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Reflecting on his years as an educational reformer, school leader and teacher educator, the author lays out several                  

recommendations for nurturing Schools of Education. He also offers reflections and suggestions pertaining to the               

emergence of alternative, clinical forms of teacher education, urging academicians, philanthropists and policy makers              

to get on with the task of rethinking teacher and administrator preparation. 

No enterprise in American universities has been subject to more ridicule than those undergraduate and graduate schools                 

that serve to prepare teachers and administrators. Perhaps this is due to the fact that these faculties serve children and                    

adolescents; those that work with these age groups are dismissed as persons who take the low, easy road in their work,                     

“simple” work because of the youthfulness of their charges. Yet whatever the criticisms, valid or invalid, schools and                  

departments of education basically deserve respect for the fact that they try to help people to do important—even                  



vital—work. 

I got into matters of the graduate study of education early, immediately after serving in the army and completing a year of                      

teaching. After earning an M.A.T. at the Harvard Graduate School of Education, I went into further study towards a Ph.D.                    

in History and Education. As a married man with a growing tribe of children, I was also grateful for the work that Dean                       

Francis Keppel and Associate Dean Judson Shaplin brought my way. After completing and publishing my dissertation,                

Secondary Schools at the Turn of the Century, I became head of the Master of Arts in Teaching Program, in those years                      

jointly offered by the Faculties of Arts and of Education. When Keppel decided to leave for the post of Secretary of                     

Education in the new Kennedy administration in Washington, Harvard’s President Nathan M. Pusey asked me to become                 

Dean, an appointment that led one faculty member to try to organize a faculty group to protest my holding this new post at                       

such a tender age. Fortunately a group of senior faculty backed my appointment, feeling, apparently, that I could bring a                    

breath of fresh air into the awkward situation. 

With Pusey’s sustained support, we were able to move ahead on several fronts, including moving the rich library archives                   

to a new building for which the President helped me to raise the money, from a single donor, Monroe C. Gutman, a                      

Harvard College alumnus. Properly this rich collection is now called the Gutman Library, arguably the deepest collection                 

of primary and secondary sources available in this country. We gathered several respected scholars from a variety of fields                   

and parts of the country to work with these resources and others on an expanded vision of what education was and could                      

be. With help from the federal government, we also extended H.G.S.E.’s work in cities, especially nearby Boston and                  

Cambridge. 

Early in the 1970s, upon Pusey’s retirement and the appointment of a President with a new set of priorities, I accepted the                      

post of Headmaster of Phillips Academy in Andover, a powerful school, but a place in many ways out of date. I (and my                       

wife, Nancy) worked there for nine happy, but exhausting years. (Teenagers are up and about at all hours of the day and                      

night and disposed to test the limits of their Headmaster.) I taught a seminar for Seniors on “Growing Up in America” and                      

learned much about what an intense, focused environment can do to help students raise both their effectiveness and their                   

sights.  

After leaving Andover, I led a three-year effort to understand the challenges facing the nation in “A Study of High                    

Schools,” three inter-related projects that resulted in three books. In 1984 I accepted the offer of a Professorship at Brown                    

from the then-President, Howard Swearer. Howard wanted the university to soften, even blur, all its traditional edges, in                  

our case Education, Political Science, and Urban Studies, no mean feat. Nancy took a full-time job as Chair and History                    

teacher at the Wheeler School in Providence. We walked together to our two jobs each morning, a perfect way to start                     

one’s professional day. 

It is from the aspect of this personal history that I make the following recommendations: 

Admirable Schools and Colleges of Education should be generators of ideas about the teaching and learning that is the                   

function of pre-college institutions. Education faculties should conduct research into school-relevant areas commonly             

neglected in most existing American colleges and universities. Scholars doing this work should be as mindful of the work                   

that teachers and students actually need as they are of the integrity that will allow others to use their findings. University                     

and college presidents must protect this research (assuming that it is done well), whatever its findings and whichever                  

influential person deems them to be irrelevant or faulty. Journals and papers that provide a record of emerging work                   

should be preserved in the stacks of university libraries. 

These Schools of Education should be interlocked with wings of the universities (as in my Harvard experience, Arts and                   

Sciences, Government, Law, Business, Medicine, even Divinity) and permanently embedded there, ideally (but to date               

rarely) by means of focused, permanent endowments. This kind of “interlock” is difficult to maintain as when funds across                   



a university get short, the teacher education function is usually one of the first programs to have its budgets cut; alumni                     

from other areas usually are in positions of traditional power—partners in law firms, for example. A solid School of                   

Education should have its own endowment, even in a public university. 

Education schools should not be merely the way to raise money for the rest of a university. Nor should they be a launching                       

pad for well-paid faculty consultancies, however helpful these consultancies may be to people in the field. They should not                   

be merely the back rooms for organs of particular political, social, or religious fields. Faculty members must be protected                   

from zealots, especially those with close ties to a university’s governors who wish to assert some sort of religious, political,                    

or pedagogical point of view. 

All this said, and sincerely so, there are emerging examples of new forms of preparing teachers and administrators, some                   

wholly within schools, with wide, and special, public acceptance. These are places where the students “do what no one                   

expected them to be able to do.” 

More and more successful high schools, such as Boston Public Schools’ Fenway High School and Boston Arts Academy,                  

are doing much of their teacher training within their own walls. College graduates teach most mornings and spend                  

afternoons in a state-approved preparation program staffed largely by the schools’ veterans, sprinkled with the               

involvement of universities and retired scholars of education who give them a sense of where schools have come from,                   

what that means, and where they might go. There is, of course, tension here between what “works” today and what might                     

“work better” or even change the rules and shape of the traditional game. 

Nancy and I are engaged with a wholly new effort at school-based teacher education, the New Teachers’ Collaborative.                  

“Collaborating” schools agree to “overstaff” each year, at any one time allowing one or two inexpensive, new-to-teaching                 

professionals to join their ranks but to be given enough time to visit classes and speak with others about their work. These                      

candidate teachers join each school some days before traditional “opening-of-school” gatherings and make a fast start to                 

their collective teacher education; Nancy and I take part in some of their bi-weekly seminars during the ensuing year as                    

well as end-of-year “Exhibitions.” 

  

During the academic year each of these “new” teachers has a mentor—a veteran educator who wants to take on this kind of                      

work. (Not all teachers want this sort of responsibility, and no one is arbitrarily pushed into the role.) The teams in each                      

school meet regularly to exchange experiences. The Director of the program superintends this process and provides many                 

written and oral ways of investigating the different challenges of teaching. There are at most ten new teachers, so there is                     

the expectation that each new teacher’s progress will be closely watched and encouraged. A community is created that                  

transcends any one school and which provides each “collaborating” newcomer a community of like-minded (and likely                

nervous) people. Conversations are open, with both failures and successes analyzed in a professional manner. Most of the                  

new teachers are but a year or but a few years distant from their undergraduate colleges, but the group each year is                      

leavened by some older folk who are shifting careers, say from Business to Education. 

Graduate credit is not given, nor is there tuition for the new teachers to pay. The focus is on improvement of one’s work                       

within the craft, with the expectation that graduate study in Education or other subjects awaits many of them a few years                     

hence. The Massachusetts State Department of Education has authorized the NTC program and in most years sends a                  

team in to inspect each schools’ work. 

Professional development of teachers is also changing, also moving away from a strict reliance on Schools of Education.                  

There are examples of full-fledged, part-time, state approved programs that build on an individual school that is trying                  

something new, often allied with one of the national school reform efforts, such as the Coalition of Essential Schools.                   



Nancy and I are associated with one such effort at the Francis W. Parker Charter Essential School based in Devens,                    

Massachusetts. The school provides space for a Teacher Center that includes a library of relevant books and pamphlets                  

and current publications and is the base for serious talk about the teachers’ craft. Teachers from a variety of schools— and                     

even countries—visit Parker as individuals or in groups. Workshops are also offered, and long-term partnerships with local                 

schools bring more depth than an occasional visit could. The Center has a swinging door, coffee pot and paper cups; from                     

time to time teachers and others bring in brownies and other sugar-packed comestibles. There are sofas and comfortable                  

chairs (most donated by school families that have decided to dispense with them; this is a low cost enterprise). The Center                     

has its own board of advisors, which includes the Dean of the School of Education at Fitchburg State College. 

Change is never easy in our field. The coming and going of school boards and superintendents can affect the work.                    

“Founders” leave, and educators with new priorities take charge. A new leader may decide—or be told—to pull back from                   

an experimental design or deprive teachers of the time or incentive for “teacher talk” of a professional sort. For our                    

Teacher Center and other such collaborations, close work with schools waxes and wanes, as do most such enterprises. But                   

even in such schools, teachers have learned new ways to engage their students and have gained experience as serious                   

colleagues. 

In sum, initiatives such as these are difficult to pull off—but shouldn’t be. The case for them is made fundamentally by the                      

progress of the students. No school board can remain politically credible within its community if it shuts down or                   

otherwise hassles obviously successful institutions. 

The examples are piling up. The evidence is there. Schools of Education—at least the thoughtful ones—are rethinking their                  

missions. It now is up to academic, philanthropic and political leaders to take the next giant step. May they get on with it,                       

as soon as possible. 
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“Questions may be one of the most powerful technologies invented by humans. Even though they require no batteries                  

and need not be plugged into the wall, they are tools which help us make up our minds, solve problems, and make                      

decisions.” 

 

—Jamie McKenzie 



I cannot count the number of times that I have heard from parents and students alike, “Oh, I’m just not a math person.”                       

For many people, math class was a series of lectures on procedures for solving a certain type of problem, followed by                     

lengthy and repetitive problem sets. While some may have appreciated this approach, for many, it invoked negative                 

feelings. 

Throughout my earlier teaching experiences, I often felt that I was perpetuating these negative feelings. Although I taught                  

with a lot of enthusiasm (as much as someone could have about the quadratic formula!) the content was just dry. I would                      

move from one chapter to the next, helping students master one set of rules after another with little or no heed for                      

relationships, patterns, or applications—oh, except for those three word problems at the end of the chapter, which I often                   

skipped. I felt strongly that the way I was teaching math was stripping it of its beauty and relevance. 

 

When I began teaching at High Tech Middle I was encouraged to explore other methods for teaching math. My hope was                     

that in this freedom, I would find approaches that would allow my students to see the beauty in math and gain a fresh                       

interest in the discipline. As I began my research into various teaching approaches, I was particularly struck by articles                   

concerning open-ended math problems—problems that can be solved in more than one way or that have more than one                   

solution (Schuster, 2005). These problems are generally just beyond the student’s skill level, have multiple entry points,                 

can be done either collaboratively or individually, and involve real-life situations, often without the distraction of numeric                 

symbols (Jarrett, 2000; Forsten, 1992). Here are some examples of open-ended math problems promoting number sense                

at the 5-6 grade level (problems adapted from Schuster, 2005): 

“The students in Mrs. Strong’s class want to know how old she is. Mrs. Strong told them, ‘My age can be                     

written as the sum of consecutive odd numbers starting from one.’ How old might Mrs. Strong be?” 

“The weather is reported every 18 minutes on NBC and every 12 minutes on Fox News. Both stations                  

broadcast the weather at 1:15pm. When is the next time the stations will broadcast the weather at the same                   

time?” 

While each of these problems involves a real-life situation devoid of numeric symbols, the first exemplifies a problem with                   

multiple solutions and the second a problem with one answer and many possible approaches. Both problems can be solved                   

by simply drawing pictures and making lists, or by taking a more mathematical approach. 

Though intrigued, I felt apprehensive about using these problems in my classroom. If the answers were not immediately                  

evident to me, a self-proclaimed “math person,” then I couldn’t imagine subjecting my students to them. Nevertheless, as I                   

began experimenting with these problems, first with support while teaching summer school and then in my own                 

classroom, my attitude shifted. Students seemed to be engaged in their work and excited about math. Even students who                   

routinely labeled themselves as “non-mathematicians” would take on these challenges, pouring over them until they               

reached a solution. Throughout the year my apprehension turned to appreciation and excitement for the freshness and                 

authentic conversation these problems brought to my classroom. Open-ended problems allowed me to teach math with                

relevance, through multiple strategies, and through discovery. They also helped me to challenge the students who were                 

ready for it, and to help develop the confidence of the ones who needed more support. Sometimes I would use the                     

problems to begin or end a unit of study, and at other times I would use one as a quick warm-up. I found myself wanting to                          

use these problems more regularly, and so I decided to look further into their benefits and how I could use them to build a                        

more effective classroom learning environment. 

 



Why open-ended problems? 

Advocates of open-ended problems cite three general benefits: they develop problem-solving skills, they allow for natural                

differentiation, and they help students make connections across mathematical concepts. 

 

Problem solving. When the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) released their Curriculum and               

Evaluation Standards for School Mathematics in 1989 and their follow-up Principles and Standards for School               

Mathematics in 2000, the aim was to reform math education to better meet the needs of our society. A common focus in                      

each document was the development of problem-solving skills and the application of mathematical concepts to real-world                

contexts. According to the NCTM, “Problem solving means engaging in a task for which the solution is not known in                    

advance. Good problem solvers have a ‘mathematical disposition’—they analyze situations carefully in mathematical terms              

and naturally come to pose problems based on situations they see” (NCTM, 2000). Open-ended problems support this                 

type of learning because they require students not only to understand the problem, but also to think about how they                    

arrived at their conclusion, thus moving toward the aforementioned “mathematical disposition.” Whereas students             

working on traditional math problems might reason with numbers to produce an answer, the process of working on an                   

open-ended problem involves reasoning about numbers to produce understanding (Steen, 2007). According to Robert              

McIntosh, a Mathematics Associate for the Northwest Regional Educational Laboratory, “To develop these (problem              

solving) abilities, students need ample opportunities to experience the frustration and exhilaration that comes from               

struggling with, and overcoming, a daunting intellectual obstacle” (quoted by Jarrett, 2000, p. 5). Open-ended problems                

provide this opportunity. 

 

Differentiation. As Hertzog (1998) observes, open-ended problems allow students to work in their own learning styles                

and at their own ability levels, making personal choices in their process. They also include options for students to interact                    

with content and to elaborate and integrate knowledge across disciplines. Hertzog cites one of Passow’s frequently quoted                 

guiding principles to differentiation, “Curricula for the gifted/talented should focus on and be organized to include more                 

elaborate, complex, and in-depth study of major ideas, problems, and themes” (Passow, 1982, cited p. 214). When it comes                   

to struggling students, open-ended problems offer increased emphasis on problem-solving and reasoning with a decreased               

emphasis on the correct answer. Open-ended problems based on real-life situations have been found to help struggling                 

students have a better opinion of math and a higher self-esteem (White, 1997). A Bay Area study of a group of                     

disadvantaged urban high school students found that learning through open-ended problems not only produced more               

positive feelings about math, but the students in these mixed-ability, detracked classrooms outperformed wealthier              

teenagers in tracked, traditional classrooms on various assessments (Trei, 2005). Appealing both to the gifted and the                 

struggling, the multiple entry points of open-ended problems can address the needs of each student and help to create a                    

differentiated classroom. 

Connectivity and coherence. One of the beauties of math is the interconnectedness of topics. While fractions,                

decimals, and percents can represent the same value, each will be useful in a different context. A traditional math textbook                    

may contain upwards of 15 chapters with six or more sections in each chapter, each section representing a different topic                    

or subtopic. Teaching straight through a textbook may exchange the beauty and connectedness of mathematics for rote                 

memorization of seemingly disconnected topics. Open-ended problems encourage students to make connections because             

these problems often cover many different topics all within one problem. In the process, students are reflecting on their                   

own work and often collaborating with others as they work. Through this reflection and collaboration, the solver                 

constructs a mathematical understanding of the problem that is both deep and flexible by connecting prior knowledge                 



with new concepts and skills (Jarrett, 2000). 

 

Inside Students’ Experience 

Despite all of the research findings and my own positive feelings, I wondered what my sixth-graders were thinking as they                    

worked on these problems. What was their initial reaction to these types of problems? How did they approach solving                   

them? How did they feel while working on them? Did they enjoy them or see the point of them? Did they feel like they                        

were strengthening their math skills (like I did) and learning things that would help them with future problems? Or were                    

they completely confused? A little nervous about what I might discover, I designed an action research project around the                   

following question: How do students experience open-ended math problems? As I embarked on this journey into the                 

minds and experiences of my students, my desire was to gain insight into their thought processes so as to discover and                     

design more effective ways of integrating open-ended problems into my classroom. 

I started by interviewing one of my current students, Jasmine. While Jasmine does not consider herself a strong math                   

student, she puts a lot of effort and thought into each of her assignments. Jasmine told me that her initial reaction to                      

reading an open-ended problem was to “freak out.” She then described several techniques she used to calm herself down                   

and solve the problems. One strategy was to try the easier parts of the problem and hope that they would offer her clues to                        

the harder parts. When asked what she felt she got out of these problems, Jasmine stated, “Actually, I think that after I do                       

those open-ended questions, I feel like I have learned some kind of strategy that I keep on using with the other problems                      

that you give me on the next homework assignment.” On the whole, Jasmine felt that these types of problems helped her                     

in her future work. When I asked her about her current feelings about herself as a math student, she responded, “I’ll say                      

I’m not the best math student, but I guess I’m all right.” In a subject where so many people are hot or cold, I take                         

Jasmine’s lukewarm confidence as a step in the right direction. 

For my second interview I selected Kathleen, an advanced and confident math student. Though not outspoken in class,                  

Kathleen is very thoughtful in all of her work. When asked to describe herself as a math student, she admitted to “knowing                      

a lot of math” and “getting advanced math at home in elementary school.” In contrast to Jasmine, Kathleen quickly offered                    

that her initial reaction to the problems was that, though they are different, she liked them because she felt free: “I think,                      

cool, I can do this. I just think and think to draw pictures or do this instead. It gives me the chance to think about what I’m                           

doing and helps me to note things that I’m doing and apply it to the future.” 

Throughout our conversation, Kathleen regularly referred to her frustration in math classes where repetition and speed                

was the focus. She felt that open-ended problems helped to build her confidence and allowed her to use various methods                    

of problem solving. I know from working with her that Kathleen often has outside-the-box ways of looking at things, and                    

even she stated that her problem solving strategies often make other students go “huh?” It became evident through our                   

interview that open-ended problems have been an outlet for her creative thinking: “If I have enough time, I can figure                    

almost anything out!” I would love to have all of my students voice this kind of confidence about math. I’m hoping that                      

open-ended problems can be one means to this end. 

The two students I have interviewed so far about open-ended problems say that they have grown as mathematicians                  

through working on these problems and that the overall experience has been positive. Though they describe different                 

approaches and feelings, both feel that the problems challenged them and built their confidence to work on future                  

problems. By taking closer looks at their journals and conducting additional interviews and focus groups over the next few                   

months, I want to look at the different strategies students employ in solving these problems and see if there are trends in                      

their feelings about these problems, particularly as related to their feelings of success in math. Only by understanding how                   

students experience math in my classroom can I design open-ended math problems that are useful, enjoyable, and                 



effective in helping students improve their problem solving skills, make connections in math, and therein see a glimpse of                   

the beauty that this subject can hold for everyone. I hope that through my continued research I can help math teachers                     

work together to ensure that fewer students walk out of our classrooms saying, “Oh, I’m just not a math person,” and that                      

more feel empowered to take on any problem that comes their way. 

Tips for Teachers 

● Know your problems. It is important, before you give a problem to students, to be aware of the basics of the 

problem so that you can help struggling students gain a solid foundation. Similarly, it is good to know some 

related extension exercises to deepen students’ understanding. 

 

● Encourage group work and conversation. Because open-ended problems allow multiple approaches, they 

offer an ideal context for students to learn from each other and share responsibility for finding solutions. 

 

● Allow freedom of movement. When we work on these problems, I allow my students to go anywhere in my 

room or our common spaces to work. Sometimes a change of scenery is what they need to jumpstart their 

thinking. 

 

● Refrain from giving hints for a set period of time. Some students are apt to give up the moment they feel 

confused. By holding off on giving hints, you are encouraging them to “think for themselves,” and this is where 

immense growth happens. After a set time, offer support by encouraging them to draw and label a picture of the 

scenario. After this, you could pair them with a partner or group who seems to have a good start on the problem 

and who can offer some advice. 

 

● Hold off on telling them if their answer is “right” or “wrong.” If students say that they are done, I like to 

ask them how much they would be willing to wager on their answer. This gives me an idea of how confident they 

are in their thinking and encourages “guessers” to keep working at it. 

 

● Have students post and explain work on the board. Articulating their process is often the hardest part for 

early finishers. Encourage them to work out their solutions on the board in such a way that younger students 

would understand their thinking. Sometimes even incorrect approaches are helpful to put on the board so 

students can see where their thinking went wrong. 

 

Resources for Teachers 

Books 

Shuster, L. and Anderson, N. (2005). Good questions for math teaching: Why ask them and what to ask? (grades 5-8).                    

Sausalito, CA: Math Solutions Publications. 

This book presents open-ended problems in a clear progression, so you can either use all of the problems as the backbone                     

of your curriculum, or pull problems out and intersperse them with what you already have planned for your class. 

Swan, P. (2003) Messy math: A collection of open-ended math investigations (grades 4-7). Rowley, MA: Didax. 

This book offers a wide range of open-ended problems with reproducible handouts, answer keys, and teachers’ notes. 

Becker, J. and Shimada, S. (1997). The open-ended approach: A new proposal for teaching mathematics. Reston, VA:                 



National Council of Teachers of Mathematics. 

After reviewing the theoretical underpinnings and early research on open-ended problems, the authors offer sample lesson                

plans and examples of teaching across the elementary and secondary grades. 

Kabiri, M. and Smith, N. (2003). Turning traditional textbook problems into open-ended problems. Mathematics              

Teaching in the Middle School, 9(4), 186-192. 

This article offers practical strategies for turning traditional problems into open-ended problems. It gives examples at                

various levels to model the changes. 

Websites 

http://math.exeter.edu/dept/materials/ 

Phillips Exeter Academy is a boarding school in Exeter, New Hampshire that has developed wonderful materials,                

including many open-ended problems (primarily grades 9-12). 

http://sln.fi.edu/school/math2/ 

This website offers a nice selection of open-ended math problems broken down by month. They are primarily for grades                   

6-7 but could be adapted for any grade. 

http://nrich.maths.org/public/ 

This website is sponsored by NRICH and the University of Cambridge and has a great selection of open-ended problems                   

for both middle and high school, including possible problems of the week. 

http://mathcounts.org/NETCOMMUNITY/Page.aspx?pid=355&srcid=195 

MATHcounts is an organization aimed at improving math at the middle school level. This site offers a selection of fantastic                    

open-ended problems, including archives of problems and solutions from the past eight years. 
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In Over Our Heads 
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I felt our bus come to a screeching halt as I searched frantically for the pause button on my                   

new audio recorder. Its switches and buttons had confounded me for the past thirty minutes,               

particularly inconvenient because this was my first-ever interview, and I was trying to make a               

good impression. The tone in our guide’s voice suggested that I should just put the recorder                

down. However, we had successfully negotiated the narrow, rarely-paved and winding roads            

of Costa Rica for the past week, traveling at speeds much faster than our large charter bus                 

seemed capable of, so I felt as unfazed as the twenty-five chatty students sitting behind               

me—until I looked up. 

Our driver Emilio seemed once again to have forgotten that we were not, in fact, driving an                 

ATV, and was contemplating our next move. The bridge ahead was broken and, despite the               

mounds of dirt that the construction workers had piled on top of it, it did not seem like we                   

would be able to cross. I felt disappointed that the students were not going to be able to go                   

zip-lining, but before I could even complete that thought, I saw what Emilio had decided to                

do. We veered to the right of the bridge and sped toward the river rushing beneath our broken                  

bridge. 

At this point the students took notice. As we approached the rushing water, some of them                

began to yell. I noticed that, for the first time, our tour guides also looked scared. I looked over                   

to Amy, my co-teacher on this trip and a first year teacher at my school, and could tell by the                    

look in her eyes that we were thinking the same thing: were we going to make it? Amy told me                    

to turn on the recorder. She wanted to record a good-bye message to her parents. 

Two weeks later, as I sat down to transcribe that interview, I saw the irony in this event.                  

Moments before our river-fording adventure, I had asked Amy to tell me about her first year                

of teaching. “It began in a whirlwind,” she started. “After the first week, it became apparent to                 

me that the schedule at school is crazy. You go from worrying about your core classes, and                 

putting your heart and soul into those kids, and particularly into the academics and              

curriculum that happens in your class, and then suddenly it’s the end of the day and you’re                 

exhausted and someone is like, ‘Oh, its time for x-block’ and it feels kind of unfathomable. The                 

first few weeks I felt like, ‘Oh my god. How am I going to push through and be energized and                    

fun and upbeat for these x-block kids when I’m so tired right now?’ It was exhausting. I felt                  

like maybe I was in over my head.” 

Asked what she would do differently, Amy continued, “I would be more realistic. Everyone              

told me that I was trying to cram too much into this year and that it was going to take way                     



longer than I expected and I didn’t believe anyone. I was like, ‘Well, that might have been your                  

experience, but I’ll make it happen,’ and of course they were right.” 

I flashed back to the moment that I decided that it would be a good idea to take twenty-five                   

middle school students to Costa Rica, when I also convinced myself that it would be               

manageable to help these students raise the necessary funds themselves. Particularly, I            

remembered how many people told me it was not a great idea and how difficult an                

undertaking it would be. The advice they were giving me was clear. I, however, am not a first                  

year teacher. Having learned the repercussions of “biting off more than I could chew” on               

many occasions, I should have followed the very advice I have given to many first year                

teachers about keeping things manageable. Yet through all of the discouraging words, all I              

could hear was, “There is a chance.” No one had used the word impossible. 

So there Amy and I sat on the bus, not sure if we should be more scared about the fact that the                      

road, or in this case water, ahead was uncertain, or excited about the fact that our students                 

might have the amazing experience of zip-lining after all. We were in the water before we                

knew it. The front two wheels entered first, followed by a lurch, and then all four wheels were                  

submerged. Soon the bus was halfway across the river, moving at a good speed. We all gave a                  

sigh of relief. But our optimism vanished when the bus jolted to a complete stop. It sounded                 

like there was water in the engine. 

Emilio attempted to restart the bus while we all sat holding our breaths. He tried once, but                 

with no success. With the sound of the rushing water in the background, he made a second                 

and a third attempt. Nothing. Finally, as we settled back into our seats and turned our                

attention to our predicament, we heard the engine turn. A sudden roar came from the back of                 

the bus in support of our fearless and, yet again, successful bus driver. We did it! Somehow                 

Emilio safely crossed twenty-five students, two scared teachers, and one giant charter bus             

from one side of a river to the other, without the use of a bridge. 

With one large hurdle down, we now had to convince some of our more timid and                

height-fearing students that it would be fun to harness their bodies to a half-mile long cable                

wire that would zip them over a massive canyon at 65 mph. However, with the last experience                 

under our belts, we were ready! Amy and I watched as so many of our students overcame their                  

fears, and smiled secretly to each other realizing that we had done so as well. 

As I think back to the interview on that bus, and the number of times Amy used the word                   

“overwhelmed,” I am reminded of all the times I thought there was no way we would ever                 



raise enough money for all of those kids to go to Costa Rica. I was interviewing Amy as part of                    

an action research project to support new teachers, but here I realized that even for veteran                

teachers, sometimes the fear of the unknown makes “crossing the river” seem impossible. This              

is a feeling that new and veteran teachers share. But it is in taking those risks, in having faith                   

in the outcome, that we experience our greatest successes. Looking back, I think that perhaps               

Amy and I were in over our heads. But then I remember the giant smiles plastered across our                  

students’ faces as they finished their last zip line, and I wonder if we would have had it any                   

other way. 

 



African Bushmeat Expedition 

 

Jay Vavra and Students 

High Tech High 

 

In the summer of 2008, Jay Vavra and a group of High Tech High students traveled to                 

Tanzania on a safari with a purpose—to combat the African Bushmeat Crisis, the illegal trade               

of meat from protected species, usually disguised as meat from a lawful origin. 

Over the course of three years, students in Dr. Vavra’s biotechnology course studied the              

bushmeat trade and conservation forensics. They developed and practiced ways of identifying            

species via DNA barcoding, a technique they hope will aid scientists, environmental groups,             

and prosecutors in tracing illegal bushmeat back to its localized animal populations. While in              

Tanzania, the HTH team’s focus shifted from animals to people; they filmed and interviewed              

tribesmen and park officials talking about their lives and how poaching affected them. They              

presented their work to scientists and began an exchange of ideas for combating the crisis and                

developing education programs in East Africa and the United States. They returned home             

with hours of documentary footage and a greater understanding of wildlife conservation            

practices, the effects of illegal hunting on biodiversity, and the challenges being faced by those               

hoping to prosecute poachers. 

To learn more about the African Bushmeat Project and the Tanzania expedition, visit Jay              

Vavra’s digital portfolio: http://hthbiotech.sandiegostc.org 

 

 



 

 

Maasai tribesmen, photographed by HTH junior Steve Pye. The pastoralist Maasai tribe at 

Oldonyo Sambu, the mountain near our base camp, taught us much about coexisting with 

surrounding wildlife, including how to identify different animals’ tracks and scat. On our way to a 

dried out watering hole, we spotted fresh lion tracks, giraffe droppings, and foliage trampled by 

elephants. It was incredible to see evidence of so many different species in one small area. 

 

 

 



 

HTH junior Steve Pye documenting a herd of zebras, photographed by Jay Vavra. Throughout 

our journey, we encountered animals both rare and common to the African plains. While wild 

meat can be differentiated from domestic meat by smell and look, species-specific identification 

is usually impossible. Nelson Mwakafwila, a Tanzanian National Park Ranger, noted that the 

meat of a rare animal such as the Topi or Oryx can easily be mistaken for that of common 

gazelle or zebra. 

 

 

 



 

HTH senior Megan Morikawa practicing archery with Hadza tribesmen, photographed by HTH 

sophomore Tyler Taylor. The Hadza, a hunter-gather tribe, taught us a great deal about how to 

survive on the land. Following a lesson on arrow-making they took us along on a hunt. While we 

did not witness a kill, we learned that when a kill is made, the Hadza people set up camp and 

cook all of the meat on the spot. This allows everyone to benefit from one kill, rather than 

making several kills and not utilizing all of the fresh meat. The Hadza understood that their 

survival relies on keeping wildlife abundant. 

 

 

 



 

Siagi, an elder of the hunter-gatherer Hadza tribe, photographed by Jay Vavra. Interviews with 

the Hadza tribe were challenging, as we needed translation from English to Swahili to Hadzabe, 

a beautiful language filled with clicks and pops. Our interview with Siagi went beyond words. 

When asked how tribesmen communicate with each other during the hunt, Siagi showed us a 

variety of signals and acted out a series of hunts. It was as if the lion or cape buffalo, and 

Siagi’s hunting partners, were really there. 

 

 

 



 

An encounter with a great African elephant (tembo in Swahili) in the Tarangire National Park, 

photographed by Jay Vavra. These gentle giants would get frighteningly close to the vehicles, 

trotting along beside us and on one occasion, when we accidentally separated a baby from its 

mother, trumpeting behind us in hot pursuit. Observing the tembo in their natural habitat 

solidified our commitment to help preserve such animals and their environments. 

 

 

 



 

Iraqw children with HTH senior Alex Bozzette, photographed by Jay Vavra. HTH students 

discovered that juggling was a great way to engage with people, particularly children, and begin 

conversations about wildlife conservation. Each member of our expedition realized that 

education was key to solving the bushmeat crisis; we emphasized that live animals had much 

greater worth than dead animals. 

 

 

 



 

HTH junior Beth Jacobs with chameleons, photographed by Jay Vavra. While documenting the 

wildlife conservation practices of the agriculturist Iraqw people, we learned that the Iraqw 

believed chameleons were poisonous. After seeing our excitement in holding and photographing 

the harmless reptiles, a group of Iraqw children ran ahead on our path through the forest and 

gathered a dozen chameleons for us. They later vowed to not kill these lizards, but to help 

protect them and to tell others they are good. 

 

 

 



 

Lazarus Saruna, park warden & anti-poaching commander of Tanzania National Park, 

photographed by HTH sophomore Tyler Taylor. We had the opportunity to interview Lazarus 

after a chance meeting at a watering hole. He discussed the challenges in patrolling such vast 

areas, and emphasized the importance of techniques like ours in identifying bushmeat so that 

poachers could be prosecuted in court. Two weeks after our expedition we heard from Lazarus; 

he encountered a poaching camp containing slaughtered and partially processed animals. He 

estimated twelve zebra, six wildebeests and two impala. 

 

 

 



 

Scorpion, photographed by HTH junior Steve Pye. Senior Megan Morikawa writes, “Tanzanian 

nights were filled with all sorts of surprises. From strange noises in the bush, to glowing eyes, to 

a great diversity of arachnids and insects, the students got to experience the true night time of 

Africa, when the animals take over. With caution and a critical eye, students learned not only to 

master their fear of the African night, but to appreciate each creature for their unique 

adaptations. The scorpion carries a protein which will fluoresce under UV light. Students got to 

witness this up close one night in the Yaida valley.” 

 

 



Artwork by Alex Davis, 10th grade, High Tech High North County

Writing on the Walls
Shani Higgins, Art, High Tech High North County

Jenny Pieratt, Humanities, High Tech High North County

Through this multidisciplinary project, students at HTH North County will explore and 
address an issue of concern in their community: the prevalence of tagging and graffiti. Students 
will research the history and lasting influence of gangs in California, conduct an ethnographic 
study of tagging and graffiti in the city, maintain video blogs as a form of on-going reflection, 
and create photo essays of their experience. They will study the difference between tagging as 
vandalism and graffiti as an art form—putting their learning into service by painting over tags 
that have damaged property and by creating their own graffiti-style art for a gallery show at 
the Escondido Arts Partnership museum.

Essential Questions
What is the difference between graffiti and tagging? 
How can we change the negative perception about graffiti in society?   

Student Reflection on the Transition from Tagger to Artist
I have broken the law. Vandalism is the destruction or damage of property, and I used the 
aerosol can as my tool. I knew it was against  the law to paint on private property, but this 
style of art was a way to express myself and a way to relieve the stress of my mind, ignoring 
everything but the adrenaline rush that came from being afraid of getting caught.    

But then there was the canvas. I had never used a canvas before. My canvas had been the empty 
walls in the streets. Using a canvas and acrylic paint gave me another way to get out of this 
world and be set free into my own world. I never knew I was an artist until I had my first art 
teacher in high school. She has helped me turn my life around. 

Teacher Reflection
I’m excited about this project because it’s a great integration of Language Arts, Social Studies, 
Technology and Fine Art. It allows students to get inside the lives of others—by reading Always 
Running by Luis Rodriguez and investigating the history of gangs and graffiti—and to connect 
those lives to their own through writing and art.
           —Shani Higgins

To learn more about this project and others, visit the HTH Digital Commons and
Shani Higgins’ and Jenny Pieratt’s digital portfolios at 

http://www.hightechhigh.org/ 
http://hthnc.hightechhigh.org/~shiggins/ and http://hthnc.hightechhigh.org/~jpieratt/



San Diego/Tijuana Crossed Gazes 
Zoe Randall, Multimedia, High Tech Middle Media Arts

Dr. Norma Iglesias-Prieto, Chicana/Chicano Studies, San Diego State University

Twenty-two middle school children (12 in Tijuana and 10 in San Diego) learned and applied 
the technique of “model animation” to produce short animated films about the lives of children 
on “the other side of the border.” With the support and supervision of trained visual artists, 
graduate students, and educators, children of each city discussed the ways they think about and 
represent the “other side.” 

HTMMA students worked under the guidance of two French experts, Sébastien Water and 
Guilles Coirier, from the independent film company L’Espace du Mounton à Plume. Roland 
Michon from the University of Rennes 2 in France, Zoe Randall from HTMMA, and Adriana 
Trujillo from YonkeArt in Tijuana also facilitated the workshops. 

Teacher Reflection
This project connected our students to art and international issues. It was a pleasure to see my 
students engaged in dialogue about the U.S. and Mexico with SDSU grad students and Mexican 
and French visual artists, while creating a beautifully crafted animation film. The opportunity 
to learn animation from a French artist, translate French daily to my students, and interact 
with a diverse group of artists was a real dream. A documentary about their views of the border 
is being produced, and their animation films will be celebrated in France at international film 
festivals and used as pedagogical tools at SDSU and other venues. It has changed my life and 
my students’ lives forever to be a part of something so much bigger than ourselves.

—Zoe Randall

Student Reflection
I thought this film was just for fun, and I didn’t know French animators were coming. I thought 
it was only going to take a week, but it took a month, and a month went by very fast. The first 
time I crossed the border was when we saw the second premiere of our movie in Tijuana. I was 
kind of scared and nervous because I didn’t know what was going to happen. But once I got 
there and stayed awhile, I got comfortable and thought it was a good experience. I got to learn 
animation and meet new people like never before. 

—Josiah Terronez, 6th grade, HTMMA

To learn more about this project and others visit the HTH Digital Commons 
and Zoe Randall’s digital portfolio 

http://www.hightechhigh.org/ and http://staff.htmma.hightechhigh.org/~zrandall/



Blogging is Writing
Charlotte Morrissette, Humanities, High Tech High Media Arts

Randy Scherer, Humanities, High Tech High Media Arts

For students of the digital generation, blogging can be an authentic and dynamic way to build 
literacy and community. In many HTHMA classrooms, teachers and students maintain free 
blogs that are personalized to reflect their unique personalities. They use these blogs to post 
work, respond to each other’s ideas, and display media resources relevant to their class. 

Teachers’ Reflections
Blogs gives students the opportunity to seamlessly integrate video, audio or text evidence from 
the web into their writing; adding such evidence is only a few clicks away. As a result, students 
become more thoughtful about how they draw upon others’ work, and have developed more 
rigorous standards for what is “good” information in their own writing and on the web.

—Randy Scherer

Blogging in my class has offered me a real-time connection with my students.  We are all linked 
to each other’s blogs and we use software such as Google Reader to find out when someone 
creates a new post. This instant access gives me insight to their writing styles, their personalities, 
their likes and dislikes and the tragedies and successes of their daily lives.

Blogging also gives students a look into my world. I can share my thoughts on current events 
and what’s going on in my life. I can show students that I’ve traveled all over the world and that 
I’m a fan of the same computer games that they like. Topics like these don’t always come up in 
class. By opening up to the class on my blog, I’ve built closer relationships with my students.

Students’ responses to blogging have been overwhelmingly positive; they talk about enjoying 
writing, and feeling like their work has a real audience. They’ve also learned how to give each 
other supportive, useful feedback on their writing. One student recently admonished another 
for simply saying, “Nice post,” on a classmate’s recent submission, asking, “How do they know 
what was ‘nice’ unless you tell them specifically?” Indeed. Blogging is helping my students 
become not only better writers, but more constructive critics.

—Charlotte Morrissette

To learn more about blogging in the classroom, visit the HTH Digital Commons and
Randy Scherer’s and Charlotte Morisette’s digital portfolios at 

http://www.hightechhigh.org/ 
http://staff.hthma.hightechhigh.org/~cmorissette/ 
and http://staff.hthma.hightechhigh.org/~rscherer/



Public Service Advertising Campaign 
David Jean, Digital Imaging, High Tech High

Scenario 
Groups are assigned to create an advertising campaign focusing on a social issue. Each group 
chooses an organization (e.g., D.A.R.E., Operation Smile, ONE) that offers support for those 
affected by their chosen issue. The campaign must answer one of these questions: 

• What are the causes of this social issue?
• What are the direct effects?
• What is being done to aid those who are negatively impacted?  

The groups are responsible to create the following: 
1) Full color magazine ad (measuring 8 x 10 inches)
2) 30-second television commercial (digital video format)
3) 25-second radio spot 

Students work together on research and concept development. Each group submits a minimum 
of 10 detailed thumbnails for the print advertisement to the teacher, who helps choose a concept 
for the entire campaign. Each group generates original content (headline and narrative) and 
imagery (photographs, illustrations). Students may not use images from print publications or 
the internet  except for a high-resolution logo from their organization, as each visual piece 
(print and video) must include the organization’s logo. 

Student Reflection
I had never really sat down and thought about how women were portrayed in the media, and 
this project made me do that. As I was flipping through magazines, pulling out ads for our 
backdrop, I started to see how women are used or looked at simply because of magazine ads, 
and how much the ads affect people who read them. I read many magazines and never have 
been affected by these ads, but after taking a second look, I can see why girls all over the world 
can be pressured by these. This project was a good way to get an important message out into 
the real world. Our ad was the most powerful out of the three things that we made, and it really 
shows how something as simple as a magazine ad can make a difference in a world that can be 
very difficult to live in. 

—Rachel Liuzzi, 11th grade, High Tech High

To learn more about this project and others visit the HTH Digital Commons 
and David Jean’s digital portfolio 

http://www.hightechhigh.org/ and http://staff.hightechhigh.org/~djean/



Science Friction
Alfred Solis, Math/Science, High Tech High

The goal of Science Friction was to help students understand that physics is all around us, even 
on the very ground we walk on. Movie theaters, which are notorious for having sticky floors, 
were the “sole” inspiration for this project.

Students began their exploration of friction by creating the stickiest surface possible—thereby 
maximizing the coefficient of friction—and performing a series of experiments. The project 
culminated with students creating software programs that calculated the coefficient of friction 
for a range of surfaces marketable to the theater industry. 

Teacher Reflection
People often think of Excel software as simply a way to display data, but it also provides 
students with opportunities to quickly become software developers and graphic user interface 
(GUI) designers. After a one-hour training session, students were not only able to enter in 
functioning equations and data they derived from assignments and labs. They could also 
personalize the look and feel of the “software” they had developed. 

Excel offers a good way to assess students’ math understanding in the context of project work. 
For example, when students enter formulas into Excel, they need to be careful about how they 
use parantheses or their formulas won’t work correctly. This compels students to check their 
work and revisit or rethink concepts like the order of operations. In addition, having students 
create software around a math topic—for example, unit conversions—motivates them to learn 
the content and provides them with a handy program they can use throughout the year.  

—Al Solis

Student Reflection
In this project, I created a program used to calculate the coefficient of friction, angles, weight, 
and percentage increase of friction between two objects. You can insert different numbers such 
as angles or mass and see how the results changed. This is a useful program for those who don’t 
understand their homework or don’t have a calculator. You can even use this program if you 
don’t understand the terminology because it includes a glossary for those tricky words. Even 
though it may not look like it, I created this program by using Microsoft Excel.

—Molly Uyeda, 9th grade, High Tech High

To learn more about this project and others visit the HTH Digital Commons 
and Alfred Solis’ digital portfolio 

http://www.hightechhigh.org/ and http://staff.hightechhigh.org/~asolis/
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I Am an Artist
Shani Higgins, Art, High Tech High North County  

Students explored dimensions of their identity and created a double-sided canvas that visually 
expressed two sides of their selves. On the front of the canvas, they painted an acrylic self-
portrait that represented their outer self—how they present themselves to others. On the back 
side of the canvas, students produced a collage that represented their personal vision and the 
things that make them unique.

Essential Questions
What do I want in life?
How can I represent who I am without using words?

Teacher Reflection
This project provided students with a way to express who they are and what is important to 
them, but also to learn about things like composition, color scheme, and how to use acrylic 
paints and mixed media. It was good for students to think about how to use color and facial 
expressions, not just words, to represent themselves. 

I encouraged students to work in groups to display their works as one unified work of art. The 
challenge was to make sure that however and wherever the work was displayed, both sides of 
every piece could be seen by the  audience.
        —Shani Higgins

Student Reflections
It’s important for people of all ages to take art. Art allows people to express themselves and  
takes their minds off of stressful things like school or some problem they have elsewhere. It 
can stop people from expressing themselves in destructive ways. It’s like therapy. Students who 
have trouble in other subjects might excel in art, gaining a sense of self-confidence and worth.

—Anthony Arcaro, 9th grade, HTH North County   

Art, in my opinion, is the most important class schools have to offer. Art  is what makes the 
world diverse. It lets us express who we are and what sets us  apart. We were all made with 
special gifts and talents, and art gives us a way to express those.

—Anthony Livingston, 9th grade, HTH North County   

To learn more about this project and others, visit the HTH Digital Commons and
Shani Higgins’ digital portfolios at 

http://www.hightechhigh.org/ and http://hthnc.hightechhigh.org/~shiggins/ 



 

 

Lissa Soep (second from left), with young 

colleagues at Youth Radio in Berkeley, CA. 
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Lissa Soep is Senior Producer and Research Director at Youth Radio, a national youth development organization and                 

independent production company where young people produce media stories for National Public Radio, iTunes, and               

other local, national, and international outlets. The Youth Radio stories Lissa has co-produced with young people—on                

topics ranging from school reform to mental illness to young soldiers returning from the Iraq war—have been awarded                  

top media honors including the Edward R. Murrow and George Foster Peabody Awards for excellence in journalism.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

INTERVIEWER 

You write about learning as production. How did you come to think about learning this way? 

LS 

Part of what inspired my thinking was a combination of watching what happened when young people generated original                  

work for significant audiences, and realizing that there was powerful learning taking place that traditional acquisition                

models of learning could not explain. I was seeing a great deal of evidence that learning was something we do, as opposed                      

to something we possess and then pass on. 

INTERVIEWER 

How does critique fit into this process? 

LS 

I became interested in critique initially because I have a background as a visual artist. There’s a ritual within formal visual                     

arts education, pretty much at every level, called a “crit.” It’s a very formal event, where artists either respond to an                     

assignment or develop a body of work, put it up on the walls, and bring in their peers and other artists. They go from piece                         

to piece and essentially critique the strengths and merits, and then the weaknesses, of the work on display. 

When I began my graduate work at Stanford, I wanted to look at young people and community-based organizations. So I                    

started studying youth arts collaboratives, where artists were working with groups of young people to produce work that                  

would end in some kind of presentation event to a public. Critique played a large role in these settings. They would often                      

do formal critiques at certain points, where they would pass scripts around, look at the work, and have everyone give                    

feedback. 

But what really struck me was how critique became an organic part of the way they carried out their work. It was a much                        

more emergent process, as opposed to a formal process at a certain time. It was more like, “We don’t know how to light                       

this shot and it’s not working the way it’s set up and I don’t like it because this is going to happen, so let’s figure this out.”                           

Critique became a resource within the production, as opposed to something tacked on at the end. 

And that makes sense, given the research on what makes process-based writing and peer review effective. Sometimes the                  



review process doesn’t go that deep; kids just start to run through check lists and mark up their peers’ papers. So I became                       

really interested in looking at how we could create conditions for young people where critique was a necessary part of                    

getting the work done, as opposed to an assigned process within their own individual writing or other form of expression. 

INTERVIEWER 

Were there particular conditions that you found had to be in place for critique to function in that way? 

LS 

Yes. In my research and my work with youth, I looked across various events to try and get a handle on the conditions that                        

give rise to critique. First of all, I found that there have to be intense stakes attached to the work. Young people need to                        

care enough, and have enough of an investment in the work, that they are motivated to take a critical eye to their own                       

projects and those of their peers. 

Second, the standards that are applied to judge the work should be negotiated collaboratively. If there’s just a fixed battery                    

of marks on how to determine the value of the work and it’s all pre-figured in a “right answer” style, it’s not that critique                        

can’t happen. But I’m interested in where critique becomes an organic part of the learning process. This is likely to rise up                      

when part of what youth are asked to do, in addition to delivering on whatever project they’re assigned, is to actually figure                      

out questions of value, questions of when it’s good enough, or what counts as a solid solution or project. This way, youth                      

help drive the assessment process; they set the standards together, instead of just trying to meet someone else’s prefigured                   

standards. 

Third, and related to that, accountability for the quality of the work needs to be distributed across the group. This is what                      

it makes it necessary for folks to check in with each other and ensure each other’s buy-in as they resolve problems and                      

refine the work. They need to believe that the other people’s positions and perspectives actually matter, as opposed to                   

being a token exercise of “let me have you read my five-paragraph essay even though I know that your opinion doesn’t                     

really count.” 

Finally, there’s an interdisciplinarity that seemed to be a marker of the different environments where I saw particularly                  

robust forms of critique emerge. I don’t mean this just in terms of combining different disciplines like English and Social                    

Studies. It’s also about environments where young people play various roles, so they often find themselves in situations                  

where they are just at the edge of being in over their heads. As a result, I found that people would look around and turn to                          

others to find ways of moving forward. Those seemed to be moments particularly ripe for critique, where youth realized “I                    

actually don’t have the solution here and there isn’t an obvious authority figure who can tell me the answer, so I better                      

look around because I’m doing something that’s a little outside my particular area of expertise.” 

INTERVIEWER 

How do we help youth develop their own shared standards for quality work, rather than just giving them our own? 

LS 

When I came to Youth Radio and became one of the adults in the mix, working on stories, and part of editorial                      

meetings—all rich critique environments—I became personally invested in how adults and young people jointly articulate               

and exercise standards for our work. We spend a great deal of time negotiating standards, and making decisions about                   

which standards are going to be prioritized for which kinds of projects. 

A concept that emerged from this work is the notion of collegial pedagogy. One way of thinking about this is to consider a                       

process where critique happens between youth and adults who are interdependently producing work and producing               



standards for the work. 

At Youth Radio, this is a constant process. When we’re developing story ideas, we’ll weigh the standard of the outlet or                     

venue and the standard of trying to get a story to the biggest possible audience. We know what kinds of production values                      

different outlets and audiences require. But, at the same time, if a young person who’s working on the piece wants to tell it                       

in a different way, or wants to have a different sensibility to it, or wants to have content that would be unfamiliar to an                        

audience like National Public Radio, that process of negotiating those standards together is part of the learning. 

These are also some of our most highly charged discussions, because as we make decisions and develop standards, these                   

carry over and inform future projects. You say, “Well, remember last time we did this and these were the consequences, so                     

I really think we should go in this direction.” The standards themselves represent an accumulation of knowledge that the                   

group is continually forming together. 

INTERVIEWER 

As you talk, I’m getting this picture of critique as an informal, fluid process, which is different from what often happens in                      

schools. . . 

LS 

The challenge in schools is to create a space for collaborative inquiry that doesn’t conclude in a pre-figured right answer.                    

Those are the sorts of conditions that give rise to critique, where the standards are outside the control of any one person in                       

the room. For example, when we produced a piece about Oakland violence at Youth Radio, we had to make decisions                    

together about whether to include quotes from police officers—who were dealing with the violence on the streets and at the                    

center of policy debates on how the police should be employed—in an otherwise poetic lyrical story. The quality of that                    

conversation is hard to capture in a grade. For us, it’s about “what is going to be the ultimate effect, both on the aesthetic                        

of the piece, but more importantly on the lives of the people involved” and “how will the outlet ultimately determine                    

whether this piece is going to get out to the audiences that we want to reach.” 

This kind of work requires an outward-looking orientation. Amazing teachers are always coming up with ways to get their                   

kids’ work to real audiences. They know that it’s powerful when someone besides them sees their students’ work. But, as                    

an educator in an environment like this, I am really aware that it’s not just important for the students. It’s important for                      

the educators. It makes educators accountable, vulnerable, and invested in a different way when they know they’re not the                   

ones who ultimately determine whether a piece or a project was a success. It’s powers beyond them. 

And part of the work of critique is bringing those outside perspectives and judgments into the room so they become part of                      

what is being discussed, even if no one from that projected audience is physically there. In an imaginary way, they are                     

there, because everybody is bringing their perspectives to bear on the work as it’s being produced. I like to think of critique                      

as a really crowded space. I’ve noticed that in participating in critique, young people aren’t only speaking for themselves                   

but they’re anticipating, imagining or projecting other voices and other perspectives as they assess each other’s work. They                  

situate their own thinking within other people’s ideas and words, other people’s intentions and investments. That has a lot                   

of value as a learning experience for young people. And, in my view, it’s not one they get enough of. 

INTERVIEWER 

So, what can schools learn from places like Youth Radio? 

LS 

I believe the richest place for shared practice across school and non-school spaces has to do with conditions. It’s not about                     



how to assign critique or make critique happen. It’s about how to create those real inquiry-based experiences that require                   

critique, and to infuse those into classrooms, theater projects, science labs, the yearbook, wherever. It’s about intentionally                 

building those conditions into as many places in young people’s lives as we can find, whether it’s in schools or outside of                      

schools. 

The more we can see each other as resources in our work with youth, the better. We work with the same kids. We share                        

many of the same goals. It would benefit all of us if we could establish a more seamless relationship, where students could                      

get credit for the kind of work they do in non-school spaces and teachers could see what students are capable of in those                       

environments. Also, those of us within non-school spaces could learn about the criteria by which student work is judged in                    

schools, so that we can make sure that the learning we do with youth is valuable in the eyes of educators. 

INTERVIEWER 

You’ve written a great deal about critique as a useful form of assessment. Could you talk about that? 

LS 

Critique is making judgments about work. In an organic process, critique happens along the way; it becomes a property of                    

learning, as opposed to something that evaluates the end result. It rises up as a resource and becomes an engine in moving                      

the work forward. When you look at the language that happens in critique, it is very forward-looking. It projects a future                     

for the work that is being produced. There is something really important about that, in the sense that what I am doing is                       

going to matter to me and to this community of producers and to our imagined audience. This speaks to the fact that                      

assessment is something that can feed forward, instead of just feeding back. 

INTERVIEWER 

This sounds like pretty serious work. Is critique fun? 

LS 

Not always. It can be really uncomfortable and argumentative. It can also be very quiet. It reminds me of Stuart Tannock’s                     

idea of “swarming,” where, as young people collaboratively compose something, like kids making a brochure together,                

their conversations start out pretty sequential. One person will talk, then another, and it’s kind of fragmented. But as it                    

picks up steam, Tannock says it becomes this swarming effect, where all of a sudden everybody is fired up, talking at the                      

same time. If you walk into this not knowing what is happening, it can seem chaotic and disorganized and off-task. But                     

really, those moments of swarming are critical in moving the work forward. That’s how I think of critique. It can invigorate                     

that kind of swarming effect; it gets really animated and passionate with all these different perspectives flying about. To                   

me, that’s a good sign that people are caring about what they’re doing. 

INTERVIEWER 

What are you thinking about in your work now? 

LS 

I’m really moving from this idea of using critique in work with youth to the broader idea of a collegial pedagogy, where                      

adult professionals in a field and young people emerging into that field come together to carry out shared projects and                    

create original work for outside audiences. 

This is different from collaborative learning. Collaborative learning implies that there is still an adult who has all the                   

answers, and who is hopefully doing a good job of engaging young people in authentic questions and practices, to a point                     



where they can become full participants in a given field. 

In collegial pedagogy, young people and adults carry out projects together where they are truly dependent on one another                   

to get the work done. Both parties come in with a certain set of skills, experiences and social networks. This kind of                      

pedagogy values the perspectives and questions that young people bring, and the sensibilities they have that may be                  

unfamiliar to the adults. In Youth Radio, we really try to create projects where youth and adults need each other, where                     

young people lead the inquiry, and where public accountability comes from those outside the production process. Since                 

both parties are invested and vulnerable regarding the ultimate evaluation of the product, critique becomes a necessary                 

resource for solving problems and evolving the work toward its final release. 

At Youth Radio, the author of the piece gets the final say in what the piece looks like. This needs to be there. Otherwise, it’s                         

the adults driving the inquiry, making the judgments and owning the process. So young people have the ultimate say. But,                    

they have to situate their own perspectives, desires, analysis and intentions within the larger context of what the work                   

needs to do in the world, what its purpose truly is. 

 

 

To learn more about Lissa’s work at Youth Radio and her research on critique and collegial pedagogy, check out the                    

following: 

Chavez, Vivian & Soep, Elisabeth (2005). Youth Radio and the pedagogy of collegiality. Harvard Educational Review,                

75(4), 409-434. 

Soep, Elisabeth (2006). Critique: Assessment and the production of learning. Teachers College Record, 108(4), 748-777. 

Soep, Elisabeth & Chavez, Vivian (forthcoming). Drop that knowledge: Youth Radio stories. Berkeley: University of               

California Press. 

You can also access Teach Youth Radio curriculum resources that offer lesson ideas building on youth-produced stories at: 

http://www.youthradio.org/archives/teach-youth-radio 

http://dropthatknowledge.wordpress.com 

 

 

http://www.youthradio.org/archives/teach-youth-radio
http://dropthatknowledge.wordpress.com/
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It’s the winter of 2006 and High Tech High International has gone from being a high school to                  

a crime scene within a matter of hours. The scene is gruesome. Bodies lie at odd angles on the                   

stage and under the stairwell in the central commons. Blood is spattered everywhere. The              

atmosphere is grim, eerie even, as the would-be jurors are led in through the main doors. This                 

isn’t the traditional procedure for a trial, but then, this was no traditional crime. 

Dark footprints lead the way up the stairs and back through the dimly-lit corridors of the                

building. One by one, the jurors enter the room. There is talking, but it is soft, hushed. No one                   

in attendance knows what to expect upon entering the makeshift courtroom. 

“Welcome, ladies and gentlemen,” the lawyer for the prosecution begins, striding forward            

confidently and making eye contact with the jury. She’s young and self-assured, but the people               

watching from the audience look unsure of how to react to her composedness. Hasn’t she seen                

the bodies downstairs? “I want to thank you for coming this evening. Tonight justice will be in                 

your hands, and I trust you will come to agree with me as I prove that the murders that took                    

place downstairs were orchestrated by the man sitting at the table across from me. The man                

known…as Macbeth!” 

No, this is not a real trial. The bodies in the front of the school are made of cloth and stuffing,                     

the jury is composed of parents, and the judges, lawyers, witnesses, and defendants are all               

students. This play, “The Law & Order Project,” in which both the actors and the audience get                 

to participate, is an exhibition of class work that spanned over several months. 

The Law and Order project was the creation of one of HTHI’s tenth grade teaching teams:                

Ross Roemer and Teresa Chin. The two chose to combine their disciplines of humanities and               

science for one of the larger, in-depth projects that took place in the 2006-2007 academic               

year. Projects like these are one of the main cornerstones of High Tech High’s teaching               

philosophy of project-based learning. In my time at High Tech High International, I have              

found projects to be some of the most thought-provoking occasions of learning. 

What I liked about the Law and Order project was that it was very hands-on, because I learn                  

more when I can literally “grasp” a concept. Forensics, for example, which Teresa taught our               

class about in preparation for the project, was a science that I understood better by putting                

into practice. Our class did a chromatography lab to determine which pen out of a selection                

produced the “mystery ink” on a piece of paper. Having hands-on components to the lesson               

helped me understand the content and prepared me for my role as a forensic scientist in the                 



play. 

Ross was able to take an often tedious task and make it into something engaging. For some                 

students who do not like literature analysis and book reports, having the opportunity to write               

plays was a refreshing alternative. It allowed for creativity within the bounds of having to still                

think about what we read. 

As a team, Ross and Teresa’s work together for this project was just as important as their work                  

apart. The fact that they laid out the groundwork before starting the project definitely had an                

impact on its direction and overall success. Students were given a rubric with a list of each                 

component of the project and its due date, assigned individual roles with descriptions of              

exactly what they entailed, and had specific times set aside to work on the project in class.                 

Ross said it best when I interviewed him about the project: “Set specific deadlines for the                

students. Don’t just say: You’ve got a project due in three months, go!” 

One aspect of the project that I appreciated in particular was how Ross and Teresa handled                

group work. Group projects are often the most difficult for students who have not had               

previous experience with them, especially in the ninth and tenth grade years. Our teachers set               

up the Law and Order project so that it had both individual and group assignments.               

Individual work included writing the plays, making note cards, reviewing the literature, and             

memorizing lines. Group work was comfortable in that it was low-key; the labs were done in                

groups, but labs only took a few days to complete and were not high-pressure but rather                

investigatory. For the tasks involved with set production, we were split into small, specialized              

groups based on interest, such as sewing, painting, and building. Because the project was              

structured in this way, there was less pressure on the individual, making the atmosphere more               

cooperative than constrained. 

The culmination of our work came on exhibition night, at which the scene I described earlier                

took place. This was when our classes came together to put on our mock trials, presenting                

what we had learned about forensics, law, and government. We set up crime scenes, presented               

our arguments, and had the audiences decide the outcome. 

When I began to explore what project-based learning meant to me, I sought out the opinions                

of several teachers for some alternative perspectives. Several of the HTHI teachers I spoke              

with put strong emphasis on the student “hook” or “buy-in,” stressing student interest as a key                

ingredient in a project’s success. As Rachel Ching, a tenth grade geometry/chemistry teacher,             

put it, “I want something where the connection to content is real and authentic. Also               



something where—maybe not for all the students, but hopefully for some of them—there’s a              

hook to it. So it could be that they get to work in a dark room, or they get to dunk their head in                        

a bucket. Whatever it is, as long at there’s some hook that’ll get them into the content.” 

What was the Law and Order project’s hook? There was something for everyone, but for me it                 

was a “sandwich board.” As a greeter at our culminating event, I wore a large sign around my                  

neck with the words “Ask Me about Macbeth” painted across the front and back. These signs                

had a bit of a rapport with the class, whose reaction to Ross’ original board (“Ask Me about                  

Ender’s Game”) was a mixture of fascination and amusement. At any other school, wearing a               

large sign in front of other students might be seen as un-cool, but students were actually                

asking Ross if they could wear them around campus during lunch. No one seemed to mind                

having to talk about books; in fact, many of my classmates, myself included, loved having               

people come up to us and asking questions. It was a hook that kept hooking, getting more                 

people interested in the project as it progressed. 

These days, it seems that schools sacrifice student interest for other, seemingly more             

important priorities. But without any kind of “buy-in,” it seems hardly reasonable to expect a               

student to learn anything. John Santos, the eleventh grade biology teacher at HTHI, explains              

this in detail: “It’s a matter of trying to look at how you create a project so that students learn                    

to understand the concept, but also connect that to something bigger. Because if there’s no               

connection to something bigger, it’s not applicable, and I don’t think there’s that buy-in you               

want to see with the kids.” He adds, “You look at teaching anybody anything; you’re going to                 

teach the person by involving them. I don’t know why in school we would treat it any other                  

way.” 

Mollie’s Project Tips for Teachers 

● Prepare a clear set of instructions to pass out to students. While you may be giving them 

a great deal of freedom with the project, there still need to be clear guidelines so that 

your students know what you expect from them. 

 

● Distribute a rubric with each component of the project and its due date. Having specific 

deadlines will help students organize and cause less confusion later. 

 

● Devise a “hook” to the project. To get students more involved in a project, you need to 

get them interested first. A hook can be any kind of attention-grabber, such as a lab, 



demonstration, or activity. 

 

● Include a hands-on component to the project. Whether it is an activity, a lab, or a game, 

having a hands-on component helps students to grasp the concepts. 

 

● Have individual components to group projects. This will ease the pressure on the 

individual in a group setting and allow for more productive time spent on the project. 

 

● Arrange some kind of presentation, or exhibition, of the project. After all the work that 

goes into the project, students appreciate the acknowledgment of the work that they 

did, in whatever form that takes. 
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Flash back. It’s the exciting beginning of a new school year. For the next six weeks I have the                   

simple goal of getting to know these new personalities and figuring out how to teach 24 very                 

different little beings. I turn on the cheesy UB40 song “The Way You Do the Things You Do.”                  

It is my anticipatory set to a review lesson on analogies. I have decided to kill two birds with                   

one stone, and do a little assessment of how these kids write figuratively and how they feel                 

about math. We listen…You got a smile so bright you know you could have been a candle. I’m                  

holding you so tight you know you could have been a handle... They quickly catch on to the                  

comparisons and we brainstorm analogies in the form of similes and metaphors. The goal              

today is for each student to figuratively describe themselves as mathematicians using an             

analogy. I model expectations, and off they go. 

As I walk around the room, pencils diligently writing (it’s the beginning of the year and they                 

are still trying to impress me) I am intrigued by the variation in their analogies. Victoria is like                  

the ocean tide. Jose is like a wolf hunting prey. There is a racehorse, a sandcastle being built, a                   

harsh flame scattered through unvoiced trees (I’m not joking), a helicopter, and a river. There               

is also a snail, a sloth, a crashing airplane, and a runner in last place. Beyond this initial                  

opening statement the assignment asks that they explain their analogy. One student, Nick,             

wrote the following: 

“As a mathematician I am like a speeding racecar. The track I race on is the                

problem I must overcome and solve. The wild turns and curves are the crucial info               

to crack the problem. My first lap I gather my info as I read over the problem. I                  

start to solve it on my second lap as I zoom past the other cars at the speed of                   

sound. I go to the pit stop to refuel and rethink my answer to the question. On the                  

final lap I check my answers so I don’t make any mistakes. I shoot over the finish                 

line, the checkered flag waves and the crowd roars with wonder as I finish my               

problem. I have won 1st place, Problem Solved!” 

This makes a lot of sense. Nick scored advanced on his state math test. Also, when I asked                  

students to look at the seven intelligences and describe what kind of learner they were, Nick                

chose logical /mathematical. I would say he had a knack for the verbal/linguistic too after               

reading his analogy—not bad for a nine year old. 

At the other end of the spectrum is the student who is the runner in last place, who describes                   

how everyone is passing him and how that makes him feel like giving up. I also have those in                   

the middle, like Victoria, who described herself as the ocean tide; sometimes the tide was               



moving fast and sometimes sitting still. My favorite part—I was her moon, directing lessons              

and providing her with help and guidance. 

I knew before the year started that I would have a class of students who ran the gamut in                   

ability levels in every subject. We all do, every year. But the most significant reminder I came                 

away with was this: I had students who loathed math and some who probably dreaded it on a                  

daily basis. Add to this the hour of math in class and the 20 - 30 minutes of math homework                    

each day, and I was sure that math was not going to be the only thing they hated by the end of                      

the year. So what should I do? 

I began by questioning my math practices. For the past eight years, my annual planning               

process at the end of each summer has looked almost identical. I lug the enormous Everyday                

Math box to the middle of my ridiculously colorful US rug in my classroom. I sit with my                  

standards, my prior year’s Math-at-a-Glance calendar and my notes. I take out all of the               

teacher’s manuals and references—there are over ten in this program—and flip through them             

looking at my shorthand comments. These comments, which I usually can’t make out, consist              

mostly of timelines and reminders of things to not “waste” too much time on. 

I wish I could say that my focus has been on how I was going to build mathematically                  

powerful students who could solve problems and communicate their understanding. But every            

year I am stricken with accountability anxiety as I look through all of the concepts I am                 

supposed to teach. Hours later I end up in the center of a mathematical rainbow of teacher’s                 

manuals, student workbooks, and supplemental materials. I finish with another          

Year-At-A-Glance calendar. This time it moves even faster than the prior year and cuts out all                

of the “fluff” units such as the fun tessellation project and the US driving project, or it saves                  

them until the end of the year, post-testing. 

 

Realizing this was a gigantic red flag. I needed a more important purpose in teaching math                

than covering content, a central focus more significant than making sure my students ended              

up proficient and advanced on state tests. What did I really want for these kids, especially                

those who had been through five years of school and still hated math? When I reflected on this                  

question I realized I not only wanted all of my students to enjoy math, but I wanted them to                   

feel secure and confident in their ability to tackle math problems. I also wanted to make sure                 

they were challenged and thinking critically. 



I began searching for ways to achieve these goals by leaving my teacher’s manuals behind, and                

picking up books like Five Easy Steps to a Balanced Math Curriculum (Ainsworth, 2000),              

How Social and Emotional Development Add Up (Haynes, Ben-Avie, & Ensign, 2003), and             

The Homework Myth (Kohn, 2006) among others. The great thing about Amazon.com is its              

magical ability to know what books are good for you based on your previous purchases. One of                 

the books it suggested was Jack Frohlichstein’s Mathematical Fun, Games, and Puzzles            

(1962). The book began by asking questions such as, “Have you ever wondered why the               

number 13 is considered unlucky? Did you know that many hotels eliminate the number 13 in                

marking their floors and numbering their rooms? Have you ever heard that odd numbers are               

considered masculine and even numbers in many cultures are feminine? Can you think why?”              

I couldn’t put down this little old relic of a book. The history of arithmetic and numbers was                  

intriguing, and the games and puzzles sections were fascinating. As I read, I couldn’t help               

thinking, “Michael, my last place runner, would love this” or “Marshall, my mathematical             

sloth, would think this was cool.” Then I thought, what if I started bringing in these games                 

and puzzles and trying them out as a way of teaching math to everyone, not just as an option                   

of what early finishers could do? 

I began to feel like I was on the right track when I attended a conference held by the California                    

Association of the Gifted (CAG) a month later. I teach at a school that uses strategies                

developed for gifted children with all our children, so I was hoping to find ideas on how to                  

meet the needs of my confident and not-so-confident math students. At the conference, it              

seemed that almost every hour there was another workshop focused on math games. I went to                

Double Dare You Math Games, Marvelous Math Games, Math Games for the Gifted, and              

more. Not only was I enjoying attending a conference on a weekend, but I was excited about                 

bringing these ideas back to my students. In each session, there was another reason for               

integrating games into my math curriculum. Presenters described math games as engaging for             

all, naturally differentiated, and open-ended; math games encouraged strategic thinking,          

planning, and communication; and perhaps most importantly, they promoted positive          

attitudes toward math. 

So, what all began as a figurative writing review lesson became the driving force for rethinking                

how I approach math in my classroom. I am eager to see what happens for my students as I                   

integrate more math games into the curriculum. I hope that those students who saw              

themselves as dying flowers or dried up rivers will find other analogies to describe themselves               

as mathematicians. We’ll see. . . 



Resources and References 

To learn more about how to integrate math games and interactive math tutorials into your               

teaching, check out the following website: 

http://www.homeschoolmath.net/online/math_games_fun.php 

  

Ainsworth, L (2000). Five easy steps to a balanced math program for upper elementary              

teachers. Inglewood, CO: Advanced Learning Centers. 

Assouline, S. & Lupkowski-Shoplik, A. (2003) Developing mathematical talent: A guide for            

challenging and educating gifted students. Waco, TX: Prufrock Press.  

Assouline, S. & Lupkowski-Shoplik, A. (2005). Developing math talent: A guide for educating             

gifted and advanced learners in math. Waco, TX: Prufrock Press. 

 

Frohlichstein, Jack (1962). Mathematical fun, games, and puzzles. New York: Dover           

Publications. 

Haynes, N. M., Ben-Avie, M. & Ensign, J. (2003). How social and emotional development              

add up: Getting results in math and science education. New York: Teachers College Press. 

Johnson, David & Johnson, Roger (1991). Learning mathematics and cooperative learning           

lesson plans for teachers. Edina, MN: Interaction Book Company. 

Johnson, S. (2005). Math education for gifted students (Gifted Child Today Reader). Waco,             

TX: Prufrock Press. 

Kohn, A. (2006). The homework myth: Why our kids get too much of a bad thing.                

Cambridge: De Capo Press. 
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The author, a kindergarten teacher, analyzes a classroom interaction in light of his own              

experience, child development theory, and models for socio-emotional pedagogy. 

One day about midway through the last school year, my students were cleaning the room and                

getting ready to go home. We have two large bins of Legos, which are highly popular with my                  

students. My assistant, Carrie, brought one student into the classroom to talk to me from out                

in the hall, where she had found him filling his backpack with a large assortment of Legos.                 

When Carrie described what had occurred, Anthony hung his head. I asked him what he had                

been doing and he said, “I was stealing some Legos.” I asked him what the problem was with                  

taking Legos home. He said, “Because then we won’t have any left to play with in the                 

classroom.” I agreed with him, and I said, “But you really wanted to take some home, didn’t                 

you?” At this point Anthony began to cry and nodded his head. I then said, “So why don’t you                   

ask me if you can take some home.” He looked up and said, “Could I?” I responded, “Will you                   

bring them back?” To which he replied, “Yes!” 

The next day, Anthony returned to school with all the Legos he had borrowed and put them                 

back in the bin. He proudly told some of his classmates what had happened, and their                

response was, predictably, “Can we take some home, too?” I told the students that if they                

wanted to borrow something from the classroom, all they had to do was ask, and let me know                  

that they would return it the following day. I also said that sometimes I might say no,                 

depending on the item, or the day. For the rest of the year, students routinely took home                 

Legos and brought them back the following day. At times they would forget, or might have lost                 

a piece. Michael at one point brought in all the Legos he had borrowed, neatly stored in a                  

Ziploc bag, and said, “I have all the pieces, but I can’t find one guy. I’ll look for it tonight and                     

bring it back tomorrow.” And he did. We did not lose one Lego piece through the entire year.                  

Some of the parents told me that their students had many of their own Legos at home, but the                   

pieces from school carried extra significance, and their children kept those pieces separate             

while playing with them. 

This incident has remained vivid in my mind for two reasons. First, these kinds of things                

happen in classrooms every day; students take things that don’t belong to them, are careless,               

and misuse or break things. Second, as teachers, we are challenged with responding to these               

situations in ways that will help students learn from their mistakes. Our school’s approach is               

to focus on the socio-emotional aspects of learning and to help children develop an              

understanding of themselves, their emotions, their behaviors and impulses, and the impact of             

their actions on others. In thinking about the approaches I take with my students, this               



incident is a powerful illustration of three areas of research that have guided my evolving               

thinking and practice. 

Reward, Punishment, and Consequences 

On the surface, my response to Anthony may have seemed as if I was rewarding bad behavior.                 

In years past, my response would likely have been different. A teacher’s classroom is a very                

personal space—in some ways, an extension of their home. When our personal effects or              

classroom supplies are stolen or mistreated, we have emotional responses to those invasions.             

On one level I felt angry that Anthony had been trying to steal something from my classroom.                 

Earlier in my career, I might have tried to devise a punishment that would “teach him a                 

lesson” about honesty and responsibility and make him unlikely to repeat the behavior. Part              

of that response might also have soothed my anger and frustration; something along the lines               

of “You can’t play with the Legos for the rest of the week,” or “We’re going to talk to the                    

principal about this.” 

 

 

Students share Legos and other toys. 

I also know that this type of response would most likely have been ineffective. Anthony’s               

actions were impulsive, and in my experience children learn very little about self-regulation             

and how to manage their impulses through punishment or extrinsic reward. As Alfie Kohn              

(1993) asserts, the use of punishment and reward instill “temporary compliance” in children,             

but do very little to help them internalize altruistic behaviors and attitudes. This is because               

learning is a reflective process. For emotional and social learning as well as academic learning,               

part of the learning process is the struggle to rationalize and integrate existing knowledge or               

behaviors with new information. 



Boud, Keough and Walker (1987) argue that the way to enhance learning is to strengthen the                

links between the experience and opportunities for reflection. These opportunities require the            

learner to recall the experience in intentional ways while attending to feelings that are              

associated with the experience; drawing on positive feelings or removing “obstructing           

feelings” (p. 26). To do this effectively the learner’s attention must be focused on the salient                

aspects of the problem—not, for example, on the adult handing out the consequence. Part of               

my response to Anthony was based on my understanding of this process. I asked him what the                 

problem was, and he responded appropriately, demonstrating that he knew the consequences            

of his actions: “If I take them, we won’t have any left to play with.” Any continued attempts on                   

my part to make a lasting impression on him would only have diverted his attention from his                 

own actions, and focused them on me, or on the consequence he would be required to endure. 

Furthermore, one of the outcomes of punishment is that it makes children self-centered             

(Kohn, 2006). They become focused on what the ramifications of their actions are for them:               

I’m going to get in trouble, or I need to take steps to avoid the punishment. An example of this                    

self-centered focus can be seen in many children’s responses to the question, “Why is it not                

okay to hit someone?” A common response is, “Because you’ll get in trouble.” The real               

problem, however, is that you’ll hurt them.1 In Anthony’s situation, I wanted his attention to               

be focused on the fact that if he took the Legos, they would not be available in the classroom. 

Authoritative Practice 

Anthony’s ability to be openly reflective during this incident is due, in part, to the relationship                

I cultivated with him throughout the year. He knows he can trust me. If he had been fearful of                   

my response, it would have inhibited his ability to engage openly with me. He needed to know                 

that I would handle any response from him with empathy and understanding. 

The way I relate to my students can best be described as “authoritative,” which is not the same                  

thing as “authoritarian.” In studies of the relationships between parents and children, Diana             

Baumrind (1991) identified a typology consisting of two ways of interacting with children:             

responsiveness and demandingness. Responsiveness refers to “the extent to which parents           

intentionally foster individuality, self-regulation, and self-assertion by being attuned,         

supportive, and acquiescent to children’s special needs and demands” (p. 62).           

Demandingness, or “behavioral control,” refers to “the claims parents make on children to             

become integrated into the family whole, by their maturity demands, supervision, disciplinary            

efforts and willingness to confront the child who disobeys” (p. 61-62). Authoritarian practices             



are high in demandingness and low in responsiveness, while permissive practices are high in              

responsiveness and low in demandingness. In contrast, authoritative parenting styles are           

marked by high levels of both behavioral control and responsiveness, which fosters higher             

levels of social competence, self-efficacy, and self-regulation in children. 

So what does authoritative practice look like in my classroom? My daily interactions with my               

students include many opportunities for defining and articulating both academic and           

behavioral expectations. We have regular conversations and role-plays that clarify in quite            

exacting detail what these expectations look like. At the same time, I work purposefully to               

nurture and support each child’s emotional needs, getting to know and understand them,             

anticipating their emotional responses to experiences, and helping them communicate these           

emotions in effective ways. When I do have to correct a child’s behavior, as I did with                 

Anthony, I do so calmly and gently, while trying to gain an understanding of the emotional                

factors that contributed to the behavior. What I try to do, in effect, is to maintain a high level                   

of responsiveness within the interactions in which I am being demanding with my students. 

I’m not just doing this to be nice. By responding to Anthony in a responsive and nurturing                 

manner, I am helping to “wire” his mind in ways that fundamentally influence his sense of                

self, and his relationships throughout his lifetime. As children develop supportive and secure             

relationships with caregivers—be they parents or teachers—they gain the confidence to           

explore their expanding world (Pianta, 1998).2 They also begin to self-regulate, which            

increases their ability to distinguish between appropriate and inappropriate behavior, to           

sustain attention, and to regulate their emotions (Howes and Ritchie, 2002). All of these              

predispositions are critical factors associated with success in school and interpersonal           

relationships. 

Personal Narrative as Prophesy 

Anthony is an exuberant and enthusiastic little boy and brings a great deal of energy to the                 

classroom. By his own admission, he “gets in trouble a lot.” One of my concerns for my                 

students is that the narratives they use to think about and describe themselves can become               

self-fulfilling prophecies. My response to Anthony, asking him to ask me if he could take the                

Legos home, came from my desire to help him develop a positive sense of self, to see himself                  

as an honest person. In my experience, repeated consequences or punishments often have the              

effect of creating and reinforcing negative internal attributions in children: “I’m a trouble             

maker.” These internal narratives can profoundly influence an individual’s self-concept and, I            



believe can become predictors of future behaviors. 

My response also came from my desire to help Anthony see that he had control over his                 

choices and behavior.3 Many children explain their impulses in negative external ways: “I             

couldn’t help it.” It’s as if some external force came over them. By asking Anthony to ask for                  

the Legos, I was hoping to help him understand that he could monitor his emotions and be                 

proactive in taking care of them, rather than developing a view of himself as dishonest and a                 

victim of his own whims. 

 

Summing Up 

While one interaction is not sufficient to help children internalize a positive self-concept and              

develop emotional and behavioral regulation, episodes like this one with Anthony serve to             

remind me of some of the complexities at play in human development. Most people, myself               

included, have grown up and gone to school with the adults in our lives using some aspects of                  

behaviorist principles to manage our behaviors. These principles include rewarding desired           

behaviors with reinforcing stimuli, or discouraging behaviors with negative stimuli. Given our            

own histories, these practices can often become the default way of teaching and redirecting              

children. They are seen as the natural way human beings learn. Current research—discussed             

here and in more detail in the endnotes—provides us with overwhelming evidence that this is               

not the case. 

Throughout my career people have told me that I am a “natural” with children. This is only                 

partially true. Parts of me are temperamentally suited to working with children. What has              

been most helpful to me throughout my career, however, is an interest in finding out why                

children behave and respond and interact the way they do. I want to know what is going on in                   

their minds as they learn and develop. Developmental learning theories provide insights to             

these questions. They also profoundly inform my practice, day by day, moment by moment in               

interactions such as this one with Anthony—in a way, I hope, that contributes to my students’                

development as independent, autonomous learners and thoughtful citizens. 

 

Notes 



1 
At Explorer we recently conducted an informal, unscientific study about this very idea.

 
             

Twenty children from various grade levels were asked, “Why is it not okay to hit someone?”                

Ten of the children had been attending the school for more than one year. The other ten were                  

new to the school. Nine of the first group’s responses reflected the impact on the other child                 

(“It would hurt them”), while seven of the children new to the school responded in a way that                  

reflected the impact for themselves (“You’ll get in trouble”). 

2 
These ideas are grounded in Attachment Theory, an area of developmental research focused

 
             

on the attachment relationships between children and their caregivers. Infants and toddlers            

form attachment relationships with primary caregivers who provide nurturing social          

interactions for them (Siegel, 1999). As the child grows, these relationships become stable             

anchors that allow children to explore their expanding worlds and that facilitate their learning              

(Pianta, 1998). They also become models for future relationships through childhood and into             

adulthood. 

3 
People construct different types of theories everyday to explain why something happens.

 
            

Attribution Theory refers to the internal cognitive theories that people develop to explain their              

experiences and behaviors (Weiner, 1986). Some of these theories locate control within the             

person; positive and negative examples of internal theories are “I did well on the test because                

I am a good test taker, and I studied hard,” or “I did poorly on the test because I’m bad at                     

math.” Other theories locate control outside the person; positive and negative examples of             

external theories are “I did well on the test because my teacher is good at communicating and                 

cares about my learning,” or “I did poorly on the test because it was unfair.” 

There is an aspect of controllability to each of these attributions, in how much control the                

person feels they have over events or outcomes. If a person views effort as controllable, they                

can do something different the next time and achieve a different outcome. If they feel an                

attribute is intricately linked with their personality (“That’s just the way I am”), they may               

assume that the outcome will be the same no matter what they do. My hope, in working with                  

children, is to help them separate particular behaviors from presumed personality traits, and             

to assist them in developing a sense of control over their responses to external factors. 
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