Free Minds Free People 2007

Teachers As Activists Notes

New York Collective of Radical Educators (NYCORE) and Teachers for Social Justice

We started with a “Think Pair Share”: what does social justice in education means to you?

NYCORE: There has been a backlash in NY against social justice in education. It’s important to define what social justice is so we can defend what we’re doing.  How NYCORE defines education for liberation: goal is to work for a more just and fair society, need opportunities to study and understand structural inequality so the can take action for change

At Teachers for Social Justice: work done in classrooms is part of a larger movement for political action, methods and curriculum to give tools knowledge and resources

Framing questions for the workshop: What are the barriers to doing this work? How can we work collectively to overcome those barriers?

NYCORE: Started in 2001/2002 after the US invaded Afghanistan. As teachers, we can make a difference. We created a curriculum on counter military recruitment. Developed into Social Justice curriculum. Also larger organizing projects and study groups (ITAGS—inquiry to action groups)-that have created an online curriculum.

Struggle for justice doesn’t end when school bell rings. NYCORE and Teachers for Social Justice is by teachers for teachers, grassroots group. No real funding just volunteers

Teachers for Social Justice: Started 8-9 years ago.  There was lot of top down school policy in Chicago so teachers wanted to organize against it. Also involved with Immokalee workers strike against Burger King.  They also hold a study group.  In November there will be a social justice curriculum fair.  

Framing Question: What are some of the barriers to engaging in SJ education?

The group brainstormed some barriers:

· School administrators who don’t see that there is an issue with the way schools are run (low expectations, inequitable teaching, etc). What are we doing if we’re not building critical thinking skills? 

· I feel isolated. Lack of support

· Education policy, politics and how school dynamics work—cronyism

· Mandated/scripted curriculum

· High stakes testing

· Hegemony—white supremacy, oppressive structures, also internalized oppression, a complicity of the dominated group in their own oppression—that they want to become the oppressor

· Lack of community input—isolation between school and community—no way for parents to really have a say in what’s going on

Its easy to identify the problems but more difficult to collectively come up with solutions. So we made a chart: why it’s a barrier? What are some collectively strategies to address it? Who are our allies? 

We split into Small groups 

One Small Group: Lack of community input in schools

Why a barrier: 

1. People don’t have a direct input into their education

2. School doesn’t know the community, their experiences and problems, issues history etc so then how do you know what do teach

What are some collective strategies:

1. Student involvement in local school policy, school council

2. Survey for parents/ students  led by community members to see where they are coming from to understand the community better

3. Use teacher professional development money or sessions to have a dialogue or a workshop on SJ or on getting to know the community or giving points for attending workshops on community participation

4. Translators

Allies:

1. Teacher allies, 

2. Students and other parents—as organizers

Came back to the whole group:

· It’s easy to focus on the problems and is it enough to only teach SJ in your classroom..to dismantle oppression. How do you take it outside the classroom or to multiple classrooms?

Examples/stories of teaching social justice in the classroom and strategies for supporting each other:

· Ma’at—Egyptian concept of reciprocity, studied it in history and English. How did the ancients challenge themselves? What was reciprocity then and what does it mean now? Who am I, where did I come from? 

· African Diaspora curriculum-Maroon warriors stand up

· How do you share your projects so others know about it?

· My space!

· Blog about the curriculum/tools you’re using 

· In Boston, around high stakes testing—people have been organizing with the teachers union against NCLB—educating teachers on how it’s affecting them, their schools, and broke it down into specific actions people were going to take. 

· Chicago group—went to New Orleans…it became a community connection, connecting Katrina to black/brown unity, developing community, learning about criminalization etc—taking your education out into the community to make it meaningful.

· Students for Peace and Justice in Champagne, IL——Unity March, walking tour of sites of oppression within certain communities (invite organizations and community members who may or may not agree with their view that oppression exists or who agreed with the Unity March), would go to the sites and have discussions about the issues and connect it to the issues they were working on

· If we were doing this work from elementary school on up, school would look a lot different. One participant spoke of connecting conflict resolution and community building with an elementary class. They worked with Imokolee workers. Students saw concepts that they learned in class about working together, solving conflict, etc. and they saw connections to people who looked like them who were also adults who were fighting for change

· In South Bronx, “design your own assessment” group--a tool for dealing with high stakes testing, For example: portfolio assessment is just as valid as tests as a tool for assessment in schools, 

· Political analysis—film showings on school closing, high stakes testing etc that move toward what teachers can do with those films in their classrooms

· Getting together with like minded teachers to develop their political understanding

Ways to Stay Connected:
Teacherforjustice.org

Nycore.org

Teachers for Social Justice gathering in San Francisco in October

