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DEDICATION

This dissertation is dedicated to the memory of Sharon Gallowayhall, who died in
1996, Sharon was among the first group of small-schools organizers who joined the
Small Schools Workshop in 1992 and went on to inspire teachers and principals to
create better altematives for kids. She, along with four teachers she organized, initiated
the creation of Transitions and Transformations (T&T) at Henson Elementary in
Seplember, 1994, T&T was one of the first such efforts done in collaboration with
community-based organizations like ACORN, with whom Sharon developed close ties.
The school offered 175 students early contact with algebra and work on computers. It
also allowed students to participate in the creation of school rules and a Code of
Discipline. Sharon also led in the launching of Creations, a small school at Nicholson
Elementary, another partnarship with ACORN which led to a school focused on
democratic education. Even after cancer had weakenad her to the point where she was
bedridden, she continued to gather research on the progress of the small schools.

Whenever | feel like giving up on this project, | think of Sharon.
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SUMMARY

A study of school restructuring using the small-schools strategy, was carried out
using mainly qualitative methods of ethno-joumnalism and case studies. Interviews,
cbservations and action research wera all used to document this approach to school
refarm and develop models for Chicago's public schools,

While ne single model was clearly delineated through the study, several
emerged that wera based upon concapts such as professional community, focus,
curriculum integration and democratic decision-making which all buiit upan the historical

and socio-political roots of the present day small-schools movemant
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. INTRODUCTION

When a great multitude...are brought together by the concentration of a central
governmant in one place, lalents lie buried, virtues are ignored and vices tend to remain
unpunished. The rulers, overburdened with work, have first hand knowledge of nofhing.

— Jean Roussaau

Although | have been a participant/observer in the altemative schools movement
since it came to life in the 1960s, | first started writing and researching about the
Chicago small-schools revolution in 1991 as a contributing editor for Cafalyst Magazine,
the Chicago schoo! reform joumnal. This coincided with the time when my daughiter
Amanda was praparing to enter high school. Amanda is creative, artistic and politically
aware. Her lzarning style would probably have been best sarved in a small
environment where she could follow through on her areas of interest and engage and
be engaged by a teacher or group of teachers. It was then that | learmed that faw such
environments existed for Chicago high school students. Rather, Amanda would have to
opt for a large, factory-type school where the population exceeded 1,500 and ranged to
4,000 students, The best we could hope for was one of the few magnet schools where
at least some of her writing and computing skills could be developed with a few
explorations into areas of social justice and social transformation. As it turmed out,
Amanda's high school experience was less than satisfying.

While Chicago's magnet schools select their population from a racially integrated
pool of high-achieving students, they are generally distinguished from the
comprehansive high schools only by their curriculurn (usually accelaratad or more

intensive presentation of the basic core subjects) with the traditional school structure



and culture lef in tact.  Its saving grace was the personal rebellion it sparked in
Amanda and her friends, which at times took the form of some fine, publishable
eritiques of high schooling and a commitment o graduate early.

Her struggle for validation and visibility 25 a student led me to wonder about the
rest of Chicagao's 410,000 students, the majority of whom faced much more difficult
struggles in their pursuit of a successful educational experience. If the factory model
high school wasn't serving a child with ample support from heme and a relatively rich
background in reading and other basic schooling skills, what impact was it having on
the great majority of urban students who needed even more to ba known and supparted
by educators and their community? Furthermore, was there a way that school reform
could really transform the factory model into a model of small communities of leachers
and learners, a way in which to affect the way students lsamed and felt about their
education? This set of problems became the focal point of my dissertation.

About that time, Bill Ayers and Bruce MePherson began putfing together a
research and school restructuring effort at the University of lllinois at Chicageo, which
would come to be known as the Small Schools Workshop, | was writing about Chicago
Public Schools and the 1888 school reform law as & contributing editor to Catalyst,
Chicago's school reform journal. The first three years of school reform had focused
mainly on the important governances issues, but little impact on the educational core
was evident to me as a writer/researcher. Several studies of the first five years of
reform showed lithe impact on student achievement (Niemiec & Waiberg, 1993). The
ides behind the Small Schools Workshop was to go directly info the public schools and

assist teachers who wara trying to change the factory model of teaching/learming.



When the fledgling Warkshaop asked me to be their writer-researcher, | jumped
at the chance. School restructuring seemed like a reform approach which would get us
beyond the namrow channels, directed at teacher professicnal development. These
seemed to me to be nibbling around edges of curricular issues, The Workshop
appearad to be focusing instead upon the creatien of democratic communities of
leamers which could become empowering passageways to the successful studant
lsarming experiencas which | dreamed of for Amanda and all of Chicago's children,

| also used the opportunity to pursue postgraduate work in education leading
tawards a Ph.D. in Cumriculum. This created a near-parfect union for me betwaean my
writing {research} and my interest in the school change process. My writing expanded
to include ethnographic studies of groups of teachers and community members trying o
bring about change. This also led me to a form of action-research | had never befare
experienced. It gave me ready access to hundreds of teachers, principals, parents and
administrators who were working to restructure thair own schools. For example, | was
ahle to interview a group of small-schools principals on video. | also surveyed the
literature on school size and student achievement and simultaneously began observing
the first wave of Chicage's new small schools. | interviewed the change agents, satin
the back of classrooms and followed teachers and parents to dozens of maetings,
conferencas and social gatherings.

My observations and interviews supported the literature which was fairly
conclusive. It showed that “smaller is better”, particularly for inner-city and especially
pooe, minarity and famale students. But gathering this evidence was the easy part.

More difficult was discovering how this research could be used, not only to help change
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individual schools but to impact the entire Chicago public school system. | wasn't sure
what | was looking for in terms of a central question. Rather | was studying the
phenomencn and drawing from it whatever meaning | could. Some of the initial
questions that began to amerge as the change process deepened were:

1. How would small schocls be definad?

2. Which forces within the school community would drive the change?

3. Would restructuring be just another passing fad or another good idea tumed

diche? Or worse, could it fum into a political schame (o be used as a stalking

horse to push vouchers, bust the teachers union or promote privatization of
schooling?

4. What response would be forthceming from the school bureaucracy?

5. Could school restructuring bridge the growing gap betwaen school reformers

and community residents, espacially in African-American and Latino
neighborhoods?

As my study unfolded, it seemed to me that small schools shouldn't be defined
simply by a set of population numbers, but rather metaphorically as laarning
communities. Small schools in that sense is a metaphor for a community of teachars
and leamers; in other words for turning the factory model of public education on its
head. As for the forces who could bring about such change, | would argue that it must
be done by primarily by teachers in alliance with the broader school and outside
community, including students, parants, community leaders and activists, business
persons and professional educators, This approach runs counter to narrow notions of

teacher autonomony, on tha one hand, and *teacher-proofing” the curriculum, on the



ofher.

Finally, despite the criticisms of researchers and cynics within the school reform
movement, | balieved that school restructuring was a realistic and worthwhile endsavor
and that such a movemant could have desply transformative effect on schooling and
that the effort would even draw significant support from within the school buresucracy
itsalf. Moreover, this positive assessment of school restructuring was contingent upon
bridging the serious gap between the organized school-reform groups on the ane hand
and Chicago's African-American community, which has historically been a force for
social and educational changs.

| falt certain that something significant was happening and that soon Chicago's
small-schools movement could be on the cutting edge of radical social and educational
change. In 1892, this movemeant consisted mainly of small groups of rebellious,
teachears trying to take advantage of the decentralization caused by the School Reform
Act. These teachers, along with a few principals, seized at the new openings being
created by local control and a by a weakened ceniral office. They began opening their
classroom doors to each other, doors which had traditionally been shut to conceal their
own individualized experimants with good teaching and fo protect themselves from
punitive "accountability” measures. They began finding each other at school reform
conferences and staff-development meetings. By the end of 1982 thers were more
than a dozen serlous efforts aimed at creating small, semi-autonomous schools. Some
were led by far-sighted, innavative principals like Charles Mingo at DuSable High
Schoal, Yvonne Minor at Dyett Middle School, Betty Despenza-Graan at Chicago

Vocational High Schaol, Martha Silva-Vera at Philip Sheridan Elementary and Barbara



Moore Pulliam at Harper High School.! Others were initiated by teachers in revolt
against traditional top-down leadership, at times leading to outright secessionist
movameants with groups of teachers packing up and moving sisewhers,

This first wave of small schools was created with little help and often resistance
{and even outright sabotage) from the Board of Education under Superintendent Ted
Kimbrough, who was pushed to resign in 1992 before completing a brief term in office.
Mayor Richard Daley was calling for the closure of small schools {like the successful
Metro High Scheool) because of their supposed cost inefficiencies and was promoting
vouchers and privatization of the public schools. Downstate legisiators wera taiking
about braaking the Chicago Public Schools system into many smaller districts while
strangling it financially.

The next superintendent, Argie Johnson, came to Chicago from New York,
where she claimed to have been involved in the small-schools efforts in District 4.
While she gave some verbal support to restructuring and near the end of her tenure
became an active supporter of small schools, she never found a way to give leadership
ta this incipient mavemant. She was ultimately the vietim of & coup d'etat engineared by
Republican legislators and a Democratic Mayor which overthrew the traditional
superintendancy and school board, repiacing them with a politically accountable group

of officials under new raform legislation in 1935, Tha new group, responsible 1o the

'For wanderful accounts of the early effort by Dr. Pulliam and a band of her
Harper teachers to create COMETS school-within-g-school, see Mike Rose's {1995)

book FPossible Lives and Susan Klonsky's (1934) “Success on the Highway to Change.”



Mayar, toak a much maore aggressive posture, reflecting the growing public
coneciousness of school restructuring. Mayor Richard M. Daley, who previously had
supported Republican calls for school vouchers, shifted his position and recognized the
political possibilities of school restructuring, promoted Charter Schools and shifted to a
pro-small schools stance. Whether this epiphany came as part of the deal with the
Republicans, pressure from the Small-Schools coalition or from the Mayor's eamest
study of the research, we will probably never know.

With the new change in leadership, part of a nationwide trend away from the
leadership of the profassional educator class® and an influx of funding from the
Annenberg grant, restructuring moved to a naw stage. From an experiment by a few
dozen teachers and a handful of administrators, restructuring became a sign of hope
for hundrads of schools struggling for survival in the midst of a conservative political
climate where "accountability” and severa financial cutbacks were the walchwords. This
new phase brought a wealth of problems of its own and much confusion to the new
small-schoal teachers since it called for new tactics, alliances and pacing,

For me as a researcher, the new phase expanded the size of my “laboratory.” It
gave me a rich source of new data as dozens of schools embarked on the path of
small-schools restructuring. Increasingly, my study of small schools became action-
oriented. For example, | helped organize the Small Schools Principals’ Circle, a group

of 18 principals who were trying to lead restructuring efforts at their own schools. This

! Sae (3 Alfred Hess Jr., “Chicago's New Pergpective on District Management” in

Education Week, November 28, 1595, p.28.
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created opportunities for me to have a constant interchange with principals on the front
lines of restructuring.

As a leader of the Small Schools Teacher Leadership Academy, the Small
Schools Initiative training effort and the Board's School Intervention Project, | was part
of a process that gave me access to a rich lode of information, statistics and anecdotal
material. This approach, however, has created difficulties in organizing my time and
knowing whan and how to integrate research into organizing and vice versa.

Different organizational models emerged from practice. These models include;
houses, school {or schools)-within-a-school, schools-within-a-building, whole school
restructuring, satellite schools (attached to an existing school but at a separate
location), free-standing small schools, scatter-plex (several free-standing small schools
all with the same principal), charter schools {freed by legislation from state mandates),
reconstituted schools (reopened with new teachers and students) , and the smalk-
schools multiplex (several new schools in one building).

But the emergence of an array of models also brought up the issue of
replicability. Could a successful attempt at one school be copied at another or at
hundreds of others? What role would the community and its organizations play in
school change? Most important, hew can school restructuring be fully implemented and
work in huge, urban school systems. like Chicago's? While not the immediate focus of
this study, all these question loomed large during my investigation.

As many followers of John Dewey have found out, great pedagogical notions
dor't easily translate into the practice of public education, and, as Brown University

educator Ted Sizer (1585, p.224) says: "A public relations campaign is easier to stage
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than a serious attempt to reform schools--and, alas, the education establishment today
is full of hype on behalf of things as they are.”

By 1995, with Mayor Daley's team running the schools and political
considerations running high, the air was full of PR campaigns. Each week there was
another revelation about the importance of direct instruction (as carried out by a school
in Houston, Texas), extended day and more time-on-task, ninth-grade academies,
summer bridge programs and small-schoel initiatives. Would smalf schools tum out to
be just another program? Just another educational cliche?

There haye been dozens of studies of school restructuring, with many exploring
the relaticnship between school size and student learning outcomes (see literature
review). My work coincided with a major study on school restructuring nationally
(Newman & Wehlags, 1995). After studying mare than 1,500 scheals throughout the
country, the authors concluded that small, restructured schools can contribute heavily to
authentic pedagogy and a strengthening of professional community, both of which are
vital to successiul student leaming experiences. While this and most other previous
studies can be useful to teachers and othars invalved in school restructuring, they most
often are broad statistical studies or meta-analyses, revealing the positive impact
restruciuring has on student achisvement or cost efficiency. Teachers or reform
activists may find the results of these studies useful as selling points in making their
case for restructuring to school boards, administratars, parent groups or other teachers.
But what | hoped to add to this body of work was the development of a model or
models for school restructuring based on the experiences of Chicago educators and

schaol reformers, These models could be seen as a part of the democratic



movement for social change—an emancipatory movernant of and for students
{especially those in struggling inner-city communities) and teachers, who have
become, in many ways, slaves of alignating, bureaucratic institutions over which they
have little control. While this study doesn't succeed in creating a Chicago mode!, it does
explore the implications of at least two: the community modef and the autonomous

teachers modsl.



Il. THE PROBLEM

*If all parants wanted smaller, safer schools for their childran, we'd have nowhera
to put them.” — Charlene A. Green, Chicago's associate superintendent for special
education. Quoted in Education Week, October 5, 1984

“If we can't create a sense of community with 2,700 students, how can Mew York
survive? —Former Ford Foundation lsader and Mewton, Mass. superintendent Charles
E. Brown. Quoted in Crisfs in the Classrocm by Charles Silberman.

Problem 1. Given the failure of Chicago's public school system to provide a high-
quality and purposeful education for the majarity of its citizens, is small-school
restructuring a worthwhile and viable altsmative?

Problem 2. i it is indeed a viable and worthwhile alternative, what is the best
model or strategy for restructuring Chicage's factory-modal schools?

My working hypothesis is that restructuring schoaols for more successful leaming
experiences is primarily a matter of changing the internal relationships within thoss
schools from those resembling a factory to those more resembling a community. This
strategy breaks from many traditional approachas to school change where the initiation
of some new curriculum package of "best practicas” or the “retooling” of teachers
through programs of professional development plays the leading role. ® It also moves
bevond decentralization and site-based-management stratagies which have been high

on the reform agenda since the 1280s.

While professional development is vitally important to any change strategy {and

' A Chicage proponent of the “retooling” strategy is the Teachers Academy for
Mathematics and Science (TAMS) created by Laon Lederman and led by Mayor Daley's
for Deputy for Education, Lourdes Mmtaagudn Fnr a fa-mrahle eyaluation uf thls
stratagy, see Robert Stake's Strategis : fes [

Scheol Reform, University of lllinais, 'C'-IRCE {1 EQE]

11
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a noticeably missing part of Chicago's 1988 school decentralization), in its traditional
form it has not been able to have a major transformational impact on schools or on
urban school systems. Such approaches have increasad the skill and perhaps the
commitment of teachers already drawn to them, But the question remains: How do you
change a system of schools, not just with the minority of highly skilled, advanced
taachers, but with the majority of 24,000 teachers in tha Chicago Public Schools system
as well as with students and parents involved?

Site-based management and mare local control at the school level has shown
itself to be an important democratic reform, particularly in Chicago where it is mandated
by state law. Howeaver, by itsalf, site-based management has failed to have significant
impact on student achievement in its first saven years in Chicago public schools. *

The restructuring strategy holds great interest for teachers. Howeaver, thay
have also been a strong source of resistance to restructuring. And this resistance has
sometimeas reflected their good sense as wall as some conservatism. The point here is
ta find ways of changing not anly the size and shape of schools, but of reconsidering
teachers' work as well, so that the push-pull cycle where outsiders push for reforms and
teachers resist (Gitlin & Margonis, 1995) is avoided. Building a professionsl community
within the school requires a conscious effort which redefines teacher and administrator
relationships as well as those between the teacher and the student, Chances for

success may ba increased within a smaller school.

! For an unfavorable, if premature, assessment of Chicago school reform’s first
three years in terms of student achievement, student attendance, graduation and
dropout rates, see Niemiec & Walberg (1993). In the same volume see Hess, Flinspach
and Ryan's “Case Siudies of Chicago Schools Under Reform,
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The problem begins with a critique of the factory modsl. Too many students are
falling, not through cracks, but into a giant abyss. It is not just a curricular or
instructional erisis that can be patched up by this or that new program or by offering
same way (vouchars, &.g.) to allow a small parcentage of students o escape the
system. How does a community actually restructure its schools to meet the needs of
students, particularly of those students who populate our oversized and often over-
crowded urban public schools?

Previous research has uncovered few replicable models of systemic school
change. While individual effective schools have been created, large factory model
schiools {especially high schools) still dominate the urban landscape and have since the
post-Sputnik era when James B, Conant (1958}, former president of Harvard and the
laader of the Manhattan Project declared that “bigger is better.” Throughout the nation,
politicians rushed to embrace Conant's cold-war agenda of big schools focusing on
science and math.

In Chicage, there have been wave upan wave of reform efforts. Most have
focused either on trying to align the different bureaucratic componants of large public
educational systems (*systemic reform”} or, again, upon upgrading the skills of teachers
through professional development. Some social critics of public education see outside
social problams as so overwhelming that significant improvement in student
achievament is impossible under currant conditions,

| was imprassed by an article that appeared in a Kenosha, Wisconsin,
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newspaper’® describing a meeting of that city's school board. Like many urban districts
with high concentrations of poor and minarity students, Kenosha's results were less
than satisfactory. Board President James Twomey displayed test score results which
showead the following:

. Out of every 10 ninth graders entering Kenosha public high schools, five will
graduate an time and three will end up on the streat.

' Among ninth graders, 58.2 percent of the white students pass algebra or a
tougher math coursa, For Hispanics, 27 percent. For African-Americans, 18.4
percent.

. Where you go to school makes a differenca, said Twomey. 74 percent of the
black students at Lance Junior High succeed in algebra. The rate for black
students at Lincoln Junior high is 11 percent,

*If you are forfunate enough to have light skin,” said Twomey, “you live in a better
warld.® The board president then took the report a step further, taking personal
responsibility the district's failure, “| have failed,” he told the meeting. "I cannot serve on
the school board knowing these numbers and defend the status quo. It is time to put
money into nstruction where it balongs.”

The relevant points to be drawn from this story are: 1) urban public =chaols
aren't working well for the majority of their students; 2} for black and Hispanic students,

the schools are a miserable fatlure, denying the young pecple their democratic right to a

# “United adds funds for classrcoms” by Dave Engels, Kenosha Mews, August

21, 1996, p.1.
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good education and their accass to society’s benefits; 3) there is something that can be
done to maka a difference in schools, as demongtrated by the fact that two junior high
schools drawing from the same student population achieved remarkably different
results; and 4) someona in a professional community is taking responsibility to change
schools.

These four points get to the heart of this research problem. Embedded within
the small school movement is an ideal of democratic education. Small schools is not
simply a restructuring maneuver designed to align the present system or keep it afloat a
while longer or raise its capacity (although these may be some of its unintended
results), Neither is it seen, as large schools were sean by their architects, as a plan to
overtake the Russians in space or bring U.S. reading and math scores up to those of
the Duich. Rather it is part of a larger effort to democratize schooling, expand the
options for leaming in every urban community and especially for non-white children
and the urban poor {Ayers & Klonsky, 1994) and to build in a sense of community or
responsibility for all our children,

Kenosha's problems are like Chicago's, Mew York's and Philadeiphia’s, except
on a smaller scale, Since the 19283 report, "Malion At Risk, " we have bean bombardad
with reports and studies showing that we Americans are lagging behind the other
industrialized nations of the world in math or science; that our achisvement levels have
fallen dramatically, that we are getting less bang for the educational buck, and that the
very fife of our nation is threatened by public school failure. And while many of these
charges come unsubstantiated, often from the ideclogical and political right, and are

being hurled frealy and loosely to push forth the conservative school aganda of
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vouchers and privatization of schooling (Berliner & Biddle, 1935; Bracey, 1993, there
are plenty of valid critiques of public education as it exists today in its factory-school
mode. Some of the most important have to do with & system of what Jonathan Kozol
{1851) called the “savage inequalities” of educational opportunities between the
wealthy and the impoverished in American society.

Doubis and Resarvations

While the currant schoal restructuring movement has baen defined by David
Conley (1993) as a radical or “fundamental” shift that changes schools’ “assumptions,
practices and relationships” to the benefit of "essentially all students,” Kozol and other
critics of public education, like Harvard's Richard Elmore [1986), tend to look at
school reform as ineffectual “tinkering” around the edges without getting to the core of
the problem. For Kozol, the core is a fundamentally corrupt and racist social and
political system. For Elmore, the core is what goes on in the area of teaching and
learning: *..it is possible to alter crganization and practice in schools dramatically,”
says Elmore, “but it has thus far never been possible to do it on a large scale. The
claser an innovation gatls to the core of schooling, the less likely it is that it will influence
teaching and leaming on a large scale® (p.4).

These critiques may lead to a sense of hopelassness on the part of teachers and
reformers in the trenches, despair which has been echoed by many educators since
the Coleman Report. James Coleman and his colleagues (1988) found the socio-
economic status of the families of students 1o be head and shoulders above
differences in schools as a determinant of student success, While tha report generated

government Tille | support for educational and nutritional opportunities for deprived





