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This chapter takes the reader on a journey into the life of two adjoining multi-age classrooms, one primary (first-thru-third grade) and the other upper elementary (fourth thru sixth grade) in a socially diverse urban public elementary school.  The classrooms are unusual in their vision of a coherent first-thru-sixth grade curriculum that inspires appropriately challenging work for all of the children, including the oldest and youngest.  The teamed teachers enjoy a continual collaborative relationship around a shared commitment to an integrated arts-based curriculum where the children’s questions, responses and products from today’s pursuits find their way into future lesson plans.  This process of spiraling curriculum, which takes its inspiration from John Dewey (1990/1902), determines the organic quality of these classrooms where growth is experienced on multiple levels.    

Selected vignettes and descriptive summaries focused on specific lessons and activities in both classrooms during one day of this teaching team’s ongoing urban-rural unit will reflect an expansive interpretation of “inclusive” classrooms.  The team’s long-term study and comparison of urban and rural environments exemplifies the broad and content-rich themes that insure coherence, flexibility and challenge in classroom life.  Related, the reader will be presented with evidence that the commitment to arts integration as the motor of the curriculum is both inspired by and makes possible the enactment of such an expansive conception of inclusion.  

The adjoining multi-age primary and upper elementary classrooms, whose collaborative urban-rural unit is explored anecdotally in this chapter represent a “best practices” composite.  That is, the school, teachers, curriculum and these specific adjoining classrooms, including the children and their families and the multiple communities to which they belong, are based on the author's own teaching and her research and observations of “best practices” in a wide range of classrooms and community arts projects over many years.  

The author has identified five broad principles that organize and/or characterize the life of both classrooms.  For the purposes of this narrative-based research they will also serve to organize this chapter:

1) The featured teaching team relies on the families of the children in the classroom and members of the communities that circumscribe the school, both for teaching artists who can collaborate with them as curriculum-makers, and for creative, humanistic and artistic inspiration for the curriculum in general.  Further, the team is assertive about finding and using the arts resources available in the community. 

2) Morning meeting is a business meeting where all parties concerned help to organize the day and clarify expectations.   Issues of appropriate behavior are negotiated in a manner that re-sets the tone each morning; the point is for children to be attentive enough to enjoy the fruits of this exciting curriculum, to not “miss out” because they have allowed themselves to become distracted from the important and gratifying business at hand.  

3) Specific artistic techniques and challenging historical information are taught to the children, giving them the tools to enrich their independent work and create high quality, and therefore gratifying written, graphic and plastic (3-dimensional) products.  

4) Constant blocks of time are provided for play and independent exploration of the rich resources available.  Products of play and independent exploration periods are prominently displayed in the classroom and efforts are consistently made to spiral curriculum from interesting pursuits of the children initiated during these blocks of time.  

5) Often unpredictable classroom incidents and accidents are used to spiral curriculum.  In other words, the need to respond appropriately to real and interesting occurrences, certainly part of what gives life meaning, becomes the context for further learning.  Even events of systematic instruction in these classrooms acquire a “response to…” context that makes them compelling. 

The bulk of this chapter is organized into five sections, each correlated with one of the five broad principles identified above.  In turn, each of these principles is used to place specific aspects of the rich curriculum of the two classrooms in a highly pragmatic context.   At least one vignette or description centered on curriculum or the negotiation of behavioral norms is offered to concretize the principle’s implications for classroom practice.  Yet the broad principles provide an accessible link between the curriculum itself and the theory that motivates that curriculum.  Therefore, theoretical discussion and/or interpretation that speaks to both the vignettes and the highlighted principle of each section is typically labeled and set apart from the vignette for the reader’s ease.  Occasionally such discussion is more seamlessly woven into the content of the vignette, reminding the reader that thoughtful teaching represents the continual enactment of the teachers’ best response (informed by theory) to what happens in the classrooms and the communities in which they are situated.  In turn, such thoughtful response can generate new theory. 

It is clear that some of the vignettes correlate equally well with more than one principle; in some cases the author’s matching may feel arbitrary.  Yet the ease with which the curriculum can be correlated to multiple principles might be seen as an argument for the cohesiveness and thoughtfulness of all aspects of classroom life. 

An introduction to the featured teaching team and its general guiding perspectives or philosophy follows below and immediately precedes the five sections.  After the five sections a brief conclusion summarizes the chapter’s content with an emphasis on the transferability of its “lessons”.
Social Reconstructionism as Guiding Philosophy
The perspective of the featured teaching team is that the arts are about creating or making things happen in response to interpreted experiences of life in community.  But the community cited in the definition, both practically and theoretically, represents many communities.  It includes the actual families of the children in these classrooms and the multiple communities to which they belong ethnically, geographically, historically and geo-politically.  Whenever possible, these communities are invited to be active players in the curriculum. 

The teaching team’s practices confirm its members’ belief in “social reconstructionist” teaching.  Although related to “constructivism”, “social reconstructionism” is the philosophy that grounds the educative project of reconstructing society to make it socially equitable (Kliebard, 1987; Sleeter, 1999).  The curriculum of social reconstructionist classrooms, then, is characterized by intentionality with regard to the selecting and passing on to learners of knowledge considered useful and important by communities interested in challenging social inequities and promoting democracy.  Such knowledge then becomes the basis for experiential learning in the classroom and local community as part of a process of reconstructing the cultural worlds of the school community and the communities that circumscribe it; this reconstructive process is deemed the goal of education.  Some of the vignettes in the chapter should illustrate for readers how the relationship of mutual responsibility between the classrooms and these overlapping communities helps this teaching team determine what to teach, how to teach it and to whom.  In the two featured classrooms it is assumed that the children, often in collaboration with one another and their teachers, parents and community members, will generate new understandings in response to knowledge made available both through text and experience.  Both the knowledge presented and the new understandings take the form of some combination of language, graphic, music, culinary, plastic, or building arts.

Again, speaking specifically to the theme of this book, classrooms with strongly arts-focused curriculum can provide unique data with regard to a continual balance between constructivist practices and systematic instruction that social reconstructionism requires, precisely because the curriculum keeps demanding creation, and therefore illuminates those underlying skills and knowledge bases required to make very different creative acts possible.  Although some children learn this knowledge and these skills through the interpretive and creative activities themselves, the overwhelming majority of children need systematic instruction in some areas, some of the time.
Therefore, the classrooms are guided by the belief that certain skills and some previous knowledge are always required in order to understand and produce interpretation; this belief is both observable and explicitly stated.  Members of the teaching team articulate with and for the children the (loose) division of much of the work they pursue together into the categories “practice for…” and “the real thing”.  “The real thing” includes the work of understanding, interpreting, and creating, while “practice for…” generally applies to phonetic decoding skills, math facts and formulas including skills with measurement, research and study skills, procedural knowledge with regard to use of art and science materials, and information deemed useful to memorize or “know”.  Sometimes this last category includes the historical background to appreciate a particular art form or innovation or to understand how some idea became thinkable.

Often, but not always, systematic instruction supports the sequential building of a set of skills and therefore correlates with the “practice for” category, in that these sometimes sequentially-acquired skills are required in order to pursue analytic, interpretive and creative work, but in and of themselves, do not constitute analytic, interpretive or creative work.  Yet the reader will hopefully appreciate that in these classrooms aspects of the process by which children are given access to artistic texts of all types – graphic, literate, visual, and plastic - can be both systematic and constructivist. The sometime fluidity of these categories will be explored further in the discussions that examine more deeply the practice implications of each of the five principles. 

Principle one: The featured teaching team relies on the families of the children in 

the classroom and members of the communities that circumscribe the school.

Vignette #1: Tuesday morning before school

It is 7:45 a.m. and eight-year-old Luis has returned from the main office to his multi-age primary classroom carrying forty copies of the following poem:
COTTON PICKIN TIME

Early, Early on Saturday Morning

Ever so slowly I climb out of bed

Find myself a string to hold up my britches

Make a newspaper hat to put on my head

Make my way into the Kitchen

Help myself to the syrup and bread.

Throw my daddy's old shirt on my back

Pull my raggedy sneakers upon my feet

getting myself ready to go to the cotton patch

Gotta help my mother make ends meet.

The big green truck pulls up to the door

Like sheep to the slaughter we all pile in

The family and me, everybody on the back!

To be driven to the fields where the pickin’ will begin.

From sun up to sun down we'll labor

Row after row we'll pick 

headache, finger ache, back ache, never mind 

I ain’t got time to be sick.

The grass still all wet with dew

Although its morning, there is yet no sun 

And my legs get wet from my knees on down 

Not exactly my idea of fun.

But the two bucks a day

which will be my pay

Gotta go along way.

  So I get used to it. Its no big deal

  That's the way it is.  I don't complain

  It's not blood!

  Besides before this day is over.  It'll be so hot 

  I'll be wishing for that dew.  And praying for rain 

  or a flood.

  'Cause when them cotton bows get open

  And I ain’t got a dime

  It don't matter about the weather

  For me, it's Cotton Pickin’ Time!                     Henry J. Ausbey  (unpublished poem)
Two of Luis' teachers, Mrs. D. and Mrs. R. greet both Luis and the poem with enthusiasm.  Local African American minister, Reverend Ausbey, wrote the poem when he was sixteen years old about his experience at that time growing up as son of a Mississippi sharecropper.  Now a clergyman-activist in this medium-sized city in central New York State, Reverand Ausbey is the minister of Luis’ family’s small Haitian congregation and an advocate for new immigrant families in this historic refugee resettlement area, many of whose children, like Luis, attend this high-poverty public urban elementary school.  

The consulting special education teacher in Luis’ classroom, Ms. R., had recently attended the "Opening" for the Saratoga Cultural Histories Mural featuring Reverand Ausbey’s poem.  The mural was painted at a municipal housing authority residence where Luis’ family lives, less than a mile from school.  It was a project of the elementary teacher education program from which Ms. R. graduated and whose student teachers she and her team regularly sponsor.  

Last week, there was a regular parent conference for Luis, which included Ms. R., his regular classroom teacher Mrs. D., Luis, both of his parents and his grandmother.  Knowing that Luis’ family attended the small Haitian congregation to which Reverend Ausbey ministered, and that Luis' entire extended family had attended the mural opening, Ms. R. had arranged during the conference that Luis would request permission from Reverend Ausbey to copy the poem for use in their team’s current urban-rural unit.  It was also agreed at that conference that Luis would have the poem duplicated in the office as part of his before-school-helper assignment, a job held at least once during each school term by every child on this team. 

After Mrs. R., Mrs. D. and Luis reached agreement to wait until morning meeting to distribute Reverand Ausbey’s poem, the two teachers sent Luis next door to the multi-age upper elementary classroom, where he would continue his before-school-helper job.  Here Luis works with Mr. G., the teaching assistant who divides his assignment between Luis’ classroom and this one.  Mr. G. and Luis begin unpacking and remounting on large collapsible foamboards the Lewis Hine photography exhibit, on loan from the Southern Tier Institute for the Arts in Education, which Mr. G. picked up from the institute’s downtown office on his way home from work the previous afternoon.  (Lewis Hine was the early twentieth century photographer whose work exposed child labor practices while capturing aspects of the humanity of his subjects beyond their victimization.)  Luis has experienced travelling exhibits before, and is able to follow Mr. G.’s instructions for sorting the 8 ½ by 11 inch photographs according to their vertical or horizontal orientation in preparation for mounting them in the photo brackets already glued to the foamboard.  The two continue working to ready the exhibit for the children who will be stepping off their busses shortly.

Mr. G. is a comfortable and well-loved adult in Luis’ school life; just yesterday he had written the word “emergency” in Luis’ personal wordbook while helping him and his friend Michael write a sign to identify the hospital in the city being built in the primary classroom block area.  That drama related to the same urban-rural unit for which both Reverand Ausbey's poem and the photography exhibit are important resources.  Luis’ sign will appear in a later vignette.

"Maternal thinking" and reconstruction of the "codes of the culture of power"


The artfulness of the arts-based curriculum is as visible in the relationships orchestrated by the teachers as in the actual curriculum created by collaboration among these players: children, teachers, poets, artists, and community activists.  It is a classroom community whose teachers continually tell and model for the children that intellectual and social connection-making is the point.  The teaching team, male and female members alike, recognize the commitment that women have historically made as mothers as the prototype for their own elementary teaching.   Such a paradigm invokes philosopher Sara Ruddick’s conception of “maternal storytelling” (1989) to characterize the teachers’ role in the teacher-student relationship.  

Ideally, a mother’s stories are as beneficial to her children as they are to her.  As she pieces her children’s days together, a mother creates for herself and her children the confidence that the children have a life, very much their own and inextricably connected with others.  (Ruddick, 1989, p. 98)


Thus, this team helps the children contextualize their own life experience in a hugely encompassing classroom community, one which pulls in the historical community of the area, the children’s communities of family and friends, and ultimately, even the human community of knowers and artists.  Ms. R. and Mr. G. literally tell Luis a story of his “inextricable connectedness” in the first vignette where Reverand Ausbey’s poem introduces Luis and his classmates to a potential inclusive identity as poets and the Lewis Hine photography exhibit reminds him/them that this country was built by immigrants like himself.  Reverand Ausbey is an African-American poet and Luis can become a Haitian-American poet and one of the poets in his classroom/school.  Here is the enactment of an expanded notion of the “codes of the culture of power,” the tools that this team agrees must be systematically taught to children of color and other marginalized children in order for them to succeed in a culture whose "codes" are determined by a white and middle class dominant culture (Delpit, 1995).  This teaching team includes the canon of poetry written primarily by white men as one such code, while recognizing that poetry can be used to include, even celebrate, all immigrant cultures and all people.  In this social reconstructionist classroom the code of poetry will be passed on to the children; indeed, selections from Walt Whitman, Langston Hughes and Emily Dickinson grace the prominent bulletin board to which Reverand Ausbey’s poem, and poems produced by Luis and his classmates will be added beginning this afternoon.  The code, “poetry”, is transformed by the new contributions of this community.  It is expanded, literally reconstructed by the additions to the bulletin board of “Cotton Pickin’ Time” and then by poems produced by the children in the poetry workshop convened this morning by Mr. G. and in turn by the children, themselves (captured in the next vignette).  No longer primarily the province of the canon’s dead white men, “poetry” is available for the children in this classroom to nourish, express and share their own stories, thereby reconstructing both the canon and the membership of “the culture of power”.   

Vignette #2: Poetry workshop after morning meeting

Mr. G. works with eight children immediately after morning meeting, six from the primary classroom and two from upper elementary.  Charles, an eleven-year-old, volunteers to read aloud “Cotton Pickin” Time” for this self-selected group of poets whose primary level members have already heard it read by Luis earlier in group meeting.  Mr. G. then reiterates what the group has come together for: writing poetry about rural work.  In the brief introductory discussion he facilitates, the children are reminded and remind one another of some of their most recent sources of information about rural work: Last Friday, Mr. Estavez, a former migrant apple picker from Wayne County, New York had visited both classrooms and shared oral histories from his crew (compiled through a grant from the Cornell Migrant Program, whose director is a friend of Mrs. D.’s).  Yesterday, Mrs. D. read to the primary group the picture book, A Green Horn Blowing, (Birchman, 1997) an imaginative Depression-era tale narrated in the first person by an un-named young boy living on his aunt’s farm.  The story featured an itinerant farmworker, John Potts, who temporarily came to do odd farm jobs and live in Aunt Frita’s barn with the cats.  But John Potts was also a skilled trumpet-player and he discovered for the narrator a fantastic playable green squash called the trombolia..   Although a joyful fantasy, the book reminded the children of Mr. Estavez’ presentation in which he had pointed out the low pay of farmworkers and their special vulnerability in times of economic crisis.  With Mr. G.’s recursive questioning, Charles recalled that Mr. Estavez was particularly passionate about one point: those who helped insure that all of us could eat deserved to feel secure about their ability to provide good food and shelter for their families.  Luis pointed out that although John Potts made beautiful music, and worked hard on Aunt Frita’s farm, he was unsure where his own meals or shelter would come from, let alone providing for a family.  

Two younger children mentioned Mr. G.’s stories about bailing hay on his grandparents’ farm in Iowa.  And two other children were reminded that their families bought corn from a farmstand only ten minutes outside the city; one of the children knew a boy from this school who worked at the stand selling corn in the summer.  Aveen spoke of her grandfather’s farm in New Jersey which she loved to visit; her grandfather grew corn but earned most of his income training horses.

The above discussion segues into Mr. G.’s explanation of the specific lesson plan, which will involve the children in actual teaching.  He asks the children to listen for characteristics of the language or ideas as he rereads Reverand Ausbey’s poem.  He identifies specific choices the poet made in the writing of “Cotton Pickin’Time” as “variables”.   Again, through recursive questioning he has the children identify some of these variables.  The children name the presence of rhyming words, the use of informal, family and community-based language (sometimes called  “street language” without derogatory connotations in these classrooms), images related to the realities of “making ends meet”, and the use of details of ordinary life, like the specifics of getting dressed and eating bread with syrup.   When it is her turn as leader, ten year-old Aveen selects rhyme and a description of someone eating as the two variables to which the children’s poems must conform this round.

Categories of teaching practices blur

This anecdote provides an example of the blurring of categories, “systematic instruction” and “constructivist practices”, as well as the teachers’ informal categories for use with the children “practice for…” and “the real thing”.  For instance, the generating of a list of words that rhyme with “corn” could be part of a lesson representing systematic instruction in mechanical decoding and encoding skills.  In that case, it would represent the category “practice for…”.  Yet the generating of such a list might also be part of a poetry-writing lesson in which students are being encouraged to play with and produce rhymed verse in the context of an exploration of rural work, as is the case in this poetry workshop.  


The organization and facilitation of the poetry workshop itself, though, also invokes questions of what is “real” and what is “practice”.  Through Mr. G.’s facilitation, children are reminded of Ruddick’s very “real” proposition that they have a “a life very much their own and inextricably connected with others” (1989, p. 98) – others like Reverand Ausbey and their teachers and even John Potts with his fantastic trombolia.  Ten-year-old Aveen wants to experiment with rhyme and has an idea for a poem of her own that features the hot water without tea that her grandma drank as a new young mother in a village in Kurdistan.  For Aveen, the writing of this poem will be very real as is her experience facilitating the workshop as a practice teacher.  And for the other children in the group writing poems following Aveen’s specifications, will the experience represent “the real thing” or “practice for…” ?  It’s unclear.  But isn’t it quite systematic to identify the different ways “how a poem means” (Ciardi, 1959) as variables and to have children selecting and assigning them for use by the community of poets in their classroom?  

Principle two: Morning meeting is a business meeting where all

parties concerned help to organize the day and clarify expectations

Two morning meetings proceed simultaneously in the younger and older elementary classrooms.  Much of what will unfold during the day, including, for instance Mr. G.’s poetry workshop described above and the use by the children of the Lewis Hine photography exhibit are introduced in these parallel morning meetings.  The younger children will receive a copy of and hear Luis introduce and read Reverand Ausbey’s poem.  The older children will receive their first pictures taken on a recent downtown fieldtrip, developed by Dounya’s dad, Bosnian immigrant photographer Sead Hadziabdic.  Mrs. H. reminds the older children that most of them will have the opportunity to study the Lewis Hine exhibit and to plan their individual and small group multi-media research projects related to the urban-rural unit.  Some of them will participate in groups that directly support some aspect of their research.  In both classrooms children are reminded that because Mr. Hadziabdic will return this afternoon for a workshop on lighting with the upper elementary children, math instruction groups will convene this morning after snack.  Mrs. H. has arranged to meet with children working with Unifix cubes (interlocking plastic cubes) on multiplication towers in the downstairs resource room again, as that room is equipped with many more Unifix cubes than the classrooms.  

In the primary classroom the participants of this morning’s watercolor group with primary teacher Mrs. D. identify themselves, as do the cooks working with parent volunteer Debra to produce the applesauce and accompanying flyer for tonight’s PTA meeting.  Members of the cross-team writing support group are reminded of their regularly-scheduled meeting with consulting special education teacher Ms. R. in the upper elementary classroom directly following this one.  A number of children in these classrooms participate in Odyssey of the Mind, a state-sponsored challenging problem-based math curriculum involving periodic regional competition.  The primary and upper elementary students involved, including eleven-year-old Thomas who has severe cerebral palsy, will meet in the hall with nine-year-old student captain Dinesha and Ms. S., classroom aide assigned to Thomas.  They will continue plotting the scale and provisional plan for the model city construction project to begin tomorrow in the upper elementary art area.  Thomas will hold the cardboard in place and hand out markers to the other children.  Ms. S. will also brainstorm with the students how they plan to individualize the model city project into their own urban-rural research project.  And in both meetings teachers restate the authentic recording requirement, whereby every student must “leave a trace” in the form of a written or graphic chronicling of some activity they performed during the day.  

In the primary classroom, examples are offered this morning as every morning to clarify what will be considered acceptable chronicling.  Will the leaflet count for the children in Debra's group?  “Yes!”  Will poems produced in Mr. G.’s group count?  If you are working on the Unifix tower problems, can you write up your process solving one of the problems with words?  “Yes!”  Can you illustrate a problem with a diagram?  “Yes, but only if it's detailed enough!”  Can Michael do a blockstory or diagram with Luis about the emergency room of the hospital?  “Yes!”  (Luis feels obligated to point out that he will be working with Mr. G.'s poetry group first thing.)  Mr. T. offers that he’ll be with Michael in blocks.  Might he help Michael write such a story, possibly including the other children who are starting the morning there?  Michael is clearly delighted to have Mr. T.’s shared attention connect him to the two other children who plan to work in blocks.  In the elementary classroom, where children are already well-versed in authentic recording, children suggest ways that Thomas also can record his work.

Group meeting, organization of the day and issues of behavior

All teachers can appreciate how the best intentions with regard to curriculum-making can be sabotaged by lack of cooperation on the part of the children, or even the “acting out” of a few children.  Arts-focused social reconstructionist teaching requires the full engagement of the children as a community.  Yet the process of achieving such engagement is an artform in itself.   While the long-term goal is to have a curriculum that continually spirals from the preceding inquiry, creative project, or other work of individual and small groups of children, in reality, there are constant compromises required by both state-mandated curriculum and inevitable contradictory school and community expectations.  Then there is the issue of differences in skill level and background information on the part of individual children, requiring different amounts of, and/or different timing in the provision for, systematic instruction.  These realities help explain why the teachers call the first block after morning meeting “assigned morning activity time” even though more than half of the children are typically working in a teacher facilitated group whose initiation or content the children themselves helped negotiate.  Afternoon independent work time allows similar flexibility for teacher direction, and both writing workshop and whole and small-group math instruction are typically teacher-directed.  All of these blocks are regularly scheduled, some daily and some bi- or tri-weekly.  The children know that only blocks specifically labeled “play and independent exploration” are consistently free choice.   

 
Clearly then, assigning activities, and confirming on-going commitments and choices in morning meeting proceeds conversationally and involves a great deal of negotiation.  It requires a kind of maturity and patience that some of the children find too challenging without assistance.  Yet assistance comes in many forms, not typically requiring one-to-one aides.  For instance, Mrs. D. has a gift for successfully reinforcing behavioral expectations in light and humorous interactions that are consistent with the social reconstructionist philosophy.  Two such interactions are featured in the following vignettes.  

Vignette #3 Larry in primary group meeting 

Larry is a seven-year-old who generally functions well in the primary classroom.  He arrived from another school in the fall with a five-inch-thick folder, mostly documenting what others had labeled his “behavioral challenges” and “emotional problems”.  

Before the assignment and selection of activities, Mrs. D. announces lunch-count.  “I need every child’s attention to complete this process without wasting too much of the morning’s assigned activity time.  If everybody hears all the lunch choices the first time, they can be prepared to make their selections in one round,” Mrs. D. explains as she often does in morning meeting.  But Larry is fooling around with a rubber band at Mrs. D.’s feet, trying to keep encircled a fast-moving spider.  “I appreciate your gentleness with that spider, Larry.  Do you think we could catch it in a cup and release it out the window?”  Although many children volunteer, Mrs. D. encourages Larry to complete the job by himself as she hands him an empty coffee cup from the desk just behind her; she knows Larry well enough to know his skill in such matters; this interruption will not take long and it will bear long-term fruit.  The children get reinforcement for an important rule in this community: we respect all living things.  And Larry, at times annoying to the other children, is seen at his most gentle, kind and thoughtful in this brief sequence of events.  In post-structuralist terms, the situation, under Mrs. D.'s skillful guidance, “constructs” Larry as gentle, kind and thoughtful.  

And then there is the lovely quiet moment during which everyone watches Larry coax the spider off the rim of the cup held just outside the cracked-open window.  Mrs. D. waits respectfully, modeling the awed silence she intentionally chooses to cultivate as a resource for this classroom where beautiful things are regularly observed and made.  Larry completes the job and seats himself in his original place.  But the children immediately surrounding him feel gifted now to have him in their midst.  There is some shifting around of bottoms and legs to make room for him, yet somehow everyone is seated even closer to him than before.  The child immediately behind him places his hand on Larry’s back.  With a rejecting movement, he shrugs off the hand.  The spell is broken.  Larry is a child who can’t tolerate too much attention for a sweetness he can’t maintain.

Mrs. D. returns to the first agenda of the meeting: lunch count.  But she will bring a kind of closure to the Larry incident, recognizing the need to welcome him back as the Larry who is not always so gentle, not always so appropriate.  She accomplishes this with an almost offhand wry remark, made with her head turned to the board and chalk in hand, ready to write the egg noodle casserole tally. The comment she makes is directed to the more cynical side of Larry, the side of him that has seen a bit too much in his fairly chaotic life outside of school.  “There must be an oversupply of those noodles this week, Larry, because they’re certainly appearing regularly on this week’s lunch menus,” she comments.  “There was a special at the warehouse, huh, Mrs. D.,” says Larry, now grinning.  He’s a child who already knows that education and human service agencies too often put administrative convenience and cost containment ahead of benefits to the  children and families supposedly being served.  The hand of the boy behind him replaces itself on Larry’s back and this time it is not shrugged off.

Her comment represents Mrs. D.’s very personal approach to keeping Larry sufficiently connected to her, to the other children and to the complex agenda of this exciting classroom.  He cannot be a gentle “good boy” much of the time; it is too great a contradiction with his life outside of school where he is being raised by a single, often well-intentioned but “macho,” father living in poverty.  (Just two days ago Mrs., D. had interrupted Larry's gleeful narration of his witnessing his father throw a brick through his girlfriend's car window.  The author adds this detail not in the spirit of negative gossip about children and families, but to offer readers insight into both this child’s difficult negotiation of home-to-school boundaries and the delicate balancing act of teachers working to maintain positive relationships with families.)  But this classroom will offer Larry many opportunities to do and be both gentle and good.  Mrs. D.’s comment about the oversupply of noodles lets him and the other children know that there is space here for Larry in all his complexity.  This includes the Larry that knows too much, including the potential hypocrisy of adults, even around their voiced concerns about children’s nutritional needs.  

Theorizing a relationship between social reconstructionism and behavioral norms

The point is that social reconstructionist teaching includes the reconstruction of all of the players, including the children.  Larry’s goodness gets stretched further in the above sequence of events, just as his harder edge gets softened a bit because Mrs. D.'s noodle comment is not rude or inappropriate, just aware in the way Larry is.  One could argue, relative to the focus of this chapter, that there is an artful approach to inclusion modeled here.  Children are reshaped and reshape themselves in order to fit into this humane, humorous and expansive community.

The author would be remiss in not articulating what most teachers certainly appreciate: the reality that economic, social and cultural factors combined with individual psychological issues can lead to difficult behaviors in a classroom, and also that children’s conflicts, regardless of their causes, can cause significant disruption in any setting.  It is important to note that children can reject physical contact for many reasons.  Larry is not autistic, nor does he suffer from other neurological problems, but some children who behave similarly do.  Most teachers are familiar with "tactile defensiveness" more serious than Larry's that sometimes appears in children who have been abused or have certain sensory disabilities.  Increasingly, children with tactile defensiveness are offered desensitization treatments in school; for many of them, the consistent support of an aide with training is essential to their success.  

As well, a teacher in Mrs. D.’s position could have just as realistically reminded the class about the need to ask permission before touching.  Many teachers in active classrooms hold all meetings while children are seated at their desks or tables to minimize such complications.  And sometimes it is important to give children appropriate information about the special needs of their peers.  The point here is that there is always a balance between allowance for the raw data of life to play out for all of its educative potential, and the need to maintain the levels of order, confidentiality and peace required by both the “players” and the complex, sometimes systematic curriculum.  
Vignette #4: Lashanda in primary group meeting

Lashanda is a six-year-old whose family refused to have her “held back” in kindergarten, despite the strong recommendation of the school psychologist and kindergarten teacher, both of whom perceived her to be too immature for first grade.  Although not necessarily opposed to young children repeating kindergarten, this teaching team thinks Lashanda’s family made a good decision.  

After Mrs. D. has completed lunchcount, Ms. R. reviews the morning’s group assignments and choices.  She publicly welcomes Debra, a community volunteer who visits weekly to cook with a rotating group of children from both classrooms.   Ms. R. reminds the children that Debra is here to help this week’s cooks with the applesauce they are making for today’s snack and for tonight’s PTA meeting.  The cooking group will also be responsible for completing the leaflet to be distributed at the PTA meeting. That leaflet will include, as has already been agreed, the recipe, the bisected apple diagram produced by Lashanda last Friday, and whatever else this week’s group decides to include.  

Lashanda is stimulated by the mention of her name and raises her hand.  “Couldn’t Reverand Ausbey’s poem be included in the leaflet for the PTA too.”  In the conversation that ensues a number of children restate the opinion that Reverand Ausbey’s poem “Cotton Pickin’ Time” would not match the theme of the leaflet.  Mrs. D. suggests that there may be time to produce a poem about apple-sauce-making.  A child sitting next to Lashanda counters, “No, we’ll make the recipe rhyme.”  Debra is as visibly delighted as a couple of the “cooks” who now gaze at Lashanda with new admiration.  


Again, there is a kind of subtle shaping of a child into gradually more responsible community membership.  Lashanda’s immaturity sometimes takes the form of needing to talk even when she doesn’t really have something compelling to say.  In classrooms that invite student input, this common pattern can become a problem. But Lashanda is a natural connection-maker; she proposes a connection that is not quite direct enough to make sense to this community but evidences her awareness that the point is this continual effort to make connections.  And she is immediately rewarded by Mrs. D.’s modeling of the effort to work with her thinking and of another child’s quick grasp of an exciting possible compromise.  The process of negotiating the curriculum itself, in this case, the creation of a rhyming applesauce recipe, is decidedly constructivist. 

Principle three: Specific artistic techniques are taught to the children, giving them the tools to enrich their independent work and create high quality, and therefore gratifying products

Vignette #5 Watercoloring the sky

Students who experiment with the combination of blue watercolor, water, white paper, and masking gum are learning by “practice” how to represent the sky.  Indeed, this is the immediate goal of the group that works with Mrs. D., who does watercolor painting in her life outside of school.  They are systematically instructed in a technique, a technique which represents knowledge worthy of being preserved and passed on, a technique that will make it possible for them to create convincing and very different kinds of skies.  Yet the children’s experimentation with the technique is part of an artistic/creative/literate response in this lesson where mostly six-year-olds, the youngest children, work with Mrs. D. to create the sky in pictures for their book comparing urban and rural environments.  

Later during independent work time following writing workshop they will use a combination of drawing and collage materials to continue crafting their pictures, inspired by research in books, films shown to the class, two fieldtrips, another community artist, and the Lewis Hine exhibit.  Finally, their completed pictures will require the children’s own captions, produced in a series of writing workshops where the same children will use a combination of methods to re-represent in words the meaning they make of their graphic representations.  Such methods include dictating to an adult or older child who does the actual writing, requesting words to be written in their wordbooks and transcribing them onto the book page, and “sounding out” the whole caption.  

So this lesson represents a constructivist response to a number of different encounters with professional art even during this one day: the children have briefly viewed the Lewis Hine exhibit next door at the beginning of this lesson, being asked to focus only on the way “sky” appears in the photos during this first encounter.  Also, available for their perusal on a display shelf adjoining their current painting workshop space in the primary classroom are a number of books that feature skies, including the beautifully illustrated children’s picture book read yesterday morning in group meeting, A Green Horn Blowing, the rural depression-era fantasy.  

Mrs. D. reminds them of Luis’ reading of “Cotton Pickin’ Time" in group meeting.  “Can you imagine the sky not described in the poem?”  A child points out that the day is very hot, and adds, “We know the sun must be a ball of fire.”   

This afternoon the children will briefly visit next door to examine the foreboding sky in a famous photograph taken by Dounya’s dad, Sead Hadziabdic.  Do the children’s opportunities to research skies represent events of systematic instruction because they lead to the children’s ability to make their own sky pictures?  Are these research opportunities a “practice for…” or “the real thing”?  Or is no separation of categories possible in some of the complex constructivist events that constitute the core of this arts-based curriculum?  

Introduction to photography workshop

Certainly the same questions arise in the case of the activities related to the upper elementary classroom featuring the Louis Hine photography exhibit which is central to the current urban-rural unit.  The Louis Hine photographs capture the lives of poor and working class new immigrants to New York City at the beginning of the twentieth century.  As part of the urban-rural unit, pursued at different levels of academic and intellectual challenge for different children in the two classrooms, all of the children have been given re-useable black and white cameras provided for by a grant through the local Roberson Museum’s partnership with a number of classrooms in the local school district.  Some of the older children are doing their research in the form of photo essays about urban work. Some will correlate research with their work on the model city project.  Others will use poetry, including their own, to explore their choice of themes.  Some photography will be a part of every project.

This afternoon, the older children prepare to take their own photographs in workshops where they learn from a visiting parent photographer not only how to operate the camera, but how Louis Hine captured different qualities of the urban immigrant experience in his photographs.  

Vignette #6: A parent’s photography workshop and a teacher’s lectures

Mrs. H. welcomes Dounya’s dad, Mr. Hadziabdic, well known to the upper-elementary children, and delivers the good news that in the future, they will be developing their own pictures in the temporary darkroom Mr. Hadziabdic will be setting up in the storage closet.  Dounya is proud to announce that her dad has been awarded the small decentralization grant from the New York State Council on the Arts that will fund his work with the children in the darkroom.  Mrs. H. had written the grant with the input of Mr. Hadziabdic and the editing help of three of the older children in two special afterschool meetings.

This afternoon, Mr. Hadziabdic focuses on how the use of lighting contributed to the mood of heaviness and oppression conveyed in many of Lewis Hine’s photographs. He shows the children his own award-winning photograph of the bridge at Mostar, taken by him just days before it was destroyed in a bombing during the War in Bosnia, and explains the choices he himself made about lighting.  He emphasizes with the children the variables over which they have control with their own black-and-white cameras before they proceed outside to experiment with these variables. 

In the course of his work with the students Mr. Hadziabdic articulates another “maternal story”: that understanding the use of light is part of the knowledge base of the community of “inextricably connected” artists who call themselves photographers.  It is a community that includes himself with his desire to capture for the human community a gorgeous and important piece of architecture from his own and Dounya’s own former homeland, and Louis Hine, who likewise wanted the world to know about the exploitation of immigrant workers, including children.  But it potentially includes as well the children in this classroom, who could produce pictures of aspects of life they want to capture and share, should they choose to master the required skills.  

The unfolding of the upper elementary research projects

In addition to the background information about the Lewis Hine photographs offered by Mr. Hadziabdic, Mrs. H. has been giving brief mini-lectures to the whole class about the turn-of-the-century urban immigrant experience, including how and for what political and humanitarian motivations Lewis Hine took his pictures.  Her lectures are also inspiration and support for the upper elementary research projects.  She would argue that her mini-lectures represent systematic instruction in that she is providing a gradually deepening background for examining different aspects of that historical era.  Does this work represent “practice for…” or the “real thing”?  

For instance, a number of children have chosen to do their research in the form of a collective photo-essay about the history of work in the local area since the beginning of the twentieth century.  Mrs. H. has introduced the concept of exploitation of the labor of new immigrants including children.  And ten-year-old Catherine has decided to focus her research on the famous New York City newsboys’ strike.  Does Catherine’s experience of Mrs. H.’s mini-lecture represents “practice-for…” or “the real thing” in terms of a learning experience?   Yet, what could be more real than the challenging historical-materialist information being passed on by Mrs. H.?     

Vignette #7: Writing support group

Following group meeting five children, three from primary and two from the upper elementary classroom convene for writing support group with Ms. R.  This is a group half of whose members have remained constant this school year and half of whom move in and out of the group.  Membership is negotiated between teachers, families and children, but the idea of a writing support group came out of the ongoing school-wide faculty research seminar, of which Mrs. H., Mrs. D., Ms. R. and Mr. G. are members.  For a few months the previous year the seminar considered the needs of children who for various reasons and at different times resisted the group editing processes that were a standard component of writing workshop in a number of the classrooms in this school, including the two classrooms featured in this chapter.  

Theorizing writing support group

Last year the faculty research seminar read both Ann Haas Dyson's Social Worlds of Children Learning to Write in an Urban Primary School (1993) and Elizabeth Ellsworth’s (1989) “Why Doesn’t This Feel Empowering?”.  Faculty members designed teacher action research projects related to inquiries potentially illuminated by either or both texts.  These projects affirmed that the questions raised by Dyson about a specific homeless child featured in her research resonated with the experience of a number of teachers in this school including those on this teaching team.  At various times a few children seemed too fragile to tolerate questions about their intentions and meaning relative to a written or performance piece.  Ellsworth's article introduced to the teachers  African-American writer Barbara Christian’s (1987) conception that she was “writing to save her own life”.   Mrs. D. realized how well that characterization periodically applied to some of the children in the classroom.  Like Christian, they voiced experience that had not figured in to the dominant culture’s conceptions of worthy human realities.  They wrote to save their own lives by making them real.  Their views could not be validated by others with no understanding of their experience.  

Parallel to Christian’s argument about her writing on the realities of the lives of African-American women writers, some of the written and performance pieces that these children created needed to be appreciated as a unique source of information.  Such an interpretation did not invalidate the need for these children to learn the “codes of the culture of power” (Delpit, 1995), including conventional English grammar and syntax.  However, the more public editing process through which skills were taught and reinforced with the students’ own writing used as object  (a process which, therefore, objectifies that writing to some extent) -  did not always feel safe.  The writing support group, then, could serve two functions.  It could provide a more selective audience for certain more sensitive written, graphic and performance pieces.  And it could provide a place to systematically teach conventional English syntax, grammar, and spelling skills ("codework") using a combination of materials other than the students' own writing.  These materials included older linguistic readers, Glass analysis (1973) techniques similar to methods of reading recovery (Clay, 1985) and selected work of published poets and writers.

The faculty research seminar’s findings above continued to influence the practices of the teachers on this team outside of the writing support group.  For instance, the teachers in both classrooms tended to use what they articulated as “discoveries” made in writing support group for whole group and small group lessons that isolated a particular “decoding trick” or “encoding trick”.  And all of the children on this team continually wore a personal wordbook, attached to a belt or necklace (like the one in which Mr. G. the word “emergency” for Luis yesterday).  The idea was that everyone was at all times an authentic chronicler and poet, needing access to the words that could be “given” by anybody in the school (or wider community) who could spell them.  You collected words like you collected life experience; some of the experience remained private or you only shared it with a carefully selected group.  But words were always available to everyone for the giving and taking as both “practice for…” and “the real thing”. 
Principle four: Constant blocks of time are provided for play and independent exploration of the rich resources available to the children

Vignette #8: the block area

With regard to the social reconstructionist philosophy that guides the curriculum, there is likewise continual interplay between the children’s independent exploration, sometimes taking the form of play, and the creation of formal curriculum for the classroom.  “Practice for…” and “the real thing” can take on somewhat different meanings, now reflecting the interpretation of “play” as “practice for” real life.  In the context of building their city as part of the urban-rural unit, three of the younger children who spent part of the morning with Mr. T. in the block area also discovered how a pulley works.  In their efforts to rig up an appropriately dramatic door for Luis’ and Michael’s hospital emergency room, they were able to direct Mr. T. to attach a pulley arrangement to a hook already imbedded in the ceiling above the block area and to attach its string to the cardboard handle on that door.    

Mrs. D.’s group is now at the library checking out astronomy books for more sky inspiration.  She walks over to the block area to help during the transitional time just before Mr. T. will be offering Michael one-to-one attention.  Mr. T. suggests that the children read to Mrs. D. the story they have written, which turns out to focus on how they helped Mr. T. by taping and retaping the handle on the door to their hospital emergency room, finally discovering a way to get the cardboard attached to the pulley.  She admires the detail and precise language they have used, and suggests that they share their story with the whole group before lunch.  

As Michael leaves with Mr. T., Mrs. D. notices the elaborate and extremely tall clock tower at the center of their city.  Would the two remaining children be interested in measuring their clock tower which Mrs. D. believes is the tallest structure built this year? The inquiry that ensues inspires in Mrs. D. her idea for a demonstration lesson in transition to standard measurement which Mrs. D. will reconstruct with the two block-builders for the entire class during the next formal math instruction block.  How many color cubes high is the tower?  How many dog biscuits high?  (This requires more taping and engenders much excitement.  Dog biscuits were introduced in math groups just yesterday and so far they have measured only distances on the floor.)  Not now, but in the formal group Mrs. D. will proceed to, “How many inches?  How many centimeters?”  The process of conversion to standard measurement is “systematic” in its movement from dog biscuits to color cubes to inches to centimeters.  The children are engaged in “practice for” later work with standard measurement.  And the skills of measurement will offer these children a background to begin to appreciate the more elaborate and scale-modeled city construction that the older children next door will begin tomorrow.  

Yet the contextualization of the measurement lesson in their own work of city-building connects measurement to one of its very “real” locations in the world: a part of the knowledge base (even code, like poetry) called “architecture”.  The same is the case with the story about the specific design of the pulley that controls the emergency room door.  Indeed, the sharing of that story will spiral into an extensive study of pulleys and levers, integrating beautifully with the focus on inventions and technology that will naturally emerge during this urban-rural unit. 

Vignette #9: Hattie and Sarah: Internet “surfing”

The controversies about use of the World Wide Web in classrooms like these are particularly charged at the present time.  The teachers on this team continually discuss, argue and compromise based on their different perspectives about the potential positive and negative effects of Internet use, even general computer use in school by the children, particularly in the context of the commitment to arts-based curriculum.  Compromises have evolved on this team: both computers with Internet access are located in the upper elementary classroom and there’s a clearly articulated rule that children may only access bookmarked sites.  However, bookmarked sites are many, varied and fully available during “play and independent exploration blocks”.  Partly because of his own fascination with the intersections between computers and the arts, Mr. G. monitors computer use and continually bookmarks appropriate new finds.

Yesterday afternoon during a free choice time, twelve-year-olds Hattie and Sarah discovered one of Mr. G.’s newest finds from a university archive: a film clip about the minstrel show tradition from Marlon Riggs “Ethnic Notions” (1987) in which Riggs himself portrays a famous African-American singer of the early fifties removing the blackface make-up required of him in order to perform.  Moved by this image, the girls proposed to Mrs. H. that their research project for the urban-rural unit take the form of an in-class museum installation they want to call, “Artifacts of Slavery.”  This morning the girls brainstorm with Mrs. H. other ideas for their museum, eventually leading them to an Internet site featuring the manumission papers of slaves. 

Theorizing the in-classroom museum
This project of Hattie and Sarah’s includes their own acquisition (a "passing on" to them) of a number of different kinds of knowledge: internet access skills, the rich content and context of actual historical documents, and reinforcement that a concept of continual social change can help us organize and understand our worlds.  In the context of these classrooms, the reality that artifacts represented separately in graphics and language can be unified for representation to others in museum installations, is a specifically practical lesson in interpretation that Hattie and Sarah have learned well, and now reinforce for the other children.  And again, modeled for all of the children is reinforcement for their own invention of the curriculum of their classroom.

Principle five: Not necessarily predictable classroom incidents are used to spiral curriculum.
Maternal thinking and the making of meaning in diverse classrooms

The practice of writing process has added much to the curriculum of elementary classrooms in recent years, including a renewed appreciation for using story – both telling and writing - to make sense of life experience in school.  Especially significant for these classrooms is Sarah Ruddick’s (1989) contention that a mother’s stories can help her children locate the meaning of their lives not just in their individual developing competence and independence, but also in their connections to others.  Represented here is a subtle shift in perspective from the conventional view that mothers instill confidence so that children can successfully separate in order to achieve and fulfill themselves.  For Ruddick appreciates that mothers also instill confidence geared at helping children appreciate the importance of their connectedness to others.  It is this shift that makes her thinking so valuable to this social reconstructionist teaching team.  Much of the social reconstructionist project is the revaluing of connection and community in the context of the increasingly global dominant culture that overvalues independence and autonomy.  

As well, Ruddick’s thinking is particularly intriguing in the context of teachers committed to critically facilitating meaning-making in public school classrooms with children from different social class and cultural backgrounds who have therefore suffered different kinds of social hurts. Especially now, a convergence of theory from diverse fields including post-structuralist literary criticism and autobiographical/narrative inquiry seems to confirm what many resourceful mothers have long understood: that self does not generate autobiographical memories.  Rather the reverse is the case.  In the words of co-researchers Craig Barclay and Rosemary Hodges, "The self is composed anew" in each presentation of autobiographical information (1990).  

 Those who study the effects of internalized oppression in themselves, in their students, and in an academic context understand that all internalized oppression causes feelings of social isolation.  The potential to contradict feelings of social isolation in the classroom is certainly a strong motivation for teachers who believe that public schools can foster democracy. 

Yet there is a problem with an uncritical understanding of “welcoming the child’s home communities into the classroom” as paradigm for curriculum-making.  Notwithstanding the appropriateness and richness of the connections Ms. R. helped forge between Luis, his Haitian community, Reverand Ausbey and poetry, and the comparably inspired curriculum-making involving the Bosnian refugee photographer Sead Hadziabdic, his own moving photograph, his daughter Dounya and the urban-rural unit, the reality is that for some children and their families, it is or feels unsafe for a child to reveal aspects of homelife and family history in the classroom.  While the most obvious situation is the potential revelation of illegal alien status, it is also the case that children of gay or lesbian families, children who have survived wars, children living in poverty and children of non-dominant cultures can learn very quickly how unsafe the experience of revealing “lifestories” sometimes is or feels.  Children who don’t have the privilege of publicly connecting home and school experiences can become untrusting or will shut down emotionally in classrooms that require a kind of boundary-lessness between the two communities.


Still, the inability to articulate the meaning of events in a community with a shared history can deprive children of what this teaching team defines as education.  It is not just the joy of identification that is at stake; it is also the reality that group identification makes possible all acts of interpretation.  

All of the above offers the rationale for Principle Five, which recognizes the classroom itself as a real community in which things happen, many of them unpredictably.  Spontaneous or unpredictable classroom events have a safe community-with-a-history context in which to explore their meaning.  The classroom gives its members a shared history; events in its life can be safely chronicled and interpreted publicly by all, including children who have no other publicly safe communities.  Related, children who have learned not to call attention to themselves or have learned to seek attention for negative behaviors for reasons including internalized oppression, can find a less threatening form of attention through their association among others with a funny or unexpected or otherwise meaningful classroom event.   

Mrs. D. in particular has long understood the potential to help shape stronger “selves” through sensitive orchestration of autobiographical history generated right here in the classroom.  She often seizes spontaneous classroom events as subject for the whole-group mini-lesson that typically precedes writing workshop.  These mini-lessons usually represent events of systematic instruction, where a particular language arts skill is emphasized in each lesson.  In the final two vignettes, such “instruction” is focused on both the skills of “being good reporters” and of “viewing events from multiple perspectives”.  But these vignettes are especially selected for placement at the end of this chapter because of their demonstration of the natural blurring of the categories of “systematic instruction”, constructivism, “practice for…” and “the real thing” in effective arts-based social reconstructionist teaching. 
As well, in situating the reader with Larry when he had his accident, vignette #10 introduces to the reader an example of a historical-materialist social studies lesson suitable for all ages of children and adults, a useful resource in arts-based social reconstructionist teaching. 

Vignette #10: Larry’s accident



The subject of this afternoon’s writing mini-lesson (which precedes writing workshop), requires some introduction.  Today’s lesson, “Seeing events from different perspectives” was a powerful social reconstructionist response to yesterday’s “Being good reporters”.   And “Being good reporters” was in turn a collaboratively planned response to a classroom accident that happened the previous Friday, when Mr. G. was convening a group of clay pot-makers at the art table responding to the following assignment:

Directions: You are a member of an early human community living by a clay-bottom river.  You have realized for the first time the possibility of inventing “a container”.  Take your time creating this pot out of clay.  When everyone in your group has a pot, come together for the following brainstorming activity: how is this discovery of the pot going to change the life of your community in both positive and negative ways?

The gist of the story, as it was dictated yesterday by the children one sentence each to Mrs. D. (writing furiously on her chart paper) was that Larry decided to use slab construction to build his pot and reasoned that he needed a heavy object with which to flatten his clay into a pancake.   Although Mr. G. was present, Larry made his move to claim a large plastic jar of white paint from the supply crates behind him before Mr. G. looked up from his conversation with B., another child in the group.   Larry immediately positioned the gallon container of white poster paint above his head and using all of his (notorious) physical force, slammed it down smack in the middle of a presently very flat clay pancake.  However, the paint jar's previous user had been careless re: screwing on the jar's lid.  Larry, Mr. G., B., S., N., the art table, and much of the surface area of nearby walls and floors were suddenly plastered with thick dripping white paint.


Yesterday, Mrs. D. had probed for correct sequencing, details, exact quotes.  As the story was orally reconstructed for her transcription into the classroom chronicle it became clear that the children had absorbed Mrs. D.’s perspective on classroom accidents; in its retelling, “Larry’s accident” was about connection-making: specifically about how the members of this classroom community were linked through shared experience and care to one another and to the broader school-wide community.  Recreated was a portrait of the principal, Mrs. N, who, hearing the commotion while passing down the hall, rolled up her sleeves and got right in there with paper towels.  Next the irascible head custodian was called in, and, having quickly sized up the required clean-up operation, supplied Larry with a body-size garbage bag, cut a head-size whole cut in the center of the bottom, and slipped it over Larry's head so he could get out of his paint soaked clothing “in privacy”.  The art teacher, Mrs. Mott, being the only teacher with access to a large sink, was consulted by phone in her room.  She agreed to wash Larry's clothes herself.  Later the class observed her hanging them on a tree out on the school's front lawn to dry.  


While the other children pursued their ongoing writing during yesterday’s writing workshop, Larry and Mrs. D., working with a small group of volunteers, eventually completed this story for the classroom chronicle.  But not before the “lessons” of the whole-group narration had been summarized by Mrs. D. for application to the children’s individual work: “Use the speakers exact words.  Show us the evidence!”

Vignette #11: “Seeing things from different perspectives.”

Today Mrs. D. begins the mini-lesson by invoking a character out of her own life story who is very familiar to the children.  Mrs. D.’s very old Aunt Vy, a woman quite dependent on Mrs. D. despite her bluster to the contrary, frequently finds her way into this classroom by way of humorous stories.  The stories typically focus on some aspect of the conversation during their regular Sunday afternoon outings.  The children know that Aunt Vy is hugely entertained by the stories from their own classroom that Mrs. D. brings her.



The entire class is intently focused on the whiteboard at the front of the classroom as Mrs. D. writes the following:


Sunday, Aunt Violet didn’t think the story about Larry and the paint jar accident was funny.  She was angry at me!


“Why [are you angry at me]?” I asked her.


“Well, Judith, you shouldn't have put the paint can near the children.”


The children are predictably delighted.  That Aunt Vy!  Always giving Mrs. D. trouble! 

Maternal storytelling and the nurturance of teachers


The story provides a fine example of the modeling of the tension between “hav[ing] a life very much [one's] own” and being “inextricably connected with others” accomplished, contends Sara Ruddick, by good maternal story-telling.  But now, in front of the children, the lesson is applied to an important adult authority figure in their lives.  The children know from the stories she regularly tells them that Mrs. D. loves and cares for Aunt Vy.  Yet Aunt Vy clearly drives Mrs. D. crazy.  Mrs. D. also values many things about Aunt Vy including the fact of their relatedness.  Mrs. D.’s commitment to Aunt Vy is an important moral one.  But Mrs. D. is a moral person who requires moral commitments.


Today Mrs. D. has drawn Aunt Vy into the classroom community as a potential ally for Larry, helping her (Mrs. D.) teach him about other possible perspectives on himself and on adult authority.  There is somebody looking out for him even outside the safe haven of this classroom.  From Aunt Vy's perspective, Mrs. D. is the culprit, the irresponsible adult who gets a little kid in trouble.  There is certainly no “bad boy” in Aunt Vy's version of the story.


But Aunt Vy is also an important resource for Mrs. D. as a subjective being, outside of her complex maternal story-telling role in this community.  In Mrs. D.’s “life very much [her] own” Aunt Vy is a valuable ally to her storyteller-self and her writer-self.  She is funny, and the telling of her stories makes Mrs. D. funny.  These realities intimate the potential for nurturance of the teacher herself in a classroom like this one.  Such nurturance is a particularly important consideration when the teachers like the ones on this team are taking on as the point of their work the difficult challenge of fostering an appreciation of their positive connections with others for the children in their care.

Conclusion



By requiring teachers to develop a community of artists in the classroom, the arts-based social reconstructionist curriculum provides us an opportunity to attend to the educative place of community and/or communal connections in all of our lives.  Related, it also provides a model for creating a community in which the world is re-shaped in microcosm.  Teachers are part of this re-shaping, having the opportunity to grow in our capacity to artfully shape the life in the classroom by offering a careful balance of (often overlapping) systematic instruction and constructivist practices, while simultaneously challenging ourselves to expand the boundaries of our own lives.   Finally, a more global kind of boundary-expansion is accomplished, where “the codes of the culture of power” are appropriated for the use by everyone in the community for the constructivist project of growing (educational) life itself. 
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