Sunday, June 24, 2007

Opening Plenary

Roderick Watts and Daren Graves, panelists. Charles Payne, moderator.

Charles: Need persuasive information about the effect of education for liberation. Practical reasons-—to respond to conservative critics; to persuade foundations of the need for funding.

Have to confront a question: what do we mean by education for liberation? Broad framework: a kind of education intended to develop a critical social perspective and encourages people to act on that perspective. Three kinds of impact: 1) Academic, 2) Personal development, 3) Civic and Political engagement. The claims that we make about our work fall into those three categories. 

Children’s Defense Fund report concludes that children at freedom schools improve reading skills, particularly boys. Parents say their kids who participate get along better inside the family and with their peers. And they are more interested in after school activities generally. Quality of CDF research is good but not great.

Audience: Development of ability to express oneself creatively—is that part of academic? That is part of education for liberation?
Charles: [Added that as separate, fourth category]

Rod: The larger culture doesn’t always value that.

Audience: Quoted the 1964 Freedom School questions. These are important.

Charles: Need for another kind of research. The kind that guides practitioners. Are there ways to teach social justice that are more powerful than other ways? We need research that gives practical advice to practitioners about how to do this.  Participatory action research is intended to demystify the research process to get students and teachers involved.

Daren: Looked at black student achievement. Looked at low achievers, middle achievers and high achieving black students. Privileged student voices. Sampled from five schools in Boston. If we want to do school reform well, why don’t we talk to the kids? One of the things we know about successful black students is that they have strong racial identity. That means having a connection to your cultural history and legacy and being aware of the challenges that you face by  virtue of your culture in a contemporary and historical sense. They are connected to peer groups that are supportive and encourage success. The students are inspired by framing the schooling around critical research questions. 

About half the students said society doesn’t make any distinctions about race. Society treats all people equally. The other half of the students displayed critical racial awareness. They said they were going to face challenges by virtue of being African American. Then sorted data by achievement. 91 percent of high achievers displayed critical racial awareness. Middle achievers was about 87 percent.

It’s also about the school culture. Asked students how culture was represented in schools. Some said not at all. Some said their culture was represented but not in meaningful ways (iconic representation: i.e. images, flags). In some schools it was represented more meaningfully. Then sorted that information by achievement. Looked at students that displayed both critical racial awareness and talked about meaningful opportunities to explore their racial or ethnic culture in their school. 91 percent of high acheivers, 75 percent in the middle and 25 percent of low achievers.

Audience: Did meaningful cultural opportunities in school predict achievement?

Daren: Didn’t research that. The next question is where did this racial awareness come from? Can it be developed by educators and if so, how?

Question: How old were students?

Daren: High school

Question: But how old. Could some of the kids with critical racial awareness already dropped out?

Daren: 10th and 11th graders. Why don’t all students have critical racial awareness? I think what happened is these myths about civil rights era are infiltrating the schools. One of the myths is that it’s over, mission accomplished. Another myth is that it was created and sustained by these larger than life figures like King and Malcolm X. We can’t do it without them. Another myth is that there are no big issues to coalesce around.

Audience: Another myth is that it didn’t accomplish anything
Audience: Did you study students who identified as Caribbean?

Daren: Let students self identify. Found that students from Caribbean were more likely to have critical racial awareness. We do black history in school which is often African American history rather than including Caribbean. 

Audience: Doesn’t that sometimes perpetuate the notion that Caribbean students don’t want to identify as black?
Daren: There are certain ways that our blackness unites us and there are also differences. We want to simultaneously hold onto the idea that we are all black but also acknowledge difference.
Question: Racial categories are not biological. Why do we insist on taking about race instead of redefining it as cultural difference, which is all it is?

Daren: These categories are both useful and useless. Wants to keep moving forward. Need to teach students truth about civil rights movement. Our students are being educated in a vacuum—do school in order to pass tests. What we are doing is giving education a context—we’re doing this for a reason. Building core competencies without doing it a vacuum. 

Daren: These are the things we need to do: Students generate questions. Their lives serve as valid texts. Teachers free themselves as learners. Redefine teacher quality. These are questions research needs to fill: What are the sources of critical racial awareness? What is the process by which having strong identities translate into doing well? How do we create professional development models to prepare educators to build critical awareness in our schools?

Rod: He is a psychologist. The three panelists are African American men. They do not represent the diversity of the conference. When you see the term “armchair activist” what do you think of?

Audience: Someone who has an opinion about everything but doesn’t do anything.

Rod: The question I am trying to answer is, What’s the difference between someone like that and someone who does do something? He works with young men building critical consciousness using rap videos. But wants to go to next level and find out what makes people actually do something with their critical analysis. Any guesses about what they found makes the difference?

Audience: Sense of hope. Sense of urgency. Being directly affected.

Rod: We looked at sense of agency. The idea that I, working with others, can make a difference. That was the thing they found made a difference. Looked particularly at political work, more than community service. Do young people distinguish between community service and civic engagement? Didn’t find that young people made those distinctions very sharply. They came to the conclusion that it’s not so much the work they do, but that analysis that work rests on. Also important was opportunity structures. Young people can’t engage in this work if there are no opportunities for them to do it.

Rod: Sometimes people start political work for some superficial reason like there was a girl involved that they like. But they stayed if people found a role for their skills and abilities. For example, if they have graphic arts skills, can they do graphics for the political work. It’s really important not to spend too much time just on the analysis part without giving them any skills to change those things. They lose a sense of their own power. Another researcher looking at how young people  became politically active found something he called the “big six”:

1) mission and commitment to social justice

2) opportunity structure

3) relationships between young people and adults in the organization. Partnership relationships.

4) Real youth power and authority. Being allowed to make their own mistakes.

5) Political education

6) Social support system. This work can be stressful. Need people have give social support in the organizations. Many adult organization are run in the opposite way of the societies that they are trying to create. Autocratic. Overworked.

A lot of foundations do not see youth community organizations as something that contributes to their development of young people. We need to show that it not only contributes to society, it also contributes to their personal development. We need to talk more about how young people learn to resist unjust systems. We need to understand how to take young indignation(anger) and focus it constructively. Academic achievement is important, but intellectual interest is also important and is often ignored. Asked students about their intellectual interest. They found that more active youth have more intellectual interests, even if they’re not doing well in school.

Audience: When you are researching people’s racial identity, how to you prevent it becoming totally subsuming and overwhelming other identities?
Daren: Didn’t address the issue of other identities. That’s another line of research.

Audience: Blackness can often engender a negative masculinity? Was that addressed?
Daren: Good question. Not part of his research

Audience: Lots of people are not taught to think about themselves in relation to their environment. Would that affect ability to learn? Do other forms of identity besides race affect the ability to learn?
Rod: Yes. Gender identity, cultural identity etc.

Audience: Question about correlation between students being given space and positive impact on academic achievement. He’s been involved with youth organizing for 15 years and knows tremendous leaders who have critical analysis, but sometimes they get bad grades and sometimes the school punishes them by taking them out of the positive political environment.

Rod: Young people’s job is to be in school. As an adult you can choose to give up a job for your political work. But it’s a risk. Same for youth. Young people have to be encouraged to do their school work. 

Daren: Students have to be encouraged to develop their core academic skills. A kid may know how to organize around an issue, but their not going to graduate from high school.  The reality is in this country you need the diploma to live comfortably. With these degrees come forms of power and part of our work as social justice educators is to make sure they get that.

Audience: Kids create work and there’s no youth space to display it.

Daren: Southwest Youth Collaborative did research and then they were quizzed by relevant government department. That‘s how the cycle is supposed to work. 

Audience: Campaigns can take a long time. They can do research on a topic, but then not always work to create change which might take 5 or 10 years.

Audience: What were the sample sizes and how were they selected?

Daren: 38 students. Demographically representative.

Rod: 225 teenagers from Atlanta.

Audience: Talked about how psychology doesn’t always address anger management. Works with social workers who do personal development and have a traditional way of dealing with it. He’s trying to bring up social justice issues and social workers say, they’re not ready because of all their emotional issues.

Rod: You’re going to run into a lot of backward, individual-focused, pathology-focused social workers.

Audience: There’s a resource for teaching social workers about these larger political issues. Can Google “building movements.”
Rod: Can also try association of black social workers, black psychologists and feminist psychologists

Audience: What is our orientation in this particular historical period in preparing ourselves and the youth that we work with? The whole discussion is often about short term gains. We’re not going to have many victories in this period. It’s an ebb period in social movements. Why are we still engaged? Why do we keep fighting? A lot of our consciousness has come from being engaged in the struggle. It’s not clear to me that we can tell youth that we are going to win a particular struggle. What’s your long term plan for preparing youth. It’s going to be hard struggle.

Audience: How do we help young people become life long activists? The revolution is not about to happen. We need to prepare young people so that they’re ready when the time comes. There are two gaps in the organizing training for young people. The kids have good analysis, but they don’t have the skills to make stable lives for themselves. It’s hard to be an activist if you can’t feed yourself and family. Also, their political identities are tied to age. What happens that they get older? Also, they are tied to the particular organization they’re involved in. How do people continue once they leave youth organizing groups? Have you addressed these questions in your research?

Daren: Some students learn about social problems and it makes them want to try harder. Other students feel even more disempowered. What is the difference between these two groups of students?

Charles: Many people hold up the 60s as an iconic moment. That’s a double edged sword. Can be inspiring. But holding up that pure model of activism is to say it’s something you can’t do. You can never live up to the giants of the past. 

Audience: We sometimes become so activist that we disconnect ourselves from others who have different beliefs but are still struggling. We are so socialized to think of education in one way. How do I get my kids organized but not take it personally when they challenge me?

Audience: Do young people want education for liberation? The research will help us show young people the value of the work. We don’t have many models to show young people this is the example of the life you can lead as a result of this work.

Daren: For a lot of young if they haven’t had an opportunity to do this before, it’s something they get excited about. It’s like they were waiting for it. Most youth want to be part of something—a basketball tem, a gang, a church community. We need to build groups, build communities that are about this.

Rod: Rites of passage is a holistic approach to young people. It’s not just academic, or personal. We need to think about the development of young people and not just the impact of their campaigns.

Audience: We don’t pay attention to nurturing the spiritual lives of ourselves and young people. A sense of connection to something larger then ourselves. That helps sustain people for the long haul.

Audience: Thinking about the question, how do you define education for liberation? I feel like this weekend is a testimony to what is going on across the country. For young folks to want to come to something that’s constructive is revolutionary. Also we need to embrace the young folks who are in gangs. We need to implement and maintain a dialogue.  The young folks that are here are the young folks that are going to do it. Won’t see the impact of what he’s doing in his lifetime.

Audience: Developing critical consciousness and taking action is a dialectical process. Sometimes we see the development of critical consciousness in a superficial way. The most critical thing teachers need is political analysis. In Chicago sometimes there are actions that are not well rounded in their analysis. Part of the issue is deepening the analysis.

