection, with links to the academic curriculum (Billig, 
2002).  By creating these connections, TeacherCorps helped create cultures 
in schools where partnerships were valued and these partnerships were 
incorporated throughout the service-learning process. TeacherCorps also 
encouraged teacher candidates to expand their perceptions of teachers’ 
roles not only as leaders of individual classrooms, but also as collaborators 
with other teachers and community members to raise concerns about the 
system’s reinforcement of “privilege and disadvantage based on race, 
culture, language, background, and gender” (Cochran-Smith, 2004, p. 207).

TeacherCorps participants used a service-learning planning template to 
ensure participants were planning and implementing high-quality service-
learning (see Appendix A).  As part of their preparation for working with 
their own students, participants planned and implemented their own 
service-learning project as a group in partnership with a local food bank, 
where participants experienced first-hand the stages of service-learning:  
exploration, planning, implementation, reflection, and celebration.  As 
exploration, participants researched the percentages of hungry people locally 
and around the world.  For preparation, facilitators taught mini-lessons 
on hunger and food insecurity.  For the actual service at the food bank, 
participants bagged and sorted canned foods for distribution.  Following 
the activity for reflection, participants discussed the curricular connections 
including calculations of quantities and volume, social studies issues around 
hunger, writing activities requesting donations of canned goods, and the 
science of hunger and its effects on the body and learning.  The students 
celebrated their work by sharing this experience with their larger teaching 
methods classes.  As a result of this experience, the TeacherCorps teacher 
candidates and their cooperating teachers were prepared to implement 
service-learning projects with their own students.

Through TeacherCorps, the teacher candidates participated in reflection 
seminars to provide space for conversation and context of their school and 
community experiences through a social justice lens.  In these sessions, 
participants explored their school community’s assets through an asset-
mapping walk, especially focusing on potential community partners, and 
shared their progress in planning their own service-learning activities.  They 
also worked in the afterschool programs to engage with families. 
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Purposes of this Study

Several studies have been conducted regarding teacher candidate 
placement in community settings, (McDonald, et al., 2011; Potthoff, et al., 
2012); however, this study seeks to understand a) the perspectives of teacher 
candidates as they implemented community-based service-learning, and b) 
to understand the impact teacher candidates who are trained in community-
based service-learning have on parents, schools, and communities.  By 
including the teacher candidates and their principals and community member 
partners, this study provides insight into these additional expectations 
of classroom teachers with regard to their connections to families and 
communities.  

Methodology

 Researchers completed this qualitative study in two phases.  Phase I 
focused on TeacherCorps members who participated in an online qualitative 
survey (Krebs, Katira, & Singh, 2013).  Phase II focused on school 
administrators and community members who participated in long interviews 
regarding the impact TeacherCorps members had on their placement schools 
and communities.  

Participants and Data Collection

Phase I participants.  Phase I participants were TeacherCorps members 
who were teacher candidates in either Elementary or Secondary Education 
teacher preparation programs.  Of the 14 TeacherCorps members, 12 
responded to the initial online survey and six responded to the follow-
up survey (see Appendix A).  The lower number of follow-up survey 
respondents can be attributed to five students graduating.  The participants, 
both graduate and undergraduate, represented teacher candidates in grades 
K-12, with the majority completing their field experiences in grades K-5.  
The self-identified racial make-up of the participants was Caucasian, 
Hispanic, White-Hispanic, Native American-Hispanic, and Asian-Filipino, 
which closely resembled the diversity of the teacher candidates overall.

Phase I data collection.  Surveys for Phase I were administered prior to 
the beginning of the program and nearing completion of the program.  The 
two surveys were identical in order to understand changes in knowledge 
and experiences as a result of their participation in TeacherCorps over their 
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18-month experience.  Open-ended survey questions ascertained candidates’ 
understanding of social justice, service-learning, the achievement gap, and 
working with parents and other community members.

Phase II participants.  Phase II participants included administrators 
and community members who hosted TeacherCorps members:  one 
elementary principal, one secondary principal, one elementary assistant 
principal, and two elementary community members who were community-
school coordinators.  These participants represented all five schools where 
the TeacherCorps members were placed.  At least one representative from 
each school was interviewed, allowing for perspectives from all different 
settings.  The self-identified racial make-up of these participants included 
Caucasian, Hispanic, White Non-Hispanic, and Native American.

Phase II data collection.  All Phase II participants took part in long, 
semi-structured interviews (Creswell, 1998).  Participants were asked 
questions such as their personal involvement in TeacherCorps, the impact 
TeacherCorps had on their school and their community, their perceptions 
of the importance of service-learning and community involvement, and the 
role community connections play in teacher preparation (see Appendix C).

Researchers followed vanManen’s (1990) suggestions for interviewing, 
including that “as we interview others about their experience of a certain 
phenomenon, it is imperative to stay close to experience as lived” (p. 67).

Each interview was audiotaped and then transcribed by one of the 
researchers in preparation for detailed theme coding.  Researchers worked 
to collect rich data to enhance data collection and analysis (Maxwell, 2005).  
During each interview, the researcher took personal notes and then followed 
up with detailed field notes immediately following each interview.  The use 
of audio recordings and transcriptions enabled researchers to review the 
major themes and ideas that emerged, allowing for greater richness of data. 

Strategies for Analyzing Data

As a descriptive study, researchers employed a combination of analysis 
methods (Creswell, 1998). These methods involved inductively developing 
codes, categories, and themes (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), including the 
horizontalization process of qualitative analysis.  In analyzing the data and 
coding for significant themes, researchers implemented Moustakas’ (1994) 
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modifications of the Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen Method of Analysis of Data.  
From the verbatim transcript of each interview, researchers independently 
followed these specific steps in data analysis.  Researchers

a. considered each statement with respect to significance for 
description of the experience, 

b. listed each non-repetitive, non-overlapping statement as a means 
of horizontalization. 

c. related and clustered the invariant meaning units into themes, 
including verbatim examples to give depth to the thematic coding 
process and descriptions,

d. synthesized invariant meaning units and themes into larger 
categories, noting specific quotations that reflected the heart of 
each theme (Moustakas, 1994).

To increase the depth of the data analysis, each researcher followed the 
steps above independently, then met to compare findings, collaborate, and 
synthesize their analyses to determine the key themes as findings for this 
study.  Once the researchers identified the key themes, they again reviewed 
participant responses for direct quotes to clearly illustrate each theme.  
Finally, researchers discussed the overall meanings and implications of the 
themes with regard to teacher preparation programs.

Findings of Phase I:  What Did TeacherCorps Members 
Say About Their Experiences?

TeacherCorps teacher candidate responses to initial survey questions 
were brief and displayed limited knowledge of community-based service-
learning, the achievement gap, and engaging parents and the community in 
the education process.  However as they neared the end of their experience 
when completing the follow-up survey, said they had grown in many 
areas that are typical of the growth of teacher candidates during their field 
experiences, including appreciation of the support they received, and that 
the faculty listened to them and gave them constructive feedback on their 
teaching.  However, because of the reflection sessions, they gained valuable 
information about a variety of topics, including service-learning, hunger, 
and community assets.  In their survey responses, participants commented 
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that “TeacherCorps allows us to take what we’ve learned and take it to 
another level;” and “the extra advice and guidance has been wonderful.”

Understanding Community-Based Service-Learning

At the beginning of the TeacherCorps program in August, teacher 
candidates had limited understanding of community-based service-learning 
and surface-level understanding of the reasons behind the achievement gap.  
Early definitions of community-based service-learning weighed on the 
side of “helping” those in the community with their problems, and seeing 
themselves as the ones doing the work in these communities for the benefit 
of those who lived there.  Nearing completion of the program, their views as 
they shared in their survey responses of community-based service-learning 
advanced to include ideas such as the importance of “using community 
assets where I teach,” and “connecting to the community where I teach.” A 
TeacherCorps member summarized:

I love the idea of community learning.  When students are learning 
something that is relevant to them, they are more than likely to 
understand.  When they create the relationship of what is being taught, 
they are totally into learning without realizing that they are learning! 

TeacherCorps members observed that people wanted to help and 
support their communities, and recognized local programs, agencies, and 
assets were available to help solve community-based needs.  “People want 
to make changes for the better.”  Teacher candidates also observed that 
residents had a sense of pride in their communities and felt welcomed into 
these communities.  One TeacherCorps member summarized the strong 
curricular connections students made during the project: 

Our project [focuses] on food and nutrition and allows the students to 
have a say after researching what goes into the breakfasts and lunches 
they are served on campus.  Through this project we have students that 
can make educated decisions about what goes into their bodies and how 
it will affect their energy, their overall heath.  

The Achievement Gap

Likewise, students had brief survey responses when asked about their 
initial thoughts on why there was an achievement gap between different 
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racial and ethnic groups.  The themes that emerged here included lack of 
relevant curriculum, parents not valuing education, low socioeconomic 
status of students, racial and ethnic differences, and lack of community 
and school resources.  Survery responses included “perception,” “less 
money for materials,” “the academics may not relate to their lives,” and the 
misconception that different racial and ethnic groups do not value education.

TeacherCorps members nearing the end of their program voiced concerns 
in their survey responses that the achievement gap is really an opportunity 
gap and had observed their students facing numerous challenges outside 
the classroom, but saw their skills increasing to approach such challenges 
alongside their students by being “better able to manipulate my teaching 
several different ways for each one of my students to learn.”  One teacher 
candidate responded this way about opportunity gap: 

I know there are times that students have a language barrier and are 
unable to be successful in an English-only setting. Some students may 
not have all the educational resources available to them—which creates 
to achievement gaps. Teachers need to advocate for their students so 
they can be successful.

Challenges in Working with Parents and Community

In initial survey responses, TeacherCorps members identified challenges 
such as parents’ unwillingness to participate, challenges with “time” and 
“commitment” for parent availability to attend meetings and be directly 
involved in the classroom.  They also mentioned that language barriers may 
exist, and they feared being blamed for their students’ lack of performance.  
Several identified their lack of skills in “convincing and encouraging” 
parents to participate, intimating that there was an inherent unwillingness by 
parents to participate.  Initially, TeacherCorps members believed it was their 
job to persuade parents to take an active role in their children’s education.  
In the follow-up survey, they believed they had not only improved their 
teaching, but also their skills in discussing student concerns with parents.  
They understood the diversity of their communities, were aware of their 
assets, and made significant connections with parents and other family 
members.  One member stated: 

In the community at my school the assets are abundant.  We have 
different community groups that work with our school and have formed 
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many partnerships that are outside of the basic things you would expect 
to have at a school.

Regarding connections with the community, the TeacherCorps members’ 
overall evaluative comments expressed their enthusiasm around the relations 
they had established with the school staff and community members. One 
member summarized:  

I am nothing but grateful to this program for showing me that there is 
more than one way to become a better teacher.  You can study all you 
want, but until you open up and learn who you are teaching, you cannot 
grow enough to be your best. 

Phase I:  In Conclusion

The experiences in TeacherCorps helped participants focus their work 
as teachers on their students and communities as much as on the curriculum.  
Their work to integrate these two helped them to become more effective 
teachers.  They understood how to implement community-based learning, 
and the challenges of the opportunity gap.  They no longer blamed parents 
or the community surroundings on students’ academic challenges, but 
searched for ways to connect the concepts they taught to their students’ 
lives and surrounding communities.

Findings of Phase II:  What Did TeacherCorps Community 
Partners Say About Their Experiences?

In Phase II of this study, the administrators and community members 
participated in long, semi-structured interviews regarding their participation 
with TeacherCorps members.  Each participant chose her own pseudonym 
for identification.  The participants included two principals (Cindy and 
Phyllis); one assistant principal (Assistant Principal); and two community 
members (Maria and Shannon) who served as community-school liaisons 
or coordinators.  They spoke about the impact TeacherCorps had on their 
schools, teachers, and communities, and the importance of community-
based preparation in teacher preparation programs.
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Impact of TeacherCorps on Students, Teachers, Parents, 
and Community

All participants indicated an overall positive impact of TeacherCorps for 
all constituencies:  students, teachers, parents, the school, the community, 
and the TeacherCorps members themselves.  There were certain areas that 
could continue to be developed to have an even greater impact, especially 
in connection with the success or lack of success of the implementation of 
one specific community-based service-learning project.

Impact on students. The impact of TeacherCorps members on 
students in the schools was mixed, mainly because of the success of the 
implementation of the community-based service-learning projects.  In one 
school where the community-based service-learning project was successful, 
the Assistant Principal indicated that she saw the children’s increased 
involvement in their own classrooms as they worked together to implement 
their projects.  “I’ve seen that the children are inspired to become teachers” 
(personal communication, April 10, 2013).  All participants commented on 
the positive role modeling from TeacherCorps members and the skills the 
children gained through their projects were very positive.

Cindy, the principal of the school where the project was not implemented 
to the school’s expectations, indicated that the TeacherCorps member at 
her school “was a good student teacher,…but I’m just not quite sure where 
the TeacherCorps difference is” (personal communication, April 16, 2013).  
However both participants from this school indicated they did see a positive 
impact in the work of the TeacherCorps members in the afterschool program 
and served as strong role models.

Impact on teachers.  TeacherCorps members, as has been shown in 
research with other groups of teacher candidates (Levin & Rock, 2003; 
Mathur, Gehrke, & Kim, 2013), had a positive effect on the other teachers in 
the building, including their cooperating teachers.  The classroom teachers 
became more thoughtful about their practices and about their roles as 
mentors.  As Assistant Principal commented, “Instead of just teaching, they 
[the classroom teachers] had to think perhaps more about their practice…
and especially how to explain it” (personal communication, April 10, 
2013).   In addition, the TeacherCorps members brought new ideas into their 
classrooms.  According to Phyllis, “The cooperating teacher learns from the 
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student teacher and the student teacher learns from the cooperating teacher” 
(personal communication, April 12, 2013).

Impact on parents.  Seeing teacher candidates as important members 
of classrooms is not a new concept in teacher preparation; however, the 
impact of teacher candidates on parents and the surrounding community 
is not well-documented, as these researchers could not locate any peer-
reviewed studies on this topic.  In this study, researchers found that 
TeacherCorps teacher candidates did have a positive impact on parents and 
the surrounding community, providing more insight into this blended role 
of teacher candidate with a focus on community-based service-learning.  
Overall parents had a “good, positive impression of TeacherCorps” 
(Shannon, personal communication, April 23, 2013).  The parents saw 
TeacherCorps members as part of the staff and felt comfortable working 
with them.  In addition, the parents saw their children getting more one-
on-one time with adults and more adult interaction because TeacherCorps 
members were present.  Maria, a community-school liaison, observed that 
one TeacherCorps member translated conversations into Spanish for the 
classroom teacher during parent/teacher conferences and at other times 
when the official school translator was not available.

At one school, TeacherCorps members implemented Family 
Empowerment Day, a type of community fair.  The principal was truly 
surprised to see how supportive the parents were of Family Empowerment 
Day and wanted to be involved.

Because the TeacherCorps members served in the after-school 
programs, participants observed that teacher candidates had important, 
meaningful interactions with parents.  The TeacherCorps members made 
suggestions for parents regarding how to help their students at home with 
their assignments, and that they “helped the parents understand some of the 
homework” (Cindy, personal communication, April 16, 2013).

Impact on the school environment.  The presence of TeacherCorps 
had a positive impact on each of their schools.  Phyllis commented that 
they “have really helped a lot in our events that we have as areas of 
outreach to parents” (personal communication, April 2, 2013).  Cindy said 
that the teacher candidates modeled for all the teachers in the school that 
“you haven’t arrived just because you have your degree and this job as a 
teacher, but you actually need to continue and that you can do even more 
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beyond your classroom walls” (personal communication, April 10, 2013).  
Specifically the community garden created by the TeacherCorps members 
brought people to the school to learn how to garden and that has “impacted 
the identity of our school because our community garden is a very big piece 
of who we are,” commented Phyllis (personal communication, April 12, 
2013).

Phyllis also commented that TeacherCorps made the teachers “more 
aware that we have young people [future teachers] that have more 
interest than just ‘I’m here to get my grade or my certificate’” (personal 
communication, April 12, 2013).  Their volunteerism in the after-school 
program also impacted Phyllis’s entire school because their participation 
enabled their after-school program to continue to be funded.

Impact on the surrounding community.  The direct impact 
TeacherCorps had on the surrounding community was mixed, depending 
on the setting.  In one setting the TeacherCorps members had “no real 
impact—but more inside the school” (Shannon, personal communication, 
April 23, 2013), but in other settings the impact was more positive.  
TeacherCorps members had an impact not only on the parents, but also 
on community members who did not have children in school.  Phyllis 
concurred that TeacherCorps members contributed a healthy community 
participation for the school. Assistant Principal summarized that “in their 
service project they really connected some community organizations who 
also made connections with each other” (personal communication, April 
10, 2013) indicating that the TeacherCorps members created meaningful 
networking opportunities with various groups in the school community and 
strengthened those connections between organizations as well.  

The Role of Community Learning in Teacher Preparation

One important finding in this study is the level of importance the 
community partners placed on teacher candidates being purposefully 
prepared to not only teach children, but also to teach children in specific 
communities and to be able to connect to those specific communities.  
Through their stories and experiences with these TeacherCorps teacher 
candidates, they see the impact this type of preparation can have on future 
teachers.
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How Education Addresses Inequities

Through our interviews it is evident that these participants believe that 
education definitely has a role in addressing inequities and that teachers 
should be prepared to address inequities in the classroom and future 
teachers also need this lens.  All participants commented on the importance 
of the Community School model where the school focus is the community, 
and one of the major goals of the school is to meet the needs of the entire 
community, not just the educational needs of the children (Coalition for 
Community Schools, 2015).

As Shannon indicated, “Teachers need to be prepared for things like, ‘I 
want to come to school to eat.’…so we have to kind of do double-duty.  It’s 
like taking care of everything about them plus their education.”  Shannon 
did caution that the school cannot attempt to take care of everything, but 
should seek to find a balance to “build the capacity of the family and the 
community to help…how can we build your capacity so you’re helping 
yourselves and we’re here to support you?” (personal communication, April 
23, 2013).

Maria, another community-school liaison, said that, “A hungry student 
or a sick student is not going to succeed if we don’t help them in providing 
to fill up those holes that blocking them to learn” (personal communication, 
April 25, 2013).  One important aspect mentioned by Cindy, a principal, 
was to bring together community resources to support the families and 
children, which is the difference her school can make, so that “kids in 
poverty are given a comparable education to students who don’t live in 
poverty” (personal communication, April 16, 2012).

Cindy also related this powerful story to make the point of the importance 
of teachers being prepared to connect with their families and communities:  

We have a very large percentage of kids who are being raised by 
grandparents, who have parents that are incarcerated; who have parents 
that have left, and it’s not like they’re living with grandma because the 
child doesn’t have a parent—they’re living with grandma because for 
some reason the parent is not in the picture.  And so what happened is 
that what sounds like a really wonderful project:  ‘We’re going to make 
Mother’s Day gifts, but it’s okay for you to make it for your grandmother’ 
triggers some emotions that manifest in a lot of ways.  I had children 
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melting down over what seems like an innocuous thing:  ‘We’re going 
to make a Mother’s Day gift’ or ‘You can make one for grandma,’ but 
the reality is this really understanding what the community says is the 
bet thing that we can do?  Let’s make a gift to honor somebody in our 
family; let’s not necessarily call it Mother’s Day because it opened 
wounds.  And I had some really, really sad kids, and not because the 
teachers were ineffective, but they didn’t get the community at that 
point.  And what seemed okay in our community actually wasn’t.  For 
some kids, for a lot of kids, it was great, but we really need to get that 
understanding.  And so I think that’s where that happens:  it’s really 
knowing the community is as critical to teaching as knowing the kids. 
(personal communication, April 16, 2013)

Phase II:  Concluding Thoughts

As teacher educators, particularly teacher educators who believe in the 
Twenty Postulates as they relate to educating for Democracy, (Goodlad, 
1994), we must listen to our schools and our communities and focus 
teacher preparation not only on the curriculum and pedagogy, but also on 
communities and families.  

The TeacherCorps Difference

All participants, teacher candidates, administrators, and community 
members agreed that the philosophy of TeacherCorps and its community-
centric focus, as reflected in the key beliefs of NNER (Goodlad, 1994) did 
indeed increase the awareness and connectedness of these teacher candidates 
to their communities in which they taught.  Participants mentioned the 
increased level of commitment the teacher candidates had to the community, 
that the families of the children seemed to be more important to them, and 
that they had a better understanding of teaching the whole child and the 
family, not just the content.

Phyllis, the principal, noted the difference in commitment the 
TeacherCorps members made to the school.  She stated, “the community 
becomes more important to them….The student teachers prepared with a 
service-learning focus embrace the community more and have a much better 
understanding beyond just the teaching piece” (personal communication, 
April 12, 2013).
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The teacher candidates stated that this type of preparation helped them 
see the importance of a community connection early on in their careers.  
As one TeacherCorps member said in her survey, “I did not have to wait 
until graduate school to learn to teach this way.”  Another summarized her 
experience this way, 

Even though it’s demanding with time and patience, I wouldn’t change 
my experience for the world….I always tell my mom…I was supposed 
to graduate two years ago.  If that would have happened, I obviously 
wouldn’t have experienced TeacherCorps since it wasn’t around.  The 
experience I have had is unbelievable.  I leave [school] every day 
knowing that I’m making a positive impact on those children’s lives—
and that’s what makes me smile.     

What Does This Mean for Teacher Preparation?

In thinking about how to implement teacher preparation differently, 
the community partners had important ideas on what should be included 
in teacher preparation programs so that future teachers are equipped to 
teach with community in mind.  All participants indicated that knowing the 
curriculum was not enough.  Emphasis must also be placed on the community 
and engaging partners in the educational process.  Overall the three areas 
named as integral components in any teacher preparation program were a) 
knowing the curriculum, b) knowing the parents and the community, and 
c) knowing strategies like service-learning and civic engagement to make 
curricular connections to the communities in which the students live.  These 
are all important aspects of Goodlad’s (1994) educating for democracy.

All participants indicated the importance of service-learning and civic 
engagement in teacher preparation, specifically having community service 
embedded in teacher training so future teachers will be ready to step into 
low-income communities with more awareness.

The most important theme to emerge from this study, as indicated 
by the teacher candidates, principals, and community-school liaisons, is 
that schools with missions that focus on their surrounding communities 
are expecting teacher candidates to come to their schools as first-year 
teachers ready to have an impact not only on student achievement, but 
also on parents and the community.  This community-based stance is what 
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teacher preparation programs need to address through direct experience and 
conscious awareness.

If teachers actually do teach for social justice it is usually not until they 
have had several years of teaching experience.  Children in our classrooms, 
especially those in diverse, high-poverty areas, cannot wait this long.  
Students need teachers who are prepared to teach them now—from their 
first days in the classroom—who have a keen understanding of not only 
the knowledge of social justice, but also the skills to enact social justice in 
the classroom.  We are working to accomplish this by preparing our teacher 
candidates to implement community-based service-learning and other 
strategies through the TeacherCorps experience.
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COMMUNITY-BASED SERVICE-LEARNING PLANNING TEMPLATE

Name(s) of Authors:
 __________________________________________

Grade Level or Age of Target Student Group:
__________________________________________
General Topic or Title of Service-Learning Project:

__________________________________________

A. The Big Idea: 
1. Service or Issue Focus: Who are you helping? What issue or need are 

you focusing on?
2. Learning/Academic Focus: What will your students be learning about?  
3. Project Idea:  In general, what action will you take to address your 

identified need or issue?

B. Details for Each Stage of Our Project:
4. Getting Started: What will you do to “set the stage” and inspire student 

engagement, curiosity, and motivation in your project? (Be specific 
about who you will engage here, not just generally “we will have a guest 
speaker,” etc.)

5. Investigation & Inquiry: How will you work with your students to 
“Explore the Possibilities?”  What will your students research, explore, 
etc.?  How will you get your students “emotionally connected” to this 
project?

6. Preparation & Planning: How will your students “become experts” 
in this issue?  What types of research will they do?  What kinds of 
scaffolding will you need to provide?  (For example, if you are going to 
have your students do a survey, you will need to scaffold for them how 
to use Survey Monkey and how to write non-biased survey questions.)

7. Community Partners: What community partners will you engage?  Who 
in your community is an expert in this issue?  Who can you connect with 
through email, phone, or Skype?

8. Student Voice & Choice: How will you incorporate your students having 
choices in this project?  How will their voices be heard in this project?  

9. Action: What will your students DO about this issue?  What ACTION 
are your students taking?  How are they “Doing the Work of Real 
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People?”  
a. Describe the Authentic Product(s) and/or Service(s) your students will 

create or perform.  Who is your audience or client?  
b. What type of service are you doing:  a) Direct Service, b) Education and 

Awareness, c) Advocacy, and/or d) Philanthropy and Fundraising?
10. Reflection: How will you help your students “Attach Meaning” to their 

work?  How will you extend their learning by helping students attach 
individual and collective meaning to their experiences? 

a. What reflection questions and prompts will you use?
b. What reflection strategies and forms of student expression will you use?
11. Celebration/Demonstration: How will you “Make the Learning Visible?”  
a. How will you “Capture the Magic” throughout the process of your 

project to be sure you have documented every step of the project?  
b. How will you use what you have documented to celebrate and share 

with others?  
c. Who will you celebrate with and/or demonstrate to?
d. How will you Assess Student Learning throughout the project, and at 

the culmination of the project?

C. Overview of Connections and Strategies Used in the Project:
12. Curriculum Connections/Standards: Specifically what curricular 

connections are you making?  Write out the Common Core State 
Standards you have used. 

13. 21st Century Skills: What 21st Century Skills have your students used 
throughout this project?  How have they demonstrated those skills?

14. Multiple Intelligences:  How have you incorporated Multiple 
Intelligences in your project?  How have your students used Multiple 
Intelligences to show what they know?

15. Career Exploration: What careers have your students explored or been 
exposed to?
Next Steps/Call to Action: What are your plans to continue the project?  
Impact:  Kids Using Their “Best Stuff” to Make a Difference:  What kind 

of impact do you think your students will have as a result of this project?  
How have they impacted their school, their families, their community, and 
themselves?

[In your project summary once you have implemented your project, we 
would also like you to answer these questions:

What Other Insights do you have?  …Reflections of the Teacher: 
What Quotable Quotes did you hear from students, families, community 

members, others?
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Phase I:  TeacherCorps Online Survey

1. Please indicate your primary role in TeacherCorps:
 a) Elementary Education Preservice Teacher
 b) Secondary Education Preservice Teacher
2. Please indicate the grade range for which you are primarily responsible:
a) Kindergarten-3rd grade
b) 4th-5th grade
c) 6th-8th grade
d) 9th-10th grade
e) 11th-12th grade
f) Other (please specify)
3. Please identify yourself with regard to race and ethnicity:
4. Please explain your role in working with TeacherCorps:
5. What is your personal definition of “community-based service-learning”?
6. Why do you think there is an achievement gap between the academic 

achievement of children of different racial and ethnic groups?
7. What challenges do you notice in working to connect children’s learning 

in classrooms to parents?
8. What challenges do you notice in working to connect children’s learning 

in classrooms to parents?
9. What challenges do you notice in working to connect children’s learning 

in classrooms with the community?
10. What do you believe gets students excited about learning?
11. What assets do you see in your community?
12. How do you believe teachers and schools could help children know and 

understand these assets?
13. What issues do you see in your community in which school aged
       children could be involved in working toward a solution?
14. How would you explain TeacherCorps to someone not familiar with the 

Program?
15. What are your observations regarding TeacherCorps at this time?
16. What other comments or feedback do you have for TeacherCorps?

Appendix B Appendix C
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Phase II Interview Questions for 
Principals and Community Members

1. In describing your role in TeacherCorps, would you identify yourself as 
a cooperating teacher, a principal, a parent, or a community member?  If 
you take on more than one of these roles, which one would you consider 
to be your most primary? 

2. What is you personal experience with community involvement? 
3. How long have you been involved in TeacherCorps? 
4. What has been your experience so far with TeacherCorps? 
5. What impact, if any, do you believe TeacherCorps has had on the 

students at your school? 
6. What impact, if any, do you believe TeacherCorps has had on the 

teachers at you school? 
7. What impact, if any, do you believe TeacherCorps has had on the parents 

of your students here? 
8.  What impact, if any, do you believe TeacherCorps has had on the 

surrounding community? 
9. Do you see a role for service-learning in schools, and if so, why? 
10. What, if any, benefits of service-learning have you observed with the 

teachers? 
11. What, if any, benefits of service-learning have you observed with yours 

as a whole? 
12. What, if any, benefits of service-learning have you observed with the 

families of students? 
13. What, if any, benefits of service-learning have you observed with the 

surrounding community? 
14. What are your thoughts about students participating in civic engagement? 
15. What has been your personal experience, if any, with service learning, 

and/or civic engagement?
16. Do you believe it is important for students to be involved in their local 
communities, why or why not? 
17. What roadblocks, if any, do you see in infusing service-learning and/or 

civic engagement in classes in schools? 
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18. What role, if any, does education have in addressing inequities? 
19. If you were designing a teacher preparation program what three things 

do you believe would be imperative in this design? 
20. What have been some of the benefits, if any, of having a TeacherCorps 

student at your school? 
21. What have been some of the drawbacks of having a TeacherCorps 

student at your school? 
22. Would you compare having a TeacherCorps student teacher with a 

student teacher who does not have a service-learning focus, what do 
you see some of the differences as? 

23. What difference did it make for the student teacher to be working in the 
after school program? 

24.What connections did you see the TeacherCorps student teacher making 
with parents and the community? 

24. In what way did you see them connect to the community? 
25. What does this say about future teachers that and what they will need to 

connect with the community? 






