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Prologue

Learning Power

Wednesday, May 21, 2003

Schools See ‘an Awakening’ of Student Activism

By Erika Hayasaki,
Los Angeles Times Staff Writer

Roosevelt High School’s newly ap-
pointed principal, Cecilia Quemada, had
barely been on the job for a month when
a group of student activists approached
her with a list of requests last October.

The teenagers, who are members of an
organization called Youth Organizing
Communities, spoke passionately about
improving education for the 5,100 stu-
dents who attend the severely overcrowded
campus on Los Angeles’ Eastside. The
school is notorious for low test scores, and
in 2001 it was one of 13 schools in Cali-
fornia, and 10 in Los Angeles Unified, tar-
geted for reform by the state.

The students wanted more information
on college preparatory courses and grad-
uation requirements, improved academic
counseling and culturally relevant social
studies classes emphasizing the history of
Latinos, who make up the majority of the
student body.

“The administration was making all
of these rules we had to follow, but we 
didn’t really know what was going on,”
said Rene Martinez, 16, a Roosevelt stu-
dent. “It wasn’t fair, so we decided we had
to do something about it.”

Quemada had been charged with the
task of revitalizing the campus, after the
controversial decision by the state and
district to remove the previous principal,
Henry Ronquillo. She was put off, at first,
by the students’ collective determination.

“I was really uneasy about it,” she said.
“That whole activism thing, you know,
that can work in reverse sometimes.”

Quemada didn’t want to be pushed
around, but she also didn’t want to ignore
the concerns of students. So she met with
them and eventually agreed to some of
their ideas. Within a few months, some of
the students’ wishes were met.

The school’s tardy room was closed
after the group complained that it was a
waste of instructional time for students.
Instead, tardy students remain in class
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2 Learning Power: Organizing for Education and Justice

and receive alternative punishment, such
as after-school detention, as well as
counseling.

Quemada agreed to add two Mexican
American studies classes to the course list,
hire three more guidance counselors and
include mandatory counseling about
graduation course requirements during
homeroom.

“Here was a group that wanted to be in
the loop, and I thought, ‘Why not make
something positive out of that?’” Que-
mada said.

Youth Organizing Communities, which
has more than 50 student members at
Roosevelt, formed three years ago as an
outgrowth of a statewide movement
against Proposition 21, a measure that
allowed prosecutors to decide whether
juveniles ages 14 to 17 who are charged
with murder or sex crimes should be tried
as adults. Proposition 21 passed in March
2000, but the Los Angeles students who
participated in the statewide movement
wanted to take their activism back to their
campuses.

The student organization is sponsored
and funded by Inner City Struggle, an East
Los Angeles community action organi-
zation supported by private and public
grants and donations. Youth Organizing
Communities started its second chapter
at Garfield High School recently.

Youth Organizing Communities is one
of a handful of youth activist organiza-
tions in Los Angeles that have emerged
over the last several years to advocate for
better conditions in their schools. For
example, South Central Youth Empowered
Through Action, a similar coalition of stu-
dents, has been seeking more Advanced
Placement courses on such campuses as
Fremont, Locke and Manual Arts.

The Eastside students meet three to
four times a week during lunch, after
school or on weekends, either on campus
or at Inner City Struggle’s one-room office
on Whittier Boulevard.

They discuss problems in their schools
such as unsafe learning environments, too
few bathrooms, overcrowding and not

enough books. They also receive tutoring
and mentoring from college counselors
who volunteer their time.

“This provides a safe place for you to
come and voice your opinion and know
you can make a change,” said Nancy
Meza, 15, a Garfield student.

One of the group’s recent campaigns
was called Educational Justice Week,
which took place in February. Students
took to campuses to talk to their class-
mates about economic and educational
inequality, and to make them aware of
the classes required for high school grad-
uation and college admittance.

The students involved are “working
with the administration to create policies
that support students. And that’s a large
step forward,” said Lester Garcia, 20, who
helped form the group when he was a stu-
dent at Roosevelt and who now, while
attending Cal State Long Beach, is the
youth organizer for Inner City Struggle.

Many teachers at Roosevelt say they
are impressed by the hard work of the
students.

Aldo Parral, a history teacher at the
school, said students involved with the
group are “more confident and empow-
ered, whereas, in the past, they let the sys-
tem overrun them.”

The group’s advisor, Javier Cid, also a
history teacher, said the group “is more
than just a club, it’s a movement, an
awakening.”

Los Angeles Unified school board
member Jose Huizar and state Sen. Gil
Cedillo (D–Los Angeles) recently spon-
sored a community fund-raiser for Inner
City Struggle and Youth Organizing Com-
munities, raising $5,000.

“I was very impressed with their knowl-
edge of the educational system, and their
real identifications of the inequities in our
school system,” Huizar said. “I found
them advocating for some of the very
same issues I was advocating for on the
board of education.”

Now, group members say they want to
see similar improvements at Garfield, Wil-
son and Lincoln high schools.1



ROOSEVELT HIGH SCHOOL history teacher Javier Cid got it exactly right:
InnerCity Struggle (ICS) “is more than just a club, it’s a movement, an awak-
ening.” ICS is about learning and about power. Its members believe both
are necessary to bring high-quality schooling to their working-class Latino
neighborhood.

Maria Brenes, a lead organizer at ICS, knows about the relationship between
learning and power. A graduate of the University of California Berkeley and
Harvard, Brenes was barred as a youth from her school on the American side of
the California–Mexico border. Only a grassroots campaign and lawsuit secured
her admission. This incident politicized her and gave her a new understanding
of “education as a vehicle for social change” and of the “possibilities of educa-
tion building the leadership capacity of young people of color to be commu-
nity change agents.” For Brenes, “it is essential that students learn the necessary
conceptual and practical skills to create community and justice.”2 That learning,
and those skills, add up to power for change.

Under the tutelage of Maria Brenes and other leaders, ICS youth Rene Mar-
tinez, Nancy Meza, and now more than 300 other student members at three
high schools are learning power as they seek to remedy the problems that afflict
their schools. And they are learning power in multiple ways.

First, the young people of ICS are learning about power in American society
and about where and with whom the power over their education and futures
resides. In their meetings on campus and at the ICS office, youth learn to con-
struct “power maps”—a tried-and-true strategy of social movement organiza-
tions. They identify who has the power to grant or deny their demands as they
campaign for better schools. Depending on the particular issue (more college
prep classes, more counselors, a new school building, an end to military recruit-
ment on their campus, etc.), the power map might include teachers, district and
city officials, corporate leaders, state and federal elected policymakers, and
more. The students place the power holders on a continuum according to how
likely each is to say “yes” or “no.” The students trace the relationships among
the power holders and, in turn, their relationships with other individuals and
groups that could influence them. ICS members try to figure out how sympa-
thetic these potentially influential “allies” might be by examining their public
statements and prior actions.

The young people of ICS are exploring the power of learning. They produce
knowledge and use it to effect change. They use participatory research to
identify and understand causes of the most pressing problems facing students
at their schools. For example, in the spring of 2002, ICS members at Roosevelt
High School surveyed the views of 754 of their classmates regarding school
discipline policies, culturally relevant curriculum, and students’ access to
information about course requirements for college. They analyzed the data,
together with other information about the school’s dismal graduation and
college eligibility rates, and distributed their findings and recommendations

Prologue 3



to educational leaders and key community decision makers. They also incor-
porated what they had learned into popular education workshops for youth
and family members in order to raise consciousness and build support. These
activities created leverage for change by making school policies the subject
of schoolwide discussion; they also enhanced the academic skills of the ICS
participants.

ICS members are learning to be powerful in the sense that they are learning
how to build and demonstrate the power of collective action. They inventory
their current resources, do strategic planning to identify long- and short-term
goals, establish timelines, and select the tactics that will communicate their
power to those who can act on their demands. They ask, What would make it
easy for decision makers to say “yes”? What would make it difficult for them
to say “no”? They marshal large numbers of supporters in petition drives, phone
or e-mail “jams,” and marches; they get their story out via media or public tes-
timony; they disrupt business as usual.

ICS members create strategic alliances with other groups that share their
goals, thereby increasing their own influence. In the spring of 2005, ICS joined
a coalition of about 20 Southern California groups to make California’s col-
lege preparatory course requirements the standard curriculum for all high
school students in Los Angeles. The coalition—Communities for Educational
Equity (CEE)—included such disparate allies as the United Way of Los Ange-
les; Community Asset Development Re-defining Education (CADRE), a small
multiracial group of activist parents in South Los Angeles; and Jose Huizar, the
president of the Los Angeles Unified School District Board of Education. This
broad-based alliance used grassroots organizing, community educational
forums, media strategies, and marches and rallies. Hundreds of people showed
up in front of the Board of Education offices in the summer of 2005 to cap a
win for the right of all students to choose a college pathway.

ICS and the CEE have since partnered with the Los Angeles teachers union
and district officials to make sure this victory is implemented well. New
demands include the school conditions, resources, and support that students
need to make effective use of a college preparatory curriculum.

ICS also allied with the speaker of the California Assembly, Fabian Núñez,
and the Latino Legislative Caucus. Knowing that local victories are not enough
to ensure college opportunities, ICS wants a say in state policies on admissions
and financial aid. At a recent public event, Núñez acknowledged the vital role of
ICS in school reform: “Your commitment to empowering students and parents
has served as a catalyst for social change and educational equity.”3 He pledged
to continue working with ICS to achieve educational justice in California.

The young people in ICS, along with adult activists, are developing the
skills of civic participation—inquiry, organizing, and action. These skills will
meet their personal needs for negotiating productive careers and lives, and will
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serve them well as they act as agents for creating quality schools and a robust
democratic public.

The theory and evidence we offer in this book emerged from the work of
young people, teachers, parents, and activists who, like ICS, use inquiry and
organizing in their quest for educational justice. However, we did not come to
our understanding of learning power by merely observing groups like ICS.

Over the last several years, the center we created—UCLA’s Institute for
Democracy, Education, and Access (IDEA)—has partnered with students, par-
ents, teachers, and grassroots groups to learn about and promote a different
approach to educational change. We have sought to carve out a unique re-
searcher role for ourselves in these partnerships, providing data and analyses
in response to specific questions posed by the groups; offering insights from
previous research; sharing our knowledge of research methods; and forging
connections among members of grassroots groups, reporters, researchers, and
policy makers.

Prologue 5

California Assembly Speaker Fabian Núñez commending InnerCity Struggle’s work as
Maria Brenes and ICS Executive Director Luis Sanchez look on.



Engaging with young people and parents who experience educational
inequality on a daily basis has made us less tolerant of reform methods that
promise little difference and of research strategies that distance scholars from
those who live the problems they study. Our partners impress upon us, with
great moral and intellectual clarity, the dramatic inequality in our public
schools. This inequality calls for radical change through radical means. With
this in mind, we offer Learning Power as a new and compelling framework for
urban school reform.
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1
Unjust Schools

THE HISTORY of United States education is a remarkable tale of expanding
schooling opportunities. It is also a story of clear and consistent advantages
for White and wealthier Americans and disadvantages for low-income stu-
dents of color. In the 19th century, Horace Mann believed that once common
public schools were established, no evil could resist their salutary influence.1

For Mann, universal schooling was to be the “great equalizer” of human con-
ditions, the “balance wheel of the social machinery,” and the “creator of wealth
undreamed of.” Poverty was certain to disappear, and with it the age-old dis-
cord between the “haves” and the “have-nots.”2 Horace Mann envisioned pub-
lic schools as places where students of all backgrounds come together to share
fair and equal opportunities for success in the educational system and, as a
consequence, fair and equal life chances. The benefits would extend far beyond
individuals and would advance democratic citizenship.

That, of course, was also the goal of the NAACP’s legal strategy that led
to Brown v. Board of Education, 50 years ago. The Brown case made clear that,
despite Mann’s compelling and extraordinarily popular rhetoric, America
provided separate and very unequal educational opportunities to children
who differed along lines of race. Contrary to Mann’s vision, schools had not
become “great equalizers.” But the ruling in Brown was meant to change all
that.

In these days, it is doubtful that any child may reasonably be expected to succeed
in life if he is denied the opportunity of an education. Such an opportunity, where
the state has undertaken to provide it, is a right which must be made available to
all on equal terms.3

The ruling that de jure segregation was unconstitutional was an accomplish-
ment of great importance. Yet, only a few days after the Brown decision, W. E. B.
Du Bois made a sobering and accurate observation about the decision and
the future, “Great as is this victory, many and long steps on Freedom Road lie
ahead.”4
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STILL SEPARATE AND STILL UNEQUAL

As we know too well, education “on equal terms” has not been achieved. In
the decade following Brown, desegregation was met with foot-dragging at best
and, at worst, with outright hostility and violence. Some progress was made by
the early 1970s in eliminating dual school systems, particularly in the South.
But even as some districts developed desegregation plans, school administra-
tors and White parents often were quick to create separate course tracks that
ensured that diverse groups of students attending the same campus were not
enrolled in the same classes. Further, much of the progress that was made
toward desegregation in the 1970s and early 1980s has since been reversed by
the courts, federal and state policy, and education leadership—all of which
have moved away from addressing segregation in its many forms. Today, the
retreat of the courts, together with highly segregated residential patterns, means
that African American and Latino students in most parts of the country attend
public schools that are as racially segregated as they were before Brown.5

Efforts to equalize racially segregated schools through fiscal equity lawsuits have
not fared much better. Politically powerful communities in many states, dubbing
rulings that states must develop more equitable school funding systems as “Robin
Hood” tactics, have made the development or successful implementation of such
plans practically impossible. Multicultural and bilingual education reforms have
often been implemented in flawed or superficial ways or, as in the case of Cali-
fornia’s 1999 “English for the Children” ballot measure outlawing bilingual edu-
cation, have been halted altogether. As a result, racial inequalities persist in fund-
ing and in access to decent school facilities, qualified teachers, culturally and
linguistically responsive curricula, and college preparatory programs. Gaps in
schooling outcomes remain, not only in test scores but also in attainments that
affect life chances, such as high school and college graduation.

California provides a powerfully discouraging example. In the mid-20th cen-
tury, California’s schools were the envy of the nation. The state boasted one of
the nation’s highest per-pupil spending rates, a surplus of qualified teachers,
modern and well-kept facilities in most communities, and rising rates of high
school graduation and college-going. Today, 30 years after a “successful” fis-
cal equity suit in the 1970s, Serrano v. Priest, the quality of California’s schools
has declined precipitously and inequities remain. California has fallen to 49th
among all of the states in the number of students for every teacher and coun-
selor, and it is last in the number of students for every librarian.6 African Amer-
ican and Latino students are far more likely to attend schools with fewer oppor-
tunities to learn—schools with shortages of qualified teachers, fewer classes that
count for college preparation, and overcrowded facilities. Put bluntly, Califor-
nia is unable to educate fully and fairly all its school children, and the grow-
ing population of African American and Latino children bear the brunt of the
state’s terrible schooling inadequacies.

8 Learning Power: Organizing for Education and Justice



Schools That Shock the Conscience

Washington Middle School, located in the center of one of California’s large
cities, provides a clear portrait of this inequality. In 2002, Washington enrolled
2,025 11- to 14-year-olds. Forty-two percent of the students were African Amer-
ican, 57% were Latino; 32% were still learning English; and 77% were from
low-income families. These young adolescents faced extraordinary learning
barriers at Washington, including a dire shortage of qualified teachers, abysmal
teaching and learning conditions, a lack of the most basic instructional mate-
rials, and an appalling disregard of basic safeguards for the students’ health
and safety.7

Only 43% of Washington’s teachers were fully certified by the state, and
many of those were teaching outside the subjects for which they were certified.
Some were woefully underprepared. One teacher, assigned to a “sheltered”
class, had thought initially that the class “was for foster care students from
homeless shelters”; she had no idea that “sheltered” instruction is a specialized
teaching strategy used with English learners. In many classrooms, long-term
substitutes filled empty teaching positions, and a succession of day-to-day sub-
stitutes filled others. The substitutes, in particular, often simply let the students
play or watch movies.

There were not enough books at Washington for students to take home to
do homework. English learners had nothing at school to read in their home
languages. Science classrooms had no running water, lab tables, or supplies.
Math classes provided no calculators (even though the state’s math standards
require them). In at least one math class, students spent time making their own
graph paper. Some English classes had no dictionaries, thesauruses, or reference
materials. Many social studies classes had no globes, and the atlases were falling
apart. In one class, students had a map only because their uncertified teacher’s
supervisor “felt sorry” for them.

Teachers, who had too few and out-of-date textbooks for their average stu-
dent load of 175, were limited to 150 photocopies a day and 500 sheets of copy
paper a month. One of the school’s two photocopying machines had been bro-
ken for nearly a year.

The school, designed for 20% fewer students and lacking adequate janitor-
ial and maintenance services, was overcrowded, trash littered, dilapidated, and
unappealing. Teachers “roved” between classrooms, carrying their supplies in
all manner of conveyances, and some taught in spaces never intended to be
classrooms. One science class was far too cramped for hands-on experiments,
even if the supplies were available. The heaters in some rooms got so hot that
they burned students who touched them, and the overcrowding meant that
some desks had to be placed within arm’s reach.

All 2,025 students ate lunch at the same time in an outside space with seats
for about 500. Students said they often felt unsafe during the lunchtime chaos,

Unjust Schools 9



and frequently there was not enough time to get through the food line. The
water fountains were filthy, and many did not work at all. The playground
equipment consisted of a few basketball hoops without nets.

Schools like Washington are found in poor, urban communities across Cal-
ifornia and the United States. Students at schools in mostly White, middle-class
suburbs experience few, if any, of these problems.

We see the stark inequalities in the map shown in Figure 1.1. Each of the
dots on the map marks the location of a Los Angeles area high school. The back-
ground shading of the map shows the racial composition of the neighbor-
hoods in which the schools are located—the lighter the background, the greater
the percentage of African American and Latino residents. The color and size of
the dots indicate whether or not the school has serious limitations on the
resources and opportunities it can provide to students—that is, whether more
than 20% of its teachers lack full certification, if fewer than two thirds of its
classes “count” toward students’ preparation for college,8 or if its facilities are
so overcrowded that it cannot provide the standard number of school days for
its students. On the map, schools with none of these problems are marked with
a white dot. Schools with serious problems are marked with a black dot. The
size of the black dot indicates whether the school has one, two, or all three of
the problems. The map shows clearly that Los Angeles area schools serving
large numbers of students of color tend to be the most in need of qualified
teachers, the most deficient in college access courses, and the most crowded.
The sobering reality is that 50 years after Brown and after decades of school
reform, schools remain both separate and unequal.

Williams v. State of California

In 2000, some angry Californians joined together to ask the courts to remedy
the inequities that many years of school “reforms” had left untouched and argu-
ably had made worse. A group of young people and their parents filed suit in
the California Superior Court in San Francisco on May 17, 2000, the 46th
anniversary of the Brown v. Board of Education Supreme Court decision. Their
case carried the name of Eliezer Williams, a student at a San Francisco middle
school with many of the same problems as Washington. Nearly all of the 48
student plaintiffs named in the case were African American, Latino, or Asian
Pacific Islander, and they all attended predominantly non-White schools. Most
of their classmates qualified for free or reduced-price meals, and many were still
learning English. The named plaintiffs represented a class of more than a mil-
lion California students who experienced similar school conditions. On their
behalf, Williams and the other plaintiffs sued California’s Governor, the State
Board of Education, and the State Superintendent of Public Instruction.

The Williams plaintiffs claimed that they, and many other California stu-
dents like them, attend “schools that shock the conscience.” These were schools

10 Learning Power: Organizing for Education and Justice



F
IG

U
R

E
 1

.1
.

O
p

p
o

rt
u

n
it

ie
s 

to
 l
ea

rn
 i
n

 L
o

s 
A

n
g
el

es
 C

o
u

n
ty

 h
ig

h
 s

ch
o

o
ls

.

11



with conditions so poor that no academic, or lawyer, or politician would want
his or her own child to step foot inside them. In the words of the complaint,
these schools lacked “trained teachers, necessary educational supplies, class-
rooms, even seats in classrooms, and facilities that meet basic health and
safety standards.”9

The plaintiffs argued that, by permitting such schools, California’s educa-
tional system failed to meet its constitutional obligation to educate all stu-
dents and to educate them equally. It is important to note here that according
to the California state constitution, education is a fundamental right. Califor-
nia law also requires basic educational equality—that is, the state must provide
all students with the essential elements of schooling that it provides to most
students. Consequently, the Williams plaintiffs claimed that there is a constitu-
tional floor below which no child’s education should fall. They also argued that
“substandard” schools are disproportionately attended by low-income African
American and Latino students.

For a year and a half, we were part of a research team that examined evidence
related to the plaintiffs’ claims.10 We studied the state’s education policies and
the conditions in California schools. We found ample evidence that not only
were teachers, books, and facilities in short supply in California, but they were
systematically less available to low-income students of color. Further, the dif-
ferent deficiencies (teachers or materials or facilities) were clustered in partic-
ular schools; a school experiencing one of the problems was much more likely
to experience more or all of them, compounding their deleterious effects. We
found that the problems were so widespread that they could not be seen only
as “school problems” or even “district problems”. Instead, the evidence pointed
to systemic, state-level problems that schools and districts could not be expected
to surmount on their own.

Our team also concluded that California state policy could and should guar-
antee that all students have basic educational resources and conditions. Only
then could the state provide all students with a reasonable opportunity to learn
the content and skills identified in the state’s standards and to pass the state’s
tests. These resources and conditions include, at the very least, those named by
the Williams plaintiffs—qualified teachers (as defined by the state’s teaching
credentials), sufficient standards-aligned instructional materials, and safe,
uncrowded facilities. Although we did not argue that the mere presence of
teachers, books, and decent school buildings would guarantee high-quality
schools or high student achievement, we did contend that, without these con-
ditions, students faced unreasonable educational barriers.

The group of experts hired by the state did not dispute the plaintiffs’ charge
that California schools lacked basic resources or that the system failed to pro-
vide those resources equally. They did not dispute that few California children
in privileged neighborhoods suffered the conditions in the plaintiffs’ schools.
Instead, they argued, using econometric analysis, that providing more teach-
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ers, materials, and adequate facilities would be unlikely to increase the plain-
tiff students’ test scores, and that this is what matters most. In other words,
because test scores are the only readily measurable output of the education sys-
tem, additional expenditures on educational inputs like teachers, textbooks, and
facilities can only be justified if they are statistically correlated to increases in
test scores.

The state’s experts also argued that California’s test-based accountability
system—which they judged to be first-rate—provides incentives that motivate
individuals to improve. This system, they reasoned, promised to create far
more school improvement than providing all children with qualified teach-
ers, appropriate materials, and adequate facilities. In essence, they answered
the plaintiffs’ broad plea for education on “equal terms” with a narrow tech-
nical argument about increasing test scores and with disparaging judgments
about the needs and motivations of the plaintiffs, their families, and their
communities.

The Williams case is important to the story we tell in this book. The findings
of the plaintiffs’ experts reveal that inequity pervades the most basic elements
of the educational system. The arguments of the state show that merely docu-
menting inequality will not, in and of itself, lead to more adequate and equi-
table schooling. Straightforward and obvious claims of injustice can be trans-
formed, in the hands of lawyers, researchers, and policymakers, into highly
technical disputes about statistical methods or esoteric debates about motiva-
tional theories. Scientific and technical arguments have a limited capacity to
resolve matters that reach so deeply into cultural values and political con-
tention. Indeed, as we explain in Chapter 8, the state’s ultimate willingness to
acknowledge the injustice of its educational system and settle Williams turned
more on the political power of grassroots advocacy groups than on any find-
ings of fact.

Inequality—Cultural and Political, as Well as Technical

In 1954, as the Warren Court ruled against the constitutionality of laws segre-
gating schoolchildren by race, it declared that education must be made avail-
able to all “on equal terms.” In addition to overturning the 1896 Plessy deci-
sion allowing separate-but-equal facilities, Brown’s unambiguous assertion of
human rights, carrying with it the full authority and power of a unanimous
Supreme Court, spoke symbolically to cultural and political equality as well as
to the promise of education on “equal terms.” Most significantly, it challenged
an earlier court’s view of who merits full consideration before the law. W. E. B.
Du Bois observed, “100 years before [Brown] another chief justice declared [in
Dred Scott] that Negroes had no rights which a white man must respect.”11

Brown rejected that judgment, and it revived the promise laid out in the Con-
stitution’s 14th and 15th Amendments of full citizenship for all.
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Despite the broad cultural and political sweep of the Brown decision, three
fundamental assumptions have dominated efforts over the past decades to real-
ize its promise. The first is that equality can be achieved by working exclusively
within the educational system. The second is that inequalities within the edu-
cational system are sustained by ignorance (or inadequate technologies) rather
than by deep cultural beliefs and assumptions about race. The third, following
from the first two, is that once educators are provided with knowledge and tech-
niques for disrupting schooling inequality, salutary change will occur. These
assumptions are grounded on the premise that, rather than reflecting the core
of American society, racist practices are at odds with basic American values, and
therefore Americans will, if given the opportunity, naturally move away from
such practices.

Research over the past two decades on efforts to desegregate schools and to
equalize funding among them illuminates the inadequacy of these assumptions
and the corresponding reform approaches that have dominated the nation’s
equity efforts. That work reveals that when experts are asked to design and
implement desegregation remedies, fiscal equity legislation, and compensa-
tory education programs, they respond as if these are primarily technical chal-
lenges. Most education professionals, for example, have been trained in a pro-
fessional milieu in which changes in schools take their guidance from
traditional research, development, and diffusion approaches to innovation in
business and industry. That is, professional reformers have focused their atten-
tion on the technical dimensions of the challenge and have responded by cre-
ating rules, structures, practices, and programs. Thus, they have developed stu-
dent assignment plans (and transportation services) that achieve racial balance
among schools and classes within schools, allocation formulas that reduce
between-district funding disparities, training protocols in “human relations,”
supplemental academic programs, and so forth.

Similar insights emerge from research into efforts to eliminate racial dispar-
ities within schools, including “detracking” initiatives seeking to increase the
access of students of color to high-quality and equitable teaching and learn-
ing. Here, too, we find that reformers have focused their efforts on developing
structures and pedagogies that “work” in heterogeneous classes. Yet, the most
formidable barriers reside less in the technical challenges of designing equitable
schools, and more in the cultural norms about race, merit, and schooling that
underlie the status quo and, for so many people, make specific equity reforms
so difficult to accept. Equity reforms are often cut short by political struggles
for comparative advantage, as middle- and upper-class parents seek to ensure
that their children have the same absolute and relative social and economic priv-
ileges that they enjoy. The intractability of these norms and politics cannot be
understood, let alone altered, absent consideration of the larger social, eco-
nomic, and political milieu in which current inequalities between and within
schools seem so sensible to so many of those who are privileged currently.
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A technical approach to equity reform falls short of achieving education “on
equal terms” because privilege and exclusion are not discrete problems that
result from ignorance, but rather ideologies that are endemic to the logic of
much of the educational system. Efforts to redress policies and strategies that
sustain privilege and exclusion often encounter powerful interest groups. That
is, it is not a matter of the better argument prevailing when the better (more
egalitarian) argument runs headfirst into political force to sustain the status
quo. Further, so-called egalitarian strategies are implemented unevenly.
Because efforts to improve less privileged schools are often half-hearted and
underfunded, and reform in privileged schools is typically sustained and more
generous, technical “school improvement” often means more inequality.
Hence, strategies designed to address gaps in opportunities and attainment
often allow more privileged schools to increase their advantages. We have con-
cluded, therefore, that the disparities we find among schools and within
schools are at least as much a cultural and political problem as a technical one.
And remedying these disparities is a far more complex cultural and political
undertaking than researchers, educators, and policymakers assume or have
the tools to accomplish.

We are not saying that professional reformers are unaware that eliminating
gaps in opportunities and achievement among diverse groups of students is
extraordinarily difficult. Neither are we saying that the central problem has
been a lack of effort on the part of these reformers. Rather, no matter how hard
people work at them, the usual approaches to school reform—technical reforms
that change rules, structures, and practices—are simply not efficacious enough
to counter the multiple forces that maintain the unequal status quo among and
within schools.

Making schools more equitable—or, in Du Bois’s words after the Brown

decision, taking those “long and many steps on Freedom Road”—requires
strategies that address the norms and politics of education and, inevitably, of
the larger society from which they emanate.12 That means that, in addition
to the technical work of devising more equitable formulas for distributing
resources and developing and implementing practices that “work” better for
diverse groups of children, equity reformers must also deconstruct the prevail-
ing beliefs and politics that sustain racial and class privilege. They must par-
ticipate in changing the cultural belief that low-income communities of color
want and need less from schools—as exemplified by the “experts” defending
California in the Williams case who argued that providing more teachers, mate-
rials, and adequate facilities would be unlikely to improve the education of
plaintiff students. Put bluntly, equity reformers must help alter the politics of
educational policymaking that preserve advantages for wealthier and more
powerful communities.

The prevailing assumption that racial inequality can be overcome through
enlightened educational policy diverts attention from the inextricable connections
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between separate-and-unequal schooling and the larger separate-and-unequal
social, political, and economic conditions that schooling mirrors. Moreover, this
analysis is rarely part of the repertoire of the professionals who engage in educa-
tional reform. Thus, it is not surprising that education reforms have largely ignored
the norms and distribution of power necessary to address inequality. Unfortu-
nately, the neglect of the normative and political has guaranteed failure of the
often creative and likely effective technical approaches that well-intentioned,
equity-minded professionals have developed and sought to implement.

“STEPS ON FREEDOM ROAD”: 
AN ACTIVIST PUBLIC

For guidance on this problem, we have turned to what may seem an unlikely
source—American philosopher John Dewey. John Dewey’s later work, in par-
ticular his political and educational writings from the 1920s and 1930s, sug-
gests to us that the failure to realize Brown’s promise of education “on equal
terms” can be attributed, at least in part, to an absence of a robust public
sphere. That is, we have lacked what Dewey called the “public intelligence” to
confront the dominant cultural norms and politics of privilege that sustain
structures of inequality both in and out of school.

John Dewey’s analyses of the public’s role in establishing progressive social
policy argue that realizing Brown’s promise demands an informed and energized
public. Achieving education on “equal terms” requires all groups to speak on
“equal terms” in ways that compel the powerful to account for what they hear.

There is . . . nothing more radical than insistence upon democratic methods as
the means by which radical social changes be effected. . . . Democratic means and
the attainment of democratic ends are one and inseparable. . . . The crusade can
win at the best but partial victory unless it springs from a living faith in our com-
mon human nature and in the power of voluntary action based upon public col-
lective intelligence.13

Throughout his career, Dewey believed in the possibilities of a public intel-
ligence advancing progressive social change. Early on, he looked to professional
educators to gradually infuse intelligence into the broader political culture. He
viewed this strategy as an end run around more confrontational political change.
But, during the 1920s, Dewey became disillusioned with this approach as he saw
how powerful interests could use mass communication to distort and subvert
public understanding. His 1930s writing speaks to how participatory publics
must engage public life more directly.

Dewey called for a public sphere in which experts and citizens14 engage
together in participatory social inquiry—in information gathering, exchange,
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interpretation, and debate. Structures and processes of social inquiry could cul-
tivate a public intelligence about social problems affecting the daily lives of
common people in a way that could reveal their causes and point toward viable
solutions. Further, participation in inquiry could promote the organization
and commitment necessary for those citizens most impacted by social inequal-
ity to push forward egalitarian reforms.

Dewey’s hope for equality, then, turned on the intellectual capacity and
political participation of common citizens. He argued that citizens engaged in
public, social inquiry will better connect forms of educational inequality to their
social, cultural, and political contexts and account for the ideologies of priv-
ilege that sustain those inequalities. More progressive policies can result, in
Dewey’s view, only from the full “flowering of human capacities” and the power
of participatory politics.15 Dewey did not dismiss expert knowledge entirely.
Rather, he sought to forge close relationships between experts and common cit-
izens so that each could inform the other in the process of inquiry. Such inquiry,
he argued, creates new and useful systems of knowledge accessible to all. And
that is where the promise to complete the project of American democracy rests.

Dewey’s work provides considerable hope and guidance as we continue to
pursue education “on equal terms” in the years ahead. Social understanding
created in the public sphere (Dewey’s “public intelligence”) would be far more
effective than conventional school reform in bringing more equitable policy.
Reform strategies emanating from such public engagement could generate both
the knowledge and the power needed to confront the dominant cultural norms
and the politics of privilege that sustain structures of inequality both in and
out of school.

However, Dewey provides little help with the circumstances under which
such inquiry might occur, particularly in contemporary society. His 1930s writ-
ing offers few insights on how citizens might come together to examine par-
ticular instances of inequality or how that inquiry might lead to action and real
change.

The kind of citizen engagement Dewey proposed, while antithetical to the
technical approach of contemporary reformers, has been advanced in recent
years by grassroots and advocacy groups using social movement and organiz-
ing strategies to achieve more equitable schooling. Strategies that challenge
cultural norms and seek to alter power relationships are the stock and trade of
social movements and grassroots organizations. Grassroots and activist orga-
nizations, seeking to build the power of low-income communities, engage stu-
dents, parents, and community members in powerful actions aimed at expos-
ing and disrupting schooling inequalities. These groups routinely target the
prejudices and politics that sustain unequal schooling. Because grassroots
“reformers” are also those who experience the broad range of social, economic,
and political inequality, their centrality in reform forces the connections
between education and broader social issues and struggles.
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Although professionals must necessarily play a key role in the development
and implementation of the technical elements of reform, social activists—stu-
dents, parents, community members, organizers, and advocates—are far more
likely to blaze a timely, effective, and sustainable route to ending educational
disparities. Consequently, we propose that contemporary social-movement
organizing is both a relevant model for pursuing equitable education and a real-
istic site for enacting Dewey’s theory of a deep and effective public intelligence
as the foundation of democracy.

Working as allies, researchers and educators can help such activists to under-
stand the educational landscape, including the social and schooling barriers to
equality; marshal evidence that allows grassroots groups to communicate these
inequalities; and construct knowledge of what could be done to make school-
ing more equitable. Organized activists, however, must play a central role in
this knowledge construction. And, they are best positioned to take action on
this knowledge. Their demands on policymakers and other opinion leaders, and
their appeals to the court, build the power to carry the struggle forward.

We have concluded, then, that Dewey’s conceptions of social inquiry and
social understanding employed in the context of contemporary social-move-
ment and community-organizing strategies provide today’s best hope for
achieving the promise of Brown. Dewey’s ideas point toward a model of
inquiry-based organizing. They suggest how education researchers, educators,
activists, and policymakers can join together in engagement, inquiry, partici-
pation, and empowerment. Dewey’s emphasis on knowledge and the knowl-
edge construction dimensions of civic participation and empowerment is par-
ticularly useful, suggesting that social movement and organizing strategies are
most likely to result in equitable, higher quality schooling for all students if
democratic learning processes accompany activities focused on building power
and taking action.

Dewey’s work suggests, for example, that social inquiry, conducted in the con-
text of contemporary social-movement and organizing strategies, has the poten-
tial for creating new knowledge that defines high-quality education, merit, and
achievement in racially inclusive ways. That knowledge gains power as low-
income parents and parents of color participate in social inquiry and become
actors in a movement for more equitable schools. Their engagement also helps
frame a powerful “story” of parents and communities who want and deserve
high-quality education and who know what education can and should be. As
such stories take hold in the public consciousness, cultural and political obsta-
cles to equity can be challenged more successfully.

In sum, participatory social inquiry is a process of knowledge construction
that aligns research-based knowledge, newly acquired knowledge, and lived
experiences. When applied to education equity, such inquiry forges new mean-
ings and understandings about core educational ideas. Social movements rely
on these same processes of knowledge construction as they build political
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power within previously marginalized groups. Realizing the promise of Brown

undoubtedly requires both new knowledge and new power. As promising as
these directions may be, they too face enormous cultural and political barriers.
As we elaborate later, the scholarship on social-movement organizing around
racial issues and the development of cross-racial movements raises cautions that
education equity researchers and advocates should heed.

ELABORATING THE ARGUMENT: 
SOCIAL INQUIRY AND GRASSROOTS

ORGANIZING

We arrived at this argument after years of research on inequitable schooling in
the United States. The remainder of this book elaborates and provides concrete
examples of the ideas we have introduced in this first chapter:

• The shortcomings of conventional reform strategies to realize Brown’s
promise;

• Dewey’s potential contribution to a new generation of equity strategies;
• Social movement organizing as a means of extending Dewey’s ideas in the

contemporary context.

In Chapter 2, we demonstrate through the example of a highly regarded
high school how conventional approaches to reform offer a severely limited
model on which to base efforts to equalize education across or within schools.
We describe how this school has maintained its advantages over schools in less
affluent communities, despite technical changes aimed at equalizing resources
across schools. And we use the considerable research on tracking and detrack-
ing to make clear the woeful inadequacy of “technical” changes and change
strategies in the face of the powerful norms and politics that sustain inequal-
ity within schools.

In Chapter 3, we explain how John Dewey’s later work provides a more
robust view of equity reform by highlighting the role of knowledge construc-
tion and application in the context of public engagement, social inquiry, civic
participation, and empowerment. We also introduce our experience in using
Dewey’s ideas about social inquiry and action as useful and practical guides for
respectful, productive, equity-based contemporary efforts with students, teach-
ers, parents, and grassroots organizations. Our research group at UCLA’s Insti-
tute for Democracy, Education, and Access (IDEA) has come to call these activ-
ities “social design experiments.”

Chapters 4 and 5 offer two examples of IDEA’s social design experiments.
One is Futures, an intervention in which we used participatory social inquiry
to realize more equitable schooling outcomes for low-income high school
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students of color. The second is Teaching to Change LA, which illustrates how
participatory social inquiry can support teachers’ development of more equi-
table curriculum and pedagogy for low-income students of color.

In Chapter 6, we confront the limitations of the two examples we have
described and show how these limitations led us to explore democratic social
movements and community organizing for ways that researchers, educators,
activists, and policymakers can use social inquiry for policy change. We describe
two of these policy-related experiences in Chapters 7 and 8. One is Parent-U-
Turn, our collaboration with a group of low-income parents of color who have
combined social inquiry with grassroots organizing to become a powerful force
in local policy debates. Our other experience is with the Educational Justice Col-
laborative, a statewide coalition of advocacy and community-based organiza-
tions whose inquiry and activism have helped to shape California’s equity pol-
icy agenda. These social design experiments are simultaneously research and
interventions; they construct knowledge for the purpose of acting on it, and
their actions become fodder for new inquiry. Of particular significance, how-
ever, is that none of these activities are owned exclusively by IDEA. To suggest
otherwise violates the principles both of Dewey and of movement organizing
and undermines the power of these ultimately democratic approaches to equity
education reform.

We conclude with a final chapter that argues that Americans are most likely
to realize equitable schooling by engaging in grassroots organizing informed
by public inquiry. We maintain that the experiments we have described in this
book provide promising and concrete examples of how that might occur, and
that the time is ripe for such inquiry and organizing. We also predict some of
the salutary changes we can expect if education professionals join together with
activists in a new, inquiry-based social movement for educational justice.
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2
The Limits of 

School Reform

WOODROW WILSON HIGH SCHOOL is a large, diverse urban high
school in a politically liberal university town.1 A quick glance might indicate
that the Wilson community would be a promising place to realize democratic
and equitable education in a multiracial, multiclass state like California. Yet,
it did not turn out that way.

Wilson benefits from being located in a diverse community with a large
number of White and wealthy residents. These powerful residents, over the
years, have used their considerable political influence and negotiating skills to
keep their diverse schools among the most advantaged in the state—an accom-
plishment of which the community is very proud. At the same time, however,
Wilson’s schools have not escaped the insidious effects of pervasive cultural
beliefs about low-income communities of color—that they value education
less, that they are less “involved” with education, that their children are less
able or less willing to achieve, and that their children’s needs and futures are
so different from those of the community’s White and wealthy children that
they require different educational programs. These prevailing norms, together
with the political savvy of the community’s most advantaged families, have cre-
ated and maintained pernicious inequalities inside Wilson High.

This chapter uses the example of Wilson High School to illuminate how the
norms and politics of White and middle-class privilege undermine the efficacy
of reforms intended to provide high-quality schooling equally to all students.
The persistence of racial inequality in the face of equity reforms is consistent
with the contradictory role of schools in our capitalist democracy. Despite our
prized cultural legacy of the common public school as a “great equalizer,”
American schools also serve the mission of preparing students for their “right-
ful” places in an unequal labor market and society. Because social hierarchies
in this country are also racial hierarchies, stratified schooling opportunities
and outcomes favor those from higher status racial groups.2 Our experiences
at Wilson help demonstrate the limits of technical approaches to equity school
reform. Technical changes by themselves, even in the hands of committed and
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skillful professional “change agents” or backed by court orders, are too weak
to interrupt the intergenerational transmission of racial inequality. At root, the
cultural norms of meritocracy and the politics of privilege are impervious to
so puny an attack.3

Despite California’s historic efforts to equalize education in the state and Wil-
son educators’ impressive work toward equalizing opportunities within their
high school, Wilson High embodies inequalities that pervade American schools.
As we describe below, on the one hand, the norms and politics of American
schooling protected Wilson’s advantages during decades of statewide resource
shortages and widening gaps among California schools and, on the other hand,
created and perpetuated inequalities inside Wilson High. The outcomes both
statewide and within Wilson have disadvantaged low-income students of color.

PRESERVING ADVANTAGE/
PRESERVING INEQUALITY

The students who attend Wilson are among the most fortunate high school stu-
dents in California. Unlike thousands of their peers at the high schools whose
resource shortages and dilapidated conditions were highlighted by the Williams

case, Wilson’s students benefit from above-average educational spending in the
state, highly qualified teachers, ample instructional materials, a well-stocked
library, plentiful college preparatory courses, and more.

In large part, Wilson High’s advantages attest to the success of the Wilson
community in staving off efforts to bring equity to California schools. As the
state’s schools reeled from the combined effects of its 1970s fiscal equalization
court case and the “taxpayer” revolt that followed closely on the heels of the
case, Wilson maintained its status as one of the state’s best funded and most
highly regarded school systems.

A Historical Glimpse at California School Finance Reform

The historical context of California school finance litigation and legislation pro-
vides the background for the modern inequities at Wilson. As we mentioned
briefly in Chapter 1, California’s high average levels of post–World War II
educational spending masked stark disparities in the resources, conditions,
opportunities, and outcomes between schools in Whiter and wealthier com-
munities and those in communities of color and of poverty. The heightened
attention to these issues in the 1960s triggered Serrano v. Priest, one of the ear-
liest cases in a wave of lawsuits challenging different states to provide equi-
table school funding.

In 1971, the Serrano plaintiffs charged that California’s educational finance
system violated the Constitutional guarantee of equal protection because of
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the large variations in revenue that high- and low-wealth communities could
generate through local property taxes when they taxed themselves at a given
rate. In 1968–1969, students in high-wealth Beverly Hills attended schools
spending $1,232 on each child while their peers across the Los Angeles basin
in low-wealth Baldwin Park went to schools with only $577 to spend on
each student.

Ruling in favor of the plaintiffs, the court directed the state legislature to
equalize funding among districts. The legislature developed a complex formula
that, over time, would diminish spending differentials among school districts
so that the variation among them would not be more than $100 per student.
However, before the impact of equalization could be felt, the state’s 1978 Propo-
sition 13 “taxpayer revolt” limited the property tax rate and decreased local tax
revenues overall by 60%. It also required any new tax increase to be approved
by a two-thirds majority of voters—a margin extraordinarily difficult to reach.
The combined effect was that Serrano brought greater fiscal equity to Califor-
nia’s educational system, but the schools got an equitable share of a dramati-
cally smaller pool of funds.

Making matters worse, the funding mechanisms the state used to compen-
sate for the loss of local tax revenue worked against the equalizing effect of the
Serrano decision. Most new state funds came in the form of grants that were
distributed to districts through a competitive proposal process. Districts with
strong grant writers—most often districts with above-average funding—have
been able to secure a disproportionate share of the new state funds. Thus,
despite the requirements of Serrano, the state’s responses to the constraints
imposed by Proposition 13 undermined both equity and the overall quality of
public education.

Wilson High’s Funding

The Wilson community, in part because of its considerable wealth and polit-
ical power, has protected itself from the worst effects of Serrano and Proposi-
tion 13. In 2004, for example, Wilson’s district spent about $900 more per stu-
dent than the state average and nearly $2,000 more per student than nearby
districts serving predominantly low-income communities of color. Local fund-
raising efforts have produced grants from the city and private donations that
add $1,600 extra per Wilson student, compared to as little as $68 in such local
funds in nearby low-income schools. Wilson has also done quite well in cap-
turing additional dollars made available by the state through the special cat-
egorical funding programs that are exempt from the Serrano limits. That Wil-
son captures another $1,200 per student from these funds (slightly below the
state average) is surprising, given that nearly a third of these state funds are
designated for programs serving students with special needs (for example, stu-
dents with disabilities, those who need meal subsidies, and English-language
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learners). Wilson has only about half the percentage of English-language learn-
ers and low-income students as does the state as a whole.

Wilson also far exceeds state averages in its academic performance. Students’
average test scores place Wilson High in the top tier of the state’s high schools.
Each year, about two thirds of Wilson’s graduates qualify for 4-year colleges and
universities—about twice the state average. Wilson sends many of its graduates
to the nation’s most prestigious universities. These graduates carry with them
impressive academic records, high SAT scores, and promising futures.

Finally, Wilson High has been at the forefront of education reform. In the
early 1990s, Wilson educators responded to widespread reports that escalating
requirements for jobs in the new economy meant that schools had to prepare
more students for college. A key step was to eliminate many of the low-level
courses in which low-income students and students of color were overrepre-
sented. Similarly, they converted the noncollege “general” track into a “regu-
lar” college preparatory pathway, making it more likely that all students could
satisfy requirements to attend a 4-year college. Some of Wilson’s reforms have
been quite generously supported by grants from philanthropic foundations.

EQUITY REFORM AT WILSON HIGH

For years, troubling patterns of inequality lay just below the surface of Wil-
son’s impressive statistics and reforms. As part of its reforms in the 1990s, the
school’s progressive principal, Rudy Stanton, called the public’s attention to
the “two schools” problem. By this, Stanton meant that most of the school’s
low-income African American and Latino students had very different learning
opportunities and achievements than their White and Asian peers. Despite
reforms that ostensibly created more opportunities for African American and
Latino students, Wilson maintained a tracked curriculum with the same sort-
ing effects as traditionally tracked schools.4 The school maintained a two-
tiered structure that channeled students toward very different futures. The
school experiences, achievements, and college opportunities of students in
the “honors” track (predominantly White and Asian students from the afflu-
ent north side of town) diverged dramatically from those in the “regular” track
(mostly low-income Latino and African American youth living in the south-
ern part of the community).

The school’s segregated and differentiated opportunity structure was matched
by racial disparities in outcomes. Almost half of the African American students
and about 40% of the Latinos carried grade point averages of less than “C.”
Although the school routinely reported that about 85% of its graduates went
on to college, significant race and social class disparities lay beneath this num-
ber. The large majority of Wilson graduates attending 4-year universities were
affluent White, Asian, and Middle Eastern students. Most of the school’s low-
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income African American and Latino students who went to college attended
local 2-year schools, and these students were vastly overrepresented in the group
that did not attend college at all.

These outcomes for Wilson’s African American and Latino students are par-
ticularly sobering when compared with those for African American and Latino
students in nearby districts with less qualified faculties and fewer educational
resources. African Americans and Latinos at Wilson were no more likely to be
eligible to attend a 4-year college than their peers in less advantaged schools.
Further, because Wilson’s students of color entered high school with far bet-
ter scores on state achievement tests, they might have been expected to have
much higher rates of 4-year college attendance than their peers in neighbor-
ing districts.

Moving Toward “One School” for All

Principal Rudy Stanton made the “two schools” problem the central object of
reform. The superintendent, Sandra Nesbitt, also thought it was the right thing
to do, and she was well positioned to undertake such a reform. The district was
connected with national reform networks, highly regarded throughout the
region, and supported by foundation grants. We served as the university part-
ner to the district’s reform.

Through a process of Wilson High faculty inquiry and experimentation with
more inclusive practices, the school became somewhat more responsive to stu-
dents of color. By 2000, a significant number of Latinos and African Americans
began to participate in student government, and a few more enrolled in hon-
ors track and advanced placement (AP) classes. Some faculty-led interventions
helped students of color navigate an unfamiliar and demanding college-
preparatory curriculum. The Futures project we describe in Chapter 4 was one
such effort. Compared to 5 years earlier, Wilson’s African American and Latino
students were more likely to receive college-eligible grades, participate in rig-
orous curricula (honors and AP classes as well as higher level math and science
classes), and apply to and enroll in 4-year universities.

But the progress was modest. Although half of the school’s population was
African American and Latino, no AP or honors class in 2000–2001 contained
more than 14% students of color. The “two schools” remained, even if the
boundary between them was slightly more permeable than before.

Then Wilson’s reform hit a wall. As some students and parents of color,
along with supportive faculty, pressed against the “two schools” boundary, oth-
ers shoved back. Claiming damage to the schools’ traditionally high-achieving
students from “watered-down” honors and AP classes, a substantial group of
parents—nearly all White, several wealthy, and many with considerable power
in the community—proposed adding another track called “mid-honors.” This
new track, they argued, would provide for the particular educational needs of

The Limits of School Reform 25



students in the middle of the achievement range—those who want more aca-
demic challenge than the regular track provides, but who did not want a course
as rigorous as honors or AP and were willing to forgo the extra grade points
that AP provides. This proposed track would replicate a traditional school track-
ing system; only the names would change.

The Wilson story does not end here, and we return to it in Chapter 4. How-
ever, by this point it had become clear that the school’s well-crafted reform
process would not solve its “two schools” problem.

WHAT WENT WRONG?

At Wilson, as in California as a whole and across the nation, the struggle to
achieve equality stumbled over a bumpy political landscape. As pointed out in
Chapter 1, most reforms have proceeded from the assumptions that equality
can be achieved by focusing exclusively on the educational system, and that a
lack of knowledge is at the root of inequality. Throughout this period, court-
ordered remedies and other equity reforms have drawn on traditional school
improvement strategies to “treat” the prevailing inequality. Yet, they have done
little to confront the broad social norms or the political arrangements that sup-
ported the inequality.5

Research That Lifted the Veil of Ignorance

By the mid-1980s, sociological research had made clear that some common
school structures—tracking and ability grouping, for example—perpetuate
unequal opportunities in racially mixed schools. The findings against tracking
and all but the most temporary ability grouping are strong and unequivocal.6

Schools’ constructions of students’ intellectual abilities, often based on race and
socioeconomic status, have been found to play a major role in allocating learn-
ing resources and conditions. Elementary and middle school students whom
educators judge to be less able or to have less “potential” are placed in low-
level groups, classes, or remedial programs; those considered to be “bright” go
to high-ability classes. Senior high school students are sorted into college
preparatory courses or more general and vocational classes, based partly on their
academic abilities and partly on how their abilities compare with those of other
students. These decisions and placements determine the quality of the curricu-
lum, instructional practices, and social relations that students experience. Stu-
dents in lower classes, or tracks, typically get fewer of the resources and condi-
tions that promote achievement and advancement than students in higher
classes or tracks. They have fewer well-qualified teachers, less exposure to intel-
lectually engaging curricula, and less access to technology and laboratories for
investigation and problem solving.
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Clear race and class patterns prevail, both between schools and within
them. African American, Latino, and low-income students are consistently
overrepresented in low-ability settings and less likely to participate in programs
for “gifted” or college-bound students. These differential placements within
schools cannot be explained by test scores; African American and Latino stu-
dents are more likely to be placed in lower track classes than White students
with comparable scores.7 Unequal access to advanced classes occurs both
between schools and within them. Most segregated schools serving low-income
and minority students have proportionately fewer advanced classes than do
schools serving predominantly White, more affluent students. Most desegre-
gated schools disproportionately assign African American and Latino students
to low-track classes.

As the evidence of the educational inequalities and racial stratification asso-
ciated with tracking became known, many policymakers, educators, and advo-
cacy groups advised that schools dismantle their tracked structures. During the
1990s, many educators took this advice and attempted to “detrack” their
schools. Although some schools showed early success, detracking rarely got
beyond small initial steps; at the same time, it brought great acrimony to the
school’s community.

The Failure of Knowledge and Technical Strategies 
to Disrupt Inequality

The research on detracking efforts is sobering. For example, Jeannie Oakes and
Amy Stuart Wells conducted a study in the early 1990s that followed educators
in 10 racially mixed schools over 3 years as they developed innovative course-
taking structures and classroom practices for accommodating diverse groups of
students.8 They documented how reformers at each of these schools had come
to see the pattern of putting students of different racial and ethnic groups into
largely separate and quite unequal classes as deeply problematic—both peda-
gogically and morally. Made uncomfortable by their experiences, these educa-
tors were prompted to action by the research and by the judgment of profes-
sional and policy organizations that tracking works against expectations for all
students to meet high academic standards.

These educators shared the research with their colleagues, and they used the
lessons of the school change literature to support reform. They found new
resources (often grants for “restructuring” schools), technical assistance, and
professional development. They took their time, creating strategic plans for
gradual implementation. Most believed that those who opposed the reforms
would eventually see that tracking is at odds with core American values and
quality education. They thought that their schools and communities, if given
a well-crafted and successful alternative, would be eager to abandon discrimi-
natory practices.
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They were wrong. Their efforts to make their schools more equitable were
fought bitterly and often crushed. Some colleagues in their schools and dis-
tricts remained highly skeptical; a few were outright hostile. Even some who
valued racially mixed schools worried that detracking undermined the educa-
tional chances of high-achieving (usually White) students. Wealthier White
parents applied enormous pressure to keep the status quo; they worried that
democratizing the high-status curriculum would jeopardize their children’s
chances for admission to prestigious universities. Many middle-class White
parents associated their daughters’ and sons’ increasingly scarce opportuni-
ties with the “problems” caused by minority students in their schools, most
of whom were poor.

Detracking collided with (mostly) taken-for-granted conceptions of racial dif-
ferences in intelligence and ability and deeply entrenched traditions that define
a valuable curriculum and appropriate practice at the schools. Moreover, the
proposed changes were redistributive—that is, they fundamentally altered how
the schools allocated their most precious resources, including teachers, mate-
rials, and high-achieving students. They challenged traditional ways of think-
ing about merit and which students “deserve” the best that schools have to
offer.9 As these schools struggled to break free of tracking, the pull of social strat-
ification proved too strong.

Increasingly, researchers have documented how these norms and politics
(beliefs and power) mobilize privileged parents to maintain the status quo
ability grouping and tracking practice and ensure their children’s position in
advantaged classes.10 While the process of resistance to equity is well docu-
mented, there is little in the research on tracking or in the educational change
literature that helps reformers counteract powerful parents and school officials
who simply do not like the changes and know that they have the power to
thwart them.

This is what happened at Wilson High. The school’s reform strategies were
strongly supported by the evidence, but when reason met power, power won.
Like so many other schools, Wilson’s reform had been successful enough to
become a threat, and therefore it had to be stopped. Very quickly, the reform-
ers’ attention shifted from their proactive equity initiatives to reactive scurry-
ing to hold on to gains. To buy some time, the faculty urged the parents to post-
pone their demands until they could see the results of the teachers’ intensive
professional development on accommodating all students’ learning in more
heterogeneous classrooms. However, “improvements” from professional devel-
opment would not be persuasive because there were few complaints about spe-
cific curricular or instructional disadvantages that students experienced from
diverse classrooms. Some parents inferred that the high-achieving students
learned less, thought less rigorously, and were less well prepared for college.
They were not persuaded by the school’s data showing no declines in academic
achievement, college entrance exam performance, and acceptance to elite col-
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leges. More to the point, parents most frequently complained about classroom
distractions, lack of attention, or a less comfortable classroom or school envi-
ronment. These less tangible but deeply felt concerns were not supported by
the school’s data on discipline and safety.

THE LIMITS OF ENLIGHTENMENT 
AS A CHANGE STRATEGY

Schooling’s continued role in the reproduction of race and social class inequal-
ity is mediated by cultural norms and political processes that are complex,
mutually constituted, and, on their face, racially neutral. Measures of aca-
demic abilities, definitions of high-status academic language and knowledge,
norms governing appropriate school behavior, and relations between schools
and families are all expressed as race-neutral, meritocratic means for allocat-
ing opportunities and identifying achievement. Children who match these
norms are presumed to deserve schooling advantages by dint of their individ-
ual merit, even though this assessment conflates intelligence with the skills and
knowledge that educationally and economically privileged parents pass on to
their children.11

Rather than blaming racially skewed schooling outcomes on norms and pol-
itics that lead to disparate resources and opportunities, our society often blames
those who do not fit the prevailing ideologies of intelligence and merit. Social
science itself has played an unsavory role in reifying concepts that soon serve
as conceptual and linguistic proxies for race, such as “culture of poverty,” “at
risk,” “nonverbal learning style,” and “oppositional behavior,” to justify the per-
sistence of inequality. All contribute to the fear and loathing of the racialized
other, and allow subtler but powerful forms of inequality to fill the gap left by
the end of de jure segregation and “in-your-face” racism. For example, it has
become taboo to assert that Whites are intellectually superior or to exclude stu-
dents from educational programs solely because of their race and social class.
Yet, unequal and stratified schooling continues to make deep, unquestioned
sense. Scratch the surface of many common critiques of schools serving poor
students of color—that they practice “social promotion” at the expense of aca-
demic standards, for example—and one finds assumptions resting on class and
race rather than on the more obvious inferior learning opportunities provided
by the school.12

The educators at Wilson High School, like many highly professional facul-
ties, sought guidance for their work from the educational change literature,
which includes several decades of research on the sorry and familiar story of
school reform gone awry. Much of this literature purports to offer understand-
ings and strategies that aid in the successful adoption, implementation, and
institutionalization of new structures and practices. For example, chapters
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in the 1998 International Handbook of Educational Change document this
empirical work.13

In fact, any student of the school change literature would likely applaud Wil-
son’s careful attention to the lessons learned from the past decades of research.
They adopted an inquiry approach to professional development. The principal
and a fairly large group of teachers sustained often difficult conversations about
achievement, race, and learning, hoping that faculty could develop equitable
structures and practices that would bring Wilson’s “two schools” together. A sig-
nificant number of faculty participated. Wilson educators worked to secure
other teachers’ “buy-in” to the reform. They updated the school board and par-
ent groups regularly. They sought allies in teacher union leaders, and they made
slow, incremental changes to ensure that their reform enthusiasm did not out-
strip the school’s technical capacity. Wilson High’s reform was not halted
because the reformers neglected the lessons from this literature.

It turned out, however, that the educational change literature had little to say
about the particular types of changes Wilson’s reformers sought—reforms that
challenged social norms and redistributed resources and opportunities on behalf
of the least advantaged students and communities. Although some scholars do
venture beyond the strictly technical aspects of the change process, this norma-
tive and political analysis focuses largely on the microcultural and micropoliti-
cal obstacles to change within the community of professional educators.14

The vast change literature says little about strategies for disrupting social
inequality through school reform. Theorists and change agents have not treated
equity reforms as distinctly different from other school improvement initiatives.
Efforts to create cross-disciplinary curriculum teams also may entail controversy,
but they elicit far less political or self-interest backlash. To the extent that the
change literature addresses reforms meant to benefit less wealthy Latino and
African American students, it assumes that schools are filled with well-meaning
educators who need some assistance or prompting to achieve greater equity and
more efficacious structures and pedagogies.

Consequently, reformers have proceeded with planned educational change
strategies to increase educators’ technical capacity and make schools’ structures
and organizational cultures more hospitable to effective practices.15 This
approach is consistent with the prevailing industrial/technical model of
schooling that focuses almost exclusively on schooling’s instrumental role in
producing academic achievement or workforce preparation. In this view, edu-
cational structures and practices must be engineered, adopted, and imple-
mented to accomplish those ends. And, in fact, most change studies focus on
educational reform as the process of improving the means in order to improve
the outcome. Although many change scholars and change agents also consider
the quality of life in schools or individuals’ satisfactions and frustrations, these
dimensions of schooling are usually treated as part of the instrumental mix
for improving outcomes.
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We conjecture that this “practical” bent to school reform contributes to
researchers’ and reformers’ focus on change within schools instead of looking
to the community or the larger political economy as a field for analysis and
action. Thus, even work such as Hargreaves’s recent exploration of the anxieties
teachers experience when parents challenge their competence stops short of
addressing race- and class-linked parental objections like those raised at Wil-
son High.16

The net effect of this apolitical approach to educational change is to overem-
phasize the importance of enlightening or persuading educators (often referred
to as “buy-in” or “taking ownership”) and to provide the rosy view that tech-
nical changes will result in necessary and profound benefits to all students
without disruptions or redistribution. As in the business world, these change
strategies make sense as long as all parties to the reform share a common goal.
But efforts to address race and class inequality uncover conflicting interests. Wil-
son High thus made some equity progress as long as the principal could keep
equity firmly attached to the school’s bottom line. Progress halted when equity
lost this privileged position and simply became a negotiable instrument—
desirable, but not essential—to benefit the school’s sense of itself as an elite
institution.

Our research has taught us that technical knowledge is insufficient to bring
about equitable education, even when attention is paid to changing the school’s
professional culture. Quite simply, educational equity is entangled with cultural
and political dynamics that extend beyond the school; therefore, equity reforms
must engage issues of power by extending beyond the school. Treating such
reform as a strictly professional matter belonging exclusively to educators is the
key error of school reform.

Not accustomed to seeing their work in terms of cultural and political strug-
gle, educators are caught off guard by the quickness and virulence of the resist-
ance of those who see reforms as a threat to their status, cultural norms, and
political and economic positions.17 Our research further suggests that educa-
tors cannot do this work alone even when they understand how their own
school is embedded in this wider web of culture and politics. In many school
systems, we have watched low-income African American and Latino commu-
nities remain silent or be silenced while powerful White and wealthier parents
and policymakers dominate the reform debate. If equity-focused educators step
in and advocate for less powerful and silenced communities, they are easily
brushed aside. Without political pressure for equity brought to bear by the
public, educators cannot serve an appropriate professional role of balancing
multiple legitimate, if conflicting, public demands. Further, when educators
step in and speak and act for less powerful communities, they do nothing to
build the local community power necessary to change the cultural and politi-
cal asymmetries that sustain the very schooling inequalities they seek to dis-
rupt. Finally, teachers and principals make themselves vulnerable when they
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become closely identified with the less favored student groups. Thus, their sta-
tus, influence, and job security can be jeopardized—putting them at risk for
transfer to less favored schools, teaching difficult or ill-equipped classes, or get-
ting fired. Without a constituency comparable to the opponents of reform,
most just do not last long in the battle.

Because of a political dynamic in which the existence, let alone the dis-
tribution, of power is never explicitly addressed, technical change strategies
tend toward consensus rather than conflict. They aim at engendering a sense
of ownership among all members, rather than a fundamental realignment of
advantage. As a result, much reform energy typically dissipates in attempts to
bypass or finesse explicit cultural struggle. A consensus-based, politically neu-
tral approach to educational change served Wilson High School well until the
reforms began to disrupt the distribution of resources and opportunity that
favored White, middle-class students. At that point, the reforms challenged
deep-seated norms about what White and wealthy students “deserve”—classes
where they are sheltered from less “meritorious” peers. The standard reform lit-
erature offered no insight on how to counter these undemocratic, yet highly
political, claims.

Put bluntly, although equity reforms required technical knowledge, Wilson
educators’ primary challenge was political—elites needed to relinquish features
of schooling that they perceived to be to their advantage. The reformers had to
persuade this powerful constituency that extending opportunities to low-
income students of color would not undermine the status and educational
preparation the school provides White and wealthier students.

The consensus-based school change literature provided little guidance for
winning conflict-based struggles for equity reform. Only a few studies—such
as Datnow’s work on the gender politics of school reform, Wells and Serna’s
research on the cultural politics of detracking, and Welner’s study of commu-
nity battles over court-ordered detracking—have illuminated the murkier waters
of educational change when reform evokes larger social tensions around race,
social class, and gender.18

The reform-minded educators at Woodrow Wilson High School, their sup-
porters at the district office, and their university partners were savvy about these
issues. Their inquiry about the “two schools” problem enabled them to move
beyond a neutral perspective regarding the reform. Yet, they had few actual tools
to convince middle-class parents that high-quality educational opportunities
for their own children did not have to come at the expense of other children.
Consequently, Wilson educators found themselves attempting to counter
middle-class White parents’ fears about enrolling their students in classes with
lower income students of color by explaining that new curricula and teaching
techniques promised a high-quality education that could continue to meet the
needs of middle-class children.19 But for these middle-class parents, “quality
education” (like “merit”) had meaning only as a relative concept. An education
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could be good only if it were better than what disadvantaged students were get-
ting. They could not distinguish loss of advantage from loss of quality. And
because low-income African American and Latino parents did not have a pow-
erful public voice in Wilson’s reform, the White and middle-class parents never
were forced to confront the contradictions between their effort to maintain
advantage and their espoused belief in equal opportunity.20

REFORM THAT CHANGES LITTLE

As the story of Wilson High School illuminates, knowledge advances, techni-
cal innovations, and organizational change strategies have brought only lim-
ited progress toward education “on equal terms” for all American children,
either among schools in different communities or within schools for different
groups of students. Efforts to end even the most egregious de jure segregation
have been met with delays, hostility, and reversals. Since the 1980s, the courts,
federal and state policy, and education leadership have all moved away from
addressing segregation in its many forms. Other structural remedies (e.g., fis-
cal equalization, affirmative action, detracking) to inequalities in resources,
conditions, and opportunities—however well researched and designed—have
been resisted and rejected almost as virulently. Research-based classroom tech-
nologies aimed at bringing culturally and linguistically inclusive curriculum and
instruction to American children (e.g., multicultural curriculum, culturally
responsive pedagogy, bilingual education) have, for the most part, been gutted
in favor of “standards-based” reform with high-stakes tests to “motivate” stu-
dents and teachers to do better.

Fifty years after Brown, segregated schools and racial inequalities in educa-
tional opportunities remain. Despite the considerable research and develop-
ment of technical advances designed to bring more equitable schooling, the
struggle to realize that goal has brought retrogressive action and inertia by elites,
anger among nonelite Whites who see themselves as the losers in such reform,
and the growing disillusionment among excluded groups themselves about the
possibility of racial equality and the desirability of racial integration.21 Rather
than abating over time, resistance to reforms aimed at realizing the promise of
Brown has persisted, and perhaps has grown stronger. Playing out as privatiza-
tion and threats of withdrawal from the public system, the resistance has fur-
ther undermined America’s commitment to the common public school.

Clearly, new conceptions and methods of equity-focused education reform
are badly needed. We offer some of our thinking, research, and experience
toward such ends in the remaining chapters.
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3
Participatory Social Inquiry

What John Dewey Offers 
Equity Reformers

Show me a democracy that devalues the public, devalues the non-market reali-
ties that transcend the privatistic, hedonistic, materialistic proclivities that the
market often, though not always, but often reinforces, show me a democracy
that downplays the public, thereby downplays public education, public conver-
sation, public health, public transportation and I’ll show you a democracy in
deep decay and decline, beneath the meretricious glitter and superficial surfaces
of its grand economic performance.

Cornel West paraphrasing John Dewey’s argument in 
The Public and Its Problems1

IT IS FITTING to look to John Dewey for insight on equity reform, given that
the struggle for an egalitarian democracy lies at the heart of his life work. John
Dewey believed that inequality could only be overcome by confronting deep-
seated values; he understood that ideology underpins unequal resources and
social arrangements. According to Dewey, philosophy’s long-standing tendency
was to “become unconsciously an apologetic for the established order, because
it . . . tried to show the rationality of this or that existent hierarchical grading
of values and schemes of life.”2 Dewey reasoned that such rationalizations are
inevitable where unequal social arrangements exist:

Special privilege always induces a standpat and reactionary attitude on the part
of those who have it; in the end it usually provokes a blind rage of destruction
on the part of those who suffer from it. The intellectual blindness caused by priv-
ileged and monopolistic possession is made evident in “rationalization” of the
misery and cultural degradation of others which attend its existence. These are
asserted to be the fault of those who suffer; to be the consequence of their own
improvidence, lack of industry, willful ignorance, etc.3
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Dewey recognized similar patterns in efforts of scholars to defend stratifica-
tion through the emerging science of intelligence testing:

Just as Aristotle rationalized slavery by showing how natural it was for those supe-
rior by nature to constitute the ends for others who were only tools, so we, while
marvelling perhaps at the callousness of the Greek philosopher, rationalize the
inequities of our social order by appealing to innate and unalterable psycholog-
ical strata in the population.4

If Dewey was correct that deep-seated values undergird inequitable structures,
then equity-minded school reform must work on a normative and political as
well as a technical level. Successful equity reform must attend to changes in
power and relationships that both derive from and shape social arrangements.
Here, we look to Dewey’s later work to find further insights into

• The relationship between educational and political equality;
• The processes for educational and political change aimed at realizing

equality;
• The relationship between developing knowledge and building power for

progressive social change.

DEWEY ON EQUALITY

From his early forays into social theory in the late 1880s to his robust engage-
ment with social democracy in the 1930s, Dewey offered a vision of equality
that, like Brown, asserted the importance of both educational opportunity and
full civil rights.5 “Each individual” requires a social environment that provides
him with the “opportunity for release, expression, fulfillment, of his distinc-
tive capacity.”6 Decent housing, public health, and tools for learning are all crit-
ical to such an environment.7 The creation of citizens “in the fulness [sic] of
their capacities” in turn demands that “free human beings [associate] with one
another on terms of equality.”8 Relating to fellow citizens on the basis of equal-
ity does not imply a “mathematical equivalence” in which all must participate
in the same way. Rather, it means that hierarchical understandings of individ-
uals as “greater and less, superior and inferior,” must give way to a “metaphys-
ical mathematics of the incommensurable in which each speaks for itself and
demands consideration on its own behalf.”9

Dewey, of course, recognized that American society is far from this vision of
equality, and he placed the battle against inequality at the core of his philo-
sophic and political project. He imagined participatory social inquiry—what
Hilary Putnam referred to as the “full application of intelligence to the solu-
tion of social problems”—as the most powerful tool for progressive change.10
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Such inquiry demands that all citizens be “equipped with knowledge and com-
petent method.”11 It also demands that “every human being must count” and
be “taken into account” to realize the cognitive advantages of diverse experi-
ences and distinct voices.12

Dewey’s Early Efforts to Grapple with Social Change

But how is it possible to work against inequality when the primary engine for
progressive social change—a “kind of knowledge and insight which does not
exist”—requires a high degree of social equality?13 Early in his career, Dewey
responded to this problem by adopting a progressive historical narrative that
imagined the next generation developing new forms of intelligence through
democratic schooling. By constructing environments for young people to apply
the tools of intelligence in everyday experience, educators could provide students
with practice in egalitarian social relationships and “command of the fundamen-
tal methods of inquiry and the fundamental tools of intercourse and commu-
nication.”14 Dewey envisioned this educational project promoting equality in
two ways. First, it promised equal access to knowledge, thereby “restoring to the
common man that which . . . has been embezzled from the common store and
appropriated to sectarian and class use.”15 Second, the citizens who “la[y] hold
of” this new knowledge and intelligence in their “childhood and youth” would
be prepared to “locate the source of our economic evils” as adults.16 Dewey was
careful to note that such understanding may not immediately translate into rad-
ically new industrial or political conditions. “But,” he reasoned, “it does mean
that we may produce in schools a projection in type of the society we should
like to realize, and by forming minds in accord with it gradually modify the larger
and more recalcitrant features of adult society.”17

Dissatisfaction With Evolutionary Social Change

In the 1920s, Dewey began to question the strategy of evolutionary social
change through education as he saw new forms of mass communication under-
mine public intelligence. The new science of public relations, which emerged
after World War I, left the public unable and often uninterested in discriminat-
ing between “sound and sense” or “lay[ing] hold of the realities beneath the
froth and foam.”18 Further, Dewey recognized that powerful interests often
view the expansion of educational opportunity as a political threat that must
be challenged. For example, in the late 1920s, Dewey explained the persistence
of African American illiteracy as the product of a system that sought to sustain
White supremacy:

Unless there was a general Negro question, social, economic, and political, there
would be no such excess of Negro illiterates as now exists. Racial prejudice, fear
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of racial equality, dread lest education would render the black population
“upstarts” who would clamor for the use of the vote, and make them less tractable
as cheap labor, are definite factors in maintaining a large illiteracy in our black
population.19

A REVITALIZED PUBLIC

Dewey responded to the failures of public intelligence by calling for more intel-
ligence and a revitalized public. He pointed to the values inherent in the sci-
entific process—willingness to constantly test beliefs, openness to alternative
ideas, and systematic analysis—as general principles for guiding the work of
publics. These values, he hoped, would encourage skepticism about the source
and distribution of knowledge and power in society. Dewey also encouraged
publics to adopt the “method” of science in assessing social policies. He called
for groups of citizens to treat “policies and proposals . . . as working hypothe-
ses . . . subject to constant and well-equipped observation . . . and ready and
flexible revision.”20 This experimental approach—and more important, an
experimental attitude—would educate the public, providing them with the
“tools . . . of observing, reporting, and organizing” which “can be evolved and
perfected only in operation.”21 Similarly, Dewey attributed an educative role to
the direct “consultation and discussion” that occur within participatory social
inquiry.22 Following Alexis de Tocqueville, he pointed out that public dialogue
“forces a recognition that there are common interests, . . . [and it] brings about
some clarification of what they are.”23

Dewey believed that these common interests would reflect the authentic
needs and concerns of working people when participatory inquiry was freed
from “vested bias and prejudice.”24 As Deborah Morris argued, this belief was
in part connected to Dewey’s faith in “science’s immense social and political
utility . . . to undermine dogma and entrenched privilege.”25 Moreover, Dewey’s
publics were inherently populist in their composition.26 He placed common
people in the foreground of public inquiry and marked out a limited role for
experts. Experts could support lay publics by “discovering and making known
facts.”27

Dewey warned that when a “class of experts” is “removed from common
interests” it “become[s] a class with private interests and private knowledge,
which in social matters is not knowledge at all.”28 In addition to creating a new
“intellectual aristocracy,” this elevation of experts “shut[s] off” the social inter-
course so crucial to the problem-solving process.29 Experts thus should imag-
ine themselves like the skilled shoemaker who realizes that it is “the man who
wears the shoe [that] knows best . . . where it pinches.”30 They must join lay
publics in dialogue about both problem and method and treat these sessions
as serious consultations from which they might learn.
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TOWARD AN EDUCATIVE POLITICS

In his theoretical writing, Dewey offered little advice about what set of actions—
political, educational, or intellectual—would lead to the development of revi-
talized publics.31 But, during the Depression, Dewey articulated a model of
activist, educative politics for building a new and egalitarian social order. In
the words of the New York World Telegram, Dewey moved “out of the class-
room” and into the “hurly-burly” of politics, playing a leadership role in the
movement to create a third political party and participating in vibrant public
dialogues with progressive educators and labor leaders.32 In each of these sites
of activism, Dewey encouraged mass education and organization of powerful
publics that would restore “hope for politics” and provide “equality among
human beings irrespective of race, color and creed.”33

Throughout the Depression, Dewey called for “educational tactics” to pro-
vide “spiritually and mentally starved American workers” with sustenance that
was as necessary as “food for the physically starved.”34 “We submit,” he wrote
in a funding appeal for Brookwood Labor College, “that no activity can be
more important than . . . giving workers themselves the vision of a new world
and some comprehension of the means by which it may be achieved.”35 In
advocating “educational tactics,” Dewey did not mean “a cloistered withdrawal
from the scene of action.” Rather, he called for political education that “trans-
late[s] . . . ideas and knowledge . . . into emotion, interest, and volition.”36 For
this to occur, ideas “must be linked to the practical situation”—the everyday
“troubles and aspirations of the mass of the population.”37

Teachers can learn something about the defects and requirements of existing types
of organization by the study of economic and sociological literature and by read-
ing such newspapers and periodicals as state the facts honestly. But the understand-
ing thus gained is cold and at arms’ length compared with the understanding and
sympathy that would spring from direct and vital contact with . . . productive
workers.38

Dewey’s appeal for greater contact between teachers and workers resonates
with his persistent call for greater “organization” among allies in the struggle
for equality. He proposed that organizing liberals was harder than organizing
conservatives. Whereas conservatives “hold together not so much by ideas as
by habit, tradition, fear of the unknown,” liberals “depend upon ideas . . . and
when persons begin to think upon social matters they begin to vary.”39 To build
common cause, Dewey argued that liberals must do more than agree in prin-
ciple; they must act together. “Organization of standpoint and belief among
liberals can be achieved only in and by unity of endeavor.”40

Dewey described the benefits that accrue to citizens who forge alliances and
take joint action in ways that sound like contemporary theorists of social cap-
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ital: “Working shoulder to shoulder in a unified common movement” energizes
participants and builds their commitment to one another as well as their shared
cause.41 These commitments provide participants with “backbone” and protect
them from the conservative backlash that inevitably comes to struggles for
equity.42 Here Dewey invoked the familiar slogan: “Divided, we may fall.
United, we shall stand.”43 Further, he argued that, “combin[ing]” with allies,
participants gain a stronger voice “to impress [their ideas] upon public opin-
ion.”44 Finally, Dewey recognized that participation in joint activity is educa-
tive. Through alliance, individuals “develop the character, skill and intelligence
that are necessary to make a democratic social order a fact.”45

THE LEGACY OF DEWEY’S EDUCATIVE
POLITICS FOR CONTEMPORARY 

SCHOOL REFORM

Dewey pushed beyond traditional understandings of knowledge and knowledge
diffusion. Knowledge that provides insights on inequality—what Dewey at
times referred to as “economic literacy”—is necessarily practical knowledge,
bound up with problems of everyday experience.46 Acquiring this literacy
requires engagement with academic texts and “vital contact” with workers who
bring special insight about their own troubles and aspirations.47 Consistent
with his overlapping views of learning and democratic politics, this literacy
must be honed in joint action.

In sum, Dewey asked researchers and reformers to create a space for joint
public work—a space that is both for the work and defined by it. This “public
sphere” has membership, but no ownership. Participation is the price of admis-
sion. American freedoms, ephemeral at best outside the sphere, are rediscov-
ered and regenerated, and become concrete within it. Here is where the civic
participation of experts and citizens can shape policy through information
gathering, exchange, interpretation, and debate—the hallmarks of Dewey’s
vision of participatory social inquiry. Further, the problems created by
inequitable social policy are the correct content of this inquiry.

To this end we offer the following four principles, built on Dewey’s legacy,
about how, in today’s context, participatory social inquiry might guide reforms
seeking more equitable schools.

• Engage Those Most Affected by Inequality. Participatory social inquiry
focused on making schools more equitable must foreground the engage-
ment of those people most affected by unequal schools and social policy.
The engagement must include meaningful and sustained relationships
with experts. The foregrounding of the role of common people, however,
requires that experts play a limited role. Experts can support lay publics by
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“discovering and making known facts.”48 In Dewey’s framing, experts thus
should imagine themselves like the skilled shoemaker who realizes that it
is “the man who wears the shoe [that] knows best . . . where it pinches.”49

They must join lay publics in dialogue about both problem and method
and treat these sessions as serious consultations from which they, as experts,
might also learn.

• Ensure Access to Knowledge and Its Construction. First, and foremost, expert
knowledge must be made accessible so that common people can recognize
within their own experiences that which experts have appropriated with
their elite and often incomprehensible framing. Or, in Dewey’s words, the
process should restore “to the common man that [knowledge] which . . . has
been embezzled from the common store and appropriated to sectarian and
class use.”50 Second, an “experimental” method and attitude must drive
social inquiry. Participants reveal their experiences and perspectives, gather
new information, and generate and test hypotheses, adopting the “method”
of science in assessing social policies. They treat “policies and proposals . . .
as working hypotheses . . . subject to constant and well-equipped observa-
tion . . . and ready and flexible revision.”51 They constantly test beliefs,
remaining open to alternative ideas and encouraging a proclivity toward sys-
tematic analysis. This experimental approach and attitude educates the pub-
lic, providing them with the fundamental methods of inquiry. Dewey
believed that this approach and attitude give the public “tools . . . of observ-
ing, reporting, and organizing” which “can be evolved and perfected only
in operation.”52 Finally, the knowledge construction process must both draw
from everyday experience and, in turn, test newly constructed knowledge in
that context. This demands that knowledge of all types be legitimate—from
traditional research to participants’ own multiple experiences and perspec-
tives. Inquiry into social problems should draw upon book learning, authen-
tic dialogue, and the “troubles and aspirations” of lived experience. It must
include opportunities for knowledgeable and engaged citizens to demon-
strate their “watchfulness, concern, and activity in the points and places
where government . . . touches the life of the people.”53

• Adopt a Critical Stance. Those who participate in democracy must examine
the politics of knowledge construction. Because economic elites largely con-
trol public relations, they can place before the public “facts” and ideas that
“rationaliz[e] . . . the misery and cultural degradation of others. . . . These are
asserted to be the fault of those who suffer; to be the consequence of their
own improvidence, lack of industry, wilful [sic] ignorance, etc.”54 The hege-
monic reach of prevailing ideologies extends in unpredictable and idiosyn-
cratic ways to include even those who are clearly disadvantaged by current
practices. Therefore, all participants need the opportunity to learn that the
schooling problems they hope to change have a current and historical con-
text. “How did things come to be this way?” “Whose interests are (and are
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not) being served by the way things are?” are questions that help frame this
critical inquiry. In Dewey’s words, participants must “locate the source of our
economic evils.”55

• Develop a Transformative Goal. Participation fosters a sense of collective
identity as people discover shared interests around which they might act
jointly. Inquiry and dialogue allow groups to construct a story of who they
are, what they do, and why they do it. That “story” motivates the group to
strategize about ways to realize the more hopeful possibilities they have
framed. Such stories can be considered “disruptive knowledge” because,
upon hearing them, the listener can no longer hold on to prior conceptions
that depend on uncritically accepted beliefs. Disruptive knowledge chal-
lenges the facts that people hold. But perhaps as important, disruptive knowl-
edge overturns complacency and makes it more likely that the listener will
be moved to moral action. Participants also forge a shared theory of change
and a common “end in view.” Through inquiry, they can create a “vision
of a new world and some comprehension of the means by which it may be
achieved.”56

SOCIAL DESIGN EXPERIMENTS

At UCLA’s Institute for Democracy, Education, and Access (IDEA), we have
applied and tested similar principles of participatory social inquiry to bring
about more equitable schooling. We have created and studied settings where
researchers, educators, citizens, and students together employ a critical stance
to construct, report, and use knowledge to transform unequal schooling poli-
cies, practices, and outcomes. Our goal has been to understand whether such
approaches to research and reform can redistribute power on behalf of those
usually marginalized and silenced. We have come to call these activities “social
design experiments.”

We take the concept of a “design experiment” from the work of psycholo-
gists Ann Brown and Alan Collins, who moved their studies of learning out of
the laboratory and into the classroom.57 Their goal was to exercise systematic
observations of phenomena that could occur in relatively conventional set-
tings and to test hypotheses of what might happen when the “experimenters”
altered the conditions in selected ways. In this way education researchers could
both create educational innovations and test them in classroom reality. So,
instead of testing their ideas about learning in the pristine setting of the labo-
ratory, the researchers, in collaboration with teachers, created an environment
in which the research questions could be asked in the messy context of real
classrooms. Additionally, as they learned from their experiments, they could
change the setting to allow them to ask and answer new questions. It occurred
to us that the design experiment collapsed multiple research-to-practice steps

Participatory Social Inquiry 41



(hypotheses, experimental design, theory building, practical applications, etc.)
into a process that produced scientifically valid results at the same time it con-
tributed to practice. Notably, in these design experiments, the relationship
between researchers, practitioners, and students was unconventional. Rather
than considering teachers and students only as the subjects of their research,
practitioners were participant informants and, in some cases, co-designers.

Design experiments by Brown, Collins, and other psychologists have exam-
ined students’ cognition and learning. Our appropriation of this idea adds the
word “social,” recognizing our interest in using the method for examining how
constructing settings for participatory social inquiry might help us understand
the intersection of the larger political and social context of schooling and spe-
cific efforts to make schools more educative and equitable for low-income stu-
dents of color. In addition, we use “social” to emphasize the vital role of par-
ticipants in shaping the purpose and character of our shared work.

In the chapters that follow, we share more concretely how we developed this
line of work in two different “cases” of social design experiments. Our Futures
experiment at Wilson High School, described in Chapter 4, focused on increas-
ing the access of low-income students of color to 4-year colleges and universi-
ties. Our Teaching to Change LA experiment, described in Chapter 5, sought
to explore with teachers how curriculum for urban students might engage young
people constructively in understanding and struggling against the unequal
schooling in their communities.

In different ways, these two cases positioned UCLA’s IDEA researchers both
as a source of research-based knowledge and as participants attempting to
blend the existing knowledge base, new investigations, and the knowledge from
students’ and teachers’ first-hand experiences into actions that could build
power and prompt changes that could make schools more equitable.

We do not offer our examples as exemplary (or even replicable) cases of
equity reform success. Rather, these are carefully grounded narratives that con-
vey the personal experiences of the participants—the identities, histories, and
ongoing works of students and teachers—as they seek to disrupt inequitable
social environments. The narratives also document empirical findings about the
barriers and facilitators of educational change. Futures and Teaching to Change
LA illustrate how education research and theory, along with many other forms
of knowledge, become part of a struggle toward education “on equal terms.”
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Nina Melendez entered the United States as a 12-year-old with only a few words of
English. Her parents, wanting more for Nina than they could provide in Mexico, brought
her to California without legal documentation and left her in the care of her 21- and
19-year-old sisters and her 15-year-old brother, who had crossed the border earlier. The
four siblings lived in a tiny apartment near a beachfront hotel where Nina’s oldest sister
worked as a maid. They lied about their address to enroll Nina in a highly rated middle
school, even though it meant that she would need to ride multiple buses to school each
day. She enrolled in classes for English language learners, and would stay in these special
classes through her ninth-grade year. Nina’s family expected her to be their first college
graduate; never mind that none of them knew how higher education worked in the
United States or how to prepare for it. Not long after we met her as a Wilson High
School ninth grader, Nina asked us for advice: “My sister tells me that college is like
repeating high school, so I better pay attention in high school so I won’t have to go to
college . . . is that right? . . . So college gets you prepared to go to a university?”

African American Tasha Thompson came to Wilson High School as a 14-year-old strug-
gling with family troubles. Tasha, her mom, her four siblings, and a nephew lived in a
neighborhood south of Wilson known for drug activity and gang-related violence. They
were just glad to be together. Tasha’s mom’s earlier bouts with drug and alcohol abuse
led authorities to divide the children between an aunt and their maternal grandfather.
Now sober and having regained custody of her children, Tasha’s mom both worked and
went to school. Fiercely proud of her mother’s recovery, Tasha cared for the other chil-
dren, helping them with their homework, meals, and baths, and getting them to bed
each night. Her mom emphasized that education was the key to “succeeding in this
world” and that Tasha should be the first college graduate in their family. They used a
false address to avoid the neighborhood school and enroll Tasha at Wilson High. They
had no idea that the courses Tasha was taking would not prepare her for college.

Arturo Alvarez, like Nina, was undocumented. Arturo’s dad found work as an uphol-
sterer, and the family struggled to pay rent in the Wilson neighborhood, where the chil-
dren could attend good schools. As a fifth grader without English, Arturo struggled along-
side his White and affluent classmates. Feeling rejected because he was “not from here,”
Arturo believed that his lack of English was seen as a lack of intelligence. As a ninth
grader entering Wilson High, however, the lanky teenager was proud of both his Zacate-
can roots and his school achievements. Nicknamed “Flaco” (skinny), he sported a thin
dark mustache, dressed in long sleeve shirts buttoned to the top, and wore a large cross
hanging from a chain around his neck. By then, he had learned English, gotten very good
grades, and was a model of good behavior. It was not uncommon to hear Wilson admin-
istrators and teachers question, “Why aren’t more of them like Arturo?” Nobody, how-
ever, had suggested that Arturo take honors classes or plan a path to college.

Olivia Velasquez, a California-born Latina, was the oldest of her immigrant parents’ four
daughters. Her dad, a Wilson High alumnus, earned enough as a bus driver to pay for a
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small three-bedroom, second-floor apartment overlooking a gas station near the school.
As a ninth grader, Olivia worked hard to balance her schoolwork with her responsibilities
as the oldest child. Her parents wanted her to prepare for college, and they pressed her
to study hard, but they also needed her to miss school from time to time to help out at
home or to translate for her mother at doctor’s office visits. Olivia often stayed up late,
finishing her homework after her parents and siblings had gone to bed.

African American Imani Edwards grew up hearing a lot about Wilson High School, even
though she lived nowhere near the school. Both her single mother and her older brother
had gone to Wilson, and both had been expelled. Despite this unhappy history, Imani
and her mom were convinced that Wilson was the best place for Imani to get the good
education they both wanted so badly for her. They used Imani’s grandmother’s address
to prove local residency, and the two of them got up at 5:30 each morning to avoid rush
hour traffic on the long drive to school. Imani knew that she was college bound. Strik-
ingly articulate and assertive, she made her plans clear to everyone, and she won a
coveted spot in a ninth grade honors English class. Once admitted, however, this self-
identified “excuse expert” repeatedly missed school on test days and turned in assign-
ments late. Sadly, her astonishing verbal fluency and sophistication had never produced
for her the learning opportunities or confidence she needed to succeed with academic
writing. Imani hid her struggles and poor grades with characteristic bravado, fooling
her classmates into thinking her path to college was smooth.

IN CHAPTER 2, we described Wilson High, the school these five students
attended. In many ways, they were very lucky to be at Wilson, with its ample
resources, college-prep course offerings, well-qualified teachers, and commit-
ment to education equity. So few teenagers like them attend such schools. Yet,
despite all these advantages, Nina, Tasha, Arturo, Olivia, and Imani were caught
in the second of Wilson’s “two schools.” This was the school characterized by
low expectations and enrollment in courses that would not qualify them for
4-year college attendance. They entered Wilson as “typical” and “average” stu-
dents and, except for Imani’s spot in honors English, they were placed in reg-
ular-track classes.

As pointed out in Chapter 2, although nominally approved as college
preparatory, Wilson’s regular-track classes were designed for students with poor
prospects for higher education other than the local community college. The
extensive honors and Advanced Placement (AP) course offerings made up the
track where students were groomed for elite 4-year colleges and universities. The
school climate had few expectations that students, once placed in the lower
track, would move to the higher track. There was no policy—written or in prac-
tice—that asked school personnel to initiate, persuade, cajole, argue, or in any
other way motivate students to reach beyond the school’s original diagnosis of
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their low potential. So, although half of the ninth-grade class was students of
color, only 5% of those enrolled in ninth-grade honors English were African
American or Latino.

THE FUTURES PROJECT

In the spring before Nina, Olivia, Arturo, and Imani enrolled in Wilson as
ninth graders, Wilson’s principal Rudy Stanton and district superintendent San-
dra Nesbitt participated in inquiry groups exploring how to solve the “two
schools” problem. As research partners in the school’s reform efforts, we facil-
itated the inquiry discussions and encouraged the educators to examine the dif-
ferent trajectories that regular and honors-track students travel through Wilson.
We asked:

• How do students get sorted into these different tracks?
• Do students in the regular track—particularly students of color—conceive

of and pursue their pathways through high school and beyond differently
from students in the honors track?

• What will students in the regular and honors track be doing years after
graduation?

• What knowledge and skills will they be using?
• How, if at all, will their different Wilson experiences connect to their

futures as citizens, community members, and workers?

We raised these questions as rhetorical prompts to encourage a broad reex-
amination of Wilson’s tracking patterns. The Wilson educators took the ques-
tions seriously. They expressed interest both in learning more about the trajec-
tories and in the possibilities of transforming them. We suggested a strategy for
pursuing both of these goals—engage a group of students from the regular
track in studying the trajectories of Wilson students. Our thinking was that if
regular-track students themselves investigated these questions, they could gen-
erate new, and much-needed, insights. We also thought that engaging regular-
track ninth graders in studying these questions might be a good way to smooth
their own transition to high school and support their preparation for college—
if, of course, that was what they wanted. Principal Stanton lent support to these
ideas and suggested that we work with a new ninth-grade humanities class tar-
geting students of color who needed extra support and encouragement. We
agreed to collaborate with teacher Christopher Antonopoulos in designing the
class and the students’ study.

That next fall, Antonopoulos’s ninth graders began studying a diverse group
of Wilson seniors who came from both the regular and honors tracks. They also
studied some students who had gone to the district’s continuation school
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(a small program for students who, for behavioral or other problems, had dif-
ficulty succeeding in the large high school) or who had dropped out altogether.
The ninth graders interviewed their “subjects” about their post–high school
plans and how their experiences as Wilson students had helped shape them.
They evaluated the 12th graders’ academic transcripts and shadowed them
throughout the school day. The ninth graders analyzed their data in class
together, looking at the relationships among student background, school expe-
riences, and long-term goals. In the process, the Futures students learned how
to create data collection protocols, to conduct interviews, to do observations,
and to code data. They also sought to make sense of the powerful stories that
emerged about students’ lives. Most of the Futures students saw for the first time
the vastly different paths that students take through high school and what
those paths mean for life’s chances.

By the end of the year, we realized that there was a great deal more to be
learned about this “experiment” we had created. Further, we noticed changes
in the Futures students’ knowledge and views of their school that few of their
peers experienced. For some, we had helped awaken interests and spark
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knowledge that would be a shame to abandon. We began to speculate that
the students’ experience as researchers of the high school dynamics that they
were also living might foster academic skills, educational insights, and greater
commitment to school success. If that were accurate, the project could be a
site for Wilson educators to develop new structures and pedagogic practices
that could address the “two schools” problem.

Antonopoulos agreed to collaborate with our UCLA research team and to
stay with the students, if they wanted, for another 3 years. He asked Nina,
Olivia, Arturo, and Imani, along with the others in his humanities class, if they
would like to continue their work together over the next 3 years as the “Futures
Project.” As Futures students, they would have Antonopoulos as their social
studies teacher every year, and together they would continue their study of stu-
dents’ pathways through high school and would support one another as they
followed those pathways themselves. The 19 girls and 11 boys who agreed to
participate (including Tasha, who, although not in Antonopoulos’s class, begged
to join the group) were students of color—20 Latino, 9 African American, and
1 South East Asian. All were from working-class families; two thirds had qual-
ified for free or reduced lunch in middle school. Their middle school grades
were mediocre (averaging a grade point average of 2.66, or roughly C+) and,
if they went to college, all but two would be first-generation college-goers. Half
resided inside the high school district, and half attended with or without “out
of district” permits.

Over the next 3 years, the 30 Futures students became members of a new
sort of research community. Together, in their social studies classes and in sum-
mer research seminars at UCLA, the students, Wilson teachers, and our UCLA
research team studied high school students’ aspirations, course taking, and
achievement; social stratification; the distribution of educational opportunity;
and policies aimed at achieving educational equity. We considered concrete phe-
nomena at Wilson High School; national schooling patterns; and theoretical
constructs related to such topics as differential access to resources, tracking,
schools’ relationships with families, and student resistance.

We also posed questions about the Futures students themselves:

• Would learning the “secrets” of college preparation help the Futures
students translate their aspirations into action?

• Would the students recognize the power of intellectual work by studying
their peers’ (and their own) pathways through high school?

• Would they become more engaged in school?
• If so, how would this engagement affect Wilson’s structures and oppor-

tunities?

We observed the students and Antonopoulos in classrooms, and we inter-
viewed them, their parents, their teachers, and even ourselves. We collected and
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analyzed school documents, and we sat in on teacher gatherings, in reform
meetings, and in many informal sites for students and parents. These more
conventional data-gathering activities produced volumes, shelves, and garages
full of data, but much of our understanding came from working directly with
the students and with Antonopoulos, regularly attending Antonopoulos’s
classes—participating, coaching, and counseling. As indicated in Chapter 3,
we called the Futures project a “social design experiment,” and, throughout
we moved dialectically between designing strategies, collecting data, building
theory, and participating.

Futures participants systematically documented the students’ day-to-day
project experiences in the attempt to capture the factors that influenced their
education and learning. Teacher Antonopoulos’s field notes and memos often
recorded factors influencing students’ academic achievement (family, personal,
and social issues) and the critical moments when they identified themselves
as a college-going (or non-college-going) student. Through data collection
and analysis, the project itself was continuously reexamined as a site of learn-
ing and teaching.

PARTICIPATORY SOCIAL INQUIRY

At the end of Chapter 3, we outlined the principles of participatory social
inquiry we draw from Dewey’s scholarship. Although we certainly will not
claim that we designed the Futures project to align neatly with these principles,
they were in our minds. Throughout, Dewey’s thinking informed the Futures
work.

Engaging Those Most Impacted

Dewey stressed that social inquiry must engage those who are most affected by
inegalitarian social policy. The 30 student researchers, diverse as they certainly
were, all faced dim prospects for navigating the school’s curriculum toward eli-
gibility and admission to 4-year colleges. They entered Wilson High School with
weak academic preparation and limited access to social networks with college
knowledge. And they experienced all the barriers and risks that American high
schools present for students of color, students with low income, students with
limited English, and undocumented students.

In a loose and undeveloped way, the students, many teachers, and the
researchers shared a goal of altering the students’ trajectories through high
school from one that led simply to graduation, if that, to one that led to admis-
sion to and success in a 4-year college. Could these students make that switch?
How? Were there lessons for schooling generally? Was Dewey correct in believ-
ing that sharing and distributing inquiry among those who had a stake in the
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knowledge derived would produce more useful knowledge than inquiry that
treated students as traditional research subjects?

We were not so naive, however, to expect these students, on their own, to
provide an understanding of their stratified American high school. We knew
that only with the support of highly skilled teachers and experts familiar with
research and theory could (or would) the students construct knowledge that
would be useful either to their school or to themselves. Like Dewey, we sought
a defined (though not necessarily limited) role as and for experts. We began
working with the students when they were 14 years old. Regardless of how we
might have presented ourselves initially, we gradually became teachers and
allies, as well as researchers.

We thought that Wilson teachers and our university research team could
contribute best as partners with the students in a new kind of research com-
munity that worked side-by-side over time, asking questions, exploring hunches,
scrutinizing existing knowledge, and using the tools of research to generate
new knowledge. The teachers and researchers could use their expertise by “dis-
covering and making known facts,” but we would not claim exclusive author-
ity for asserting the meaning of those facts. The students would employ their
own expertise to make sense of what we learned in light of their own school
and life experiences, and would test out those ideas in dialogue with one
another and with the adults who, admittedly, had very different experiences.
The bottom line was that the students, like Dewey’s man trying out the shoe-
maker’s newly constructed shoe, would know “best . . . where it pinches.”

The students participated as research apprentices working alongside univer-
sity researchers who were investigating the sociology of urban education. This
student–researcher relationship was pivotal to much of the Futures project. The
apprenticeship model enabled researchers to position their “self-interest” with
accuracy and dignity. The project was never about “helping” needy students.
The passion and curiosity the researchers had for their work provided a credi-
ble model for the students’ participation. A project such as this could easily
devolve into separate, self-focused missions. Instead, the academic core of the
researchers’ life work (not at all unrelated to the students’ interests) provided
a space for mutual engagement. This work was seen by all as a social good that
belonged neither to the students (as recipients of a service) nor to the re-
searchers (as consumers of information about students) alone.

As students assumed the identity and the tools of educational researchers,
and as they developed their intellectual prowess, they became core participants
in a research-oriented community of practice.1 The students participated in
serious consultations in which experts as well as students learned. In Dewey’s
words, instead of gaining an understanding that is “cold and at arms’ length,”
we wanted the “understanding and sympathy that would spring from direct and
vital contact.”2 The collaboration was incredibly fruitful for the adults as well
as the students.
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To speak of communities of practice and apprenticeships does not capture
the “direct and vital contact” that takes place in an authentic community of car-
ing adults and young people who are eager for learning, schooling, and emo-
tional support. As the students studied their regular schoolwork together, as they
worked together on the Futures research, and as they hung out together, they
developed strong relationships. These bonds buffered the conflicts that arose
when they tried to act like college-bound high school students and simply did
not know how, or felt it was impossible. When a student seemed to be drifting
away—perhaps out of the Futures project altogether—the others could regroup
and draw that individual back in. The students’ development was not uniform,
and there were always some students who were doing brilliantly well and some
who were hanging on the precipice. Much insight was gained in figuring out
another’s success or troubles. And, of course, there were always adults nearby
to scaffold the academic and social learning.

In her sophomore year Tasha began to characterize Futures as a “family” and
as a “home” where, although “everyone isn’t always happy with each other,”
people were free to express themselves. She credited these trusting relationships
with keeping her from quitting school in the 10th grade:
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I was going to drop out and no one really knew but Mr. Antonopoulos. I
would get up in the morning, get dressed, get all the kids dressed, walk out
of the house with them like I was going to school, wait maybe 30, 45 min-
utes and come right back home. I wasn’t motivated. School wasn’t a place
I wanted to be. I was like an outsider in a weird way. I knew everybody, but
I didn’t want to hang with those people. . . . I came to school one day, and
Mr. Antonopoulos just talked to me; he just sat down, and he had a real
conversation with me, and told me that I needed to be there. I think a cou-
ple of days later we were in class and one of the girls in Futures said some-
thing and we had this really deep conversation and she started to cry.
From that day everybody started opening up. I don’t know exactly what I
shared, but [I stayed in class] from everybody reaching out to me and from
Mr. Antonopoulos being there at the right time when I needed someone to
tell me “you need to go to school and do this.”

By her junior year, even Imani, who had earlier proclaimed that “no one” at
Wilson could offer her academic or personal support, came to depend on the
community:

Futures is a great network of people who we’ve grown to trust. And it’s
their supporting us . . . [that] makes going through a system that we’re
learning is unjust and against us . . . a little bit easier.

Olivia articulated how their common understandings led the Futures stu-
dents to be able to help one another negotiate their taxing senior year:

Futures was also a place where we vented a lot, especially during our senior
year. We were doing all this research and learning all this different stuff.
We also had school going on and everything else that comes along with
being 17. When we got together we kind of let all our emotions out. We
learned how to support one another. We learned that we were all going
through the same things—financial problems, family problems, school
problems. I mean, those are heavy burdens, especially. One of the things
that helped a lot of us get through difficult times during our senior year
was that we had to help one another. I think it had to do with the topics
we were studying, but I do think that it was because we spent so much
time together.

The relationships that were created and fostered were not confined to the
classroom setting. As juniors and seniors, Futures students made overnight
trips to visit colleges and to do research presentations. The travel time provided
opportunities for wide-ranging discussion on topics that often led to heated dis-
agreements—topics that, in Tasha’s words, “hit home with everybody.” These
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intense discussions fused the intellectual and the personal, deepening students’
connections with one another.

Project-provided computers and Internet access allowed students to engage
in a lively electronic network with each other and with the Futures adults. Their
cyberspace community and support network took their joint academic work
and personal relationships beyond the traditional school day. This increased
the students’ opportunities for supporting one another, opened new channels
for mentoring, and gave teachers new insight into students’ lives outside of
school. Students confided problems, doubts, and insights, and teachers offered
encouragement, assistance, and advice in ways that went beyond the norm of
face-to-face classroom interactions. Even as late as finals week of the students’
senior year, Chris Antonopoulos used instant messaging at 12:30 a.m. to per-
suade one Futures student to stay up that night to write a final paper and
become the first in his family to graduate from high school. He did.

Ensuring Access to Knowledge and Its Construction

At Wilson High School, knowledge about navigating a college-bound path-
way was the near-exclusive property of the privileged. White and wealthy fam-
ilies not only had more familiarity with the content of the curriculum, they
had considerably more information about college preparation and access.
Moreover, they routinely used their knowledge to secure advantages for their
own children—negotiating regularly for the “best” teachers, for honors class
placements for children who had not met the stated criteria, and for more.3

Accordingly, Futures sought to equalize access to knowledge by providing the
students and their families with support in learning the content of their courses,
with access to the “secrets” of navigating high school, and with a chance to
engage sociological scholarship that could help them better understand their
current place within the unequal patterns of high school success and college
participation.

The specific content of the students’ social studies classes with Chris An-
tonopoulos changed from year to year to meet the college-preparatory curricu-
lum requirements. The curriculum engaged the students in rigorous intellectual
work characteristic of honors classes. As 10th graders, for example, they explored
world history by studying the biographies of leaders and everyday people across
the world and in several historical periods. These biographies laid the ground-
work for the students to write biographical sketches of their own family histo-
ries—sketches that frequently followed family members across national bound-
aries. Next, the students wrote educational autobiographies and drew on social
theory to make sense of critical moments in their own development.

Each year, the students delved into the type of “college knowledge” that
their more advantaged peers accessed around the family dinner table. We cre-
ated “Futures and Families,” a monthly seminar where students, alongside
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their parents, learned about multiple types of colleges and universities (i.e.,
technical colleges, community colleges, first- and second-tier state universi-
ties, and independents), as well as what courses, grade point averages, and
tests various schools require for admission. Students developed 4-year aca-
demic plans and identified potential barriers and solutions to their own col-
lege eligibility. They helped one another apply for admission to honors
courses, studied for SAT and ACT college admissions tests together, and went
on college trips. As seniors, the group took on learning about financial aid
applications.

Beyond the nuts and bolts of college preparation, the students investigated
research and theory about the systemic barriers facing low-income students of
color and strategies for grappling with them. This crucial work gave the students
a nuanced understanding of why their struggle was something more complex
and daunting than simply learning the steps or following the protocols one
might find in a self-help pamphlet. On one occasion, UCLA sociologist Daniel
Solórzano introduced the students to his research on the “academic pipeline,”
documenting the high rates of attrition among Chicano secondary students and
their low enrollment and matriculation rates within higher education. In
another instance, Wilson’s African American principal, Rudy Stanton, discussed
academic theories of negotiating between home and school cultures, includ-
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ing “code-switching” between standard and nonstandard English. He shared
stories about how he applied these theories in his own life.

Complementing their Wilson schoolwork, the Futures summer seminars at
UCLA plunged the students more deeply into the sociology of education. Each
summer, they read excerpts from seminal books and articles from research jour-
nals. They found sociology—particularly work on social stratification and
inequality—quite astonishing. Although most students recognized inequali-
ties in their lives and schools, they had no broad understanding of the histor-
ical or structural bases for inequality. Students often blamed themselves for the
inequality, and most students lacked the language to describe their experiences.
Not surprisingly, they were taken aback by empirical studies showing systemic
patterns of inequality, and they were intrigued by sociological explanations. One
of their first and most moving encounters was with Jay MacLeod’s study of
low-income teenagers of color in Ain’t No Makin’ It, particularly with his use
of Pierre Bourdieu’s capital theory.4

The students received college credit for their participation in the UCLA sum-
mer seminars—credit that bolstered their high school academic transcripts and
academic standing as entering college freshman. Observers commented that the
seminars resembled graduate school courses more than undergraduate work,
and that the seminars were nothing at all like what students experience in high
school.

An Experimental Approach. An experimental approach, and more important,
an experimental attitude, Dewey believed, would provide the public with the
fundamental methods of inquiry—“tools . . . of observing, reporting, and orga-
nizing.”5 Participants must reveal their experiences and perspectives, gather
new information, generate and test hypotheses, and adopt the “method” of sci-
ence in assessing social policies.

The Futures summer seminars relied on tools of systematic inquiry and
helped young people use those tools to subject their ideas “to constant and well-
equipped observation . . . and ready and flexible revision.”6 That’s a tall order
for teenagers whose classmates were at the beach. But these students’ friends
were with them on the UCLA campus, and their work seemed to them not quite
as formidable as John Dewey might have described it.

In the summer of 1999, the students formed four research groups—each
examining a sociological topic related to their own schooling experiences: the
influence of family on education, the importance of language in schools, the
links between popular culture and school curriculum, and student resistance.
Each group formulated a research question, created a research design, collected
and analyzed data, generated findings and implications, wrote up their results,
and presented them using PowerPoint slides.

In the summer of 2000, the students used the Democratic National Conven-
tion in downtown Los Angeles as a site to study public policy issues affecting
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them: youth access to education and to the media, the living wage movement,
and civic engagement in urban centers. Tasha and her research group investi-
gated youth access to the media. Equipped with data collection protocols, tape
recorders, and video cameras, the students interviewed members of the press
in the streets of downtown Los Angeles, inside the Convention Center, and in
the main offices of the Los Angeles Times and the Spanish language newspaper
La Opinión. Their data collection focused on how reporters decide which sto-
ries are “news” and how they portray youth.

Legitimizing Multiple Sources of Knowledge. Futures brought multiple experi-
ences and perspectives to all matters under discussion—from traditional
research findings to participants’ own experiences and insights. Including the
students’ experiences was not at all like the intellectually dismissive attitude
assumed by some teachers when working with teenagers—making the work
“relevant” by getting the students to think about themselves rather than the
larger or more general problem. Rather, the students’ experiences could inform
their inquiry into social problems, because by this time they could embed
those experiences in theory and a scholarly perspective, and vice versa. This work
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combined, in Dewey’s words, book learning and the “troubles and aspirations”
of those experiencing the problems,7 and the result was construction of new
and useful knowledge.

For the Futures students, these multiple sources of knowledge gradually be-
came iterative, not simply additive. That is, theory, dialogue, empirical ground-
ing, research, experience, ideology, and more can be learned and “collected,”
but without a critique that exposes, tests, and makes flexible and conditional—
without an “experimental attitude”—it is impossible to construct something
useful out of the knowledge that has been experienced or received.

Increasingly, students drew meaningful and generative connections between
personal stories and larger patterns and structures of inequality. Tasha, for
example, came to understand her own experience in the light of sociological
knowledge: “Before I became a member of the Futures Project I had no idea
that I was being tracked; I did not even know what tracking was or that track-
ing existed.” She came to appreciate the value of drawing on both personal expe-
riences and knowledge generated through systematic inquiry:

It is important that we share stories so that we can work together to solve
all the problems that are going on. But we also need more people to go
out there and research why minorities are in low positions in our society.
If no one goes out and finds this data, then how are we going to try and
change things? We will not have any proof that anything is wrong.

In some very concrete ways, Futures recalls Dewey’s early work directing his
laboratory school at the University of Chicago. The Dewey school encouraged
young people to apply the tools of intelligence to everyday experience while
practicing egalitarian social relationships.

The Futures students’ research culminated in their senior-year government
class, where they undertook a class research project entitled, “Futures versus the
State of California.” The project combined the students’ prior research on the
inequitable distribution of AP classes with new information about student
rights and state educational law. It also followed on the heels of our recent work
as experts in a civil rights lawsuit (Daniel v. California) challenging these
inequities.8 The students’ research assessed their own schooling circumstances
in light of legal and theoretical foundations, and, in Dewey’s terms, they applied
their intellectual tools to the real problems of their lives.

Futures students investigated students’ access to AP courses at Wilson by
bringing to bear their own multiple sources of knowledge. They considered per-
sonal experience, study of a contemporary lawsuit on course availability, pub-
licly available data, interviews, and, of course, by then, their own development
as “experts” in the broad arena of socially just schooling. For example, Arturo
was a highly qualified student who initially was not encouraged to take the
advanced courses that neither he nor his immigrant family had knowledge of.
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After interviewing Wilson students taking AP psychology courses, Arturo and
Tasha learned that the White students had far more knowledge than the stu-
dents of color about gaining access to AP classes, the benefits of those courses
such as weighted grades and increased college access, and the potential to skip
introductory courses in college.

Adopting a Critical Stance

Dewey believed that knowledge construction was not simply technical and
neutral, but influenced by powerful interests. Elites controlled what knowledge
was considered sensible and whether this knowledge would become widely
socially embraced as “facts.” To no one’s surprise, the facts that prevailed in this
construction enterprise were those that gained or preserved the elites’ advan-
tages. Dewey noted with some concern the increasing power of public relations
professionals to shape and put into circulation knowledge that favors elites. As
pointed out in Chapter 3, he argued that the public must look critically at
social facts and explanations that “rationaliz[e] . . . the misery and cultural
degradation of others.”9

By the time they were seniors, the Futures students had developed a strong
critique of the “facts” about school achievement, college preparation, and col-
lege admissions. Alongside their inescapable induction into mainstream social,
political, and economic thinking in which competition, merit, strong individ-
ualism, and so on, constituted the “even playing field” of American democ-
racy, the project introduced the Futures students to critical social theory that
would, at least, allow them to consider alternative explanations of disparities
among groups of students. We wanted the students to be able to use social
theories to recognize the structural and historical contexts underlying their edu-
cational experiences, or, in Dewey’s framing, to “locate the source” of every-
day problems.

Social reproduction theory, for example, gave the students a theoretical tool
to consider the pathway from college readiness to college enrollment as some-
thing other than a matter of individual volition (and all that this might imply
for assigning individual blame). Instead of viewing the path to college as trans-
parent, objective, and inclusive, the students could, first, identify advantages
conferred by access to private information, exclusive networks, and money;
next, they could imagine counterstrategies that would add some counterweight
to their own less-favored status. The students discussed whether, as Bourdieu’s
theories would suggest, advantaged Wilson High students and their families can
use their wealth and social connections to gain critical college-access informa-
tion. Advantaged students, they concluded, may either acquire this information
directly from their families (cultural capital), access the information from net-
works of friends (social capital), or pay someone who has the information
they need (economic capital).
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Like most of the Futures students, Tasha came to see the value of a critical
lens in understanding her own experience:

I draw upon my personal experience and on critical social theory. . . . I use
social reproduction theory to make sense of my position as a working-class
African American female who struggled to gain college access. The critical
research influenced me by giving a name to my experiences and helping me
to understand that these oppressive cycles can be broken.

The students were also profoundly affected by recent resistance theory and
critical race theory (CRT), and they used these theories to investigate how stu-
dents’ negative attitudes and behavior at school might reflect and embody
larger economic, religious, gendered, racialized, and political structures and
cultural norms.10 They were particularly impressed with studies of how stu-
dents’ resistance need not be self-destructive but could actually propel them
toward positive ends. The following hopeful passage from Solórzano and Villal-
pando really struck home:

Students of Color can redefine their marginal location as a place where they can
draw strength. They are then able to identify strategies to succeed in a place they
perceive to be oppressive. Moreover, in order for Students of Color to complete
a degree and accrue other experiential benefits from college, they engage in
oppositional behavior by learning and using critical skills to navigate through
the system.11

The Futures students used Solórzano and Delgado Bernal’s resistance model
to identify four different forms of resistance and, more important, to under-
stand what transformational resistance looks like within a contemporary high
school context. They concluded that students who engage in transformative
resistance need to have a high critique of social oppression and take positive
action to promote social justice. This frame enabled the students to add a pos-
itive attribute to their emerging identities as persons with a public purpose.

Nina shared her prior belief that low academic performance resulted from
a lack of effort, a form of students’ self-defeating behavior:

As I conducted research, I was both academically challenged and person-
ally enriched. I learned to critically analyze my experience as a student of
color in an “integrated” high school, like Wilson High.

It really opened my eyes. . . . Because I was a recent immigrant . . . I wasn’t
aware of how the school system works. . . . From the theories we studied, I
was more understanding of other students’ experiences, I looked at it differ-
ently. . . . Before, I would have first blamed the students. Second, I’d blame
the school system. Now, not just the school system, but the whole society.
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The students began to see their efforts to gain information and help with their
own college access as a means of deliberately appropriating the strategies used
by more advantaged students whose capital made such strategies seem natural.

Constructing a Transformative Goal

The ultimate goal of Futures was to test whether or not engaging regular-track
students as a community of researchers seeking to understand and disrupt race
and social class patterns of inequality in school success and access to college
would be transformative. First, would participation in that engagement alter stu-
dents’ paths through high school and beyond; would the paths be different from
those predicted for them as ninth graders? Second, would the project influence
the school to instantiate new structures and practices that would disrupt com-
mon patterns of inequality?

Drawing again from Dewey, we had imagined that the Futures team would
develop a collective identity as they acted jointly on their shared knowledge
and aspirations, that they would construct a story of who they are, what they
do, and why they do it. We thought that their collective identity and “story”
would allow them to envision and realize more hopeful futures for themselves.
By uncovering common structural elements of their isolated or incoherent
grievances, we thought they might transform their knowledge, experience, com-
mitments, and relationships into useful “capital” for achieving their goals. We
also thought that by sharing what they had learned and become, the Futures
students could press the Wilson community to reconsider policies and prac-
tices that limited the academic progress of low-income students of color.

Constructing New Identities. Futures created a space that gave the students an
opportunity to shape, construct, and negotiate identities different from the
ones that their placement in Wilson’s “second school” gave them. And, in fact,
they took on identities that were bound up with knowledge and skills related
to college-going and to the research process through which they had developed
their knowledge and skills. As their academic skills improved, their interest in
higher-level courses increased and their understanding of the system deepened;
the students began to see themselves as college-going individuals. This shift was
quite different from “increased confidence” to take demanding courses. The new
identity countered, but did not eliminate, a powerful and enduring lack of con-
fidence. Frequently, the students struggled to keep up; daily, they shared classes
with students who were better prepared for the norms and challenges of those
classes. Indeed, theirs was the identity of persons who belonged in challeng-
ing classes, were realistically less confident, but would persevere both on their
own behalf and for others like them.

They also came to see and talk about themselves as “critical researchers.”
Notably, their years of participation in critical social science research provided
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the Futures students with a broader sense of what college access and degree
attainment might mean. They came to see the university as more than an
extended social opportunity or another set of hurdles to jump on the way to a
profession. Several of them came to see themselves as critical college-going stu-
dents seeking to prepare themselves to give back to their communities and
help recreate schools as democratic institutions.

Nina’s critical stance and her goal to achieve academically and attend col-
lege became entwined. She began to see her academic achievements as a means
to work for change within the educational system and community. Despite
how flawed she found the system, she desperately wanted to achieve and meet
success within it, and she believed that Futures could help her do just that:

[Futures] is really preparing me to survive in this world especially in a coun-
try like this one because there’s a lot of injustice. There’s really nothing that
has been done to repair all the damage. Being aware and knowing what
your rights are [is preparation].

Capitalizing Their Knowledge, Experience, and Commitments. In the most
immediate sense, the Futures community became a source of capital for the
students; that is, it generated resources they could exchange for valued out-
comes. One of the most striking examples was the community of support they
developed around taking Wilson’s most advanced classes. Partly because the
Futures students knew that they could count on one another and the Futures
adults for support, the students enrolled in more and more honors and AP
classes. Their collective enrollment went from 7 classes in 10th grade, to 22
classes in 11th grade, to 41 classes in their senior year. Most significantly, the
connections between the Futures adults and the rest of the faculty enabled
seven of the Futures students to negotiate placement in the same AP English
class. Because they were clustered together, the students were more confident
about participating in challenging classes where students of color were rarely
enrolled.

The students found ways to turn their transformative resistance into capital
that had exchange value in the college-going process. This confirmed that they
did not have to give up entirely their “neighborhood” identity or become indis-
tinguishable from middle-class students and their values and identities. As a
junior, Nina joined the staff of the school newspaper, where, despite some
opposition from the student editors, she created the first Spanish language
news column in the 105-year-old newspaper. “My articles are mainly based on
issues affecting students of color, including ESL [English as a second language]
students whose issues are not taken into consideration and who often times
are marginalized.” Although Nina saw this column as a way to express herself
and give back to her community, her column was also useful “capital” that
would enhance her college applications.

Futures 61



Several Futures students developed their leadership capabilities as they cre-
ated safe and transformative spaces for younger students of color within the
school and the community. They were elected to student government, facil-
itated sessions at a retreat on race relations, and founded a new organization
for indigenous students. Tasha joined the activist group “Teens Against Vio-
lence and Abuse” and a young women’s discussion group. Olivia created “Club
Unidos” with another Futures student. The club began a tutoring program at
an inner-city middle school. This transformative work helped bring the knowl-
edge and experiences of high school students of color into Wilson High School’s
mainstream.

The students had the worth and status of their knowledge confirmed when
they presented their research findings to various audiences both in and outside
Wilson High. Without this evidence that their knowledge was broadly useful,
they might have been more inclined to see themselves as anomalies among stu-
dents of color—special students with arcane knowledge. Instead, they shared
their insights with Wilson student, teacher, and parent groups, as well as with
graduate education classes and at education conferences. They also thought that
their actions could lead to change. They believed, for example, that their enroll-
ment in AP courses would blaze a trail for other low-income, minority youth
in the school setting.

Sharing Disruptive Knowledge. The seminars of 1999 and 2000 culminated in
comprehensive oral presentations by the student-researchers. These presenta-
tions were delivered to an audience of UCLA faculty and graduate students,
school administrators, school board members, state officials, community organ-
izers, and parents. “I had never heard my child talk like that before,” marveled
one mother. A number of professors agreed that the student presentations rep-
resented college-level work. Professor Daniel Solórzano, whose work the stu-
dents had studied, was particularly impressed, “I think they were able to grasp
this field called the Sociology of Education generally. . . [I]t’s not like we have
a group of our graduate students, and we’re talking about them. We’re talking
about 10th graders.”12

With the presentation of the results of their inquiry, the Futures students
became agents with voices. They still encountered efforts to marginalize them,
but they found small cracks in the barriers of injustice through which their com-
mand of the tools and methods of inquiry gave them legitimacy. Increasingly,
they elbowed for themselves narrow spots at the tables of power from which
they would not budge; often enough, they were welcomed.

Shortly after the shootings at Columbine High School, Vice-President Gore
held a press conference on the Wilson campus. Imani, along with four other
Futures students, was invited to be part of the audience of about 100 students
in the school library. Imani recalled the event:
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Vice-President Gore visited my high school following the Columbine inci-
dent. The meeting was described as a dialogue between students and
politicians to combat teen violence within schools, but Gore conveniently
announced his run for the presidency at a press conference in the front of
the school. During the dialogue, the Vice-President asked what we as a
society could do to make students feel more at ease in school. I raised my
hand and responded that there are students who are not represented in
the curriculum and asked what steps we could take [on] a state and fed-
eral level to make all students feel represented. Gore proceeded to ignore
both my questions and the round of applause I received from my peers.
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To be sure, most of the Futures students had public moments where they
could be proud of their knowledge, their articulateness, and their power to dis-
rupt commonplace thinking. More poignant, however, was their rising to the
daily challenges that generate little applause and may go no further than their
family and friends. Tasha told us:

The hard thing is trying to make my family aware of what is happening to
them. Yes, I understand what social reproduction is because I had the
Futures class that taught me what I needed to know. It also influenced me
to learn many other things on my own. However, my siblings are still going
to schools that Oakes talked about, where they are tracked. So how do
you tell someone that the classes that they are in are not classes that will
help them? How do you explain to your family what tracking is? Most par-
ents don’t have the time to do the research that I did. They are too busy
trying to provide for their families, so they don’t have time to learn infor-
mation like this. How are you going to get them on the level that they are
truly supposed to be on when they have been tracked for so long that they
are far behind and think they are on the track they are supposed to be on?

Transforming Wilson High. The Futures students could not help but see them-
selves as both affected by and partly responsible for Wilson’s English depart-
ment’s move to ease restrictions for 11th- and 12th-grade honors English classes.
Therefore, their collective breath was taken away when, as seniors, the predom-
inantly White and affluent Parent Teacher Student Association challenged the
English department to create more tracking and therefore more isolation of stu-
dents of color. As we described in Chapter 2, these parents believed a new hon-
ors track of English courses between AP and the regular college-prep English
courses would provide their students with an appropriate curriculum. At the
same time, these same parents pressed the social studies department to create
a 10th-grade AP world history class. The social studies department, proud of
its economically and racially diverse sections of world history, knew that an AP
course would likely increase segregation.

The tracking debates that ensued were conducted on high-volume Web sites
and e-mail list serves, as well as in presentations at school meetings. Futures
students were well aware that these discussions implicated their activism and
push for college access. At one point, Imani and one of her fellow Futures stu-
dents were challenged to a debate on tracking in their AP English class by a Har-
vard-bound classmate. They cited evidence from empirical research and chal-
lenged their counterparts to provide data to back up their arguments. They
tried to advance theories about why advantaged students might hold tightly to
the myth of meritocracy. They were ignored.

Later, in the Futures class, they recounted the passionate argument while the
rest of the group listened attentively and provided critical feedback. Angry, the
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Futures students decided to take the issue to the student government. They
rehearsed their arguments and prepared their case to the student body officers
with several research articles about tracking. Once again, they were dismissed:

Every time we schedule a time to discuss the articles, the Associated Stu-
dent Body president and the student school board representative always
say we have something else to do today and “we can discuss it later.” They
also keep asking for some articles in favor of tracking, before they have
even read [the original tracking article they provided].

The student government never engaged in an open and sustained dialogue.
The advantaged students who thought they had much to lose by de-tracking
classes had successfully filibustered the dialogue with plans for the prom, Krispy
Kreme Day, and the fashion show. Transforming Wilson High turned out to be
far more difficult than even we had anticipated.

WHAT HAPPENED TO FUTURES?

As ninth graders, most of the Futures students viewed their regular-track courses,
their relatively low status at school, and their teachers’ perceptions of them (as
not college bound) as a natural and inevitable outcome of their social and per-
sonal worth. This changed as they studied the trajectories of their older peers,
read in the sociology of education, and drew connections between their own
experiences and the structures, practices, beliefs, and politics that sustain or dis-
rupt patterns of inequality in the schools. Increasingly, they risked signing up
for honors and AP classes, sought leadership positions at the school, and devel-
oped ways to share their knowledge with other students—what they called
“giving back.”

In the spring of 2000, all but one of the Futures students graduated from
Wilson—a pretty remarkable feat. The Futures students far outpaced the high
school graduation and 4-year college-going rates of a matched comparison
group of African American and Latino students who began ninth grade with
the Futures students but who did not participate in Futures.13 The high school
graduation rate of the Futures students was 97% compared with 75% for the
comparison group of students. The Futures’ average cumulative grade point
average at the end of 12th grade was 2.52 compared with 2.37 for the matched
group. The small difference in grades becomes significant when we consider that
the Futures students took far more challenging courses than their peers. Fur-
ther, in all likelihood, the additional 15% of students in the matched group
who dropped out were those with the lowest grades. Had they stayed in school
at the rates of the Futures students, the difference between the two groups’
grades would have been much larger.
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The Futures students’ grades were not uniformly stellar, in part because they
had taken very challenging courses, but 25 of the original 30 had 4-year col-
lege acceptances in hand. In fall 2001, 16 enrolled in 4-year schools, 9 others
went to 2-year colleges, and 2 enrolled at a technical or vocational school. Con-
sequently, in the fall following high school graduation, 90% of the Futures stu-
dents were enrolled in some form of higher education: 4-year university, 2-year
college, or a vocational program. In these outcomes, too, the Futures students
did far better than their comparable Wilson peers.14

Notably, of those students attending 2- or 4-year colleges or universities, all
but three attended with another member of the Futures cohort—a decision most
students made intentionally as a way to stay connected.

GAINS THROUGH STRUGGLE

The success of the Futures students did not come easily. Throughout high school
they struggled in school and out. By their own accounts, however, being a part
of Futures helped them both to navigate high school and to understand the
barriers they faced in the process. All the students left Wilson with a strong sense
of themselves as young intellectuals who belonged in college and who hoped
to return ready to contribute to their home communities.

Hurdles at Wilson

Olivia’s good grades were the product of enormous effort. She stayed up to fin-
ish her homework after the rest of her family was in bed. She took extra sum-
mer school classes to jump from her basic math track into college-preparatory
classes. She challenged herself in honors and AP classes even though she felt
extraordinarily uncomfortable in them. But, in at least one case, the pressure
of being in a “White” class was too much:

I was hesitant to ask questions because I did not want to wrongly represent
my race or ability. I did not want students to believe I was slow or “stu-
pid,” causing them to believe that all Latinos were incapable of this work.
I was in the class for a couple of weeks, during that time I wrote an essay,
which earned a “B.” I was discouraged when my class began to read The
Odyssey. The book was difficult, and I felt I was the only student who did
not understand. It was for this reason that I soon left. Soon after, the
other Latina in the class left. She described to me that the class was intimi-
dating and she was the only “dumb” one there. Later, I learned I was not
the only student who did not understand the book, but in actuality many
students were having a rough time.
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Despite the students’ developing college readiness skills and advanced-level
competencies, however, they continued to face academic and behavioral chal-
lenges in their regular Wilson High classes. Some of these challenges speak to
the conservative logic and pedagogy of the school’s conception of academic
preparation. Their challenges also reveal the comprehensive high school’s resist-
ance to marginalized students of color who engage as college-goers. As Olivia
told us:

It was hard sometimes to make transitions between our other classes and
this class because I think our other classes were much more structured in
the sense that we had to think a certain way. In Futures we had freedom to
[go] beyond what was in the textbook. You know, we did research, and we
had the opportunity to think beyond certain limits. In other classes, you
can’t really do that. You can’t really question certain things. You just had
to go with whatever the textbooks say to get a good grade in the class. I
think that was one of the hardest things about Futures during high school.

With the support of Futures, Olivia navigated the challenges successfully. She
graduated from Wilson and was accepted to several 4-year universities.

Imani, despite intellectual interests and considerable skills that were obvi-
ous to everyone (and irritating to some), had an enormously difficult time
conforming to the academic and behavioral expectations of her teachers. She
often let her anger overwhelm her commitment to become eligible for col-
lege, and she graduated from Wilson with an erratic mix of remarkable suc-
cesses and equally remarkable failures. For one semester, in fact, her grades
slipped below a C average. She also incurred the wrath of several Wilson teach-
ers who, absent the intervention of Antonopoulos and Futures researchers,
would have barred her from classes she needed. The Futures adults, acting
much like upper-middle-class parents, also went outside the normal admis-
sions channels to get Imani an admissions interview at a private liberal arts
college. After talking with her for nearly an hour, the college admissions offi-
cer was sufficiently impressed to give her a conditional college acceptance
despite her high school record.

Hurdles Outside School

Futures could do little to relieve the enormous burdens most students bore out-
side of school. Futures students had family responsibilities that increased even
as the demands of college preparation intensified. For example, when Tasha
turned 16, she began working at McDonald’s after school before going home
to her nightly family responsibilities. Only after others were asleep could she
study. Nevertheless, she kept a B average, partly out of her commitment to be
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a model for her siblings to follow. “If I don’t go [to a university],” she told us,
“how will they know it is possible?”

Nina learned in a very hard way that outside of high school, all that seemed
to matter was that she was “illegal,” and nothing she learned in Futures could
change that. Nina’s undocumented status was not known to the Futures team
until her junior year, when she asked Chris Antonopoulos for advice. Not know-
ing how much of a problem this might be, the team sought out an immigra-
tion attorney, who encouraged Nina to file for legal status. Acquiring legal sta-
tus would require her parents’ filing as well, which was an impossibility. So,
she did not address her status, studied even harder, finished her coursework,
got outstanding grades, stayed involved in school and community activities,
filled out applications, took college trips, and hoped for a scholarship. In fact,
her strong record of scholarship and her respected newspaper column had
earned her several Latino scholarships and a Centennial Award for influential
campus leaders. It was not enough.

If she enrolled in the elite public universities she qualified for, she would
have to pay the hefty $30,000 out-of-state tuition because her status made her
ineligible for public financial aid. One of the Futures adults wangled an
extremely late April admissions interview for Nina at a private liberal arts col-
lege in northern California. They were delighted to accept her, but there too
she would have to pay the international tuition rate of $35,000 each year.
Efforts to persuade a wealthy public figure to establish a private scholarship
failed, and Nina’s hope faded. This outstanding student barely passed her
classes, and she decided not to participate in graduation—not even the private
ceremony planned by Futures.

At the last minute she changed her mind and attended graduation, where
she received accolades for her academic success. Then she went to work, using
a false social security number to get a job selling shoes at the local shopping
mall. But she did not give up her dream of college. Three years after leaving
Wilson, Nina received an associate’s degree from a local community college and
enrolled as a junior at an elite public university. Changes in California law
have allowed her to pay much lower in-state fees, but she remains ineligible
for financial aid or any of the student jobs she needs so desperately.

Arturo faced the same challenge, although he was luckier than Nina. His high
grades and thoughtful application essay won him an acceptance at a private
Jesuit university, whose own commitment to social justice led them to provide
him a full scholarship. The only provision the school made was that he obtain
status as a legal resident during his first semester. Arturo’s family—who, unlike
Nina’s, lived in the United States—was eager to help. Nevertheless, the slow and
difficult process forced Arturo to leave the university for a full semester.

As of this writing, the Futures students are 4 years beyond high school grad-
uation, and most of those who started college are still in school. Arturo, Tasha,
Olivia, and Imani all earned bachelor’s degrees in spring 2005. Ten other stu-
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dents were enrolled at 4-year colleges or universities, including Nina, who was
finishing her junior year at the elite public university she transferred to after
earning her associate’s degree at the community college. Five others were
enrolled at community colleges. These numbers reflect a persistence rate of
78% in higher education overall, and a rate of 88% at 4-year institutions. These
figures compare favorably with national averages.15 They are particularly laud-
able given that nearly all of the students have struggled to balance their aca-
demic pursuits with financial and familial responsibilities; 53% of the Futures
students attending college work either full- or part-time. Surely, they have defied
those who judged them as ninth graders to be unsuited for 4-year college prepa-
ration. Ten of the original 30 students are not enrolled in school and are work-
ing full- or part-time. We have lost contact with only one.

Notably, the link between education and social responsibility remains strong.
Most of the Futures students have been involved in campus or community
organizations that promote political identity, understanding, and action, or
provide services to youth or the community. Many have built networks in their
colleges similar in some respects to Futures. They keep in touch with their fel-
low Futures students and draw on them for academic, political, and spiritual
support. Social justice, concern for others, and the confidence to act upon their
best knowledge are commitments that still characterize their lives. Tasha, for
example, shared a story of how a conversation with an employee at her local
grocery store late one night turned to the topic of college:

I was in Food for Less and he was working there. He was a Latino gentle-
man and . . . he was talking about school and I was like, “Oh, yeah, I’m in
college.” And he was like, “I’m really trying to find out.” So, I went to my
campus and I got an application. I got an EOP [Educational Opportunity
Program] application and everything, and I gave it to him, and I showed
him how to fill out the FAFSA [Free Application for Federal Student Aid]
form and everything, and he’s waiting right now to find out if he got in.

TRANSFORMING STUDENTS 
BUT NOT SCHOOLS

At every turn, we see barriers that schools and society raise to block the path-
ways to college and to hopeful futures for poor students and students of color.
Our social design experiment demonstrates that, in the short term, students can
adopt college-going identities that enable them to navigate, avoid, or jump
over those obstacles and, when they stumble, get up and carry on. We have also
seen that when students combine with “professionals” (in this case, some
researchers and educators), they can accomplish quite a lot, but they are not
likely to sweep clean the obstacle-filled terrain of schooling and leave it a much
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more equitable and hopeful place. The Futures story gives a glimpse of the
enormous intellectual power and hope for a good society that lies within a sec-
tor of our population whose contributions are now cut short. The achieve-
ments of the Futures students call attention to that potential, and they shine a
harsh light on what is missing.

It is probably still too early to assess the long-term academic outcomes of
the Futures students and the role that their Futures experience has played in
those outcomes and in the social contributions they will make. It is clear, how-
ever, that participatory social research

• Supported the students as they contended with challenges and obstacles;
• Provided them essential networks of social support and information;
• Yielded critical understandings of educational inequality that helped them

navigate their paths through high school;
• Shaped their knowledge, skills, career aspirations, and social commitments.

It is not too early to assess the outcomes of the Futures experience on Wil-
son. Although it was not transformative, Futures did have a significant effect
on Wilson. Partly as a result of watching and learning from the students, the
school administration committed to a default college-preparatory curriculum
for all students. They restructured the counseling department to provide new
training for counselors, better access to all students, and a shift in counseling
practices. The school implemented a summer bridge program for underrepre-
sented students challenging themselves with AP classes for the first time. It
committed to doubling the size of the AVID program, a support class for “aver-
age” students seeking to become prepared for college. However, as we noted in
Chapter 2, the school’s equity reforms were under constant scrutiny and faced
open resistance from powerful community members who saw the reforms as
a threat to the high-quality, if exclusive, opportunities their own students in Wil-
son’s “first school” enjoyed. Today, Wilson still struggles to be both equitable
and responsive to the interests of the school’s most advantaged students and
families.
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Teaching to Change 

Los Angeles

Teachers Bringing Social Justice to
Urban Classrooms

Studying the “Freedom Train” in Cicely Bingener’s kindergarten class.
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SHORTLY AFTER school began in September 1999, 12 teachers from across
Los Angeles drove to UCLA to talk about their work in urban schools. These
graduates of UCLA’s Teacher Education Program had agreed to join us for dia-
logue and pizza. They came after long hours in the classroom, where they had
grappled with the challenges and responsibilities of professional work that
were still new to them. But these teachers carried a mission to promote social
justice in urban schools. And they recognized that this goal required new knowl-
edge and commitments that could only be forged in shared inquiry.1

Most of the 12 taught in schools with conditions like those in Washington
Middle School that we described in Chapter 1. “You walk around campus,”
explained Romeo Bueno, “and there’s trash everywhere.” In his classroom, the
blinds were falling apart, and the textbooks were trashed and unavailable for
the students to take home. Other teachers did not expect their textbooks for
several weeks. Although these teachers had taught for only 3 or 4 years, they
were among the most senior teachers at their schools, so high were the rates of
teacher turnover and uncredentialed teachers.

Conditions like these and worse made the teachers worry that their energy
for social justice would fade as the year and their careers went forward. They felt
isolated within faculties that blamed students and parents for the school’s poor
conditions and outcomes. Recognizing the force of this logic on her own beliefs
and practices, Wendy Rios said, “I thought I’d be a certain kind of teacher. . . .
I’m not sure I like the educator that I am right now; it’s not where I want to go.”

Rios and her colleagues welcomed the chance to refuel their commitments
to social justice by participating in and leading inquiry groups with other teach-
ers. “Just talking to other people,” noted Rios, “helps me see where it is that I’m
changing.” In addition to the value of frank group discussions for renewing
energy, letting off steam, and gaining greater self-awareness, inquiry provided
Rios and other teachers with insight about the sociopolitical dimensions of their
daily work.

Cicely Bingener taught kindergarten in Inglewood, a community of mostly
low-income African Americans and Latinos just outside the Los Angeles city lim-
its. She recognized immediately that the prevailing logic within her district was
“antithetical to what UCLA is trying to teach.” She believed that inquiry could
lead teachers to become “a force” that could counter the district’s logic. Like
Bingener, social studies teacher Elizabeth Minster believed that teachers needed
to think and act more politically. She singled out the antibilingual and scripted
curriculum policies “passed down to us from the district and even the state”
and noted that teachers feel “like we’re not able to teach in the manner that
we’d like.” Although teachers did not like the policies, Minster had not yet
“seen any cohesive force uniting to voice discontent.” She wondered if teacher
inquiry groups might move in that direction.

This chapter explores the efforts of Rios, Bingener, Minster, and other teach-
ers to use participatory social inquiry as a strategy for realizing more equitable
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schooling. We facilitated their work through two related social design experi-
ments. First, “teacher inquiry” brought together this group of teachers to reflect
critically on their practice and serve as leaders to other groups of teachers with
similar intentions. It built on Dewey’s insight that the essential step in reclaim-
ing public life is to improve the “conditions of debate, discussion, persuasion.”2

Second, Teaching to Change LA (TCLA), an online journal that grew out of the
teacher inquiry, provided a public site for the research of urban teachers and their
students. TCLA differed from the more introspective and professional “teacher
inquiry” in that it made public students’ and teachers’ inquiry and added par-
ents’ voices as well. It reflected Dewey’s belief that public life requires continual
inquiry and full and free reporting of the results of this inquiry.

We designed these experiments to correct what Dewey termed “the eclipse
of the public,” or stated more modestly, to create a fertile environment through
which we could study purposeful efforts to bring Dewey’s public into well-
lighted view. Dewey was looking for average citizens who could recognize their
common interests and organize themselves into publics capable of “forming
and directing” public policies.3

The problem of the public for Dewey, and us, is both cognitive and politi-
cal. The would-be public is “bewildered” by forces that seem far removed from
their immediate experience and far too powerful to challenge. It does not rec-
ognize that the public has a role to play in shaping these forces. The cognitive
problem calls for “a kind of knowledge and insight which does not yet exist
. . . an obvious requirement is freedom of social inquiry and of distribution of
its conclusions.” The political problem requires moving beyond understand-
ing toward collective action. It demands strategies for bringing together a “scat-
tered, mobile and manifold public [so that it] may recognize itself as to define
and express its interests.”4

Both “teacher inquiry” and Teaching to Change LA focused the energies of
teachers (and through them their students) on the cognitive challenge. Along
with our teacher collaborators, we envisioned the social design experiments as
processes for forging new personal and public insight. We also hoped that by
working on the cognitive side, we would create not just an informed body of
youth and teachers committed to social inquiry but also the “cohesive force”
that Elizabeth Minster imagined.

TEACHER INQUIRY

Teacher inquiry first took shape in our partnership with Wilson High School.
We began meeting with Wilson educators in inquiry groups in 1995, exploring
why the “two schools” problem existed and how it could be overcome. These
groups generally met every other week for 2 hours during the school day, with
John Rogers facilitating. The sessions were loosely structured, beginning with
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participant reports about emerging insights and issues, moving on to discussions
prompted by an organizing question, and closing with some agreement for what
the participants would seek to discover or test out over the next couple of weeks.
For example, we talked about, and experimented with, connecting the formal
curriculum to youth popular culture, and then analyzed how the resulting stu-
dent work demonstrated (or did not demonstrate) the academic growth of pre-
viously silenced students. With John’s support and navigation, the groups’ dia-
logue explored difficult, but critical, questions about the relationship among
beliefs about learning and race and patterns of inequality at Wilson.

The Wilson inquiry groups were a robust site of learning that led us to incor-
porate many of these same processes within our teacher education work. In
1997, we began monthly meetings with a group of first-year teachers from our
Teacher Education Program. Here, new teachers could grapple with the mean-
ing of social justice education in schools plagued by material deprivation, insti-
tutional structures aimed at sorting and controlling, and constraints on teach-
ing and learning in the midst of current and historical racism and economic
inequality. The teachers welcomed the chance to ask far-reaching, if sometimes
naive, questions without fear of being exposed as ignorant or being punished
for voicing taboos associated with race and culture. The understanding in each
group was that members be of good will, not that they be sophisticated and
conversant with progressive norms.

The participants imagined inquiry as a space for making sense of the broader
enterprise of urban schooling as well as their own roles as equity-minded
teachers—an identity they recognized did not fit well with the general school
environment. Inquiry was a space, in the words of one, “to realize why I’m
there.” Many participants in these early sessions noted the striking difference
between this space for “inquiry” and the official and unofficial sites for dialogue
and meaning-making at their schools. Administrators (and other colleagues)
frequently discouraged self-reflection in all the ways of the “social pathology”
that Dewey described:

There is a social pathology which works powerfully against effective inquiry into
social institutions and conditions. It manifests itself in a thousand ways; in queru-
lousness, in impotent drifting, in uneasy snatching at distractions, in idealization
of the long established, in a facile optimism assumed as a cloak, in riotous glo-
rification of things “as they are,” in intimidation of all dissenters—ways which
depress and dissipate thought all the more effectively because they operate with
subtle and unconscious pervasiveness.5

Inquiry brought the teachers a new recognition of how administrators and
other teachers squelched the free exchange of experience and data needed to
address their schools’ many equity issues. These new insights prompted discus-
sions of how to take their marginalized values and knowledge into the broader
school culture, and they realized that they could accomplish this by extending
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their culture of inquiry. Together with the teachers, we constructed a social
design experiment around teacher inquiry. We would hold monthly seminars
for teachers—essentially, inquiry groups for facilitators who then would con-
duct inquiry with other new teachers. We invited a broad range of teachers to
join new inquiry groups led by these facilitators. We predicted that this “home-
grown” scaling-up of inquiry would be received differently than the typical
professional development activities conducted by outside experts who were
selected by and beholden to school administrators.

Practicing Egalitarian Social Relationships

Five inquiry groups of 8 to 12 teachers began meeting in 1999. Two or three
members from each of these groups served as facilitators and met monthly at
UCLA in a “facilitators group.” This group, which John facilitated, developed a
loose curriculum and shared practices for their own inquiry groups. That cur-
riculum was anchored by a book or reading on the theme of social justice cho-
sen by the facilitators. The practice of inquiry began with dilemmas posed by
these books or by the stories that teachers shared about their daily lives in
schools. Facilitators tried to pick up on themes that, in the words of Romeo
Bueno, “had the most meat.” Deborah Meier’s book Will Standards Save Public

Education? spawned conversations on the narrowing effects of testing on the
curriculum; Freire’s Teachers as Cultural Workers: Letters to Those Who Dare Teach

opened up conversations about how to reach out to students who seemed alien-
ated by the school culture. Participants often found that the “questions came
up naturally” as the problem facing one participant connected with those of
another. “Before I knew it,” remembers Kristin Lyons, “someone had said some-
thing that had tapped into the core of an issue I had been considering too.”

Telling and hearing similar stories in inquiry groups enabled teachers to
move beyond the sense of isolation that Dewey associated with the eclipse of
the public. Lily Kim said that inquiry helped “me recognize I am not alone.”
Kim came to see herself as part of a community in struggle that other partic-
ipants described as “safe and supportive” and “critical and challenging.” For
Romeo Bueno, these qualities came in the form of “shared convictions for
social justice education in urban schools. Our discussions had grit because we
brought the same concerns about our schools and students to our discussions
even though we didn’t always agree with one another’s opinions.”

Constructing Knowledge

Sharing stories, reading articles, and raising questions, the inquiry participants
clarified and tested out new understandings about the meaning of social jus-
tice teaching in schools heavily burdened by inequality. The teachers recognized,
for example, that reading about sociocultural theory or critical pedagogy did
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not offer self-evident guides to practice. They responded by looking at each
aspect of their work and asking, “What am I doing? Why am I doing it?” These
were not rhetorical questions simply to express frustration, but the beginnings
of a nuanced understanding of how to disrupt inequitable education patterns.
Their constant questioning and comparing helped teachers develop conscious
and reasoned pathways to “come to where I believe I should be.”

Inquiry enabled the teachers to recognize patterns of inequality or inade-
quacy across schools and the larger policies and structures that gave rise to
these patterns. Sharing stories often brought to light the widespread nature of
substandard conditions (such as the lack of available textbooks) that had
seemed idiosyncratic to one’s school. Articles on educational policy (such as
Linda Darling-Hammond’s “The Right to Learn and the Advancement of Teach-
ing”) provided the inquiry groups with a way to locate the origins of these prob-
lems in the failures of district or state authorities, rather than in the children
and their families.6 This understanding contrasts with the experience of many
teachers who, like Dewey’s “bewildered” citizens, “are caught up in the sweep
of forces too vast to understand or master.”7

Adopting a Critical Stance

Sometimes we spoke of our inquiry process as “critical inquiry” to underscore
the centrality of equity and justice to our dialogues.8 Readings exposed teach-
ers to Freire and other critical pedagogues, to policy analyses highlighting the
inequitable distribution of educational resources, and to critical studies of
urban schooling’s history and political economy. Elizabeth Minster recognized
the power in grounding current conditions in politics and history: “You have
to understand the origins of unequal schooling in order to change it.” Inquiry
participants began to understand their own complicity in educational inequal-
ity, and to use that knowledge productively.

Cicely Bingener said that inquiry could “push us to look at what it is in our-
selves that allows us to accept . . . [and] participate in” the troubling practices
of urban schools. Bingener pointed out that because teachers “are products of
that same [troubled] school system,” it is not surprising that teachers embrace
a number of unconscious racist and classist beliefs. Inquiry helped teachers
expose and challenge these biases. Being part of a group of teachers willing to
challenge one another on tough issues transformed this introspection from
personal accusation to shared struggle for justice. Bingener noted that mem-
bers of her inquiry group were willing to “bounce off . . . perceptions of [biases]
. . . because we are searching for a common thing—social justice and equity.”
Through such reflection, inquiry participants like third-grade teacher Charalene
Asis shaped their teacher identities to be consistent with effective participation
in environments in many ways hostile to educational or social change. Asis
described herself as “still thinking, still being critical, and still asking questions.”
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Exploring Los Angeles schooling inequality and its impact on teaching during an
inquiry session at UCLA.
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Developing a Transformative Goal

The teachers who created and led the inquiry groups saw inquiry as a strategy for
revitalizing public life as well as for renewing individual teachers. They hoped
teacher inquiry would spread disruptive knowledge and help teachers become a
force for equity in Los Angeles schools. But how could a small number of teacher
groups foster change beyond the members of those groups? Cicely Bingener
argued that the combination of knowledge and anger created through inquiry
could serve as a “spark” for broader political action. Complacency, she reasoned,
was only an option for teachers who did not reflect critically on the school sys-
tem. “It’s like [if] none of us knew that there was something called social repro-
duction . . . we’d be oblivious to it and might be actually happy and not frustrated
like we are. But we do know what it is. And now we’re forced to deal with it. . . .
Once you become aware . . . there’s this whole new level of accountability.”

Many of the inquiry group participants responded to their heightened con-
sciousness of inequality by focusing on making a difference where they felt most
efficacious—their own classrooms. “I think the one thing we have control over
is what we do in our classroom,” remarked first-grade teacher Ramón Martínez.
“That’s sort of the beauty of teaching.” Teachers across grade levels shared crit-
ical information with their students about how inequality plays out in schools.
Martínez talked with his students about how new state legislation violated
their rights by limiting their access to Spanish-language materials; social stud-
ies teacher Elizabeth Minster informed her students that new accountability
measures were narrowing the curriculum at their school in ways that did not
happen in more affluent communities. Teachers also engaged students in dis-
cussions about school practices and structures. Kate Thompson encouraged her
Wilson High School students to talk about why the regular- and honors-track
classes looked so different from one another. As Thompson noted, “inquiry car-
ried over [into the classroom] all the time.”

As teachers got a firmer sense of how classroom and school inequalities
were integral to structures at work in the community, it made sense to them
that they take their critique into the community. “I don’t think I’m a born
leader or a born activist,” acknowledged English teacher Kristin Lyons. “But
I feel like I need to learn how to do that. I can make changes in my classroom
in those four walls that I have, but I want to do more.” Yet, like so many of her
colleagues, Lyons was unsure about how to move forward. “Inquiry helps and
it raises all these thoughts and ideas and thoughts of change and talk of change,
but when do we do that change? When do we go out there?” Elizabeth Min-
ster suggested that inquiry at least “empowered us individually” to go and talk
with other teachers about “things within schools” that usually go “unques-
tioned.” But even Minster did not view this approach as a systematic way to
communicate to the broader body of “disempowered” teachers. They needed
a vehicle to make public the results of inquiry.
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TEACHING TO CHANGE LA

In March 2001, a local public broadcasting station in Los Angeles televised a
half-hour segment featuring Teaching to Change LA (TCLA). Joanna Goode, a
math and computer science teacher, explained that a group of teachers had cre-
ated the online journal with UCLA’s Institute for Democracy, Education, and
Access (IDEA) to make public the ideas and insights that emerge from class-
room inquiry. “Often the conversations we are having stay in our classrooms
. . . so we wanted a place where we could share our work in a broader venue.”9

Many of the 15 teachers who met with us in the summer of 2000 to create
TCLA had been involved in teacher inquiry, and all wanted to publicize knowl-
edge that previously had been, as Dewey expressed it, “cooped up” within
teacher groups or classrooms.10 The teachers imagined the online journal as a
medium for making known their ideas and those of their students. We agreed
to be the institutional home for the journal and to explore this novel way of
extending inquiry about schooling into the public sphere.

Our first issue of TCLA, “Democracy 2000,” came out in the wake of the pres-
idential election. Teacher editors asked other teachers and students from across
Los Angeles to share discussions and analyses about the election and the mean-
ing of democracy. The second issue, published in June 2001, centered on the
“Digital Divide”—a problem we encountered first-hand as we attempted to share
our online journal with youth and adults who did not have adequate access to
the Internet in their schools and community centers. As with our first issue, our
teacher editors solicited teacher and student work about the digital divide from
Los Angeles teachers and students as well as community members and
researchers. These first two issues produced modest interest beyond the contribut-
ing classrooms, with roughly 2,000 visitors a month logging on to the journal.

Since 2002, TCLA has explored a different theme each year—a “Student’s Bill
of Rights,” participatory school accountability, the historical struggle for educa-
tional opportunity in Los Angeles, and youth political participation. TCLA pub-
lishes several issues on the theme throughout the school year and, at the end of
the year, convenes a city-wide youth summit to highlight the research students
have done. IDEA scaffolds classroom and community inquiry by providing an
array of online resources about the theme and by offering teachers a year-long
teacher seminar on the topic. Student and teacher articles now reach readers
across the Web, with almost 50,000 visitors coming to the site each month.

Engaging Those Most Affected

The inaugural issue of TCLA opened with an audio clip of high school senior
Alejandro Nuño reading Walt Whitman’s “Chants Democratic.” Whitman envi-
sioned a place where people of “common words and deeds . . . enter the pub-
lic assembly.”11 Following Whitman, the first issue of the journal provided a
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virtual “assembly” for those often excluded from public life to share their ideas
about democracy. Students submitted alternative speeches that politicians could
make if they really cared about conditions in South Los Angeles, reflections on
the significance of the presidential election for urban youth, and Whitmanesque
poetry singing democracy’s praises. Fourth-grader Rahel Abebe wrote: “Democ-
racy / I like it / Ask me why / Because it gives everyone’s voice a chance / Because
it’s part of my life and soul / Because I can be heard / Because / That’s why /
I like Democracy.”12

Kristy Cooper, a fifth-grade teacher and TCLA editor, created a forum called
“LA Voices” to share students’ ideas. She sent questionnaires to schools across
the region, asking students what they would like to change in their school. Stu-
dents responded by articulating a broad agenda for educational change. Some
questioned why their schools were installing security cameras; others raised con-
cerns about the lack of upkeep of their school facility; still others lamented the
lack of textbooks and other resources students need to learn. For the most part,
students conceived of “voice” as separate from action. That is, they talked about
what they would change if they had the power to effect change. Their inquiry
did not explore how to communicate these concerns with decision makers, let
alone how to exert pressure on these decision makers.

Teachers used TCLA to articulate the challenges facing youth in the commu-
nities they served. Ramón Martínez’s commentary decried the effects of leg-
islation outlawing bilingual education for his first-grade students who had
limited English skills. “They are being instructed in a language they don’t
understand.”13 Martínez had often shared this critique within his inquiry group,
but the journal gave him a vehicle to encourage others to “step up and take
a stand” for educational justice.14 TCLA also allowed him to engage in online
debates with those who were critical of his article (see Figure 5.1).15 In Dewey’s
terms, such dialogue allowed Martínez to test the knowledge he had forged in
the course of inquiry.

The editors selected TCLA’s second theme after confronting the technologi-
cal gap in Internet access among different groups. We invited students across
the city to document the availability and use of computers in schools and the
broader community. This prompt engaged youth in different ways than the
“Democracy” issue had. Instead of only soliciting students’ voices, the “Dig-
ital Divide” issue encouraged students and their teachers to gather and analyze
data connected to their daily experiences.

Such inquiry clarified and gave a context to students’ understanding of
“where the shoe pinches.” Armando Soriano, a high school student in Los
Angeles’s Eastside, came to the project on the “Digital Divide” with a sense
that he and his friends did not have sufficient access to computers. But, map-
ping the available computers in his neighborhood confirmed and made con-
crete that “computer access in my community has been, and continues to be,
a scramble.”16 Students at Lennox Middle School tried to make sense of this
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:: [sent 3/2/01]

On March 19th, Wayne Bishop offered his comments after reading Ramón Martínez’s article.
Ramón replied to Wayne’s comments, and both responses are listed below:

In spite of his inflamed, even outrageous rhetoric, “we must begin to challenge the educational
policies that serve only to harm them,” the harm would appear to have been being done but that
progress might finally be getting underway. I believe in everyone’s right to speak, including that of
reactionary, head-in-the-sand teachers, but why does something that calls itself “UCLA’s Institute
for Democracy” give them a microphone? If anything, we need phonics police, English police, and
math police to keep such teachers from impeding the progress already being recorded. Low-SES
Hispanic kids should have a realistic opportunity to the American dream as well as the rest of us.

- Wayne Bishop, Cal State LA

>> [replied to 3/7/01]

Mr. Bishop,

Thanks so much for your response to my article. Although I definitely disagree with the way in
which you’ve chosen to characterize me (“reactionary, head-in-the-sand teacher”), I welcome the
chance to dialogue with you on the issues presented in my opinion piece.

Perhaps one of the reasons that UCLA’s Institute for Democracy, Education and Access chose to
publish my piece was because it runs counter to the hegemonic discourse (so prevalent and
unquestioned at present) that equates school reform with more tests and increased punitive
measures. While I certainly don’t know enough about you to attempt to characterize you in any
way, I assume that you have accepted such discourse as true and unproblematic. Your reference
to improved SAT9 scores suggests that you operate on the assumption that the test is an
objective and accurate measure of student learning. Unfortunately, while most politicians and
educational policymakers share your views, there are many qualified and experienced teachers
who do not.

Incidentally, before you accuse teachers of impeding the progress of “Low SES Hispanic kids,”
you would do well to visit those teachers’ classrooms (so that you might have the opportunity to
search for some substantial evidence on which to base your preposterous accusations). Were you
to visit my classroom, for example, you would be surprised to find that my students are actually
making substantial progress and that I am able to assess their progress (using multiple measures)
without the help of norm-referenced standardized tests.

You should also know that my opinions do not represent an isolated voice, but rather a growing
social movement to transform public education. The Coalition for Educational Justice is a
citywide organization of parents, students and teachers who are organizing at the grassroots level
to ensure an equitable education for all students. Although I am usually suspicious of people who
preface their pronouncements with the phrase “I believe in everyone's right to speak,” (I’ve found
that people who make such statements often do so to conceal the fact that they believe the very
opposite.), I invite you to respond to this email, so that we can engage in constructive dialogue.
Finally, for the sake of clarification, you should know that “reactionary” is not defined as anyone
who disagrees with your personal views and opinions.

Looking forward to your response,

Ramón Martínez

FIGURE 5.1. Teachers take on a public role through TCLA’s virtual forum.
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“scramble” by interviewing community members and university “experts”
about the costs of computers and their use in the workplace. Their inquiry led
them to conclude: “There are not many opportunities for people to use com-
puters [because] many people in Lennox do not have enough money to buy
computers. There are not enough jobs that use technology in Lennox or jobs
that offer competitive salaries which would make it more affordable for peo-
ple to buy computers.”17

Studying computer availability from the vantage point of their own commu-
nities led students to develop generative questions that they posed to experts and
school district officials. The answers melded “divide” issues with “equity” issues.
“Why do some schools have better technology than others?” “Why does the dig-
ital divide negatively affect poor people and people of color?” “Are poor Whites
in the same condition as poor non-Whites? If so, is anything being done for
them?” “Why is so much of the information on the Net mainly for men?”18 These
questions were more than academic for the students. Hence, students at Comp-
ton High School, who faced among the worst school conditions in the state
asked: “How can you help public schools with no Internet access? How long will
it take?” Because they came to this inquiry from communities with broad and
complex interests, the students’ questions were not confined narrowly to educa-
tion. Lennox Middle School students asked: “How can we raise wages so com-
puters can become affordable?” Similar questions prompted a robust public con-
versation about what Dewey termed “all the conditions” affecting the public.19

Accessing Knowledge and Its Construction

The 50th anniversary of Brown v. Board of Education offered a unique opportu-
nity for teachers and students to examine the struggle for education on “equal
terms” in Los Angeles. There is a long history of activists, academics, and jour-
nalists using the occasion of Brown’s anniversary as a springboard for public
reexamination of the nation’s commitment to racial equality and educational
opportunity. Martin Luther King, Jr. was well aware of this symbolic capital of
Brown when he traveled to the steps of the U.S. Supreme Court to deliver a major
address on voting rights on Brown’s third anniversary.20 Newspapers, popular
magazines, and academic journals cover every major anniversary of Brown as
both a moment for historical remembrance and a chance to assess contempo-
rary conditions. Clearly, Los Angeles teachers could count on providing their
students a number of public remembrances of Brown in spring of 2004.

Yet, many Los Angeles teachers wanted their students to be more than mere
consumers of this inquiry. They joined us in a participatory public history—
the “Equal Terms Project”—hosted and supported through TCLA. Together with
the teachers, we reasoned that it was particularly appropriate for urban students
to be at the center of a reexamination of Brown because, at its core, this deci-
sion addressed the rights of all youth to participate fully in public life. Class-
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rooms from early elementary school through high school constructed knowl-
edge about the historical and contemporary struggle for educational justice
within their local communities. We disseminated this knowledge online and
at community forums, creating a robust public dialogue on how to achieve
Brown’s promise in the here and now.

Kindergarten teacher—and TCLA editor—Cicely Bingener took the lead with
us to provide teachers with background information, primary sources, and
strategies for participatory research through a monthly seminar. Our goal was
to provide teachers and students access to knowledge about Los Angeles’s dis-
tinctive racial justice history. Bingener’s great-grandfather, a prominent African
American minister, had played an important role in this history, responding in
the early 1940s to a searing incident in which White students burned the effi-
gies of the six African American students at Fremont High School.21 Few histo-
rians (let alone teachers or students) were familiar with such incidents of racial
violence in Los Angeles schools during the pre-Brown era. And many teachers
and students did not realize how different Los Angeles’s post-Brown history has
been from the dominant national narrative. That is, during the same period that
schools in the Jim Crow South gradually moved from racial segregation toward
desegregation (or at least less segregation), Los Angeles schools became dra-
matically more racially segregated.

The broad outlines of this social history of Los Angeles were captured in a
compilation of readings for teachers and their students that included academic
articles on California school segregation, policy briefs on contemporary inequal-
ities in California schools, texts of key legal cases, and an array of original arti-
cles from local newspapers. In addition to this reader, TCLA carried an online
library of historical and contemporary information about Los Angeles schools
and communities. These materials allowed teachers and students to track their
schools’ changing demographics since the middle 1960s and to see graphically
the changing racial composition of their community through a series of Geo-
graphic Information System maps. TCLA pointed teachers and students to cur-
rent data on how their own school measures up on particular educational oppor-
tunities such as access to qualified teachers, as well as how these opportunities
vary in California depending on the composition of the student body.

Offering an Experimental Method of Inquiry

The materials on TCLA provoked, contextualized, and sustained broad inquiry.
The demographic maps and school enrollment data from previous decades fre-
quently surprised students who had come to view the racial composition of
their neighborhood and school as “natural” and inevitable. Third-grade teacher
Charalene Asis recalls that her South Los Angeles students suddenly began to
wonder: “Why aren’t there more Whites and Asians at our school?”22 At Farm-
dale Elementary, where more than 9 of 10 students are Latino, third graders
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wondered what the school was like when its student body was more diverse.
Students at other schools found themselves drawn to a particular moment in
their school’s history recorded in newspapers or other articles. Fremont High
School students, now Latino and African American, were surprised to learn
that mobs of White students had once used racial violence and intimidation
to keep the school all White. They explored what lessons this incident held for
the school’s current racial tensions between African Americans and Latinos—
because the school has not enrolled White students for several decades. Simi-
larly, when Roosevelt High School students read about the historic student
walkouts of 1968, they wondered whether the forces that led to mass student
protest then might produce the same result today.

These compelling questions framed each classroom’s data gathering. Many
classrooms analyzed old yearbooks and school photos. They coded pictures and
learned the difference between undisciplined observations and data on which they
could base conclusions that others would pay attention to. The students debated
the ethics and practicality of placing people into particular racial categories. Fifth
graders at 99th Street Elementary in South Los Angeles “triangulated” their data—
using their own tabulations of students’ demographics from school photos along-
side the school district’s “official” racial and ethnic survey and data from the
United States census. The yearbooks yielded other information of great interest
to students. Students at Bethune Middle, a school currently undergoing transfor-
mation from a predominantly African American to a predominantly Latino stu-
dent body, examined the yearbooks with an eye to how the school promoted cul-
tural identification. They found clubs celebrating African American culture and
pictures captioned, “Black Is Beautiful.” At multiracial Wilson High School, the
student researchers wanted to learn about how the school encouraged or discour-
aged interracial relationships outside the classroom. They closely analyzed pic-
tures of clubs, athletic teams, and dances, noting the racial composition, where
different students stood, and other forms of nonverbal communication.

The most powerful data came from oral history interviews students con-
ducted with people who had attended their school in years past. Our teacher
seminar offered teachers some guidance on oral history interviews that they
then crafted into lessons for their students. These lessons ranged from practi-
cal advice (always try to find a quiet site for the interview to optimize sound
quality of tape recordings) to broader discussions about how to strike a bal-
ance between letting the subject’s voice be heard and directing them toward the
research questions. Such discussions helped students become more conscious
of what it means to take on an experimental method. In addition, the inter-
views themselves often provided students with the sense of confirmation and
discovery that often accompanies this method. Both of these feelings were evi-
dent at Roosevelt High School, where Jorge Lopez’s students listened to activists
from 1968. These now middle-aged parents and grandparents talked about
school problems that the students had anticipated (in part because they expe-
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rienced the same problems today). But the students were surprised to learn that
the protesters were badly beaten by police—as this story had not made its way
into the newspaper reports the students had read.

Across all grade levels, the quality of the oral history interviews was quite
striking. Students were especially adept at getting adults to share painful, hope-
ful, and deeply evocative stories about their schooling. This capacity to draw
out submerged stories is likely tied to the students’ roots in the same commu-
nities as their interview subjects. Perhaps these connections established lines
of trust that are critical to oral history interviews. It is likely that Carlos Montes
of the 1960s Chicano activist group Brown Berets saw himself in Jorge Lopez’s
students at Roosevelt High School. Or, perhaps the students’ very presence
prompted adults to call up forgotten memories of their own experiences at the
same school. Certainly, the students and the adults noted the power of youth
who bring an inquiring attitude and authentic questions.
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Legitimizing All Forms of Knowledge

The public history project called on students to look to secondary literature on
segregation, primary documents such as newspaper accounts, quantitative data
such as census records, and the stories that the students gathered from their
interview subjects. No one source of information was held up above the oth-
ers, and no single source was deemed sufficient. Rather, students used the oral
histories as a “check” on the limited reporting within the Los Angeles Times, and
they continually assessed their own racial censuses (from yearbook counts)
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against those created through official channels. This approach to the data
encouraged students to reflect on the particular strengths of the data, the weight
to be given to the data, and how they would allow the data to enter their analy-
ses. And it often left them balancing the plausibility of one set of claims against
another. Students at Bethune Middle School, for example, noted that teachers
and site administrators held a more “positive outlook” on their school’s con-
dition than did parents. The students drew on other data (from reading and
from data on TCLA) to conclude that indeed their school did lack a number of
fundamental resources.

Taking a Critical Stance

The public history project encouraged students to challenge the practices and
rationale that hold educational inequality in place. At Farmdale Elementary,
teachers Marian Wong and Lydia Acosta related stories about the cultural insen-
sitivity they experienced as students at the school in the 1960s.23 Student
researchers also heard a wide range of adults questioning the fairness of the
educational system today. A teacher interviewed at 99th Street Elementary told
the students: “Where you live determines how your school is. People don’t
have the same education and the same supplies.”24 This implicit standard—that
everyone deserves education on “equal terms”—provided students with a
marker for judging their own schooling. It enabled Kim Min’s third-grade stu-
dents to “recognize and express their discontent” with the inadequate instruc-
tional materials at their school.25

In addition to knowing that conditions were substandard, student
researchers forged new, more structural explanations for their schools’ prob-
lems. At Bethune Middle School, African American and Latino students who
previously blamed one another for the school’s poor conditions now saw that
their communities shared a common experience of discrimination. Their pub-
lic history project wove together stories of school officials excluding African
Americans and Mexican Americans from local schools and quoted civil rights
activists from both communities. In the words of their teacher, Cynthia Gon-
zalez, “they were able to see the inequalities that surround them now in a more
critical way.” Similarly, at Roosevelt High School, students noted that their
newly acquired critical history did not appear in the textbooks: “the books just
teach you what they want you to know.”

Constructing a Transformative Goal and 
Transformative Identity

TCLA’s public history project aimed to both inform and transform the public.
We believed that by participating in the inquiry, students and their teachers
would develop a deeper understanding of why educational inequality exists and
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how communities have struggled to overcome it. We also imagined that stu-
dents and teachers would develop the skills and sense of entitlement to com-
municate their new knowledge with the broader public. Our hope was that as
young people shared this knowledge, they would spawn broader community
dialogue about Los Angeles’s failure to realize Brown’s promise and what would
be required to create education on “equal terms” today. We hypothesized that
if such dialogue were sufficiently robust, it could energize and organize a com-
placent and diffuse public toward action.

Perhaps our clearest finding is that the project was a site for learning and
relationships in which many young people assumed powerful public identities.
Their sense of their “proper” place—whatever that may have been—was
replaced with the certainty that they had a right and the worth to be taken seri-
ously in all matters that affected their communities and their education. Their
research helped them recognize that they did not simply occupy a moment in
time, but they were part of history. High school social studies teacher Tom
Lascher noted that many of his students had never thought that their “commu-
nity, family, and friends might be proper subjects for study.” Similarly, middle
school teacher Argentina Rodriguez reported that her “students learned that they
live in an important historical location.” These understandings opened up
broader realizations that the everyday experiences of people in their commu-
nities have been profoundly shaped by legal cases, policy actions, and the strug-
gles of young people like themselves.

Debbie Sonu saw her third-grade students “talk openly about social issues
and express their thoughts in coherent ways.” The students’ public presence
impacted the adults with whom they interacted. Eighth-grade teacher Cyn-
thia Gonzalez reported that her administrators “took notice” of the students’
sophisticated understanding and questions. Yet, the student researchers did
not conform to middle-class models of polite public discourse. Sonu recalled
that her students “spoke emotionally,” and Roosevelt teacher Jorge Lopez
remembered his students were “very passionate and angered” when present-
ing their work. Lopez noted this passion as an outgrowth of the students’ very
real sense that “they are being cheated out of a quality education” and a sign
that they were participating authentically in a dialogue that “spoke to” their
interests.

For many students, this anger at unequal conditions was paired with a com-
mitment to take public action for change. Lopez’s Roosevelt students were
“inspired” by the student activists of 1968 and by Mexican Americans who filed
legal challenges in the 1930s and 1940s to state-sanctioned segregation in many
California districts. “I want to do something like that and help my community,”
noted one of Lopez’s students. “They did that to give us a better place.” Simi-
larly, Charalene Asis believed her third-grade students had internalized “for the
rest of their lives” Brown’s lessons about the need to struggle and demand equal
treatment. Finally, transformation is a human phenomenon that happens in
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communities. The teachers and IDEA researchers worked together to create much
more than a “site” or “context” in which this transformation and disruptive
knowledge could take place. These were learning “communities” in the fullest
sense—communities with a common sense of respect and purpose.

Spreading Disruptive Knowledge

Participating in the public history project helped students develop a body of
critical knowledge about their schools and social policy that they shared
through TCLA and at public forums. Students—particularly those in South and
East Los Angeles—came to a deeper awareness of certain “social truths” that
rarely received public attention. They acknowledged that their schools were in
fact segregated by race and class. And they recognized that their schools received
fewer resources and offered fewer opportunities than schools with majority
White populations. Perhaps most fundamentally, students learned that the con-
ditions in their schools and communities are not inevitable, but rather the
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product of a broad set of policy choices that are open to change. In part, this
lesson was carried through demographic maps and yearbook pictures showing
that “this community” or “this school” did not always look the way it does
today. It was made more evident through the study of policies and their
impacts—such as the effect of the 1978 Proposition 13, which greatly reduced
property taxes and funding for public schooling. Students at Bethune Middle
School were thus able to conclude that “achieving the legacy of Brown [requires]
changing the ways schools are funded.”

In June 2004, 150 students came to UCLA to share the findings of their
research about the historical struggle for educational justice in Los Angeles. The
audience included parents, community members, civil rights advocates, edu-
cators, and archivists. The student presenters ranged from third graders to high
school seniors. They gave minilectures, shared spoken word performances, pre-
sented plays, and read letters. The students also participated in a public dia-
logue with Sylvia Mendez, the plaintiff student in Mendez v. Westminster, the
case that overturned school segregation in California in 1947. Throughout the
day, the students’ work highlighted the persistence of inequality and struggle.
As students from Bethune Middle School summarized, “students still do not
have access to similar resources.”26

The students published their research in TCLA, where it received a large (and
geographically broad) readership. Yet, sharing Dewey’s belief that “vital and
thorough attachments are bred only in the intimacy of an intercourse which is
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of necessity restricted in range,” we encouraged and helped create opportunities
for the students to present their findings to public forums in their own commu-
nities.27 Laurence Tan’s fifth-grade class at 99th Street Elementary in South Los
Angeles traveled to the local high school to participate in a district-sponsored
spoken word festival. The students’ performance of “Equal Education Now”
combined poetry, hip hop, and dance. It communicated both a nuanced under-
standing of history and a powerful demand for change.

Schools back then were . . .
Not fair.
Segregated
RACIST

Schools today are . . .
So VIOLENT and not so peaceful.
They are UNFAIR because there are some teachers that don’t care about

our education.
Some schools are not equal to others and are better off.
They are SUPPOSED to be desegregated and equal but some are better
How can schools be desegregated when LA is STILL SEGREGATED?

Students deserve . . .
More opportunities
EQUAL RESOURCES of education
Equal RIGHTS
Fair treatment
Better EDUCATION
More challenging classes
Students deserve to be treated in the right way and not in the bad way
RESPECT from their teachers and school
STUDENTS DESERVE to be treated like PEOPLE.

We want . . .
We want resources and education to be equal
Our schools to be mixed and fair for all
To get treated like everyone else
Better food
We want teachers to start LISTENING to their students
We want RESPECT and ATTENTION
We want TO BE HEARD
PEACE in our COMMUNITIES
We want JUSTICE, EQUALITY, and a GREAT EDUCATION
Because . . . WE DESERVE IT!!!28
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Across town, a multiracial community gathered at a forum cosponsored by
a youth center, the local branch of the National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People (NAACP), and UCLA’s IDEA. Several teachers, district
officials, and school board members rounded out an audience of high school–
aged youth and community members. Students from the youth center and
LaSonja Roberts’s African American literature class presented research on the
history of race relations and current challenges to equal opportunity, includ-
ing the low rates of African American and Latino participation in advanced
placement and honors classes.

The most compelling findings came from a pair of student surveys. One
highlighted the large number of students and, in particular, students of color,
who do not believe the school promotes integration and multiracial under-
standing. In the other, a sizable percentage of students, again disproportion-
ately students of color, reported that they lacked tutoring or resources like
graphing calculators that are critical to college access. These findings prompted
a vigorous dialogue among forum participants about the causes of continued
inequalities and potential policy responses. Within a week of the forum, a
member of the youth center summarized the policy recommendations from
these discussions and passed them on to their school’s Board of Education.

Yet, neither the School Board nor their administration ever took action on
the recommendations from the forum. Neither did any policy changes emerge
from the event in South Los Angeles or from the other public forums com-
memorating Brown’s legacy. The teachers and students certainly felt more
knowledgeable and more empowered through their public participation. And
many community members, including more than a few elected officials and
educational leaders, heard and learned from these presentations. But there was
no organized group positioned to push forward the initial findings. That is,
there was no organized and activated public who could transform the disrup-
tive knowledge into action. Public inquiry alone could not create this public.
As Dewey noted:

Systematic and continuous inquiry into all the conditions which affect associa-
tion and their dissemination in print is a precondition of the creation of a true
public. But it and its results are but tools after all. Their final actuality is accom-
plished in face-to-face relationships by means of direct give and take.29

Spreading disruptive knowledge is a necessary but not sufficient condition for
the kind of social change needed to accomplish equitable schools.
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6
Building Power

What Grassroots Organizing 
Offers Equity Reformers

Let me give you a word on the philosophy of reform. The whole history of the
progress of human liberty shows that all concessions yet made to her august
claims have been born of earnest struggle. The conflict has been exciting, agitat-
ing, all absorbing, and for the time being putting all other tumults to silence.
It must do this or it does nothing. If there is no struggle, there is no progress.
Those who profess to favor freedom, and yet deprecate agitation, are men who
want crops without plowing up the ground. They want rain without thunder
and lightening. They want the ocean without the awful roar of its many waters.
This struggle may be a moral one; or it may be a physical one; or it may be both
moral and physical; but it must be a struggle. Power concedes nothing without
demand. It never did and it never will. Find out just what people will submit to,
and you have found the exact amount of injustice and wrong which will be
imposed on them; and these will continue until they are resisted with either
words or blows, or with both. The limits of tyrants are prescribed by the
endurance of those whom they oppress.

Frederick Douglass, letter to an abolitionist associate, 1849

If real democracy is to be achieved, it will start with grassroots action. As diverse
people respond to local circumstances, they must build broader movements
which confront and change the policies and structures which dominate our lives.
The power of the Highlander experience is the strength that grows within the
souls of people, working together, as they analyze and confirm their own experi-
ences and draw upon their understanding to contribute to fundamental change.

Highlander Center, 2005

OUR WORK with the Futures students and with the teachers in inquiry groups
and Teaching to Change LA (TCLA) affected all the participants—including us.
The students learned about social theory and engaged in serious intellectual
work. Most of them navigated their way into college, even though their high
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school did not think of them as “college material.” The teachers participating
in the inquiry seminars deepened their knowledge of urban schools, and they
engaged their students in studies that illuminated their political and economic
surroundings while building vital intellectual skills. In short, the participants
across these projects built personal power as they learned about power.

We were proud of these accomplishments. But we also understood that this
approach to social inquiry had little impact beyond the participants themselves
and those closely connected with them. The students’ and teachers’ powerful
personal transformations caused some ripples of influence among their imme-
diate friends and colleagues but brought few structural or normative changes
to their schools.

The work of individuals paled in comparison to other powerful forces press-
ing schools toward offering unequal opportunities and scripted curriculum and
pedagogy aimed at increasing standardized test scores. In some cases, the teach-
ers were viewed as “exceptional” (meaning that their accomplishments could
not be expected from others); in other cases, the teachers were judged to be trou-
blemakers. Similarly, the Futures students were both greatly admired and some-
what disparaged. Their successes were often explained away as anomalies or as
the products of a resource-intensive intervention that could not go to scale in
any practical way. It was suggested that the very highest performing Futures stu-
dents simply had what it takes to excel in school and would have done just as
well without the program.

In fact, on the few occasions when Futures or Teacher Inquiry work chal-
lenged prevailing structures, norms, or political arrangements, the proposed
changes elicited renewed support for the status quo or outright backlash. Even
when these teachers’ and students’ ideas garnered reform enthusiasm within
their school, outside forces countered these initiatives, leaving them no better
than the detracking reforms we described in Chapter 2. Put bluntly, exploring
and understanding power were not the same as enacting power.

Our work, along with that of many others, has demonstrated the technical
feasibility of enabling vastly more students to receive a high-quality education
that sets them on a pathway to college and engaged citizenship. However, the
social inquiry that had so compelling and powerful an effect on teachers and
students was unlikely to challenge successfully the institutional structures,
norms, and politics that hold social inequality in place.

Our social design experiments were limited by our traditional focus on trans-
forming schools in and of themselves and relying on education insiders to
accomplish that transformation. Though we and the teachers had engaged par-
ents, and supportive school administrators sought to buffer outside opposition,
our change strategy did not veer far from the schoolhouse. We had convened
some public meetings to consider the work of students and teachers, and we
distributed this work widely on our Web site, www.teachingtochangela.org.
However, these public engagements were never fully exploited to develop the
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face-to-face relationships upon which meaningful social action rests. They did
little to balance the social capital between those who have the schools they want
and those who do not have the schools they need. Our work confirms several
of John Dewey’s propositions for effective, socially just, democratic reform.
Principally, he insisted social betterment requires participatory social inquiry
among those who bear the burden of inequality most. These participants would
analyze their everyday problems with an understanding of the social, cultural,
and political contexts that sustain inequality and support the ideologies of
privilege. Such participation, Dewey argued, would create new and useful sys-
tems of knowledge. The learning associated with this participation would entail
an iteration of expert knowledge becoming more everyday-like, and common
knowledge becoming more expert-like. Likewise, the knowledge would become
a basis for social action, and participation in social action would inform the
knowledge base.

Yet, for all of its insights, Dewey’s educative politics is limited by his own
standpoint. In the words of Cornel West: “Dewey writes from the vantage point
of and in leadership over that rising professional fraction of the working class
and managerial class that is in sympathy with and has some influence among
an exploited yet franchised industrial working class in the United States.”1

Hence, much of Dewey’s activist writing was directed to teachers rather than
those he referred to as “the masses.” Concerned with the tendency of teachers
to hold themselves above and apart from workers, Dewey aimed to replace their
aloofness with connection. His worries about teachers enacting and imposing
class privilege led Dewey to say little about the role of leadership or organiz-
ing within social movements. He called on citizens to “unite to inform them-
selves,” but neglected to address the critical role of organizers in bringing peo-
ple together for education and shared action.2

Dewey’s “standpoint” also made him wary both of agitational methods that
move beyond dialogue and of political engagement that transcends electoral
politics.3 He offered no strategies or tactics that would place an angry public
face on the problems of inequality. These shortcomings did not allow Dewey
to answer a number of essential questions suggested by his theory. For exam-
ple, In what settings might public inquiry occur? What process might be trans-
formative—that is, might enact knowledge through social action?

As we sought to answer these questions, we looked for empirical evidence,
an ideology, or a tradition that bridged the inclusive knowledge-gathering and
constructing processes that we had been exploring in our design experiments
to an instantiation of democratically powered knowledge-in-action. Could there
be an educative politics that was informed, on the one hand, by critical inquiry
and conventional research, and, on the other hand, by the strategic actions
associated with successful attempts to mobilize power in pursuit of social jus-
tice? The search for this combination led us to the arena of social movements
and grassroots organizing.
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After much study and our own inquiry into the theories and practices of
social movements and grassroots groups, we began to experiment. Slowly, and
with intention, we began to build alliances with organized groups that were
engaged in activism around making state policies and local school practices
equitable: advocates, community members, and parents and youth. With them,
we have explored the proposition that social movement and grassroots orga-
nizing provide the most promising contemporary venues and practical strate-
gies for placing in action the sort of social inquiry that Dewey imagined (and
with which we already had some success). In the context of the groups’ work,
we investigated the hypothesis that broad-based and democratic public engage-
ment benefits from inquiry and action as well as from participation among
scholars, activists, and foundations that support equitable schooling.

In Chapters 7 and 8, we describe two projects of the Institute for Democ-
racy, Education, and Access (IDEA) in which we examined the fusion of social
inquiry and activism. In these projects, we have explored how advocacy and
grassroots groups as education outsiders can variously encourage, pressure, and
scaffold educational insiders’ equity reforms. We have also investigated how and
why the organized participation of parents, students, and community activists
might be more efficacious in reform than action by elite policymakers, profes-
sional staff developers, or program designers. Our hunch, as we discussed in
Chapter 1, was that grassroots and advocacy groups would create settings and
employ strategies for understanding problems and posing solutions that chal-
lenge norms and build political power. That is, the external setting of commu-
nity organizing, with its explicit focus on political and normative change, would
transform policy and practice toward equitable ends better than insider-driven,
technical change.

Further, mindful of the iterative nature of inquiry and action, we believed
that as inquiry added a deeper knowledge of schooling, this knowledge would
result in more powerful organizing. Stated simply, knowledge alone is not
power, but it can contribute to the expression of power through informed and
activated participants. We also anticipated that those engaged in grassroots
social movement organizations would be reluctant to separate schooling from
other social, political, and economic institutions and conditions that are pro-
foundly entwined with schools. Because members of grassroots community
groups experience multiple forms of inequality simultaneously, we thought
they were less likely than education professionals to seek a “silver bullet” edu-
cation reform that could dramatically improve students’ learning and their life
chances in the absence of attention to other social needs. Conversely, we imag-
ined that community members would feel more urgency for immediate relief
of the most egregious inequalities than would insiders whose inaction might
be framed as progress over the long term.

In the rest of this chapter, we look at augmenting Dewey’s ideas about
engagement and learning with organized social action. We first review some
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basic elements of social movements and grassroots organizing. Then we explain
how movement organizing maps well onto Dewey’s ideas, and how movement
organizing extends Dewey’s ideas in useful ways.

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

Over the past few decades, social scientists have helped us understand why
movements arise, how they work, what impacts they have, and why. We believe
that there are insights in this work that are far more useful for achieving equi-
table education than the ideas and practices that underlie most school reform.

Consider the following in light of what we have learned about the limits of
the technical focus of conventional school reform: Social movements, born of
conflict and discontent, are meaningful efforts to bring about progressive social
change. Social movements gain force as informal networks of individuals and
groups exchange information, resources, and expertise based on shared beliefs,
a sense of solidarity, and collective identity. Social movement networks make
demands on the established order through public protest and other collective
actions that go beyond conventional politics. As they seek concrete changes in
social policies and institutions, social movements also seek to construct new
cultural norms and create new political arrangements that advantage nonelites.4

Social movements focused on expanding opportunities and public partici-
pation—such as the Civil Rights, feminist, and labor movements—can help us
envision the possibility of an “education equity movement.” Just as (potential)
constituencies for the established movements existed prior to their coalescing
into political forces capable of altering the political and social landscapes, there
is a broad array of people and ideas awaiting a collective effort to become
organized into a similar force for educational justice. Because social move-
ments focus explicitly on normative and political goals and processes, their
methods contrast dramatically with the largely technical approach of profes-
sional educators, who follow a far more linear and consensual research, devel-
opment, dissemination, and adoption model of innovation. Strikingly, social
movements zero in on the very dimensions of equity education reforms that
make them so difficult to adopt, implement, and sustain as professional inno-
vations—that is, their explicit challenge to prevailing cultural norms and the
distribution of resources and opportunities that advantage elites.

GRASSROOTS ORGANIZING

Sociologists Susan Stall and Randy Stoecker conclude that “behind every success-
ful social movement is a community, or network of communities.”5 Organized
groups are the key building blocks of social movements. These groups are made
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up of people, intent on building power, who have come together in more or less
formal ways to refine their understanding of specific problems, agree upon solu-
tions, and devise strategies for realizing these changes. Knowing that neither a
righteous cause nor a sound technical solution will in itself achieve their goals,
these groups seek widespread support so they can confront, negotiate with, or
persuade the people and institutions that stand in their way or can help.

Grassroots community organizing is a natural source of movement “build-
ing blocks.” Rinku Sen asserts in Stir It Up that “long-lasting social change is
made by large-scale movements . . . [and] movements emerge from organiza-
tions that . . . build and activate . . . constituenc[ies].”6 Such organizing is a
process whereby low-income community members, often with the support of
professional organizers, build locally controlled and inclusive organizations that
seek social change on behalf of members. A number of centers have emerged
around the country that train individuals and groups with the accumulated
knowledge and skills for successful organizing. One training manual boils
organizing down to its very basics: “The process of finding out what people want
as individuals and then helping them find collective ways of getting it.”7

Stall and Stoecker define community organizing as “the work that occurs in
local settings to empower individuals, build relationships, and create action for
social change.”8 Similarly, Marshall Ganz, former civil rights and farm worker
organizer and now lecturer at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government, argues
that organizing activities seek to create networks that can sustain a new activist
community, to frame a story about the network’s identity and purpose, and to
develop a program of action that mobilizes and expends resources to advance
the community’s interests. Ganz argues that these three domains of activity—
building relationships, developing common understandings, and taking
action—combined into campaigns, are what enable ordinary people to develop
the knowledge, capacity, and power that social change requires. Ganz’s concep-
tualization is particularly useful in that it helps us see how organizing picks up
where Dewey left off.9

Relationships

“Organizing is overwhelmingly about personal relationships. It is about chang-
ing the world and changing how individuals act together,” asserts the Midwest
Academy’s manual for activists.10 Organizers develop relationships by linking
community members to one another in local groups and networks of groups.
Some small local groups, for example, develop relationships through “door
knocking” campaigns, wherein group members canvass neighborhoods, talking
one-on-one with residents about their concerns and aspirations. At the other end
of the spectrum, national and global organizations engage in e-activism. Groups
like Greenpeace and MoveOn.org use Web sites and listservs as mechanisms for
connecting like-minded activists as members of virtual communities.

98 Learning Power: Organizing for Education and Justice



The largest national networks of local face-to-face grassroots groups work-
ing on behalf of low-income communities and communities of color are the
Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN), the Pacific
Institute for Community Organization (PICO), and the Industrial Areas Foun-
dation (IAF). ACORN is a national network of neighborhood-based citizens’
groups that grew out of the 1970s War on Poverty programs and whose origi-
nal focus was on ensuring the rights of welfare recipients.11 Both the IAF and
PICO are national, faith-based alliances of congregations, schools, and other
community organizations.12 In 2004, the IAF had 55 affiliates in 21 states, each
made up of religious congregations, labor locals, parents’ associations, schools,
and other community groups. IAF has approximately 150 professional organ-
izers. IAF ’s and PICO’s institutional membership approach grows out of the
theory that existing relationships among people in churches, schools, and other
stable institutions provide the strongest base for building the power and prob-
lem-solving capacities of low-income communities.

Many community organizing groups also forge common cause with other
groups around a particular goal or a broader agenda. Such supportive alliances
enable small groups to marshal resources and achieve “wins” far beyond what
their own size and strength would allow.

The relationships fostered in organizing groups extend beyond achieving
short-term policy goals. Nearly all such groups have as a long-term goal the
building of stable, efficacious organizations that use democratic processes to
develop the problem-solving capacity and commitment of less powerful com-
munities.13 The Midwest Academy training center, for example, teaches power
and confrontational tactics to organized groups so that they can “win tangible
improvements in people’s lives.” Also central to the academy’s mission is to
“make people aware of their own power” and to “alter the relations of power
between people, the government, and other institutions by building strong per-
manent local, state and national organizations.”14 They explain further,

When we say that we want to “alter the relations of power”, we mean building
organizations that those in power, at all levels of government, will always have to
worry about. Whenever they decide to do anything that has an impact on your
group, they are going to have to say “wait a minute”, how will that organization
react to this? We also know from sad experience that what is won this year can
be taken away next year if the organization that won it disappears or is weakened.
In Direct Action Organizing, building an organization is always as important as
winning a particular issue.15

In organizing, then, relationships become power—often described by sociol-
ogists as social capital—that can be used as a resource for social action. These
social ties create norms of solidarity and reciprocity among community mem-
bers. Members can count on one another to keep commitments and to work on
one another’s behalf.16 In low-income urban communities, such networks of
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trusting relationships can be useful for solving a wide range of social problems,
supporting political action, sustaining the group through difficult struggles, and
disseminating information among members.

Unlike conventional advocacy strategies where professional advocates (lobby-
ists, for example) struggle on behalf of powerful groups, organizing seeks to build
leadership among the people who actually experience the problem and engage
them in direct action for social change.17 Ideally, organizers let go of the lead-
ership in order to locate responsibility and power in the group’s membership.

Understanding

Organizing nearly always engages participants in inquiring into how their
immediate problems fit into the larger social, economic, historical, and polit-
ical context; identifying likely solutions to those problems; and constructing
an agenda for change. According to Ganz, understanding comes from the fusion
of local knowledge with facts and broader social theories that help communi-
ties see their own particular circumstances in a larger social and political con-
text.18 Connecting to broader social theories builds their understanding of
problems and potential solutions. It also enables members of grassroots groups
to generate wholly new ways of thinking and plans of action—what sociolo-
gist Francesca Polletta calls the “innovatory” and “developmental” elements of
democratic participation.19 Polletta argues that members of grassroots groups
constantly develop new strategies and skills in the course of political action as
they share leadership, exchange ideas, and negotiate consensus. This model of
organizing is quite similar to the social inquiry Dewey argued for.

Also much like Dewey, Marshall Ganz claims that understanding comes as
organizers and community members engage one another in dialogue about
their own situations and as they generate more hopeful alternatives.20 Dialogue
not only reframes problems; it also fosters a sense of collective identity among
the group as people discover shared interests around which they might act
jointly. It allows participants to construct a story of who they are, what they
do, and why they do it. That “story” often challenges prevailing narratives that
may explain away unequal distribution of resources and power as natural and
inevitable. The participants’ counternarratives motivate the group to strategize
about ways to realize the more hopeful possibilities they have framed.

Action

Political action often arises episodically as communities react to policies they do
not like. Such action rarely reshapes the underlying conditions giving rise to the
policies. Fundamental social change requires that organized groups of people
mount proactive campaigns carried out with planned “tactical” actions that move
their agenda forward. Such actions must be persuasive to authorities who have
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the power to enact change. They also must be seen as legitimate in order to gar-
ner the support of large numbers of people who need to rally behind the cause.
Moreover, they must be satisfying to the activists themselves, so that the activists
will continue to engage in collective action even when the outcomes are disap-
pointing.

The creation of an activist community begins as organized groups target a par-
ticular objective—often a small one at first. They select the most promising strate-
gies and tactics for mobilizing resources and acting collectively to achieve concrete
“wins” that take them closer to achieving their goals. Collective actions include
such disparate tactics as mass postcard mailings, boycotts, vigils, strikes, face-to-
face confrontations, and intentional law-breaking. Some organizations focus on
protest, whereas others seek to build strategic relationships that enable them to
negotiate with people in power. Still others use sophisticated media strategies to
garner widespread public knowledge and sympathy for problems. Nearly all rely
on unconventional tactics as well as more conventional political actions.

Social movement researchers categorize various direct “actions” as reflecting
three different theories of action: numbers, material damage, and bearing wit-
ness. Actions based on the power of numbers include marches, rallies, petitions,
letter writing, and mobilizing voters. Like democratic political processes, such
actions attempt to persuade elites that there is large public support for or against
a particular policy. Actions reflecting a theory of “material damage” include,
boycotts, strikes, blocking traffic, disrupting business, and, at the extreme end,
damage to property. The theory here is that actions will be powerful and per-
suasive if they cause some noticeable impact on the economy or disrupt nor-
mal processes. Actions based on “bearing witness” include forms of civil dis-
obedience such as hunger strikes, burning draft cards, refusal to pay taxes, and
chaining oneself to a tree. These strategies seek “to demonstrate a strong com-
mitment to an objective deemed vital for humanity’s future” by engaging in
behaviors that involve personal risk or cost.21 The logic here is that such dramatic
actions will generate support for social causes and persuade policy elites that
change is warranted.22

All three of these theories of action also embody the belief that those directly
affected by the problems can make the most compelling case for solving them.
Activists put their bodies alongside their ideas to create persuasive force. Such
activists present themselves as legitimate constituents rather than greedy pro-
fessionals, meddling outsiders, or fuzzy-headed academics.

THE ROOTS OF CONTEMPORARY ORGANIZING

Multiple traditions have shaped contemporary community organizing in the
United States. Best known is Saul Alinsky’s model of public confrontation
between organized “have-nots” and powerful, more advantaged “targets,” whose
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concessions can provide solutions to local community problems. Contempo-
rary organizing also has roots in the traditions of the Black freedom movement
that extend back to before the Civil War.23

“Power Is Not Only What You Have, 
But What the Target Thinks You Have”24

Saul Alinsky, considered by many to be the father of community organizing in
the United States, began organizing in Chicago’s poor neighborhoods in the
1930s. He created the IAF in 1940 and thereafter traveled around the country
helping ordinary people organize to solve local community problems. Over the
course of his career, Alinsky trained hundreds of other organizers, including
Cesar Chavez.

Self-interest, collective power, and relationships were central to Alinsky’s
organizing approach, and these core ideas remain in much organizing today.25

Alinsky saw “self-interest” as the fundamental impetus for organizing. Distin-
guishing self-interest from selfishness, Alinsky argued that organizations and
movements could only be strong and sustained if they worked on behalf of the
class interests of their members. Today, the Midwest Academy teaches organiz-
ers that “all organizing is based on relationships and self-interest, broadly
defined.”26 The Academy’s manual argues that economic position is at the core
of self-interest:

Self-interest is often class interest. Self-interest can mean the good feeling that
comes from getting back at the landlord, standing up to the boss, or knocking an
unaccountable politician out of office. Self-interest also applies across genera-
tional lines as people are motivated to fight for what helps their children and
grandchildren.27

But the Midwest Academy also broadens the notion of self-interest far beyond
material needs.

Self-interest applies to what makes people feel good about themselves, as well
as to what materially benefits them. More broadly still, many people feel a need
to take on the responsibilities of citizenship and to play a role in shaping pub-
lic affairs. People want interaction with the larger community and often enjoy
working collectively for the common good. Sometimes self-interest is a desire to
work with people of a different race or culture in order to broaden one’s own
perspective or to combat prejudice. Other people may be drawn to an interna-
tional project, such as fighting foreign sweatshops, because they want to make
a global difference.28

Influenced by labor organizing movements, Alinsky taught ordinary people
to identify problems in their communities and use confrontational tactics such
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as sit-ins and boycotts to improve their lives. Only by exercise of collective
power, Alinsky believed, could poor people wrest concessions from rich peo-
ple, who skillfully used the power of wealth and political position to maintain
social and economic advantages.

Power must be understood for what it is, for the part it plays in every area of our
life, if we are to understand it and thereby grasp the essentials of relationships
and functions between groups and organizations, particularly in a pluralistic soci-
ety. To know power and not fear it is essential to its constructive use and control.29

Just as Alinsky believed that power could be exercised by mass mobilization and
direct actions, today’s Midwest Academy teaches “direct action” organizing “based
on the power of the people to take collective action on their own behalf.”30

Alinsky viewed strategic relationships among organizing groups and between
these groups and powerful elites, including the media, as critical for enacting
power. Alinsky argued that groups must have no permanent friends and no per-
manent enemies, just permanent issues. We can see this tradition at work in
the Alliance Schools Project in Texas. Ernesto Cortes and the IAF organizers
teach the groups to develop “fear and loathing relationships” with elected offi-
cials. These relationships allow the groups to hold elected officials account-
able—judging them by actions and results (rather than promises), giving them
credit when they have advanced the group’s agenda, and criticizing them loudly
when they do not.31

Alinsky and his organizing methods have not been without detractors. Crit-
icisms have focused primarily on Alinsky’s emphasis on conflict and con-
frontation, and on his eschewing of “ideological issues” such as structural
racism or the inherent inequalities of capitalism, in favor of winning more con-
crete victories in “the world as it is, not as it ought to be” (taken from a Ger-
man proverb often quoted in IAF training). Alinsky’s approach has also been
faulted for the disproportionate number of White organizers and institutional
leaders and, on occasion, for racist and sexist practices. In particular, feminists
have criticized Alinsky’s approach for drawing artificial boundaries between
public and private issues (disregarding many women’s concerns), placing
emphasis on narrow self-interest (denying altruistic motivations), and focus-
ing pragmatically on “wins” (neglecting the important processes of learning
and building relationships).32

These criticisms have spawned the development of new organizations
focused on racial issues and engaging communities of color. Such groups have
broadened Alinsky’s approach beyond narrow economic issues to include such
problems as police brutality, school inequalities, and environmental justice.
Many, such as the Alliance Schools project, have also augmented their reper-
toire of strategies beyond direct confrontation to include mutually supportive
relationships between communities and local schools.33
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“Organizing in the Spirit of Ella”34

Organizing also has roots in African American women’s collective efforts to pre-
serve home and community during slavery. As the institution of slavery placed
Black bodies and Black families under constant threat, enslaved women banded
together to protect children and one another, create and preserve traditions, and
assert power where possible. This activism continued throughout the Jim Crow
era. Particularly notable was the organizing of Mary McCleod Bethune, Ida B.
Wells, and Mary Church Terrell, and the development of the National Associa-
tion for Colored Women and the National Council for Negro Women. Through-
out the first half of the 20th century these women engaged in nonviolent resis-
tance to segregation laws, organized to develop schools for girls, advocated for
union representation and economic protections for domestic workers, and bat-
tled discrimination in the defense industries in World War II.35

Similarly, at the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th century, progres-
sive White women such as Jane Addams created community-based settlement
houses that sought to extend the protections afforded by homes and families
to working-class, immigrant neighborhoods by improving social networks and
enriching community life, as well as providing access to needed social services.36

The idea that powerful knowledge and solutions to problems reside in com-
munities themselves was also at the core of the training offered to community
leaders by the Highlander Folk School (now the Highlander Center) in Tennessee
beginning in 1932. Highlander’s founder Myles Horton argued, “the answers to
the problems facing society lie in the experiences of ordinary people. Those
experiences, so often belittled and denigrated in our society, are the keys to grass-
roots power.”37 Accordingly, Highlander sought to develop community leaders,
rather than professional organizers, so that those who participated could go on
to share with others and to multiply what they had learned.

In the 1940s and 1950s, Highlander provided training to community lead-
ers and organizers such as Rosa Parks, Fannie Lou Hamer, and Ella Baker, who
went on to transform existing local networks into a political force for social
change during the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s.38 Baker was a pivotal
force. Working alongside, yet very differently from, Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr.,
Ella Baker’s approach to organizing focused on “quiet places” and working
with “organizers who liked to work them” rather than on mobilizing large
public protests.39 In collaboration with Highlander leader Septima Clark, Baker
established a program to train community people. Proceeding from the obser-
vation that “no one has ever taken the time to explain to the masses of society
how politics determines the course of their lives,”40 Clark’s Citizen Education
Program employed a pedagogy of dialogue that combined literacy teaching, per-
sonal empowerment, and political activism.

Focused on inquiry and engagement, rather than indoctrination, Clark’s
teaching and Baker’s grassroots organizing laid the groundwork for the Missis-
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sippi Freedom Summer in 1964 and for the eventual passage of the Voting
Rights Act of 1965.41 Baker supported students who participated in the sit-ins
throughout the South as they established the Student Nonviolent Coordinat-
ing Committee (SNCC). In the words of Robert Moses, one of those young peo-
ple, Baker always emphasized the

centrality of families to the work of organizing; the empowerment of grassroots
people and their recruitment for leadership; and the principle of “casting down
your bucket where you are,” or organizing in the context in which one lives and
works, and working the issues found in that context.42

Baker is perhaps best known for her insistence that leadership should be
decentralized and should come from ordinary people rather than from pro-
fessional organizers. She is often quoted as saying, “Strong people don’t need
strong leaders.”43 In contrast to Alinsky and the labor movement tradition
where professional organizers were “outside agitators,” Ella Baker’s organizers
worked from inside the community and adapted organizing to the community’s
way of life. Their task was to transform the community’s everyday concerns into
broad, significant political issues. As we describe below, inquiry was also at the
heart of this tradition.

Notably, Baker’s approach is different from Alinsky’s emphasis on narrowly
defined class interest as the motivator for engagement in social change activities.
Baker attended to issues that cut across different sectors of the Black community
(even as she brought special sensitivity to the needs of the poor). Rather than
appealing to a rational weighing of the costs and benefits of action, this approach
to organizing called on a sense of outrage, an appeal to the dignity of the com-
munity, and a sense of solidarity and shared identity of community members.

This more community-driven and more feminist organizing tradition can also
be found in some contemporary community mobilization.44 Many groups today
share the perspective that power for change exists within networks of ordinary
people who engage in collective action based on what they learn from one
another. These groups rely heavily on developing indigenous leadership, even
when they are supported by professional organizers. They often reject the dis-
tinction between the methods they use and the goals they seek to achieve;
rather they seek both tangible “wins” and to create a space where members can
experience “on a small scale the type of world they are struggling for.”45

PARTICIPATORY SOCIAL INQUIRY 
AND ORGANIZING

The dynamic process of community organizing, particularly organizing in the
tradition of the Highlander School and Ella Baker, has much in common with
Dewey’s conception of transformative participatory social inquiry. Indeed,
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both Myles Horton and Ella Baker developed their commitments in New York
City during the 1930s while studying and working within labor, political, and
educational circles that overlapped those frequented by John Dewey. Horton
and Baker, however, were much more of the grassroots than Dewey, and this
difference is reflected in their embrace of organizing alongside inquiry. Rather
than relying on the transformative potential of inquiry alone, organizing con-
nects knowledge building with power building (strategy and action) to advance
education reform.

A Commitment to Inquiry

Inquiry and learning are central to the Highlander approach to organizing.
Like Dewey, Myles Horton and his colleagues believed that power was created
by bringing community leaders together in inquiry. Highlander always has used
“participatory research” to generate knowledge and understanding. Like Dewey’s
inquiry, Highlander’s strategy begins by documenting the knowledge, concerns,
and struggles of the people engaged in its training. For example, Highlander’s
Web site asserts:

By sharing experience, we realize that we are not alone. We face common prob-
lems caused by injustice. By affirming our cultural and racial diversity, we over-
come differences that divide us. Together we develop the resources for collec-
tive action. By connecting communities and groups regionally, we are working
to change unjust structures and to build a genuine political and economic
democracy.46

Participatory research helps Highlander participants become more effective
community educators and organizers by building their understanding of the
political, social, and economic factors underlying community issues. The High-
lander Center’s “Grassroots Think Tank” brings organized community people
together with progressive academics and promising community leaders to
address the problems communities face and to explore strategies for organiz-
ing and movement building.47

Baker, too, believed that learning about the issues at hand was as essential
to building power as mounting collective “action.” She envisioned ordinary
people linking their problems to broader social, cultural, and political con-
texts and ideologies. Ella Baker’s biographer, Barbara Ransby notes:

Radical change for Ella Baker was about a persistent and protracted process of dis-
course, debate, consensus, reflection, and struggle. If larger and larger numbers of
communities were engaged in such a process, she reasoned, day in and day out,
year after year, the revolution would be well under way. Ella Baker understood
that laws, structures, and institutions had to change in order to correct injustice
and oppression, but part of the process had to involve oppressed people, ordi-
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nary people, infusing new meanings into the concept of democracy and finding
their own individual and collective power to determine their lives and shape the
direction of history.48

Inquiry into Action

Scholars have generally associated organizing with strategies for building insti-
tutional and political power. Yet, more recent scholarship has addressed orga-
nizing as community learning, based on a “curriculum” of common interests.
This is the point of intersection between contemporary social movements and
Dewey’s conception of social inquiry.49 As we discussed earlier, Ganz identi-
fies three concurrent processes of organizing: building relationships, develop-
ing common understandings, and taking action.50 Together, these processes
build identity and power through educative inquiry and action. Certainly, they
require the sort of experimentalism and broad participation described by
Dewey. But they also include a political way of being in the world that action
brings—sensitivity to inequality, commitment to support the interests of the
group, and belief in the power of joint action to alter existing circumstances.

LESSONS FOR SCHOOL REFORM

In Chapter 3, we offered a set of four principles drawn from Dewey’s work on
participatory social inquiry that we believe provide useful guidance for those
seeking equity-minded school reform. These principles include connecting
those most affected by inequality with “experts” in egalitarian, knowledge-gen-
erating relationships; employing a stance that looks with a critical eye at “com-
mon sense” explanations of the world; generating knowledge in participatory
social inquiry; and directing this knowledge toward a transformative goal.
Together, the principles suggest that the creation and flow of “disruptive knowl-
edge” promises to revitalize public life through the participation of those pre-
viously marginalized by society.

Our experiences with the Futures and Teaching to Change LA Projects (Chap-
ters 4 and 5) illustrate how Dewey’s principles came to life in the activities of
students, educators, and researchers seeking more equitable schooling. The
achievements of these social design experiments led us to believe that Dewey’s
work provides a sound basis for transformative experiences for small “pro-
tected” and scaffolded cohorts. In particular, we got to see firsthand (and we
have documented), the amazing consequences of giving students and teachers
the tools for systematically acquiring and making sense of new knowledge:
data about schools, demographic data, and tools for rigorous analysis. We
opened doors to other researchers, eased connections to like-minded allies,
and provided state-of-the-art technical scaffolding so they could present their
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work in the most compelling ways to a variety of audiences. However, the
groups in our design experiments were no match for the entrenched social
norms and structures that were well insulated against transformation.

If democratic- and equity-minded educators and students have too little
clout and too few resources when acting alone to make much of a dent in
the structures and norms that uphold inequality, who might be their most
“natural” allies to help tip the balance of knowledge and power? That ques-
tion led us to grassroots groups that are using the strategies of social move-
ment organizing. These groups had plenty of potential power, and they were
clearly, if not consciously or formally, in sympathy with Dewey’s principles
of participatory social inquiry. Where they seemed to fall short was in just
that area in which the Futures and Teaching to Change LA Projects were
strongest. The grassroots groups, particularly those that were smaller and less
well resourced, did not have the research and data analysis capacities that
could both address their immediate local concerns and bind them in com-
mon cause with other groups battling against systemic deficiencies in school-
ing policy and resources.

Our analysis of social movement organizing, then, led us to add to our list
of Deweyan principles for investigating and guiding efforts to make schooling
more equitable. The three principles below, derived from movement-organiz-
ing strategies, are fundamentally compatible with the theory and practice of par-
ticipatory social inquiry, but they also foreground what much equity-minded
school reform fails to address—power.

• Use Social Movement Organizing as a Site for Inquiry. Local grassroots com-
munity groups, networks, and the coalitions such groups forge with advo-
cacy organizations are already promising sites for inquiry. They are spaces
for joint public work that centrally involve those most affected by inequal-
ity in correcting that inequality. They draw on knowledge from members’
life experiences. They challenge prevailing understandings of social prob-
lems—particularly those put forth through media—with critical perspec-
tives that locate their current “troubles” in structural and historical inequal-
ities rather than in deficits in individuals and communities. Social movement
organizations offer members a powerful collective identity as family and
community, and, as such, they can raise equitable education to the highest
and most passionate priority. Social movement groups seek social transfor-
mation through both correcting immediate injustices and disrupting social
norms and structures that stand in the way of resolving other present and
future injustices. All of these characteristics evoke, yet stretch beyond, Dewey’s
conception of participatory inquiry. Consequently, social movement orga-
nizations and networks seem to be particularly hospitable sites for those stu-
dents, parents, and community members most negatively affected by strat-
ified and unequal schooling to fuse their knowledge, experience, and
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relationships with the specialized knowledge and tools of “experts.” In so
doing, they can gain leverage, identify key but less obvious elements of the
problems they hope to correct, and stand on an equal footing with elites who
would maintain the status quo.

• Build Relational Power. Social movement organizations understand and
expect that their efforts to change stratifying social policies will generate
conflict with those who have disproportionate influence over the conduct
of social policy and the flow of information. They expect that elites will use
their influence to resist change, including selectively gathering data to frame
arguments that give them even further advantage. Therefore, although social
activists are eager for knowledge that reflects the actual distribution of
resources and suggests plain solutions to inequality, they also understand
that it is naive to behave as if once knowledge is made known, it will easily
win support. Such change requires power. People in underserved commu-
nities typically lack “conventional” resources for developing or buying
power—access to leadership positions, research, media, and networking
expertise. Movement organizing strategies counter these putative disadvan-

tages by developing collective leadership, constantly involving new people
in leadership roles, convening community meetings that involve as many
people as possible in decision-making, and creating a collective vision. They
build their collective power through their relationships with one another and
through strategic alliances with those whose expertise, resources, and access
to power can provide them with the political clout to advance their goals.

• Use Collective Action to Press for Change. In contrast to Dewey, who was
largely silent about how participatory social inquiry prompts social change,
movement organizations see direct, collective action as an indispensable tool.
Such groups not only create “disruptive knowledge” but also act on it, revi-
talizing public life through the civic participation and political power of
groups previously marginalized by society. Organizing groups ask at every turn
of their developing understanding, “What are we going to do about it
together?” They use a repertoire of actions, each supported by a logic of num-
bers, of material damage, of bearing witness. These actions insert, figuratively
and literally, the bodies of their members into the public sphere—using this
presence to assert pressure for change. Linking knowledge, relationships, and
action, they mobilize and deploy resources at the most advantageous moment
to achieve a transformative goal.

ALLIANCES FOR EQUITY

In the two chapters that follow, we provide examples of our work in which we
have sought to merge principles drawn from Deweyan participatory social
inquiry with those drawn from social movement organizing. Unlike the Futures
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and Teaching to Change LA Projects described in Chapters 4 and 5, the two proj-
ects described in Chapters 7 and 8—Parent-U-Turn and the Educational Jus-
tice Collaborative—are as much alliances as social design experiments. The
groups described in these chapters are grassroots organizations that would have
existed without the participation of IDEA researchers. However, our relation-
ship with these two groups provided them with a connection to “experts” that
led to the merging of knowledge creation and power. Far from asserting the
common and disparaging sense of all-knowing researchers, we have adopted a
more limited role as we participate with these groups. We do bring “special skill
or knowledge derived from training,”51 but that distinctive role only partly fills
a small niche in the educational justice movement. This two-way relationship
has prompted learning and action and has provided us with an opportunity to
investigate how this combination might advance efforts to make schools serv-
ing low-income students of color more equitable.
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Parent-U-Turn

Parents Organized for 
Inquiry and Action

Mary Johnson and Justina Paque protesting overcrowded schools in
South Gate.
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MARY JOHNSON’S WORK as a parent activist began at home. As a young
mother, she lived in an apartment complex on the border of South Gate and
Lynwood, two cities on the southeastern edge of Los Angeles. “Pendleton,” as
the complex was known on the streets because of the plaid shirts many resi-
dents wore, included 950 low-cost housing units. Almost all of Pendleton’s
residents were African American or Latino. Mary moved there with her three
boys and daughter after her divorce in 1989.1

Although Mary felt a deep sense of connection to many Pendleton families,
she constantly worried that it was an unsafe place for her children. “Decent peo-
ple lived there,” notes Mary, but over time, the complex had deteriorated due
to the building manager’s neglect. The interior walls of many buildings were
covered in mildew. Apartment roofs were pocked with holes. Rats and other
pests infested many units. And although there were hundreds of young people
living in Pendleton, there was no playground for the children or organized
space for youth to congregate. Instead, the corridors and stairwells became sites
of late-hour dice games, drug dealing, and prostitution. Mary remembers, “You
couldn’t get a pizza man to deliver to Pendleton because they got robbed so
many times.”

Most Pendleton residents resented this criminal activity, but they did not trust
the police to improve the situation. In the early 1990s, the South Gate Police
Department had a reputation for harassing local youth and disrespecting
Pendleton residents. Police–community relations also were colored by tensions
in neighboring Watts that had led to the community uprising after the Rodney
King verdict in 1993. When South Gate police began a sweep of Pendleton’s
apartments in 1994, many residents reacted with anger. “They were pulling
people out and taking them to jail,” recalls Mary. “They asked who lived in my
apartment, and I told them it was my first amendment right not to tell them.”
One of Mary’s friends began videotaping the police, but then she became afraid
and passed the camera to Mary’s 11-year-old daughter. When the police spot-
ted the camera, they began to question Mary’s daughter and threatened to arrest
her. Mary tearfully pleaded with the officers, who eventually released her daugh-
ter but confiscated the camera.

The incident terrified Mary, but she was not one to back down. She contacted
the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and a reporter at the local paper.
After the reporter inquired about the harassment and camera incident, a South
Gate police sergeant called Mary to apologize for his officers’ actions. Mary
thanked the sergeant for his concern, but informed him that an apology was
not enough. She wanted change.

The next morning, Mary started organizing. Along with her Spanish-speak-
ing neighbor, Dora Long, Mary began knocking on the doors of Pendleton
apartments, asking residents to sign a petition criticizing the South Gate Police
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Department for violating the rights of Pendleton community members. In a
week, Mary and Dora collected over 900 signatures. They took the petition to
City Hall and presented it to the police chief, who, impressed by the numbers,
made a personal commitment to build a new relationship with the Pendleton
community. The chief worked with Mary and other community leaders to
arrange a town hall meeting at Pendleton. Mary made flyers publicizing the
meeting and distributed them to all her neighbors. The police chief brought
representatives from the City Council, the Public Works Department, the Pub-
lic Health Department, and the Building and Safety Department. Pendleton’s
owner came as well. Pendleton residents believed it was the “first time [many
of these city leaders] stepped foot in [their] neighborhood.”

The town hall meeting initiated a series of community gatherings. So many
residents attended that the meetings were moved to a local park. After health
and safety inspectors cited the Pendleton owner for several violations, actions
were taken to fix the complex. A standing committee of residents gathered every
Friday to talk about general concerns with upkeep and to create a list of con-
ditions needing repair. The police began to work with community leaders to
reduce crime. The department assigned new officers to Pendleton who took
steps to earn the respect of community members. “They talked to us like we
were human beings, not like we were animals.” Remembering this change,
Mary Johnson smiles and adds: “And they say you can’t take on city hall.”

The Pendleton community’s effort showed Mary and her neighbors the
potential power of people sharing concerns, developing relationships that hold
officials accountable, and taking collective action for change. Using grassroots
organizing strategies, they had demanded and won real improvements in the
conditions of their community. The success of the Pendleton campaign encour-
aged community members to take action on other issues affecting their fami-
lies. And the primary concern of most Pendleton families was the quality of
their local schools.

In the remainder of this chapter, we trace the educational activism of John-
son, her neighbor Valerie Muñoz, and the grassroots organization of parents
they founded and continue to lead—Parent-U-Turn. Our UCLA research
group first met them in 1997, and we have followed their work ever since.
Over the years, their inquiry and collective action have added to their com-
munity presence and power. Winning successive concrete changes in low-
income community schools has been accompanied by dramatic shifts in their
relationships with pubic officials. For much of that time, our UCLA group has
provided Parent-U-Turn with “on-demand” research as a community public
service. In the process of performing this “expert” role, our model was that
of inquiry rather than client–provider service. The story we tell here focuses
on how these parents fused inquiry and action as they sought to secure bet-
ter schooling.



ORGANIZED PARENTS AS A SITE FOR
PARTICIPATORY SOCIAL INQUIRY

Mary Johnson and Valerie Muñoz were angry about the poor quality of their
local schools. Pendleton lay on the border of South Gate schools, which belonged
to the larger Los Angeles Unified School District, and the independent (from Los
Angeles) Lynwood Unified School District. Neither school system could prom-
ise a high-quality education. Johnson’s older children went to school in South
Gate, and her younger two attended Lynwood schools with Muñoz’s four chil-
dren. The children frequently came home with stories about unprepared or uncar-
ing teachers, unhealthful cafeteria food, and unfair discipline policies. Mary and
Valerie found a resource for understanding and addressing these problems when
they met the director of UCLA Center X’s Parent Curriculum Project in 1997.

Connecting with Experts

Center X (the precursor of the Institute for Democracy, Education, and Access
[IDEA]) created the Parent Curriculum Project in 1995. Directed by Laila Hasan,
a graduate student and mathematics education instructor for Center X, the Par-
ent Curriculum Project set out to inform low-income parents about school
reform and encourage them to become school and community leaders who
would advocate on behalf of all children.2 Hasan understood firsthand that not
all communities have adequate access to knowledge about how schools work.
Neither Hasan nor her mother had been privy to the rules when her South Los
Angeles high school pushed her out when she was a teen. Now, having worked
for years as a math teacher, she used her remarkable inquiry skills to bring her
knowledge of the system to parents. “If [you] don’t know what’s going on,”
Hasan notes, you “don’t know what to fight for.”

Hasan invited Mary Johnson, Mary’s friend Emma Street, and Valerie Muñoz
to join the Parent Curriculum Project’s 13-week institute in Lynwood. For 2 days
a week, Johnson, Street, and Muñoz gathered with neighbors to learn “what good
teaching and learning looks like.” They studied the state content standards in
each subject area. But, as important as what they learned, was how they learned.
Hasan began the institute by asking the parents to share their educational auto-
biographies—their own schooling histories.

The relationship between these parents and our UCLA group grew as their
work as activists expanded. Johnson, Street, and Muñoz, and then later Gua-
dalupe (“Lupe”) Aguiar, Justina Paque, Mary Galvan, and a growing number of
parents who joined forces with them, increasingly asked us for help understand-
ing the problems in their local schools, identifying potential solutions, and
making sense of education policy and the policymaking process. As they in-
creased their knowledge and influence, they became more sophisticated about
what they needed generally and what they could ask for and get from researchers.
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Accessing and Constructing Knowledge

The “lessons” in the Parent Curriculum Project introduced Johnson, Muñoz,
and the other participants to the official, “elite” knowledge that they heard
from educators in their communities. Maybe more important, they also learned
the language and knowledge that was not—but should have been—used in pub-
lic discussions of education quality. For example, they learned about the state’s
content standards, the pedagogies most likely to help students meet those stan-
dards, assessment and the web of reporting and rhetoric around accountabil-
ity, and the myriad education policies associated with standards-based reform.

The Parent Curriculum Project also provided parents with new understand-
ings about the process of learning. Laila Hasan embraced the Deweyan princi-
ple that “the only way to prepare for social life is to engage in social life.”3 The
project’s parent institutes modeled constructivist classrooms, involving parents
in activities that called on them to discover, interpret, and make meaning
through critical questioning. For many parents, the contrast between this new
pedagogy and the education they had experienced came as a revelation. Justina
Paque, who attended schools in Mexico and Los Angeles as a youth, com-
mented: “I started going to those classes, and I thought, ‘Is this really possible?’
‘Can we really do this?’ ‘Do we have a right to be taught this way?’”

Paque and the other parents affirmatively sought answers to these and other
“parents’ rights” questions through a series of guided tours, or “learning walks,”
through Lynwood’s classrooms. During these walks, the parents took notes on
what they observed and asked students questions about what they were learn-
ing and why they thought it was important. The parents then held this evidence
up to the standard of high-quality learning they had experienced at the insti-
tute. Participatory dialogue helped the parents connect their school observa-
tions, their personal experiences, and research-based knowledge to construct
complex understandings of their children’s schooling:

PARENT 1: Well, the classroom looks like the teacher is trying to do
what the principal was talking about with the writing. She has a lot of stu-
dent work all over the walls.

PARENT 2: The teacher had over half of the students in that group she
was working with.

PARENT 3: She seemed to be doing most of the talk . . . why?

PARENT 4: The rest of the class was too much by themselves. I think
those students need more help.

Understanding of standards, pedagogy, assessment, and education policy
helped the parents develop new identities in relationship to their children’s

Parent-U-Turn 115



schools. Instead of asking, “Is my grandchild doing well,” Emma Street asked
teachers at Back to School Night if all students were receiving standards-based
instruction. As Valerie Muñoz recalls, the Parent Curriculum Project helped
parents realize “we had a right to come on the school campus without an
appointment.” With this sense of entitlement came a modest shift in how the
educators viewed parents. “The teachers,” noted one parent, “almost acted like
it was OK for us to be there.”

Most Lynwood officials hoped that the Parent Curriculum Project would
increase parent volunteerism and commitment, but they were unwelcoming to
parents who wanted to change the balance of power between school and com-
munity. The superintendent spoke enthusiastically about the prospects of 150
parent participants becoming “300 more hands” to help the district while warn-
ing against parents becoming “complainers.” Tensions frequently accompanied
parents’ requests for information about school programs or finances. One par-
ent remembers that her principal set up “roadblock after roadblock” to prevent
parents from getting a copy of the school’s Title 1 budget. Similarly, Valerie
Muñoz received a barrage of critical questions—“Who sent you here?” “Why
do you need this information?”—when she and some other parents asked to
observe how students used computers at her child’s school.4

Valerie and other parents also began to question whether they were looking
for the right information to effect change. They had learned that their children’s
school did not provide opportunities for students to conduct online research
(as is specified in the state learning standards). But, as long as the principal rea-
soned, “computers are not necessary . . . for children’s learning,” such informa-
tion provided little hope for school improvement.5 Parents needed some lever-
age to get the schools to do what was right—to hold school leaders accountable
for their leadership decisions. In the summer of 2001, Valerie Muñoz, Mary
Johnson, Emma Street, and several of their allies in Lynwood and South Gate
created Parent-U-Turn, an organization dedicated to giving parents a more
powerful role in educational decision making.

At about this time, UCLA’s IDEA was extending its exploration of critical par-
ticipation to include parents. We created a new parent leadership seminar to
help parent activists access information on the distribution of educational
opportunities across schools in greater Los Angeles. Parent-U-Turn’s first offi-
cial action was to enroll in the IDEA seminar.

Led by John Rogers, the seminar met once a month, with each meeting
focused on a different schooling opportunity—access to quality teachers, safe
and uncrowded schools, sufficient learning materials, and more. Every semi-
nar session began with information from publicly accessible databases that
report on conditions in Los Angeles schools. By walking step-by-step through
the process, the parents learned how to access data on their own schools. As
they practiced downloading and examining data, members of Parent-U-Turn
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were surprised to learn that Lynwood Unified had higher rates of uncredentialed
teachers than all but one other district in California, and in many of the schools
more than half of the teachers lacked a full credential. They learned that South
Gate Middle School was the most overcrowded middle school in the country,
with more than five times as many students per acre as the state of California
recommends. Valerie Muñoz recalls being shocked by these statistics: “We knew
the situation was bad, but we didn’t know how bad.”

Members of Parent-U-Turn began to imagine how the information could
stimulate new ideas for change and be leverage for change. Many came to the
seminar believing that the problems in their schools were idiosyncratic, likely
the cause of school leaders who did not know better. While the seminar pointed
to the acute problems in South Gate and Lynwood, it also highlighted broader
patterns of racial inequality that suggested the need for wide-scale policy reform.
Lupe Aguiar recalls:

After I went to the IDEA seminar, I found out it wasn’t just my school doing
bad, it was the whole state, it was how minority groups were treated in
many places. It is sad to see that. . . . Most of the parents don’t know, and
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they trust the teacher. When their children don’t graduate from high school
or can’t go to the university, that is the first time they learn that the schools
have problems. They assume their children are receiving everything. If I didn’t
realize that things were like this everywhere, I’d be much more frustrated.

Lupe and other members of Parent-U-Turn began to ask policymakers about
racial inequality. As Mary Johnson said, “[we were] thirsty for knowledge [and
began] asking questions and probing for answers and solutions.” Members of
Parent-U-Turn interviewed county officials, state assembly members, and a con-
gresswoman about what could be done to ensure quality education for the
children of South Gate and Lynwood.6 They then met with district officials and
school board members to press for particular policy solutions.

Acquiring Scientific Tools

Parent-U-Turn’s thirst for knowledge led them to pressure us to include them
in our summer youth seminar on the sociology of education (described in
Chapter 4). This seminar began in the summer of 1999 as an extension of the
Futures project. Each summer thereafter, we brought together 25–30 high school
students from across Los Angeles to study social theory and conduct equity-
focused research in schools and communities.7 The seminar was an official
UCLA course, with a 3-inch-thick reader filled with graduate-level texts. The par-
ents had learned about the seminar while reading past issues of our online jour-
nal Teaching to Change LA. They were attracted to the idea that young people—
some from their community—had produced research that documented and
challenged the inequalities their communities experienced. Parent-U-Turn
members believed that they too must develop these skills. That the seminar was
designed for high school students did not matter to them. They needed the
knowledge and they planned to attend.

In July 2002, six members of Parent-U-Turn joined 25 high school seniors
at UCLA. The seminar began by looking at past efforts to address unequal edu-
cation through the courts, legislation, and grassroots activism. Participants stud-
ied parents who became plaintiffs in Brown v. Board of Education and young peo-
ple who led a mass walkout from East Los Angeles schools in 1968. They found
that both groups were motivated to take action by a common set of troubling
conditions: dilapidated and overcrowded facilities, inadequate learning mate-
rials, undertrained and culturally insensitive teachers, and so on.

During the seminar, members of Parent-U-Turn developed and tested sev-
eral strategies for gathering information about the conditions in local schools.
Their emphasis was on creating tools that parents, generally, could use to hold
educational officials accountable. Many of these strategies came from semi-
nar readings and lessons on qualitative research methods, though the parents
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invariably adapted the methods to match their own experience in schools.8

For example, the parents tried out several strategies for writing up “field notes”
to record their observations during school visits. After realizing that an open-
ended approach did not provide enough guidance or clarity, members of the
parent research team created a three-page “Parent Observation Check-List”
that addressed issues ranging from bathroom cleanliness, to the attitude of
office staff, to the availability of computers for “project-based learning.” Sim-
ilarly, parents developed a protocol to interview principals of three local high
schools. The questions reveal that the parents understood that access to offi-
cial knowledge requires clear “rules of engagement.” “Will you let a parent
observe her child’s classroom without 24 hours notice?” “Would you allow
parents to bring cameras on your campus?” “Will you hold monthly town hall
meetings for parents and teachers to address their concerns for school
improvement?”

The parents also surveyed other parents about school conditions. They imag-
ined the parent survey as both a source of information and a strategy for reach-
ing out to not-yet-organized parents. Members of the parent research team trav-
eled to local stores to “catch” parents in the course of their daily activities. After
their first day of surveying parents at a local shopping center, they expressed
unease with their methodology. Some of their concerns echoed issues faced by
many professional researchers—Mary worried that “many of the parents do not
understand the terms we use in the survey.” Some of the questions were revised,
and in the process the team members themselves obtained a more nuanced
understanding of the issues that lay behind the questions.

Parents also raised other issues that reflected their special sensitivity to the
“subjects” of their research.

JUSTINA: I don’t think a lot of Latino families like strangers asking them
personal questions about their children’s school. Especially, [if] they say
something negative because they fear the school will find out and hurt their
children.

MARY: But the surveys do not have names on them. How would the
schools know even if they got their hands on these surveys somehow?

JUSTINA: The fear is not logical because it does not make sense. Some-
times you see so many people getting hurt and no one has power or money
to help and that is not logical either.

VALERIE: Well, I am going to give them the survey and when they finish
and give it back to me I will ask them to just talk freely about . . . their chil-
dren’s school . . . [whether this school provides] a quality education, and
what that means to them.
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Taking a Critical Stance

The students’ and parents’ research revealed conditions disturbingly similar to
those they had read about in their study of Brown and the East L.A. walkouts.
These similarities led participants to ask several critical questions: Why do these
patterns of inequality persist? Why don’t schools teach parents and students
this history of inequality? If parents and students understand these patterns, can
they challenge and overcome them? Together these questions comprise a criti-
cal stance, combining historical perspective, the needs and experiences of the
people most affected, and a space in which dialogue can take place.

The seminar turned to social theory to address the parents’ questions. We
acknowledged the difficulty and power of engaging theoretical texts while read-
ing Paulo Freire’s letter on “Reading the Word/Reading the World.”9 Using
“read arounds” and small group discussions, we grappled collectively with
dense texts, often dissecting meaning line by line. In this manner, seminar par-
ticipants read Jay MacLeod’s chapter on social reproduction theory and Patrick
Finn’s very helpful summary of MacLeod’s argument.10 The idea that schools
as institutions tend to reproduce inequalities in the broader political economy
resonated with many parents and students. “It is very funny that I am learning
about [the] reproduction cycle,” wrote Mary Johnson during the seminar. “As
a child, I used to hear my grandmother talking about the circle, and now I am
reading about the circle theory in books.”

While finding the idea of social reproduction useful, Mary and the other par-
ticipants from Parent-U-Turn refused to adopt a pessimistic view about educa-
tional change. “I guess my grandmother knew about the circle, but didn’t know
how to change it. Just maybe, my grandmother was telling the story so one day,
I just might be the one that would help to change the cycle.”11 Similarly, at the
seminar’s close, Valerie Muñoz spoke of her sense of agency and urgency in over-
coming the social reproduction of inequality: “I still have children of my own
going to public school, and it worries me that they won’t be prepared for their
future, but I will fight to the end and won’t quit until I see changes done. The
changes I am talking about would break the social reproduction cycle . . . so
this motivates me a lot.”

Muñoz, Johnson, and their colleagues embraced critical research as a tool
for breaking the cycle. Critical research refers to a commitment to the experi-
mental method to gather, create, or discover information that challenges pre-
vailing inequalities. “Parents,” Mary Johnson argued, “have the right to exper-
iment . . . so we won’t be oppressed and chained in bonds.” Critical research
also entails what Freire calls “reading the world” and “reading the word”—
analyzing social life and written texts with skepticism and an eye to issues of
power and inequality.12 This means questioning all information—especially
that which is provided by those who have a stake in the status quo. The sem-
inar participants took to heart Freire’s call for looking beneath surface mean-
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ings. Reading Freire, notes Mary Johnson, led her to not “just accept what I
read or what people say is the truth.”

Transformation Through the Creation and 
Flow of Disruptive Knowledge

The parents gained research skills compatible with a critical perspective. These
immediately became practical tools to advance their community work. They
envisioned their primary responsibility to the community as “procuring and
gathering information on quality schooling”13 One of their first actions after
the seminar was to conduct a student survey on the availability of textbooks.
Many parents had begun to question the truthfulness of South Gate High
School’s public claim that there were “sufficient numbers of textbooks to sup-
port the school’s instructional program.”14 Parent-U-Turn members distributed
over 100 surveys to students as they passed through the gates of South Gate High
School. Seven of every 10 South Gate High School students reported that they
did not have a set of textbooks in their classes, and they did not have textbooks
they could take home.15

The parents published their findings in IDEA’s online journal, Teaching to

Change LA. Editors from the Los Angeles Times read the piece and cited the par-
ents’ research in a lead editorial as evidence of unequal opportunities in Los
Angeles schools.16 Members of Parent-U-Turn then met with South Gate High
School’s principal, who provided assurances that all students would receive a
textbook in the coming school year. As Valerie Muñoz notes, Parent-U-Turn’s
research method played a key role in securing this change:

If you go to a meeting and you want to express the conditions and the
problems you are living in your community, [the] first thing they want to
know is where is the proof. With this training we have received, we know
how to gather data and research it and prepare it to the point where there
is no question about is this true or not.

POWER TO HOLD THE POWERFUL ACCOUNTABLE

The force of compelling evidence alone did not always prevail when Parent-U-
Turn sought policy changes in Lynwood. Parent-U-Turn began the 2002–2003
school year with two central goals:

1. The district should take aggressive action to address its extreme shortage
of qualified teachers;

2. Parents should help set policies for parent involvement in creating the
budget for Title 1 programs.
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Members of Parent-U-Turn met with district officials to share data about the
high rates of uncredentialed teachers and to ask officials about their plans for
hiring qualified teachers. The district officials disregarded the parents’ informa-
tion and ignored their entreaties.

When parents tried to shape the federally mandated Local Educational Asso-
ciation improvement plan, the district strategically avoided the parents’ input
by holding “public” meetings without informing the community. “They failed
to notify the parents,” reported Emma Street, “which is a violation of the Brown
Act and No Child Left Behind.”17 At other times, school officials provided noti-
fication but publicized the wrong date. Such was the case when the middle
school sent out a flyer inviting parents to elect the school site council—days
after the election took place. Parent-U-Turn member Mary Galvan attended the
next meeting of the council and discovered that none of the parents present
had voted for the new council officers. Galvan protested, noting that parents
had a right to determine who would represent their interests. The principal
threatened to put Galvan out of the meeting.
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Parent-U-Turn responded by leveraging the rhetoric of No Child Left Behind
(NCLB) and the resources of their social network to activate public accounta-
bility. In the fall of 2002, Mary Johnson and Valerie Muñoz each published let-
ters in Teaching to Change LA, highlighting NCLB’s promises of quality teach-
ers and parent power. Mary’s open letter to President George W. Bush
compliments his call for highly qualified teachers but then warns: “It is not good
to make a bill if you are not going to enforce it.” Valerie addressed her open
letter to Lynwood’s superintendent: “As you know, the No Child Left Behind
Bill expresses that parents are equal partners on school sites. This is not hap-
pening on the Lynwood school campuses.”18 After publicizing these letters
within the community, Parent-U-Turn persuaded a reporter from a local paper
to write a story about Lynwood’s failure to follow NCLB’s provisions for com-
munity involvement.19 They then used this article to reach out to a civil rights
attorney for advice on how to use the law to enforce the provisions of NCLB.

Ultimately, Parent-U-Turn filed an official complaint with the district. When
the district did not respond, the parents pursued the line of accountability up
to the state. Mary Galvan sent a seven-page, handwritten letter to the head of
complaints at the California Department of Education. The letter meticulously
documented 34 district violations, citing the appropriate section of NCLB in
each case. As Mary Johnson later wrote, this “got the attention of the state.” Rep-
resentatives of the California Department of Education initiated a round of
negotiations between the district and Parent-U-Turn that resulted in a detailed
agreement providing parents with access to information and assurances of full
inclusion in district and school site planning and decision-making.20 One pro-
vision is worthy of special note: the district agreed that Parent-U-Turn could
distribute parent surveys at school sites and use the results of these surveys in
the school plans. Mary Johnson notes that the agreement has changed Parent-
U-Turn’s relationship with the district. “I’m amazed. The document we have
has power in it. When I call the assistant superintendent and say, ‘You are out
of compliance,’ they respond in two or three days.”

In recent years, Lupe Aguiar, Mary Johnson, and other members of Parent-
U-Turn have challenged prevailing beliefs about parents’ proper roles in their
children’s schools and the power that undergirds those beliefs. A critical step
has been to confront school officials publicly when these officials do not
demonstrate respect for parents. Lupe and Mary will stop a principal in a meet-
ing if he ignores a parent’s concern and demand that the issue be considered.
As Lupe notes, “It is hard for parents to be strong when the school officials con-
front you. We tell them, we are here.” Such public acts have attracted attention
and support from other community members who previously had been “afraid
that something [would] happen to their children if you speak out.” Members
of Parent-U-Turn also have developed strategies for placing their members in
positions of power. Mary Johnson remembers that “we got together, and we said
we need to be more strategic about electing officers [for school site council.]
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At every school, we said . . . we need you there and we encouraged certain peo-
ple to run.” Community members have been attracted by the commitment and
honesty of the Parent-U-Turn members—and have elected them to leadership
positions in several South Gate schools.

Since becoming president of South Gate High School’s site council, Lupe
Aguiar has recast parent governance as participatory inquiry. In the past, the
president of the site council had retained almost all of the council’s power, sign-
ing budgets and school plans unilaterally. For the most part, the president
would merely “rubber stamp” whatever papers the principal put forward. Now,
Lupe points out, “It is not just the president. . . . I never sign anything the com-
mittee doesn’t approve.” The site council, in turn, looks for evidence to sup-
port its decisions. When the principal asked for funds to purchase computers
for teachers, site council members conducted an inventory of computers avail-
able to students and decided to direct the funds to a new computer lab instead.
In addition, the site council regularly reaches out to other parents and asks them
about school conditions and how school officials treat them and their children.
This information, and the broad commitment of parent participants, means that
a significant base of parent power has been built in South Gate.

TAKING COLLECTIVE ACTION

Like other grassroots groups, Parent-U-Turn has expressed its power through a
range of collective actions including its sustained campaign to relieve the out-
rageous overcrowding in the South Gate schools. The three schools with the
strongest Parent-U-Turn presence—Stanford Elementary, South Gate Middle
School, and South Gate High School—are among the largest and most densely
populated public schools in the nation. That has not always been the case.
South Gate was a predominantly White community from its founding in the
1920s until the mid-1970s, and throughout this period, its public schools were
relatively spacious. As the community became increasingly Latino in the 1980s
and 1990s, it experienced a substantial increase in school-age population. South
Gate grew from 56,000 residents in 1970 (when four of five were White) to
96,000 in 2000 (when nine in ten were Latino).21 During this same period, nei-
ther the state nor the district committed funds to build new schools—despite
the persistent pleas of South Gate residents.22 As a consequence, enrollment
doubled at Stanford Elementary and South Gate Middle, and it tripled (to over
5,000) at South Gate High School.23 By 2000, students living in South Gate
rotated between three different “tracks”—two in school and one on vacation—
so that the district could pack 50% more students onto each campus at any
given time of the year.

In the spring of 2004, members of Parent-U-Turn had a glimmer of hope.
They understood well the impact of overcrowding on student learning, and the
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shortened school year caused by the year-round schedule meant more disrup-
tion and less instruction.24 But they knew that the recent passage of school facil-
ity bonds at the state and district level held the promise of new schools com-
ing to relieve the overcrowding within a few years. Parent-U-Turn looked
forward to participating in finding sites for the new schools and helping to cre-
ate powerful parent organizations at each new campus. What they did not
know was that the Los Angeles Unified School District had other plans for the
transition from three-track to traditional calendar schools. With no warning or
community outreach, the district sent home notices in March stating that, as
of July 1, Stanford Elementary would shift from a three-track year-round school
(two tracks on, one off) to a four-track school (three tracks on, one off).

Although the district imagined this change as neutral reform, teachers and
community members immediately expressed frustration and anger. Initially,
parents focused on the logistical challenges posed by the new plan. Families
with more than one child at Stanford might end up with children enrolled in
different tracks with different vacation schedules—an eventuality that would
make child care more difficult and costly.

Members of Parent-U-Turn recognized the importance of this issue, but they
also sought to broaden the terms of debate. They convened a meeting at Justina
Paque’s house and hashed out several key arguments against the district’s plan.
The group worried that the shift to four tracks might delay their long-awaited
return to the traditional school calendar. “We thought,” recalls Lupe, “that if they
are going to put in a new system, how long is it going to be here?” Parents also
took offense at how the district enacted its policies. Mary Johnson reported,
“most parents and teachers feel that LAUSD has excluded their voices by not con-
sulting with them.” Finally, the parents looked on the district’s decision as con-
tinuing a long history of discrimination and neglect. Why, wondered Lupe, is
this new schedule “only happening in minority areas”? These parents had stud-
ied the history of South Gate schools as part of IDEA’s public history project dur-
ing the 2003–2004 school year, and they decried the fact that overcrowding
would continue in South Gate while no such crowding problems were likely at
schools in the more White and middle-class west side of Los Angeles.

Parent-U-Turn members initiated a set of direct actions with the long-term
goal of returning South Gate schools to a traditional calendar and short-term
goals of (1) preventing the district from implementing the shift to a four-track
schedule and (2) serving notice that the district could not be so cavalier and
heavy-handed about making decisions without involving the community. Want-
ing a sizable community presence, several members of Parent-U-Turn gathered
outside Stanford every morning to pass out flyers as parents brought their chil-
dren to school. They made posters saying, “No More Track Schedule,” and
hung them around the school and in the local park. On the weekends, Justina
drove slowly along each block, using her bullhorn to call on parents to refuse
the district’s mandate. Justina admits that many of her neighbors “looked at
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me like I was crazy” because they did not believe anyone could change what
the district had decreed. Other community members shared Justina’s goals but
expressed fear that if they took any action, there would be reprisals against them
or their children. Lupe found that the community, generally, rallied behind her
once they knew the facts.

We told the parents the whole history [of] how long we had the three
tracks and how this doesn’t happen in other areas. . . . A lot of this infor-
mation came from UCLA. We felt confident to talk to the people because
we had the information. . . . [And we received] a lot of support from the
community.

This support became critical when Parent-U-Turn called a one-day boycott
to disrupt business as usual at Stanford Elementary. The boycott activated a
number of different organizing strategies. It inflicted material damage by reduc-
ing the funds the state sends the district for each student’s daily attendance. It
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demonstrated the logic of numbers by bringing out the community in force.
Finally, parents could bear witness to the media about their grievances.

“I never have seen a community come together like they did” on the day of
the boycott, reports Mary Johnson. By 8 a.m., some 200 parents gathered in
the park across from Stanford Elementary, picket signs in hand. They looked
across at an empty playground. Half of all parents kept their children out of
school. As the protestors began to march, mothers in aprons came out of their
houses with trays of food. Justina, who was charged with keeping up the group’s
spirits, distributed old pots and pans and spoons and created an informal band
among the marchers. Even with her bullhorn, she shouted so loud that her
throat was sore for 3 days. Mary’s long-standing relationship with the South
Gate police department and city council also proved invaluable. The police
department sent a patrol car to make sure that no one would harass the pro-
testors. The city delivered portable toilets. Some parents called radio and tele-
vision stations, and the boycott ran that evening on two Spanish-language news
programs. “It was such a moving thing,” remembers Mary.

A few days later, Parent-U-Turn brought four buses of parents to the Los
Angeles Unified School Board meeting. Justina, Lupe, and Mary all spoke. Lupe
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thanked the board members for giving them a hearing, but told them, “We are
tired of being experimented on with new systems.” Mary Johnson demon-
strated the growth of enrollment in South Gate schools based on publicly avail-
able data they had requested from IDEA.25 She argued: “We want a solution
that provides our students with decent schools, schools that are no more over-
crowded than the west side of town. May 17 will be the 50th anniversary of
Brown v. Board of Education, and still the students of color schools aren’t on equal
terms with our White schools.” Within a few days, the district sent a letter to
members of Parent-U-Turn saying that they would delay implementation of a
four-track schedule. Mary pointed out that this was a small step in addressing
the core problem, and she resolved that Parent-U-Turn would “continue to put
the pressure on the board.”

WHAT HAS PARENT-U-TURN ACCOMPLISHED?

We argued in Chapter 6 that participatory social inquiry, in the context of social
movement organizing by grassroots groups, would be far more likely than
inquiry strategies located inside the educational system (i.e., student and teacher
inquiry) to move the educational system toward more equitable policies and
practices. Our confidence came from the potential for such groups to augment
the inquiry processes that we had found to be transforming for students and
teachers with social movement organizing strategies that focused on relational
power and direct action aimed at transforming institutions. Our relationship
with Parent-U-Turn gave us our first opportunity to observe, study, and contribute
to that potential. In some ways, it was a difficult test case in that Parent-U-Turn
did not come to this work as an experienced grassroots group with a well-
honed repertoire of social movement strategies and tactics. Nevertheless, we find
the experiences of Parent-U-Turn instructive. Over time, the parents not only
won concrete improvements in their local schools, they developed a collective
identity as researchers and activists that enables them to tackle increasingly
difficult challenges. They have developed social capital in their work together
that has made them a force to be reckoned with in local education politics.
Finally, they have created a structure and a process that has expanded the num-
ber of parents in their communities who, through the creation and flow of dis-
ruptive knowledge, are continuing to make a difference in the quality of school-
ing for the children in their communities.

Participation Fostered a Sense of Collective Identity

Mary Johnson sees herself as a different person than the young mother who
took on the police department at Pendleton. “In 1994, I didn’t have skills. I
just was afraid. Now I have the skills to be strategic. I work off of informa-
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tion. . . . I have facts for my arguments to back them up. No one can deny the
information I have.” Mary notes that these skills have been distributed across
Parent-U-Turn’s leadership. “Justina, Lupe, they talk, the things that come out
of their mouths amaze me. They can quote research and law and policy. I was
just in a meeting, and I didn’t have to say anything—they are the ones.” Many
members of Parent-U-Turn speak about their shared identity as change agents.
Most invoke the promise of this work for their children. But they also articu-
late a vision of the power that this identity embodies. When you begin to par-
ticipate in a campaign, remarks Emma Street, “you feel that you have that right
that you have always had, but didn’t know you had, and once you break that
barrier, you are gone.”

Developed Social Capital from 
Existing and Emerging Knowledge

The skills and identities embodied by Parent-U-Turn members represent a form
of capital. This capital leads educators, reporters, and politicians to grant the par-
ents greater access, privilege, or respect. “I can go to a meeting with teachers,”
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remarks Mary Johnson, “and I can sit down at a round table and hold my own
in a conversation. . . . [They] respect your knowledge and you respect them . . .
it has been a long time since parents have had that arena.” Parent-U-Turn mem-
bers have discovered that their past work brings recognition from unexpected
quarters. “Since I’ve been with IDEA and the online journal,” remarks Mary,
“wherever I go, people don’t know me, but they know my name.” But the most
important site of capital exchange for Parent-U-Turn lies closer to home. Their
work and identity provide a model for the next generation in South Gate and
Lynwood. Emma Street notes: “As my children and grandchildren look up on
life and see how I have struggled, and come a long ways and still struggle, it helps
them as well. They can say: ‘This is what my mother does. Why can’t I do this?’”

Supported the Flow of Disruptive Knowledge

Parent-U-Turn forges new power by educating parents in their community.
They convene and direct a series of 13-week parent institutes throughout the
year. The institutes follow the model of Laila Hasan’s Parent Curriculum Pro-
ject. The parents study the state standards and learn about high-quality teach-
ing and learning through practice in constructivist seminars. Parent-U-Turn has
infused state and federal policy into the seminars, and they also introduce par-
ents to the decades-long struggle for educational opportunity in African Amer-
ican and Latino communities. This broadened curriculum reflects Parent-U-
Turn’s sense that parents need to be able, as Dewey said, to “locate the source”
of their problems within structures of inequality. The “more leaders that . . . have
these skills,” argues Mary Johnson, “the better we can analyze our conditions.”
Valerie Muñoz believes that Parent-U-Turn must teach these skills because dis-
trict officials “have no interest in teaching parents what they need to know.” In
contrast, “what we give the parents,” says Emma Street, “is what [the districts]
don’t want us to give.”

Parent-U-Turn members also distinguish themselves as parent educators by
building meaningful, sustained relationships. “What I like in our group,” notes
Mary, “is that we see everyone willing to help each other. We are willing to sac-
rifice ourselves. . . . We are available 7 days a week. People call us all times of
night, all times of day. We don’t ever turn them away. I think that is where the
trust comes in.” And beneath the trust lies what Cornel West refers to as a pow-
erful “ethic of love.”26 Emma Street gets the final word: “We like to let other
parents know that there is a certain amount of care and love that we must ren-
der to each student that we have in each school. We have to show this by show-
ing love ourselves. In order to do that, we have to get out there as leaders and
show them how it is done.”
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Friday, April 14, 2005

Parents Use Newfound Clout to Demand 
School Improvements

Aided by a new state law, mothers and fathers join in a caravan 
and file complaints at several South Los Angeles campuses.

By Duke Helfand, 
Times Staff Writer

Two dozen South Los Angeles parents,
armed with new legal powers, converged
on their children’s public schools
Wednesday to demand more textbooks,
qualified teachers and safer campuses.

Because of a new state law giving parents
more clout when they address deficiencies
in their schools, administrators were
required not only to listen but to respond.

The mothers and fathers, some of
whom took the day off from work, joined
in a midday caravan to file complaints at
several campuses.

But they also were savoring a more per-
sonal and subtle victory: They had chal-
lenged the powers that be and gotten
answers from those in charge.

“Oh, this is a great day. This is a great
day,” said Naomi Haywood after she
delivered her complaints about insuffi-
cient textbooks and teachers to an assis-
tant principal at Fremont High School.

The parents’ actions were among the
first tests of a new complaint system that
grew out of a class-action lawsuit brought
by the American Civil Liberties Union.

In the case, known as Williams vs. Cali-
fornia, the ACLU alleged that the state
denied tens of thousands of minority chil-
dren an adequate education in schools that
lack adequate books and other resources.

Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger, acknowl-
edging that the allegations had merit, set-
tled the case last year. The agreement gave

parents new rights to file written com-
plaints about deficiencies in textbooks,
teachers and facilities, and required
schools or districts to respond and rem-
edy those problems within 30 days.

Schools are required to post notices in
classrooms, informing parents about the
complaint procedure. Complaint forms also
must be made available in school offices.

The new complaint system took effect
in January. Since then, the school district
has received about 40 complaints, includ-
ing those filed Wednesday at Fremont and
Locke high schools.

District officials said they were taking
the parents’ complaints seriously and
would investigate each one.

The parents, brought together by a
grass-roots group called Community
Asset Development Re-defining Educa-
tion, started their day with a pep rally and
news conference on a street behind the
Locke High School football field.

“It’s time for schools to work with par-
ents as equals,” said Kenneth Hill, whose
son attends Audubon Middle School in
the Crenshaw district. “It’s time for
schools to ensure that they are a place of
dignity, respect and integrity.”

The parents cheered and marched with
signs that read “Keep faith in our kids,”
and they chanted, “Parent power.”

Then, with complaint forms in hand,
they headed to Fremont High, the first
campus on their list.

There, with the media in tow, the par-
ents appeared to startle security aides



IN CHAPTERS 4 AND 5, we described how the Futures and Teaching to
Change LA “design experiments” embodied the principles of participatory social
inquiry that we drew from our reading of Dewey. Unfortunately, these projects,
for all their considerable benefits to the participants, did not bring significant
institutional change. Neither did they affect the broader political and norma-
tive environment around schooling for low-income students and students of
color. In Chapter 7, we described how Parent-U-Turn drew from our work with
students and schools and embraced inquiry as central to its grassroots ethos.
We, and they, learned quite a lot about how inquiry and activism could be pow-
erful for groups seeking concrete changes in their schools.

In this chapter, we cast Dewey’s net wider still—beyond single groups and
single neighborhoods to look at how groups such as Parent-U-Turn and Com-
munity Asset Development Re-defining Education (CADRE) can engage in par-
ticipatory social inquiry within a coalition of social movement organizations.
As participants in the Educational Justice Collaborative, groups across Califor-
nia combine knowledge construction with power building in their campaigns
for state and local policies that will bring high-quality and equitable education
to students that have neither.

The events that Los Angeles Times reporter Duke Helfand described above were
part of a carefully planned “day of action” mounted by CADRE, a grassroots
organization of African American and Latino parents. CADRE was begun in
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watching Fremont’s front door. The aides
tried to stop a radio reporter from record-
ing the scene and a Times photographer
from shooting pictures.

After a few minutes of confusion, Assis-
tant Principal Jack Baroutjian emerged
and escorted the group into a conference
room near the main office.

There, the parents politely but firmly
made their case. Haywood complained
about a lack of textbooks in her son’s
ninth-grade classes and said he had
endured a series of substitute teachers in
a course he took during his vacation
time—a special program aimed at boost-
ing student achievement.

“That’s unfortunate to hear. I was not
aware of that,” Baroutjian said of the sub-
stitute teacher problem in the after-school
program run by the district. But he reas-
sured Haywood that the school of 5,000
students had a full complement of per-
manent instructors.

He also said that textbooks were avail-
able for anyone who needed them. Then
it was on to 107th Street Elementary,
where parent Roslyn Broadnax stepped
forward.

“We’re coming on behalf of parents for
the Williams [lawsuit],” she told an admin-
istrator who seemed a little bewildered.

“So what do you want to do?” the
administrator asked.

“Turn in complaint forms,” Broadnax
responded.

Assistant Principal Carolin McKie took
over and patiently listened to worries
about a shortage of textbooks. McKie said
the school had taken steps to correct any
deficiencies.

“We had a shortage at one point,” she
told the parents. “There should be enough
textbooks now.”

Later, Broadnax said, “I feel like I
accomplished more today than I have in
a lifetime. It was a day well spent.”1



2001 by Maisie Chin, an experienced community organizer, and parent Rosa-
linda Hill. Much like Parent-U-Turn, CADRE is a grassroots organization whose
mission is to “solidify and advance parent leadership to ensure that all chil-
dren are rightfully educated, regardless of where they live.”2 CADRE focuses on
parent organizing in the South Los Angeles region of the Los Angeles Unified
School District. Filing complaints, confronting school administrators, and
demanding responses from officials were the fruition of the CADRE parents’
study of education policy, review of schooling data, and understanding of
how the education system treated their own children compared with children
in other communities. This knowledge gave them the confidence to expect
changed relational power with school officials and to take direct action to
achieve improvements in their children’s schools.

CADRE’s activities took place in an equity-reform context that was influ-
enced by the Educational Justice Collaborative (EJC)—a loose coalition of
nearly 30 activist organizations in California that support one another’s efforts
to attain high-quality education for low-income children and children of color.
Williams v. California, the lawsuit we described in Chapter 1, served as a sym-
bolic, substantive, and strategic impetus for the formation of the EJC, which
became a site where groups such as CADRE to access the highly relevant data
and arguments on the inadequacy and inequality within California’s educa-
tional system that we and other experts marshaled for Williams. The American
Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) chapters from Northern and Southern Califor-
nia, Public Advocates, and the Mexican American Legal Defense and Educa-
tional Fund (MALDEF) were on the litigation team representing the Williams

plaintiffs, and they too participated in the EJC. One of the EJC’s main activi-
ties was to pursue a two-way flow of information between the grassroots groups
that understood and experienced the conditions in their schools and the
Williams legal and policy experts who were working to fashion arguments to
gain the reforms that would address the substandard school conditions for
children in low-income communities of color. Williams was like a keystone that
allowed groups such as CADRE to understand seemingly disconnected “com-
plaints” as part of a more powerful and coherent strategy for affecting school
change.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE EDUCATIONAL
JUSTICE COLLABORATIVE

It was not surprising that the Williams case caught the attention of grassroots
and advocacy groups that had been active in California around “noneduca-
tional” issues such as living wage, affordable housing policies, immigrant rights,
and affirmative action. They saw Williams as an opportunity to press Califor-
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nia toward providing students in low-income communities of color with the
essential conditions for high achievement and college access. They saw the pos-
sibility for building a powerful base of organized communities comprised, at
least in part, of students and families who qualified as Williams plaintiffs.

Several groups proposed successfully to philanthropic foundations that,
whatever the court decided in Williams, community organizing and wide-
spread public engagement were necessary to call attention to the educational
crises facing California and to garner widespread political commitment to
reform. These foundations knew from the troubled history of court and leg-
islative victories around equity, that such “wins” are not enough to ensure that
court orders or new laws will be enacted or sustained in ways that match the
intentions of those who fought for them. They agreed that it was worth try-
ing to sustain potential court victories with broad-based public support built
through grassroots activism.

We first encountered these grassroots advocacy groups through our colleague,
Gary Blasi, a professor in the UCLA Law School’s Public Interest Law and Pol-
icy program and a consultant to the Williams plaintiffs’ litigation team. Gary

The Educational Justice Collaborative 135

Wearing on his back a strong commitment to parent leadership for educational justice.



asked us to share our Williams research with some leaders of community orga-
nizations who were eager to learn more about the case. With Gary, we convened
a meeting on the UCLA campus that included professional organizers and com-
munity leaders of grassroots groups, education reform advocates, some progres-
sive teachers, and civil rights lawyers and activists. We spent a Saturday talking
about the evidence around the Williams issues. The participants were especially
taken with the fact that in California, education is a constitutional right. Sev-
eral groups proposed developing a students’ “Bill of Rights” that could frame
the issues in the Williams case proactively and be used as a tool to educate com-
munities. At the end of the day, the groups agreed to stay connected with one
another. And they expressed interest in continuing their relationship with us.
They saw us as a resource for understanding and holding the system account-
able. Apparently, they appreciated our capacity to provide certain empirical
data about the conditions in schools, our ability to scaffold their own data-gath-
ering and analyses, and our willingness to facilitate, convene, and ask tough
generative questions that would push their thinking.

The groups impressed us with their collective potential for providing account-
ability from the bottom up. The legislature, the governor, the court, and the
schools themselves could not be counted on to provide the daily monitoring
of school conditions or to hold themselves or one another accountable. They
were not likely to monitor conditions across the statewide system that would,
in the words of the Williams judge, “prevent or detect and correct” future prob-
lems. We also saw the groups’ collaborative work as an opportunity to investi-
gate further the impact of fusing participatory social inquiry and social move-
ment organizing. Given the groups’ intention to mount campaigns in support
of Williams, their actions might actually move inquiry about educational oppor-
tunity toward concrete changes in state policy and local practice.

Some groups remained suspicious of university researchers. One leader
insisted on a one-on-one meeting with us before going any further, an orga-
nizing strategy we now recognize as standard. However, after a trial period of
a couple of months, including several meetings in the neighborhoods where
the groups worked, about half a dozen groups agreed to continue as an Edu-
cational Justice Collaborative. We secured funding to serve as a convener of the
collaborative and to provide research support, updates about education policy,
and capacity building related to the groups’ independent advocacy efforts.

At the time of this writing, the EJC, now nearly 30 organizations strong, has
served for 4 years as a “site” for participatory social inquiry.3 This inquiry occurs
as the groups exchange ideas and strategies; engage in activities that build their
capacity to work with policymakers and the media; and collaborate voluntar-
ily and opportunistically on one another’s campaigns. The principles we draw
from both Dewey and from the literature on social movement organizing come
to life in this work. Together they prove to be a compelling approach to equi-
table school reform.
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ORGANIZING AS A SITE FOR 
PARTICIPATORY SOCIAL INQUIRY

The EJC’s first inquiry project was developing the “Educational Bill of Rights”
(see Figure 8.1). After several meetings spent reviewing academic research,
examining data about the state’s schools, and exploring the experiences of par-
ent and student members, the groups produced a document that specified what
every student deserved. Both inspirational and daunting, the Bill of Rights
focused on the most basic resources and conditions, and thus called attention
to the tremendous gap between what one should find in every public school
and what California’s children actually got. Although most California students
and families might take these basics for granted, the EJC groups knew that
securing them would require concerted action.

Producing the Educational Bill of Rights helped establish common ground
across the groups and created a tool for action. Two EJC participant groups, the
California affiliate of Association of Community Organizations for Reform
Now (ACORN) and MALDEF, launched a campaign to have the Bill of Rights
adopted by the California legislature. Their goal was to draw attention to
Williams and advance the argument that the state is responsible for providing
all students with basic schooling conditions and opportunities. At the urging
of ACORN and MALDEF, Judy Chu, a member of the California Assembly,
introduced a bill that would guarantee adequate instructional materials, safe
school facilities, qualified teachers, and reasonable class sizes. After approval
by the Assembly Education Committee, the Appropriations Committee deter-
mined that the legislation would cost “in excess of a billion dollars.” The bill
went no further. Although not a “win,” the EJC’s inquiry and action had pro-
duced a policy proposal that garnered serious discussion and considerable sup-
port. It advanced awareness of and support for Williams. It forced the state to
place a dollar figure on the extent to which California had failed to provide basic
educational opportunities to all students. Statewide collaboration in inquiry
around the Bill of Rights and the grassroots and advocacy work of ACORN and
MALDEF had the exhilarating effect of penetrating the Capitol walls.

Engaging Those Most Impacted

Without question, the EJC participants foreground civic participation of the
young people, families, and communities most affected by unequal schools and
social policy. This diverse collection of organizations is guided by the belief that
the public—particularly communities historically excluded from policymak-
ing—should be engaged in seeking solutions to these pressing problems.

Several of the EJC groups are local multiracial grassroots groups that orga-
nize low-income communities of color. The members of Californians for Jus-
tice are high school students in five cities; CADRE and Parent-U-Turn bring
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FIGURE 8.1. An educational Bill of Rights for California’s students.

AN EDUCATIONAL BILL OF RIGHTS FOR
CALIFORNIA’S STUDENTS

Every student in California has a fundamental constitutional right to an ade-
quate education that prepares him or her to graduate from high school
qualified for a 4-year state university, a living wage job, and active participa-
tion in civic life.  Every student has a further right to educational opportu-
nities equal to those provided to most of the students in the State. Students,
parents and members of the community at large have a right to know what
they may expect California’s system of public education to provide for each
student in California, in accord with these fundamental constitutional prin-
ciples. These abstract rights must be understood as giving to every student
in any public elementary or secondary school in California a right of access
to each of the following:

1) A clear statement of the academic standards that both define
what students are expected to know and be able to do at every
educational level and specify the basic conditions for learning that
students and families can expect from the educational system.

2) Adequate learning materials and resources.

3) A suitable learning environment and school classrooms, buildings,
and facilities that enable learning and health.

4) High quality teachers and counselors.

5) A course of instruction that will enable all students who wish to
do so to compete for admission to any public university in the
state and participate actively in California’s civic life.

6) Fair and authentic assessment that is used to measure and
improve the quality of education students receive and supplemen-
tary educational services that respond to identified student needs.

7) Instruction which incorporates students’ home language so as to
provide all students with equal opportunity to access curriculum
and develop and maintain proficiency in their native language.

8) A safe and supportive school environment.

9) Easily understood, current, reliable information on the perform-
ance of every California public school in delivering each of the
rights herein listed.

10) Regular public forums that allow students and parents to com-
municate their experiences relative to these rights to local and
state elected officials responsible for insuring these rights.



together South and Southeast Los Angeles parents; the Community Coalition
and InnerCity Struggle organize both adults and young people; the Coalition
for Educational Justice connects progressive teachers with parents and students.
Other grassroots groups are state affiliates of large national networks, includ-
ing ACORN with 24,000 member families in neighborhood groups in 19 cities
across the state, and the Pacific Institute for Community Organization (PICO),
a faith-based network of 350 member congregations statewide representing
400,000 families. Although most of the grassroots groups are staffed by pro-
fessional organizers, the issues the groups identify and the strategies they
employ always reflect members’ concerns and preferences.

Other EJC groups are advocacy or research organizations that view them-
selves as allies and resources to grassroots groups and to low-income commu-
nities. For example, the Advancement Project Los Angeles is a nonprofit “policy
and legal action organization working to solve public sector problems,” and the
Justice Matters Institute is a San Francisco–based organization that seeks to
“develop visionary solutions” and “develop people with the capacity to carry out
these solutions.” Still other participants are nonpartisan groups, such as the Cal-
ifornia Budget Project and PolicyLink, research organizations seeking fiscal and
policy reforms, and citizen groups such as California’s League of Women Vot-
ers, promoting informed, active participation of citizens in government.

Sustaining Meaningful Relationships

The EJC groups might be seen as occupying three spheres. Grassroots activists
occupy one sphere. A second is home to the collection of allied groups that,
although they do not have their own membership base, engage in legal and
political advocacy on behalf of low-income communities and communities of
color. We at UCLA’s Institute for Democracy, Education, and Access (IDEA)
occupy a third sphere of participation. We are principally researchers, or
“experts” in Dewey’s framing. As such, we ask generative questions and iden-
tify opportunities to provide empirical answers. Our major tasks have been
“discovering and making known facts.”

Within the EJC, each of the spheres seeks to support and learn from the oth-
ers. For example, as we provide research products useful to the other spheres,
we also scaffold the development of their research skills. At the same time, as
grassroots organizations make known their questions and needs, we develop
a greater understanding of the nature and meaning of their work. By provid-
ing a site for reflexive dialogue among groups, the EJC enables participating
members to learn about the relational dynamics of disparate groups pursuing
common goals. In sum, through the EJC, each of the “spheres” can move toward,
but not become, a collective center. The partners discover overlapping interests
and common struggles, and we explore the potential for learning, for shared
goals, and for common work. We have joined in dialogue about the problems,
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potential solutions, and strategies for achieving those solutions, but decisions
about action remain with individual groups or emerging coalitions.

As in our relationships with the Futures students, the teachers engaged in
Teaching to Change LA, and Parent-U-Turn, to call ourselves the EJC “experts”
does not imply a directionality for all knowledge transfer or construction—from
researcher to activist. Indeed, all members of the coalition supply information,
ask generative questions, and correct errors. In more than one instance, the
knowledge of EJC members was essential to our getting the facts straight. This
knowledge included, but was not limited to, their lived experience and the
experiences of their families. Californians for Justice’s former Executive Direc-
tor Abdi Soltani explained the relationship this way:

Relationships with researchers are always built on a common agreement to
value community participation. Researchers that are hostile to community
participation, or ambivalent towards it, are not the ones we end up work-
ing with. We may read their reports, and they may see us on the news. . . .
The researchers that do engage with us are usually interested in what we
can offer—a base of people that are engaged, the ability to engage commu-
nity members in research, and the ability to apply the research findings to
campaigns.

Moreover, as one of our graduate students put it, race, class, and power differ-
ences between researchers and low-income communities of color must be
attended to. These differences have tremendous potential to inform inquiry and
action, but they can also be a source of misunderstanding and error:

I think respect is first and foremost in these relationships. The organizers
are the experts, I am just the person who knows how to take information
and process it into data. I also have to always be aware of my White privi-
lege and my class privilege as an academic who has had a high quality
[public] education. . . . I can share outrage, and I can share data, but I will
never know just how upsetting it is to hear that my school is the most over-
crowded in the state, or that my children won’t go to college because they
simply didn’t have enough teachers or classrooms to help all students
complete college preparatory coursework.

Accessing Knowledge and Its Construction

As we noted above, in our role as researchers, we have provided access to
research knowledge about the educational problems of most interest to the
groups, helped them to develop their research capacity and tools, and con-
vened meetings in which the groups integrate their knowledge and experiences
into collective understandings. Over time, the various forms of inquiry have
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shaped the groups’ understanding and framing of problems and altered the
solutions they sought. Importantly, this has not resulted primarily from com-
munity members and advocates being enlightened by academic research. Rather,
new understandings have come from the juxtaposition of multiple sources of
knowledge, including academic research; locally generated data; and compelling
stories of students, teachers, parents, and community members.

Research Translation. Beginning with the issues in Williams, our UCLA team
produced “translations” of academic research for EJC groups to use as inquiry
and organizing tools. These consisted of brief, accessible pamphlets in English
and Spanish documenting problems, summarizing the evidence related to
them, and providing a quick overview of solutions as discussed in the research
and policy literature. Our initial pamphlets focused on shortages of qualified
teachers, inadequate instructional materials, facilities problems, overcrowding,
limited accountability, the failure to serve English learners well, and disparities
in the funding provided students in more and less advantaged communities.

We have also produced summaries and interpretations of student achievement
data. Using California’s publicly available databases, for example, we tracked the
relationships of schools’ achievement scores, pass rates on the high school exit
exam, college-eligibility rates, and other outcomes to school characteristics such
as teacher quality, provision of college preparatory curriculum, and school over-
crowding. We have linked all of these to the racial and social class composition
of schools. Our Web-based vehicle (www.justschoolscalifornia.org) makes it eas-
ier for groups to access this research and connect with researchers.

Research on Demand. In response to specific requests from EJC groups, we have
conducted “research on demand,” using existing research and data to inform
specific campaigns. The questions have ranged from straightforward, factual
ones (How many students disappear from California high schools without
graduating? How many college preparatory courses are offered in high schools
in different neighborhoods? How large are the funding disparities between
schools in wealthy and poor communities?), to knotty, interpretive ones (What
is the relationship between teacher certification and teaching quality? Does
funding make a difference in students’ achievement?).

The EJC groups recognize the power that comes from the knowledge and the
clout that academic research can bring. As InnerCity Struggle Executive Direc-
tor Luis Sanchez explained:

Researchers bring a wealth of information to the partnership. They’re
always finding new research that helps support the work that we are doing.
IDEA can give us the answer to questions within a day that would take us
two weeks to figure out. It matters, on some level, that we’re working col-
laboratively with UCLA. When you’re trying to move an equity focused
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policy agenda with parents and students, a lot of them ask where this
information came from. It helps to tell them that we’ve been working with
professors at UCLA to show that it is something we haven’t made up.

Acquiring and Using Research Tools. Many EJC groups are eager to build their
research skills and want to use research tools independently. As Sanchez
continued,

We have the people that are most impacted by the system. Our parents
and students attend schools that are underserved. When our members do
research, they think through what questions would be key. In the end they
are the ones that are going to have to push the agenda. It should be them
because they are the people most impacted by policy.

Our role, in this case, is to provide technical tools, one-on-one coaching, and
training workshops. One series of workshops attracted members of 18 organ-
izations ranging from youth-based and parent-based organizing groups to advo-
cates and educator reform groups. Participants practiced accessing publicly
available databases and conducting basic analyses of schools. They learned the
rudiments of Geographic Information Systems (GIS) technology, which is use-
ful for mapping the distribution of educational resources and conditions across
communities. To ensure that the learning did not end when the workshops did,
we developed a training manual with print and online resource materials and
learning exercises. We also remain on call to assist with participants’ research
and technology projects.

Locally generated data from surveys and focus groups are powerful both as
the basis of inquiry and dialogue within the groups and as tools for organiz-
ing and direct action. As Abdi Soltani explained,

Action research bridges the space between students’ knowledge of schools
and where decisions are made about education. Youth have a wealth of
information about the true nature of schools; action research helps young
people define issues for education reform and brings those issues to educa-
tion policy-makers.

Educational Exchanges. EJC convenes “education exchanges” in which members
examine research on critical issues in education policy from their own perspec-
tives. These exchanges have focused on teacher quality, school finance, and
accountability. In these exchanges, there is a great deal of storytelling as partic-
ipants press one another for explanations and findings that are expressed in
plain and compelling language.

The impetus for the exchange on teacher quality was a difficult question
ACORN raised in the context of its campaign to halt teacher layoffs in Oakland
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schools. Our analysis of data about the districts had revealed stark disparities
in teacher qualifications and experience between schools in the “Flatlands”
(the city’s low-income communities of color) and those in the hills (Whiter and
wealthier neighborhoods). It also showed that, if teachers were laid off in the
usual ways—according to qualifications and experience—the low-income com-
munities would be most severely affected. The teachers most at risk for losing
their jobs were younger teachers without full credentials or experience. How-
ever, several of these teachers were also young people of color who shared their
students’ culture and language, and some had shown a deep commitment to
Flatlands students and communities. From the perspectives of many ACORN
members’, these teachers were far “better” than some of the fully credentialed,
experienced teachers who were not likely to be laid off.

ACORN’s questions about the relationship between credentialing and teacher
quality were shared by other ECJ groups, and the exchange drew participants
from 15 groups. For 2 days, community members, organizers, and advocates
engaged in lively and intense dialogue with Professors Ken Futernick, Patricia
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Gandara, and Bill Koski. All three had conducted research on the intersections
of teacher quality, student achievement, standards, and accountability. They
were also willing to open their work up to the scrutiny of the EJC groups.

Nothing was “resolved,” in part because of the enormity of the issue. How-
ever, everybody, including the experts, learned a great deal about teacher qual-
ity in the context of low-income communities. The ACORN group resumed
their campaign with a far better sense of how a statewide shortage of quali-
fied teachers presented them with few options, none of which was likely to
bring their children high-quality teaching. They could grapple in a more
informed way about whether or not to fight to preserve the jobs of unquali-
fied teachers.

Working-Group Calls. EJC participants integrate firsthand experiences, research
data, and other knowledge during regular working group conference calls. Orga-
nized around policy issues of interest, these ad hoc groups have investigated
some concerns raised in Williams, such as how to estimate the actual costs of
providing high-quality education to all students. Another working group inves-
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tigated ways to ensure that the state’s high-stakes exit exam does not deny
diplomas to students who have attended substandard schools.

Using multiple sources of knowledge is both an epistemological stance and
a political necessity in the EJC. Organizing groups deliberate constantly about
the lived experiences and perspectives of those most affected by inequality—
deliberations that ground their relationships and guide their actions. Less often
do these groups turn to academic research. Often they are rightfully suspicious
that academics represent the class interests and racial standpoints of dominant
groups. For both substantive and political reasons, then, our engagement in the
production, distribution, and use of knowledge in the EJC has been anything
but a one-way process in which knowledge is produced by the university, dis-
seminated to the groups, and then used by them.

Substantively, the opportunity to use research, experience, and knowledge
constructed on-the-spot is an asset that is often lost in settings where experts
control the agenda. EJC’s trust and knowledge ethos encourages a nimble,
reflexive, and opportunistic setting where hunches can be explored and creative
responses set in action. In one particularly powerful instance, UCLA postdoc-
toral fellow Joanna Goode was leading a workshop in which members of
InnerCity Struggle were exploring a data site she had recommended. The youth
discovered the Junior Reserve Officer Training Corps (JROTC) enrollment fig-
ures for their school. This was a stunning find for them, because the large pres-
ence of military recruiters at East Los Angeles high schools had been a concern
of InnerCity Struggle. Now they had the data to analyze the scope of the prob-
lem. After they showed Goode the data set, and she understood their concerns,
she produced a JROTC enrollment map to display the concentration of mili-
tary programs in schools located in communities of color. InnerCity Struggle
used this map to argue for a decreased JROTC presence in East L.A. schools.

ADOPTING A CRITICAL STANCE

In the 21st century, education policymaking elites increasingly use sophisticated
communications and marketing strategies to frame problems and solutions, and
to publicize “facts” that justify them. Now, every bit as much as in Dewey’s
1930s, the dominant spin on social problems generally, and on schooling prob-
lems in particular, “rationaliz[es] . . . the misery and cultural degradation of
others. . . . These are asserted to be the fault of those who suffer; to be the con-
sequence of their own improvidence, lack of industry, wilful [sic] ignorance,
etc.”4 Today, for example, we hear experts argue repeatedly that the “achieve-
ment gap” stems either from low-income parents’ failure to be involved suffi-
ciently in their children’s schooling or from their inability to pressure their
neighborhood schools to improve, as middle- and upper-class parents do, by
threatening to take their children elsewhere. The solution most often proffered,
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including in the federal No Child Left Behind policy, is to permit those par-
ents who care enough to send their children to better schools.

To counter this dominant frame—to even recognize that it is a frame, and
neither objective truth nor common sense—the EJC’s participatory social
inquiry helps place knowledge and experience in larger social, economic, his-
torical, and political contexts. Participants’ critical understanding comes from
the fusion of local knowledge with facts and broader social theories that help
activists see their own particular circumstances in the larger contexts. Their crit-
ical questions are probing, often uncomfortable, but also open to dispute and
empirical study: Who makes decisions and who is left out? Who benefits and
who suffers? Why is a given practice fair or unfair? What are its origins? What
alternatives can we imagine? What is required to create change?5

The dialogue that follows questions such as these challenges the ideas that
dominate public discourse, serve the interests of elite cultural groups, and shift
the blame for social misery onto those who suffer from it most. A critical stance
is compatible with social movement organizing because it asks people to iden-
tify the conditions of their lives, relate them to conditions experienced by oth-
ers, and determine how they came to be. As we noted in Chapter 6, scholars of
social movements like Ganz and Polletta find that organizing nearly always
engages participants in seeing their immediate problems as reflective of larger
social, economic, historical, and political dynamics.6

CONSTRUCTING A TRANSFORMATIVE GOAL

The EJC seeks to revitalize public life through the civic participation of mem-
bers in previously marginalized groups. This revitalization occurs, as Dewey sug-
gested, when community members cultivate a new “public intelligence” about
social problems, challenging conventional wisdom and stereotypes about low-
income communities of color.7

As we noted above, however, in the 21st century, cultivating a new public
intelligence requires more than transformative dialogue about social problems.
It also demands a sophisticated framing of issues that employ communication
and media strategies to advance those frames. Energized by their initial success
with the Education Bill of Rights, the groups sought other ways to increase the
public’s recognition of, and anger about, the Williams conditions. After consid-
erable inquiry and testing the research literature against their own experiences,
they began to frame the conditions in the Williams schools as denying students
“opportunities to learn.” Such a framing, they believed, would both have “com-
mon sense” appeal and tap into the public’s value for basic fairness, thereby
advancing their agenda of remedying the Williams issues.

“Opportunity to learn” calls attention to concrete, policy-alterable condi-
tions, and offers a clear alternative to prevailing frames for understanding school-
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ing. First, it counters the familiar “blame the victim” reasoning that locates the
cause of low achievement in students, families, and communities. Instead, the
“opportunity to learn” frame asserts that the responsibility for good education
belongs to those who would or would not provide opportunities. Second,
“opportunity to learn” becomes an appealing and intuitively sound premise on
which to base reform: improve education by increasing opportunities. Finally,
“opportunity to learn” rests on a solid research and policy base. In research cir-
cles, “opportunity to learn” emerged from studies seeking explanations for why
some countries do better than others on international tests of academic achieve-
ment.8 In policy circles, debates have focused on whether and how to account
for “opportunity to learn” in standards-based school reform.

For the EJC, the Education Bill of Rights, “opportunities to learn,” and the
arguments in the Williams case formed a nexus of philosophical, practical, and
legal authority that could be embraced by each of the groups. The common-
sense nature of these arguments made it hard for mainstream politicians to dis-
miss the EJC groups as fringe or radical. And the bold nature of these arguments
meant that the groups did not feel pressured to give up any of their core “dis-
ruptive” beliefs.

The EJC groups have been extraordinarily resourceful in developing strate-
gies for sharing their “disruptive knowledge.” It has found its way into com-
munity forums, formal reports, newspaper stories, and testimony before poli-
cymakers, and on to T-shirts, banners, and placards at public demonstrations.
Artfully combining compelling stories, statistics, photographs, and GIS maps
showing correlations between poverty, race, and students’ opportunities to
learn, the groups have generated multiple representations of problems and
possibilities for change. The map included in Chapter 1 depicting “opportu-
nity to learn problems” in Los Angeles is one example. Supported by EJC’s
communication resources, the groups increasingly use press releases, editorial
board meetings, OpEd pieces, talk show interviews, and ongoing relationships
with reporters as vehicles for cultivating a new public intelligence.

BUILDING RELATIONAL POWER 
AND IDENTITY

As we noted in Chapter 6, social movement organizing assumes that efforts to
make society more equitable will be contested. The groups know from experi-
ence that those who benefit from the status quo will resist the redistribution
of resources and opportunities. Therefore, grassroots and advocacy groups pro-
ceed knowing that transformative knowledge must be used in the context of
collective power, built through relationships with one another and through
strategic alliances with those who have the expertise, resources, and access to
power required to advance their goals.
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The paid organizers of the EJC groups are intent on developing local lead-
ers. They constantly bring new people into leadership roles and convene com-
munity meetings that engage members in making decisions and creating a col-
lective vision. For example, the organizers at InnerCity Struggle say that when
a young person walks through their doors, he or she must be treated as if he
or she will become the organization’s executive director some day. Every par-
ticipant in the community is seen as a potential leader, and everyone on the
margin is expected to one day define the core. Participants are constantly learn-
ing, constantly developing. Generating knowledge for campaigns is part of a
broader process of building the capacity of members.

Along with collectively held ideas and collective power, the dialogue among
members of the EJC groups also fosters a sense of collective identity. Members
see their organizations as part of a statewide collective of families and commu-
nities who want and deserve high-quality education. The advocacy groups—
several with expertise, resources, power, and access to power—share an under-
standing of the power landscape around education equity. It makes sense to
them to help other groups, community members, and students develop the rela-
tionships and skills to advocate for themselves, because the victories and influ-
ence they gain are shared by all those who share the values of equitable edu-
cation. The League of Women Voters—perhaps the most mainstream of the EJC
groups—sees its EJC work as fulfilling its organizational mission of ensuring
“informed and active participation” in government and “the citizen’s right to
know.”9

Public Advocate’s Liz Guillen, an attorney and legislative advocate, explained
how these relationships can work to create a distributed network of powerful
skills and connections:

Each of us has different strengths and roles to play. Our contact con-
tributes to our growing mutual respect and admiration for each other’s
special expertise. . . . Our community-based allies know that I am invoking
their work and efforts in my advocacy in Sacramento. Therefore, I am
always checking in with them about how best to characterize their efforts,
whether it’s the number of various groups that are part of their network or
the specific issues they’re focusing on. I know that they are using the infor-
mation I share with them about policymakers and process when they make
their long-range plans and when they make their pitch in reaching out to
others to join our movement, so I have an obligation to provide current
and accurate information to them. For example, if some Republicans begin
showing support for the idea that taxes might be an unavoidable reality,
that is something I think they should know, as that changes the landscape
that they will be navigating when they come to Sacramento or when they
visit their elected representatives.
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I have tried to make opportunities for my partners to see the arena in
which I work; e.g., to invite them to meetings with legislators so they can
try out their concepts and arguments and see for themselves the reactions.
Sometimes I am confronted by community and grassroots advocates who
are frustrated by what appears to them to be a very small or meaningless
change in law. The idea of “baby steps” is hard to sell as a victory some-
times! However, experience has shown that baby steps can lead to larger
steps and that any steps at all are often the result of converging forces over
which we have absolutely no control.

TAKING COLLECTIVE ACTION

For social movement organizations, the power of disruptive knowledge is estab-
lished by the action that follows. At every turn, the EJC groups have combined
knowledge and actions, relying on their strategic relationships to maximize the
power of both. In the words of InnerCity Struggle’s Luis Sanchez:
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Historically, [academic] research never really trickles down to create real
policy. Organized research is not powerful if it is not connected to orga-
nized people. I believe that movements, not research, create change. When
you put them together it can be really powerful. . . . As we advance an
agenda around education justice, we want school officials and elected
leaders to understand that we know the data, we have access to it, and
we’ll hold them accountable.

And, as we would expect from our reading of the social movement literature,
the EJC groups fuse knowledge and action in ways that evoke the power of num-
bers, of material damage, and of bearing witness.

For example, Californians for Justice (CFJ) has led a coalition of groups in
a campaign to halt the “diploma penalty” associated with California’s High
School Exit Exam. Using the slogan, “First Things First,” they argued the unfair-
ness of making students pay such a high price for their schools’ failure to pro-
vide adequate opportunities to learn. CFJ’s Abdi Soltani described the campaign
as a seamless synthesis of inquiry, disruptive knowledge, and action that, in this
case, employed the logic of numbers:

We framed the campaign on the theme of opportunity to learn, putting a
spotlight on unequal resources in schools, resulting in an unfair punish-
ment of students. We combined research on what was happening in the
schools with a spirited campaign of youth and parents demanding an
equal opportunity to learn.

In May 2003, CFJ’s California Bus Tour for Quality Education traveled the
state, making 12 stops, raising the voices of students and parents in commu-
nities of color and low-income communities, attracting strong media coverage,
and gaining the attention of the State Board of Education. At the end of the
tour, hundreds of students converged on the Board’s meeting in Sacramento.
Soltani recalled:

State board members referred to newspaper headlines about school
inequalities as they met and deliberated the exit exam. Ultimately, when
they met to vote on whether to delay the exam, youth and parents from
around the state packed their meeting and delivered testimony that the
board president called the most powerful he had heard in his years on the
board. . . . One great highlight of the action was that when we arrived en
masse to enter the state board’s hearing room, an hour before the hearing
was set to start, the guard tried to deny us seats. Anticipating this, we had
brought an attorney with us, who cited the code that allowed us to all sit,
first come, first serve. An hour later, as the meeting was set to start, several
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dozen professional lobbyists in suits had to stand outside, much to their
chagrin, because the seats were filled with youth and parents.

They won a 2-year delay.
Similarly, CADRE’s “day of action,” which opened this chapter, inflicted

“material damage.” They called attention to textbook shortages and classes
taught by substitutes instead of regular teachers, and they required school offi-
cials to stop business as usual and spend their days responding to complaints.
EJC colleague Liz Guillen trained CADRE organizers in the complaint process,
and they conducted workshops over 2 months to assist members as they pre-
pared complaints. CADRE issued a press release alerting the media about the
dozens of complaints they would be filing at Los Angeles schools. They began
the day with a press conference followed by a caravan of parents urging school
officials to fulfill the promise of the Williams settlement. Duke Helfand, a sen-
ior education writer at the Los Angeles Times, rode along on the caravan, and it
is his story that we quote at the opening of this chapter.

Finally, CFJ organizer Yvonne Paul explains how the high school students used
the results of their inquiry in actions that bore witness to the terrible conditions
under which they were expected to learn. The problems were soon fixed:

In Long Beach, we did a local campaign around school facilities, specifi-
cally the bathroom conditions. Students took photos and did action
research with surveys documenting the conditions—everything from bath-
room doors that didn’t work, to locked bathrooms, broken plumbing, the
over-spilling sewage, the lack of soap, paper towels, toilet paper, or just
basic supplies that students need. . . . We planned an event at the district,
where we invited the media, and we displayed the photos. By publicly
exposing the problem, students were able to get the district to address it.
The district implemented policies such as daily checks to ensure that bath-
rooms had sufficient supplies that students need. They invited the health
department to come in and conduct random inspections. And they
increased the custodial staff so bathrooms could be open, accessible,
and stocked with the needed supplies.

WHAT HAS THE EDUCATIONAL JUSTICE
COLLABORATIVE ACHIEVED?

In August 2004, the state of California agreed to settle the Williams case. Newly
elected Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger asked the state attorney general to
negotiate with the plaintiffs, and in June 2004 Schwarzenegger articulated the
state’s new position:
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It’s terrible. It should never have happened. Every child is guaranteed to get equal
education, equal quality teachers, equal textbooks, homework materials, all of
this stuff ought to be equal, but it hasn’t been. And this is why the State was
sued. And it was crazy for the State to then go out and hire an outside firm and
to fight the lawsuit. Fight what? To say this is not true what the ACLU is saying,
that they actually got equal education? All anyone has to do is to just go to those
schools, and I’ve gone to those schools because of my after-school programs.
I’ve seen how inner city schools are falling behind because they’re not getting
the equal teaching and the equal books, equal learning material. So, of course,
we are settling that lawsuit. We are very close in settling that, and it is part of
the budget negotiation, because we’ve got to give every child in this state equal
opportunities, equal education, equal learning materials, equal books, every-
thing equal.10

The settlement included significant changes to California’s education laws.
The state agreed to adopt new standards and new accountability mechanisms
to ensure qualified teachers, decent school buildings, and sufficient instructional
materials for all students. Parents, students, teachers, and community members
were given the right to complain if the standards weren’t met, and schools and
the state agreed to firm timelines for taking corrective action. A new monitor-
ing system was put into place that includes regular, but unannounced, school
inspections. The settlement also committed nearly a billion dollars to fix the
terrible conditions the plaintiffs identified.

It is impossible to know the precise extent to which the EJC groups influ-
enced the outcome of Williams, although there is no doubt that they did.
Throughout the case, the groups used their organizing and media strategies to
raise public awareness of the horrendous conditions in California schools that
gave rise to the case. Their specific campaigns exposed facts about California
schools and demanded relief from the inequalities that left low-income chil-
dren of color with the fewest qualified teachers, with the least textbooks and
instructional materials, and with the most dilapidated and overcrowded school
buildings. They served as a reference group for the litigation team as it framed
possible remedies and considered which proposals were most likely to bring
meaningful improvements to the plaintiffs’ schools. Together the grassroots
and advocacy groups built relationships and took direct action to persuade the
state to respond to the case—from behind-the-scenes legislative advocacy, to
confrontations at public meetings, to garnering media attention, to mobiliz-
ing members for mass actions, to research in schools and communities, and
more. That their “opportunity to learn” framing of the problems penetrated the
deliberations in the case and, ultimately, the settlement is evident in Governor
Schwarzenegger’s own words: “I’ve seen how inner city schools are falling
behind because they’re not getting the equal teaching and the equal books,
equal learning material.”11

152 Learning Power: Organizing for Education and Justice



BEYOND WILLIAMS

As helpful as the Williams settlement may be, the EJC groups knew as well as
anyone in the state that it was only a first step toward adequate and equitable
schools. California’s precipitous funding decline in the 25 years since the Ser-

rano decision and the Proposition 13 taxpayers’ revolt has left deficits in
resources and learning opportunities that are extraordinarily difficult to correct
and will continue to limit students’ ability to meet the state standards. The bur-
dens of underfunding have been borne most heavily in high-poverty schools,
disproportionately attended by children of color and immigrants still learning
English. And, although a billion dollars of relief is not inconsequential, the set-
tlement allocation was not “new” money. Rather, it was to be drawn from the
existing and already strapped pot of educational funds.

Other serious obstacles to high-quality and equitable schooling were left
untouched. Unfathomable complexities in the state’s education code and an
accountability system that focuses only on test scores limit the information that
policymakers and parents have to diagnose problems and monitor the condi-
tions in the future. Nothing in the settlement solved that problem. California’s
pervasive teacher recruitment and retention problems in low-income commu-
nities were not addressed in a systematic way. No provision was made for
changes in the tax and public finance policies to generate new funds if the bil-
lion dollars promised by the settlement turned out to be insufficient. The Gov-
ernor did appoint a new commission to put a price tag on high-quality school-
ing and to recommend changes in the state’s funding system. But no action was
required. Even with the considerable positive outcomes of Williams, there was
much work left to be done.

Perhaps one of the greatest strengths of the EJC is that it does not see itself
as a campaign or even as a single issue collaborative. Although the Williams case
has been a focal event, and the settlement a significant win, the groups’ funda-
mental commitments are to creating a structure and culture of California
schooling that serves all students well. The Williams settlement is a useful tool
toward that end, but not the end in itself.

In the year following the Williams settlement, the EJC has continued its work
with increased vigor. The groups’ specific campaign goals range from altering
California’s school finance system, to expanding the state’s school accounta-
bility system to hold state and local school officials accountable, to reforming
the state’s data system so that the public can monitor the quality of schools,
and more. Increasingly, the EJC groups are challenging within-school dispari-
ties that have been impervious to traditional school reforms.

In spring 2005, several EJC groups piloted a process for accessing and report-
ing about school conditions. They wanted to know about their schools, inform
the Williams monitoring and implementation process, and help their members
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develop collaborative relationships with local education officials. Each group
focused attention on one local school. They examined the school’s existing
“School Accountability Report Card (required by the state as an official means of
communicating how schools and students are doing), conducted surveys of youth
and parents, interviewed school leaders, tracked complaints, and accessed state
data. With all of this information gathered by the groups, we developed a “School
Quality Report Card” for each pilot school. These new report cards served as the
foundation for school-based public forums, where the groups made the infor-
mation public and engaged with school officials about solving problems. The
project fostered a different climate for public accountability by showing that

154 Learning Power: Organizing for Education and Justice

Introducing a public
forum on the School
Quality Report
Card.



organized youth and parents can prompt education officials to improve school
conditions. It also provided a tool that can be used to inform statewide policies
on how to improve the current School Accountability Report Card.

Californians for Justice’s statewide coalition is continuing its campaign to
make California’s high school graduation requirement fair and to ensure that
all students have a meaningful opportunity to meet it. With the return of the
California Exit Exam’s diploma penalty looming for the class of 2006, the coali-
tion continues to insist that the state fix the “real problems” (including the lack
of textbooks, overcrowding, and lack of qualified teachers), instead of taking
diplomas away from students who are doing their best under terrible condi-
tions. It also has pressed for two policy options that could offset, at least in part,
what are sure to be disproportionately negative effects of the exit exam on low-
income students and students of color. One would require monitoring and
intervention to support students in high schools that lack the resources and con-
ditions that a meaningful opportunity to learn requires. The second authorizes
local districts to develop performance assessments to use alongside the state’s
paper-and-pencil test as they decide who should earn diplomas. At this writ-
ing, both ideas have made their way through important state legislative com-
mittees, and, perhaps most important, the idea that students should have both
opportunities to learn and alternative assessments has become part of the main-
stream policy discourse.

Finally, some of the groups have turned their attention to the pervasive
inequalities in students’ access to college—the very problem we struggled with
at Wilson High and that was the focus of our Futures project. InnerCity Strug-
gle’s campus-based clubs in East Los Angeles public high schools have turned
their attention toward increasing college access for low-income Latino students.
Their specific campaign goal is to make sure that the students in East Los Ange-
les high schools have the same courses available to them as students in the city’s
wealthier neighborhoods. They also want the schools to provide the counsel-
ing and extra support students need to take advantage of, and succeed in, col-
lege preparatory courses.

In the course of their campaign, InnerCity Struggle youth collected surveys
from hundreds of their peers. Conducting the survey enabled them to act as
political agents as well as researchers. They asserted their right to gather infor-
mation. The questions and format of the survey communicated powerful ideas
to other students about what issues deserve attention and how youth can take
action when they become dissatisfied. And they forced school officials to take
them seriously. Their demands resulted in more college preparatory courses,
including ethnic studies classes, as well as more counselors and discipline poli-
cies that do not automatically suspend students from class (and, as a result,
cause students to miss important instruction) over such relatively minor infrac-
tions as tardiness.
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InnerCity Struggle has also joined forces with the Community Coalition,
Alliance for Better Communities, and other Los Angeles–based grassroots and
advocacy organizations in a campaign to convince the Los Angeles Unified
School District that all of the district’s students should graduate from high
school able to choose college if they wish. We had helped the groups ana-
lyze data about the district’s high schools that revealed the striking differences
in college preparatory course offerings in schools across the city. Together, we
had constructed maps, much like the one included in Chapter 1, that provided
powerful visual images of the relationship between students’ opportunities to
prepare for college and the wealth and racial composition of their neighbor-
hoods. These analyses, together with our summary of the strong research evi-
dence on the benefits to high school students of taking challenging academic
courses, became important tools in the campaign. In spring 2005, the Los Ange-
les Unified School District Board of Education responded to the campaign by
voting to make California’s required college preparatory courses the “default”
curriculum for all high school students. The groups will now participate in the
implementation of the new policy that aims to prepare all students for the
state’s 4-year colleges. A broader goal is to take Los Angeles’s new college prepa-
ration policy statewide.

In all this work, the groups’ “successes” are difficult to characterize or com-
pare in any conventional sense. Surely, they have altered the course of state leg-
islation and local policies. They have acted as advocates for individuals and
groups in schools. They have increased the number of people who participate
in public engagement. Even when they have gained no tangible “win,” they have
altered the terms of public, community, and political debate. Perhaps most
significant, they have forced educational policymaking to account for and legit-
imize their movement-organizing strategies as a proper, even necessary, form
of public engagement.
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9
Making Schools and

Society Just

The Power of Inquiry and
Organizing

FIFTY YEARS AGO, W. E. B. Du Bois anticipated that “many and long steps
along Freedom Road lie ahead” before Brown’s promise of education “on equal
terms” would be achieved. Du Bois understood that Jim Crow was not an Amer-
ican anomaly that could be rooted out by a Supreme Court decision.1 He knew
that the principle of “equal terms” conflicted deeply with a long history of
White supremacy and the fundamental norms and power distribution of dem-
ocratic capitalism. Conditions in American schools today confirm the
endurance of those pre-Brown norms and politics. Decades of court cases and
reform since Brown have altered some of the policies, structures, and practices
of schooling that underlay de jure segregation. But the courts have barely dented
the normative fortress that protects school segregation and the unequal distri-
bution of learning opportunities.

We have argued throughout this book that taking those “many and long
steps” requires the participation of an activist public that has itself experienced
social and educational inequality. We have highlighted students, teachers, par-
ents, and community members who have constructed transformative knowl-
edge through social inquiry, and we have revealed some of their steps toward
political power. Inquiry combined with movement organizing, we suggest, has
given these groups a presence that makes policymakers pay attention and school
officials respond.

This engagement points toward a democracy in which people of all races
and social classes engage “on equal terms” to learn from one another as they
make decisions about how to live and work together. Back in 1871, Walt Whit-
man noted that the history of such a robust democracy “remains unwritten,
because that history has yet to be enacted.”2 Much the same could be said
today. Yet, the great social movements of the 20th century created profound,
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if short-lived, demonstrations of radical democracy in which working people
and people of color built power and challenged the norms and structures of
social inequality.

In this final chapter, we argue that movement organizing informed by pub-
lic inquiry provides our best hope for disrupting the logic of schooling that cre-
ates and sustains inequality. We hold further that our social design experiments
suggest provocative and promising directions for pursuing this strategy. We
close by exploring two essential questions that remain:

• Is it likely that organizing and inquiry can take hold as an equity reform
strategy?

• If it does take hold, how will we know that we are moving toward the
salutary changes we seek?

INEQUALITY AND THE LOGIC OF SCHOOLING

Creating equitable schools requires challenging and disrupting the social norms
that hold inequality in place. Yet, technical school reforms alone do not do this.
Unaware of, or unwilling to confront, the entrenched interests that shape edu-
cation, policymakers and education professionals typically limit their reforms
to redesigning structures, increasing professional knowledge, and improving
practice. These technical reforms leave the prevailing norms and politics of
social inequality untouched.

This characterization is not a wholesale indictment of passionate and com-
mitted individuals seeking equity reform from within schools and the policy
arena. Quite simply, they often put up a “good fight” only to be overrun by
greater power, mobilized and waiting on the sidelines. Equity reformers typi-
cally do not anticipate, nor are they able to counter, responses such as the
statewide backlash to school finance litigation that had ordered equal spend-
ing between wealthy and poor California schools. Efforts to equalize resources
among schools and school systems, local fights over racial desegregation plans,
and within-school battles over tracking all illustrate how efforts at school reform
get caught up in, and overwhelmed by, larger social struggles.

Powerful cultural narratives or “logics” frame these social struggles and give
shape to how people make sense of schooling: the logic of merit, the logic of
deficits, and the logic of scarcity. The first assumes that young people compete
for schooling advantages with their talents and effort in a context of equal
opportunity. The second presumes that low-income children, children of color,
and their families are limited by cultural, situational, and individual deficits
that schools cannot affect. That they systematically get fewer education and
social advantages is a result of these deficits and not of structural problems in
the educational system. The combined effect of these narratives is compounded
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today by a logic of scarcity—the belief that our society can afford only limited
investment in public life and public education. Hence, the supply of “quality”
schooling is shrinking at the same time that good jobs (and middle-class lives)
demand more and better education. Together, these narratives, or logics, make
it difficult for Americans to see that inequality is the result of flawed policies
and structures that undermine democracy.

The Logic of Merit

As an instrument of democracy, the American public school has been expected
to bring together all of the community’s children to experience a core of civic
education, respectful social relations, and solidarity as a community of equal
citizens. However, for at least the past century, American schools have also been
asked to prepare students for a highly differentiated workforce. That means
schools are expected to sort students into different programs, providing differ-
ent learning experiences in preparation for very different and unequal places
in the nation’s economy. These contradictory purposes of schooling cohere
with the contradictions of democratic capitalism: Americans expect their schools
to balance the political equality required for democracy with the economic
inequality required by capitalism.3

Schools have reconciled these potentially conflicting values for commonness
and differentiation through a strong ideology of meritocracy—the belief that
everyone has an equal chance to rise to the distinction that his or her unique
talent merits. In this logic, students are not sorted capriciously; rather they are
placed in programs that suit them best according to supposedly objective meas-
ures of ability. By treating students differently, schools prepare young people
for their “rightful” places in an unequal economy. That is, although Americans
may end up with unequal amounts of education and social privilege, these out-
comes are justified because the system provides all an “equal opportunity,” and
success comes in proportion to talent and hard work.

The Logic of Deficits

Meritocratic sorting is not neutral in its effect on race and social class stratifi-
cation. Because the definitions and measures of merit and ability are closely
aligned with race and social class, the distribution of schooling advantages mir-
rors inequalities outside of school. A prevailing logic of deficit justifies this
outcome. Americans hold deep-seated views about what poor children and
children of color are capable of, what their families want, what their cultural
backgrounds permit, what type of schooling best suits them, and what their
futures are likely to be.4 These beliefs are rooted in pre-Brown conceptions of
intelligence and ability, racial differences, and the intrinsic values of curricula
tightly linked to Western traditions and religions.

Making Schools and Society Just 159



The persistence of the “achievement gap,” as reified by politicians and media,
can be seen as the inevitable conclusion to the narrative that begins with the
beliefs just noted. The combined logics of merit and deficits tell schools to sort
deserving from undeserving and expect low-income students of color to fall dis-
proportionately into the latter category. The “fact” that African American, Latino,
and low-income students score lower than their middle-class White and Asian
peers is not only expected, it completes the story. No other information is
needed. In this manner, most Americans view racial gaps in resources and
opportunities as normal and expected, even if it is increasingly unacceptable
to say so. Many mistrust evidence that low-income students of color can rou-
tinely achieve well. Recall the famous example of the College Board’s assump-
tion that Jaime Escalante’s Latino Advanced Placement students in East Los
Angeles must have cheated to do so well on their tests. In both blatant and sub-
tle ways, such outrages occur daily in American schooling.5

Normalizing the achievement gap (even as we charge ourselves with elimi-
nating it) simply completes one cycle of an iterative process that returns to and
makes sense of factors thought to cause that gap, including low expectations
and lack of motivation on the part of children and the adults associated with
them. Identifying the achievement gap as natural, reasonable, and normal,
leads to the next step—viewing unequal resources and unsuitable structures and
practices as conditions that do not matter, given the intractable nature of the
“problem.” Within this frame, the only thing that can close the gap is chang-
ing the beliefs and values of the people on the wrong side of the gap. This is
why No Child Left Behind seeks to increase adult expectations, motivation, and
effort—it assumes that inequality is the result of a lack of commitment by the
people who live or work in low-income communities of color. Thus, the key
policy lever to promote educational equity is not better resources more fairly
distributed, but rather behavioral prompts in the form of public exposure fol-
lowed by incentives or (more likely) punishments.

Instead of casting doubt on the fairness of social and educational policies,
the logic of deficits focuses all attention on the “failings” of students and their
families. In so doing, it legitimizes the fewer schooling advantages for low-
income children and children of color. The logic of deficits also blunts moral
concerns that arise when advantaged families use their considerable resources
to ensure that their own children get the “best” schooling. In a world of scarcity,
where everyone is vulnerable, families that scramble for advantage feel they are
acting out of self-protection rather than selfishness.

The Logic of Scarcity

The logic of merit has always implied a competition for advantages that not
everyone could obtain. The slots in the best high school programs and the best
universities have always been limited to those who outshine their peers
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through their ability and hard work. This competition for relative advantage
has been widely perceived as the engine that powers national prosperity and
individual worth.

Today, however, the unequal consequences of the logics of merit and deficit
are compounded by a powerful logic of scarcity. The scarcity narrative has
heightened the competition for advantage in schools and further undermined
prospects for equity. It emerges from the very real and quite substantial pres-
sures that global capitalism is placing on the economy to reduce the cost of
labor and shrink investment in the public sector. Lower wages, reduced bene-
fits, and lower taxes are thought to create a more favorable “business climate”
and help keep the United States competitive in the face of opportunities for
outsourcing. The systematic slashing of investments in the nation’s social infra-
structure has been justified on moral as well as economic grounds. In this view,
society is weakened if government stifles innovation by regulating the condi-
tions in public or private institutions or by providing individuals with supports
that diminish their motivation to work hard and excel.

An Internet search shows over 200,000 entries for the expression “starving
the beast.” These words, uttered by high-profile politicians and political activists,
have become deeply engrained in mainstream political ideology. The “beast”
here is government, and the political strategy is “starving” the government of
resources so it can no longer provide services perceived as wasteful at best, but
also weakening the nation’s initiative and resolve for hard, productive work.
Rather, this view holds that the keys to social creativity and productivity lie in
deregulation and policies that create the right incentives (rewards and sanctions)
for individuals to work hard and use their capacities to the fullest. It leads to
pronouncements that “money doesn’t matter” for educational quality and to
policies that hold schools accountable only for test score performance.

Over the past decades, scarcity has not so much altered the dynamics of
schooling as it has raised the stakes. In the global economy, “knowledge-
sector” jobs require much higher levels of education than was the case in the
industrial past. Federal and state policies set very high academic standards for
all students. Yet, the rhetoric of a “world class” education for all belies the real-
ity of a labor market bifurcated into highly valued knowledge workers and
low-wage service workers.6 The structure of this labor market means that only
some students need to attain the highest standards, and so the stakes are very
high for students who do or do not make the cut for the limited highly valued
slots in the new economy.

Scarcity is not the inevitable outcome of circumstances beyond public con-
trol; scarcity is an instrument of public policy, carefully cultivated for political
and economic ends. This is borne out by conditions revealed in cases such as
Williams v. California in which lack of qualified teachers and inadequate space
cannot be attributed to the overall limited resources in a state with among the
highest per capita income rates in the nation. Similarly, California and other
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states have made a political decision not to expand the seats in higher educa-
tion in response to the increased demand for and worth of a college education.
Such choices dramatically raise the stakes for gaining the highest quality learn-
ing opportunities.

As Barbara Ehrenreich has observed, upper-middle-class Americans, fearing
their children will not attain their affluence, have been plagued with social and
economic anxieties that contribute to their becoming politically conservative.7

Doctors, lawyers, college professors, business executives, and other privileged
Americans see elite education as the only hope for not sliding down econom-
ically. Their competition for increasingly scarce, high-quality public school
opportunities is fiercer than ever, both aided by and reflected in policies encour-
aging parental choice. Thus, parents use whatever capital they have at hand—
economic, social, and cultural—to move away from the neighborhoods and
schools of greatest vulnerability. Yet public schools value these high-capacity
and influential families, and retaining their children becomes one of schools’
highest priorities.

Satisfying and holding on to middle-class parents leads well-meaning edu-
cators and policymakers to adopt triage strategies that salvage a few out of
many. Tracking and targeted support programs make some sense within a logic
of scarcity. Magnet or charter schools that may (but likely do not) provide mar-
ginally better opportunities for a few become the best schooling hope for the
future. But, by ignoring the vast majority of underserved students, triage poli-
cies simply encourage parents and students to develop an array of escape strate-
gies—strategies that erode the capacity of the institutions left behind. Without
determined efforts to correct scarcity and disrupt the perception that it is
inevitable, triage practices and stark inequalities are bound to continue in
schools.8

The Failure of Equity Reform to Confront the Logics of 
Merit, Deficit, and Scarcity

These are the cultural norms and politics that conventional reform cannot
begin to dent. Because equity reformers seek to create (at a minimum) parity
of tangible services and entitlements, their appeal is not attractive to those who
read “equitable distribution” as undermining the advantages that “meritori-
ous” students deserve. Even though equity reforms rarely reduce the material
or nonmaterial opportunities of more advantaged students, inherent in them
is the goal for low-income students and students of color to gain the advan-
tages and life outcomes that are currently held by White higher income stu-
dents. In a context of scarcity, this goal of social equalizing threatens the ten-
uous status of the privileged.

Schools serving poor children and children of color are often beset with
challenges that professional educators cannot begin to understand, let alone
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resolve. Lacking a social or political critique of the logic of schooling, they have
little to go on except to assign problems to whatever deficit seems most closely
attached to a problem. Terrible facilities? The kids do not take care of them.
Lack of qualified teachers? The kids are not rewarding to teach. Low scores and
behavior problems? Parents do not care. Even those who acknowledge the
importance of school conditions to student achievement are not likely to look
to macropolitical and economic influences.

The existing public sphere does not enable educators and community mem-
bers to make sense of the causes and consequences of educational inequality,
let alone to recognize that they can take action to effect change. The logic of
scarcity, especially the supposition that scarcity is inevitable, undermines invest-
ment in the public spaces that support and sustain public dialogue. This weak-
ness, perceived and actual, makes calls for public participation unpersuasive—
both to elites who control public investment and to the communities who
cannot imagine the forms that their collective power might take. The project
of revitalizing public life is thus bound up with the struggle to overturn the log-
ics of merit, deficit, and scarcity. A robust public sphere in which citizens come
together to identify their common interests and deliberate about how to serve
them can begin to shift the norms and politics that advantage the few at the
great expense of the many. This is the hard work that the Educational Justice
Collaborative groups described in Chapter 8 are attempting.

REVITALIZING THE PUBLIC’S 
DEMOCRATIC IMAGINATION

A vital public life is the foundation of our democratic society, and education
plays a central role in shaping the public sphere. The fact that civil rights lead-
ers in the 1950s decided to target the education system as opposed to any other
public institution was no accident. Education has the potential to broaden the
pool of future citizens who have access to the knowledge and tools needed for
a diverse, healthy democracy. And organizing for educational equity engages
parents and community members as active participants in democratic life.

As a number of scholars have argued recently, the need for revitalizing
democracy is particularly acute today, as public spaces are shrinking and, along
with them, opportunities for public deliberation about public policies.9 Like
us, some of these scholars also hearken to John Dewey for understanding the
demise of the public sphere as well as the promise of democratic deliberation
for public action. Following Dewey’s concern over the “eclipse of the public,”
scholar Archon Fung observes that today, as in Dewey’s time, most social and
political institutions inhibit citizens from coming together as “publics” in ways
that allow them to understand and influence public policymaking. The result,
he argues, is government disconnected from “democratic guidance.”10 Fung
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also notes, and we concur, that the problem has grown more intractable since
Dewey’s time, as evidenced by record lows in voter turnout, pervasive distrust
of government, and cynicism about whether politics simply masks the control
of government by “special interests.”

Fung critiques current reform debates as skirting

the problem of constituting pragmatic publics. Improving governance, for exam-
ple, has largely focused on administration rather than democracy; in many mod-
ern treatments, this in turn means increasing the satisfaction of clients as con-
sumers of government largess.11

The antidotes, Fung notes, are new institutions that make possible the delib-
erative, democratic publics that Dewey envisioned:

Effective democratic publics consist of citizens who feel the actions of government
on them, understand the relationship of polities to these effects, discuss the con-
nections between these ends and means, and in turn are connected through dem-
ocratic arrangements to a state that respected their discussions.12

Similarly, Harry Boyte laments that the American culture over the past gen-
eration has become “dominated by values of savage competition, consumerism,
and ‘get rich quick’.” At the same time, politics has become “structured by a thin
conception of citizenship,” consisting of voting and individual volunteerism.
Boyte seeks to reclaim the notion of a “citizen as a creative, intelligent, and,
above all, ‘political’ agent in the deepest meaning of the word, political—some-
one able to negotiate diverse views and interests for the sake of accomplishing
some public task.”13 However, Boyte eschews narrow confrontational protests
focused on grievances. Rather, he looks to Dewey to infuse organizing with
social intelligence to provide “a democratic vision of the meaning of democ-
racy and abundance.”14 Boyte seeks to connect “ordinary citizens” with
“experts,” as long as expertise does not take precedence over “civic intelligence”
to impose professional solutions on communities and their families.

This contemporary theorizing about constituting a deliberative democracy
through organizing and inquiry clearly echoes the works of Myles Horton, Sep-
tima Clark, and Ella Baker at the Highlander School and in backwater commu-
nities in the South. As we described in Chapter 6, their “participatory research”
was a primary strategy for generating knowledge and understanding that
grounded their organizing and actions. Horton’s, Clark’s, and Baker’s work was
characterized by elements that have been not fully considered by contempo-
rary scholars. In particular, these earlier movement organizers emphasized the
public inquiry and activism of the most marginalized groups, finding essential
their inclusion as full participants in public discourse.

By foregrounding the participation of those directly impacted by inequality,
Horton, Baker, and Clark constructed a public sphere particularly well suited
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to challenging inequality. They offered a vision of radical inclusion that pressed
for universalizing the rights of some, rather than asserting marginal privilege
over those with even less power. At Highlander, inquiry assumed that all peo-
ple could learn and “act to shape their own lives,” and that meant “all people
everywhere, not just your family or your own countrymen or your color.”15

These democratic commitments were sustained by social interaction as well as
words. Horton remembered, “We made our speech about social equality with-
out saying anything, but by doing it.”16 The learning at issue here was not
received ideologies from a radical leadership, but an arduous process through
which participants made sense of their own experience, the historical context
in which they lived, and the potential pathways for having their own voices
determining their futures. The critical focus of this work challenged the
inevitability of conditions that affected the participants’ lives by looking at the
power that held those conditions in place. In Francesca Polletta’s terms, partic-
ipants in the Highlander School conversations “prefigured” the radical dem-
ocratic practices they sought to create in the broader society.

As we described earlier, we similarly have concluded that advancing equity
requires the legitimate participation and leadership of those most negatively
affected by inequality. Such engagement includes the Dewey-like construction
of new understandings that allow students, families, and communities to see
their individual and local troubles in larger cultural, structural, and political
contexts. At that point they begin to imagine themselves as efficacious partici-
pants in a just society that offers both relief from oppression and access to ben-
efits. Our work with the Futures students and the teachers and students in the
Teaching to Change LA Project allowed us to witness the interplay between
transforming identities and transformative actions. As these young people and
teachers shared the knowledge they constructed with differently situated audi-
ences—including those with sophisticated academic expertise, those with pro-
fessional education experience, and those with little formal knowledge—they
came to see themselves as change agents with powerful voices and with rele-
vant substance to convey.

But still, neither the new identities and understandings nor the vital teach-
ing and learning forged through these two projects compelled powerful actors
to rethink prevailing assumptions or refashion restrictive policies. In contrast,
the inquiry of Parent-U-Turn and the Educational Justice Collaborative has a
much greater reach. These groups have become a steadfast counterforce to the
logic of merit, deficit, and scarcity. Like the students and teachers, few of the indi-
viduals in these groups began their activism with a strongly developed identity
as transformative actors. Even fewer started out with a developed capacity to
bring transformative knowledge to a broader social agenda. Yet, before long,
these groups could stand on equal footing with those who would preserve the
status quo; indeed, one might say that they were “more than equal” given their
often superior data, knowledge of law, arguments, and compelling stories.
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Through their public engagement with allies, public officials, and experts,
these low-income people and people of color took on new identities as pow-
erful social activists as they saw their local actions find currency beyond their
communities. As their stories took hold in the public consciousness through
vehicles such as media features, scholarly publications, public meetings, polit-
ical lobbying, engaging with teachers, and ceaseless schmoozing, many of the
understandings that used to reside only in their private lives and local experi-
ences became “common knowledge.” In spite of a steady and successful com-
mitment to “stay local,” their inquiry in public spaces multiplied their public
power beyond their neighborhoods.

We also saw a powerful transformation among those of us at UCLA’s Insti-
tute for Democracy, Education, and Access (IDEA). We learned how to support
students, teachers, parents, and activists to make presentations instead of just
presenting data ourselves. When we were called on to share data, we were
pushed to think of new formats to present numbers that were clear and rigor-
ous. We learned that our legitimacy is earned not just by publishing articles but
also by meeting our partners on their terms and in their communities.

Together, we learned that the tools and methods of inquiry interrogate the
origins and legitimacy of power as they challenge the particular conditions
under scrutiny. This characteristic of inquiry gives grassroots activists generic
skills and dispositions to address multiple and usually related conditions.
Rather than sticking exclusively with a demand du jour, inquiry builds knowl-
edge of local power and develops a cumulative understanding of many con-
ditions that comprise the status quo—allowing groups to work on multiple
“fronts,” including actions in which they are not the principal actors. For
example, a grassroots group that understands a range of education equity
issues as well as the power dynamics at a school does not have to be the sole
agent for equity reform. It can provide both support and a buffer for equity-
minded teachers struggling to dismantle tracking or install a culturally sen-
sitive curriculum without tracking. Such actions not only address inequitable
practices but also enhance the group’s position for future disputes and
alliances.

Finally, organizers have taught us that any one domain of inequality, such
as schools, is unlikely to be isolated from other domains such as affordable
housing, available health care, safe neighborhoods, and good jobs. For mem-
bers of grassroots groups, the question of whether school inadequacies or com-
munity problems limit their children’s achievements must seem out-of-touch
with the reality of their lives. Professional educators and academics may debate
such a question, but community activists rarely do. Both matter, and they are
inseparable. Further, although the specific issues and the technical knowledge
bases required to understand them are very different, the dynamics for access-
ing and persuading relevant power holders may be more similar. Surely, groups
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that organize specifically around education do so because they seek particular
changes in education policy and local schools. But they also see the commu-
nity power that is built in the context of education organizing as transferable
to other essential social goods. And, they recognize that organizing for better
public schools marks out a new relationship between their members and the
public sphere.

How Likely Are Public Inquiry and Organizing 
to Achieve Educational Justice?

The examples of inquiry and organizing we have shared come from a set of
“social design experiments”—two that we initiated, and two that we joined as
research partners. The four partnerships provided alternate sites for young peo-
ple, educators, parents, community members, activists, and researchers to merge
academic research, everyday experience, and a press for racial and educational
justice. In each case we positioned IDEA as a partner whose particular contri-
bution would be to provide research relevant to the groups’ diverse actions, to
scaffold the other partners’ doing and analyzing their own research, to facili-
tate inquiry within and among groups, and to disseminate through scholarly
channels the substance and meaning of the groups’ efforts. This role for IDEA
and its resulting relationships did not begin with a self-aware intention of
becoming “movement-like.” However, it was soon evident that the richest and
most relevant source of insights for the groups’ work and our own understand-
ing was the literature on (and some of the groups’ current involvement with)
social movement organizing.

How likely is such inquiry-based, social movement organizing to make a real
difference in schooling for low-income communities and communities of color?
Our cautious optimism is based on two very different types of evidence and
reasoning. One is the growing use of organizing for school reform across the
country and the increasing interest among researchers in being connected with
this work. The second cause for optimism is an analysis of the conditions that
give rise to social movements. Included here is the likelihood that the current
frame for American education—embodied in No Child Left Behind—cannot
be sustained, because of the strong contradiction between its expansive goals
and its reliance on the logic of scarcity.

Increase in Organizing for Educational Reform Nationwide

Across the country, hundreds of other groups in low-income communities and
communities of color have had remarkable success with campaigns for racial
and economic justice as applied to a number of social issues. Increasingly, these
organizations are adding to their agendas campaigns for higher quality and
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more equitable schools. Large networks like the Association of Community
Organizations for Reform Now (ACORN), the Pacific Institute for Community
Organization (PICO), and the Industrial Areas Foundation (IAF), as well as
many “unaffiliated” groups, are bringing to education the experience and polit-
ical power they have developed in campaigns for living wage jobs, affordable
housing, health care, and other social goods. A study in 2001 identified more
than 200 groups engaged in campaigns for educational justice,17 and far more
groups are organizing today. A survey we conducted in 2005 located 65 such
groups in California alone.18 In many instances, these groups are joining forces
with researchers to inform their activism with inquiry.

One well-studied example, which we mentioned in Chapter 6, is the IAF
Alliance Schools Project in low-income communities across Texas, led in the
1980s and 1990s by Ernesto Cortes. IAF rejects the idea that schools can
improve on their own. Given schools’ entanglement with powerful political,
social, and historical factors, solutions to school problems can only be accom-
plished by linking school reform to community empowerment. Dennis Shirley,
a researcher who has studied the Alliance Schools, notes,

Educators must be bold enough to conceptualize the school as the center of the

community—as a vital geographical nexus in which friends and neighbors convene
to identify, debate, and correct the exasperating proliferation of social problems
which have accompanied the economic and social dislocations of the last quar-
ter century.19

Although the IAF activities were often resisted at first, the organizing produced
concrete improvements and state funding, as well as increased social and polit-
ical capital for community members, and more racially inclusive and effective
politics.20

Another example comes from New York City, where ACORN, a group rep-
resenting 20,000 mostly low-income New Yorkers, took action against track-
ing when a 1995 report showed that African Americans and Latinos were
heavily underrepresented in the crown jewels of the New York City Public
Schools: Stuyvesant and Bronx Science high schools. Knowing that enriched
academic experiences early on were required to qualify for these selective
schools, White and non-White ACORN parent “testers” visited about 50 New
York City elementary schools to inquire about programs available to their
young children. Finding that White parents were told more often about gifted
programs than parents of color, ACORN called for a moratorium on gifted
programs until the school’s chancellor could verify citywide that the pro-
grams were not substantially segregated and that they were open to any chil-
dren who could meet reasonable admission policies. ACORN also demanded
that the chancellor evaluate the programs’ content and approach. Of partic-
ular interest was to determine what gifted programs do differently than reg-
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ular schools and why the approaches used in gifted programs could not be
extended to all students. Such activism on the part of community groups can
pave the way for tracking reform.

Growing Relationships Between Researchers and Activists

UCLA IDEA’s role in the Futures Project, Teaching to Change LA, Parent-U-Turn,
and the Educational Justice Collaborative follows from the historic mission of
higher education, and particularly of “land grant” universities, to serve the pub-
lic good—a mission that is currently enjoying a widespread revival. Although
the language is a bit dated, Daniel Coit’s 1876 inaugural address as the first pres-
ident of Johns Hopkins University expressed the public mission of higher edu-
cation well: The university should “make for less misery among the poor, less
ignorance in the schools, less bigotry in the temple, less suffering in the hos-
pital, less fraud in business, less folly in politics.”21

Today, a growing community of scholars and policymakers is calling for an
“engaged university”—one that is connected and activist in making research a
tool for solving public problems. “Since democratic schooling is essential for
a democratic society,”22 notes higher education scholar Ira Harkavy,

We need to take a democratic great leap forward—a leap propelled by what Mar-
tin Luther King termed “the fierce urgency of now.” Pleased with our accomplish-
ments, dissatisfied and impatient with the present state of affairs, motivated by a
bold, inclusive democratic vision, we (democratic-minded academics) need to do
the hard, sustained work that builds democracy and a movement.23

Boyte also argues that the university has a special obligation to acknowledge
its responsibility for the weak public sphere and to engage in developing a new
“everyday politics.” He writes:

Today, much of our research culture is detached from the problems and currents
of the larger society.

Democratizing education—in the sense of its reconnection with the political
life of communities, and in the sense of educational and learning activities as sites
for democratizing the larger society—is key to changing this phenomenology of
powerlessness and innocence.

This means schools, universities, and other educational sites becoming pub-
lic and political spaces, as well as John Dewey’s social ones.24

A growing number of groups of researchers, like IDEA, are resources for
organizing groups and advocates working on equity school reform. Harry
Boyte’s Center for Democracy and Citizenship at the Hubert H. Humphrey
Institute of Public Affairs at the University of Minnesota is a national leader in
helping higher education institutions recast themselves in ways that strengthen
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civic capacities and democratize professional (expert) interaction with citizens
and communities.25 Ira Harkavy’s Center for Community Partnerships at the
University of Pennsylvania is developing partnerships among higher educa-
tion, communities, and schools to develop “community schools” that educate,
engage, activate, and serve all members of the community.26

Several university groups like IDEA conduct research that supports organiz-
ing for school reform. For example, Fordham University’s National Center for
Schools and Communities provides policy analysis, data, and technical assis-
tance to groups in cities across the United States27 and was the research part-
ner in ACORN’s work described above. The Institute for Education and Social
Policy at New York University works with about 13 organizations that are organ-
izing around education in New York City and in major northeastern cities.28

The NYU Institute conducts research on community organizing for school
reform. This research involves community members in research design, data col-
lection, analyses, and reporting.29 In Washington, DC, the Community Research
and Learning Network (CoRAL) serves as a consortium of community-based
organizations and seven universities. CoRAL helps community groups access
research design and data analysis resources to advance their social justice mis-
sions, while simultaneously learning from the community.30

Many individual faculty members work with community groups engaged in
educational justice struggles. For example, Pauline Lipman, professor of edu-
cation at DePaul University in Chicago, has not only studied and written exten-
sively about race and class power relations on urban schools, she is also a
founding member and active participant in Chicago Teachers for Social Justice.
Further, many ethnic studies programs, created out of movement action in
another era, continue to place a strong value on such connections. Places like
the Cesar Chavez Center at San Francisco State University offer a strong insti-
tutional base for this sort of work.

A number of nonprofit research and policy groups support community-
organizing campaigns that focus on education. Foremost among these inde-
pendent groups is Research for Action (RFA) in Philadelphia.31 RFA staff work
with educators, parents, and students to teach them research skills and engage
them in action research. RFA emphasizes research as a tool for increased dem-
ocratic participation and enriched public dialogue about schooling.

The Right Conditions for Activism

But how likely is it that enough people would participate in public inquiry and
movement organizing to actually make a difference? Education scholar Jean
Anyon asks this question in Radical Possibilities: Public Policy, Urban Education,

and a New Social Movement.32 Anyon combines McAdam, Tarrow, and Tilly’s
analyses with her own considerable scholarship, experience, and insights about
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the political economy of urban education to identify conditions that could
prompt individuals to participate in social movements for educational change.33

First, Anyon argues that people become motivated to organize around edu-
cation when changes in social conditions provide new opportunities to push
effectively against the status quo. Anyon gives, as one example, the increase
in poor people moving to the suburbs, which creates an opening to organize
metropolitan alliances for better schools. Second, powerful inducements for
activism occur when events bring contradictions between political rhetoric
and social reality into sharp relief. Here, Anyon gives the historical example
of the outbreaks of urban violence in the 1960s when the “dashed expecta-
tions of millions of Southern Blacks who had fled Jim Crow hoping to find
freedom and jobs in the North . . . were clearly disappointed by what they
encountered.”34 Third, social movements take hold when the media and gov-
ernment bestow legitimacy on them by recognizing the moral force of their
claims and by “certifying” their goals as part of the official government agenda.
Anyon’s prime historical example here is the national consensus (built initially
from televised brutality against protesters) about the goodness of the Civil
Rights Movement’s objectives. She also notes the legitimacy accorded specific
goals, as civil rights measures became part of presidential legislative agendas,
culminating in the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and
the 1968 Fair Housing Act.

Anyon’s analyses are particularly useful for understanding why now could be
a promising time for movement organizing for educational justice to emerge.
In what follows, we move beyond Anyon to describe other changes in the polit-
ical economy that could be recognized as opportunities, contradictions between
political rhetoric of equity and the reality of inequality, and the increasing per-
ception that demands for equity are legitimate. All of these suggest that the con-
ditions for increased activism are emerging.

Recognition of Opportunities to Push Against the Status Quo. The visible pres-
ence of an educational system that is increasingly racially separate and materi-
ally unequal provides an opportunity to challenge the prevailing rationale that
merit explains why the “best” schooling outcomes and life chances remain dis-
proportionately the purview of the nation’s White and privileged students. Pub-
lic awareness of this inequality has grown alongside the growth of the Latino
population. This growth in California and elsewhere has brought the national
non-White K–12 enrollment to almost 40%.35 At the same time, racial segre-
gation has also increased, as has the gap between affluent and poor Americans.
In both schools and neighborhoods, the relative resources and opportunities
for low-income communities of color have declined sharply.36

These demographic and economic shifts have changed both the perception
and politics around the schooling opportunities of these young people. The
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education of “poor” and “minority” students in schools has moved from being
a marginal problem in an overwhelmingly White educational system to being
the most significant educational problem of the period, and one that threatens
society as a whole. For many, the steady dismantling of desegregation orders over
the past 30 years has diminished hopes that that the courts will serve as the pri-
mary agent of education reform. Alongside a profound disappointment with this
trend, many activists recognize it as an opportunity to demand that that racially
and economically segregated schools provide equal resources and opportunities.

Another opportunity to push against the status quo lies in the renewed focus
on organizing within certain sectors of the labor movement—particularly
among low-wage workers. Increased union activism may spread as unions of
low-wage workers devote increasing resources to organizing and activist strate-
gies.37 This labor organizing may also trigger new organizing around education,
because it is occurring in communities where children attend the most segre-
gated and underresourced schools. Over the past 10 years, for example, the Ser-
vice Employees International Union (SEIU) has organized close to 1 million
service workers who are largely people of color, immigrants, and working
women, providing an avenue for low-income people to enter into a public.
Together, the changing demographics and increased union organizing in states
like California have contributed to Latinos’ substantial gains in political power
and corresponding opportunity for movement organizing.

Social Contradictions That Provide Impetus for Action. Today, many low-income
students of color, parents, community members, and teachers are increasingly
disappointed by the apparent contradictions between the much-touted prom-
ises of No Child Left Behind and the failure of the law to provide funding to
close the huge gaps among racial groups in basic school resources. It is becom-
ing increasingly obvious that the law’s most potent provision is high-stakes
accountability tests that further disadvantage students in severely underre-
sourced schools who have limited opportunity to learn the material on which
they are tested. Similarly, oft-repeated pronouncements that 21st century jobs
will require a much more highly educated workforce contradict the apparent
unwillingness of business leaders and policymakers to provide the resources to
prepare low-income students for these jobs.

Legitimization of Concerns and Demands. Today, the success of school adequacy
cases in states around the country and the settlement of the Williams case in
California have initiated legal sanctions and moral outrage. In California, media
coverage of the school conditions that led to Williams, Governor Schwarzeneg-
ger’s outrage at the inadequacies that the plaintiffs suffered, and legislation
enacting the terms of the settlement, provide legitimacy to activists’ demands
for meaningful “opportunities to learn” for every child. And, despite the con-
tradiction in No Child Left Behind, noted above, its compelling rhetoric voiced
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by its most prominent spokesperson, the President of the United States, is
likely to strengthen activists’ conviction and the public’s perception that their
cause is righteous.

This legitimizing, in turn, has fueled further struggles for equal and adequate
resources and opportunities. For example, in California, groups are demand-
ing that the state’s college preparatory courses become the “default curricu-
lum” for all high school students. They also seek to modify the state’s account-
ability policies so that communities can hold district and state officials
accountable for providing high-quality resources and opportunities. They are
campaigning for a rigorous “costing out” study that would specify the costs of
educating all students in the state to meet the standards (including the cost dif-
ferentials for students and communities where the needs are greatest) and that
could become the basis of a restructured school finance system.

Influential media are beginning to cover grassroots groups’ education
“actions” in ways that portray the groups and their goals sympathetically—a
strong departure from previous media policies of ignoring the groups or fram-
ing them in a negative light. Spanish-language media are enthusiastic con-
sumers of data and news releases that the groups bring to them, as are the
increasing numbers of legislators of color in California and the nation.

In sum, our own analyses are consistent with Anyon’s. The conditions seem
to be in place for social movement organizing around educational justice. Shifts
in the political economy giving greater visibility and clout to communities of
color, the obvious contradictions between the promises of No Child Left Behind
and the huge disparities in educational resources and opportunities, and the
legitimacy being given to the outrage of these disparities by the courts and the
media all set the stage for activism for more equitable schools.

WHAT CONSTITUTES EVIDENCE OF
SUCCESSFUL INQUIRY AND ORGANIZING?

If inquiry and organizing strategies gain wide currency in communities and
become a salient force in the reform of education policy and practice, what
would that look like? What changes might we expect in schools and in soci-
ety? What would constitute success or meaningful progress toward it? We must
concede that these questions are at least partly rhetorical. Is equitable school-
ing a cause or an effect of a good society? Is “public participation” a means or
an end? On the other hand, some answers to the questions above are substan-
tially empirical. Being the researchers that we are, we close this book by review-
ing what a vibrant public can know and suggesting how better data and fram-
ing could help us know and communicate more effectively.

Our vision of success is a public education system from which American
young people graduate well prepared for college, meaningful work, and active
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citizenship. Such a system would be characterized by the engagement of an edu-
cated, activist public that, armed with research, defines, presses for, and holds
educational officials accountable for adequate and equitable education. In Fig-
ure 9.1, we illustrate how such a system can and should work.

Several indicators could reveal progress toward such a system and the social
change it would foster. We should see reduced race and social class disparities
in successful college-going and preparation for high-skill, high-wage work. We
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should see the precursors of these outcomes in academic achievement, high
school graduation rates, and college eligibility rates.

Underpinning these outcomes, widespread inquiry and organizing should
shift the public will. We would expect an engaged and activist public to move
away from the logics of merit and deficit and reject the logic of scarcity in favor
of a logic of sufficiency. The logic of sufficiency calls for enough resources to
support quality schooling for all students in all schools. Quality schooling, in
this sense, means that schools provide students with the tools necessary to
attain meaningful and well-paid work and participate vigorously in public life.
This shift to sufficiency would mean a broad public commitment to ensuring
the most basic and tangible elements of schooling—such as clean, safe, and
uncrowded school facilities; fully qualified teachers; ample and appropriate
instructional materials; and access to a college preparatory curriculum. It also
would mean providing equally essential but less tangible elements—caring;
support; and recognition that all students can succeed academically without
having to relinquish their culture, language, or commitments to family and
community. We would also expect new policy structures that support a logic
of sufficiency by basing education expenditures on studies that cost out the
resources required to ensure that all students learn the standards.

Of course, a logic of sufficiency, as we have defined it, also paves the way for
other powerful schooling logics: a logic of intelligence that says that, with suf-
ficient resources and opportunities, all students are capable of high-level learn-
ing; a logic of valuable families and communities that sees children and the
families they come from as having cultural assets that, together with sufficient
schooling resources and opportunities, help them grow into strong, civic-
minded people; and a logic of empowerment that says all people can play a
powerful and meaningful role in governing public schools and constituting a
robust public.

Shifting the logic of schooling would also mean that schools would strike
a better balance between the civic role of education and the economic one—
striving to produce better citizens as well as better workers. We might see this
shift in new accountability frameworks at the state level that require students to
demonstrate civic competence alongside proficiency in reading and math. Cer-
tainly these frameworks would call for engaging alternatives to prevailing norm-
referenced standardized assessment and allow students to display a wide array
of skills and knowledge in multiple and authentic ways. The shift might be
revealed superficially in schools’ curricula (what schools require and what they
do not), but a deeper understanding of students’ civic-learning opportunities
could be gleaned by looking at the civic activities in which students actually par-
ticipate. We could expect schools to provide low-income youth with critical
research and political skills and forums to use these skills so that their voices are
heard and their interests represented in public discourse. We would also be likely
to see dominant deficit narratives challenged by powerful counternarratives of
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low-income youth of color who are intellectually engaged and civic-minded and
who cannot easily be dismissed as “exceptions” to the rule.

Shifts in political participation and the distribution of power would also be
likely. Access to relevant information lets students and community members
compare their schools with other schools, as well as with the state’s own stan-
dards. With these accessible data, they would know who to hold responsible
at all levels of the system, in order to press for optimal conditions for all stu-
dents. Moreover, an expanded view of who has the right and obligation to
access and interpret data can build bridges between universities, community
organizations, and government. And with the empowerment that comes from
organizing among their own community with support of allies from other
institutions and public spheres, they would feel entitled to act on this knowl-
edge. They would know about and weigh in on state and federal policies that
shape schooling in fundamental ways, such as taxation, teacher credentialing,
curriculum standards, and assessment.

Such a flow of information and more even patterns of participation would
generate passionate responses, some of which would surely be acrimonious,
but many of which would be highly productive. Just as surely, students would
gain from the passion, knowledge, action, and even anger of their parents,
about whom no one would dare say, “Those parents don’t care.”

Further, the success of an inquiry and organizing approach to equity reform
would be evident in the process itself. Inquiry is necessarily educative and
capacity enhancing because new information comes only with the application
of skills. The skills themselves are tools for constructing authentic information.
The overall validity of the information is checked through exposure to research
and experience and tested “under fire” when it is communicated to powerful
institutional actors. The tangible wins achieved at first may well be small, but
they will also be also significant indicators of success because they complete
an inquiry cycle that orients new learning and provides the groundwork for far
more significant future inquiry, action, and change.

Perhaps the most important indicator of an educated, activist public would
be that millions of people would be talking with one another about how they
can jointly take action to improve the quality of schooling for all children.
Such a public would be eager to engage with educators in defining high-qual-
ity schools and would be ready to hold the system accountable for ensuring
that quality. This is democracy in action.

OPTIMISM AND CONSIDERABLE CAUTION

It would be naive to overlook the considerable challenges to widespread pub-
lic inquiry and activism for educational and social justice. We cite just a few here
to temper our optimism. First, placing the onus on low-income people of color
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to initiate “participatory social inquiry” and social activism calls on them to sur-
mount the material and political asymmetries that underlie their current dis-
advantages. Most lack the financial resources and social capital that are major
factors in building power and mounting successful social and political cam-
paigns (especially in today’s era of sophisticated message development and
expensive media buys that shape public opinion). In response, we must hearken
again, with considerable awe, to the work of Ella Baker and Septima Clark, who
brought the satisfaction of learning and community engagement to “quiet
places” in the rural South in the 1950s. By “casting down their buckets” where
they were, participants in the Citizen Education Program of the 1940s and 1950s
became a potent political force for social change that buried Jim Crow. So, too,
are Parent-U-Turn, CADRE, Californians for Justice, ACORN, PICO, and the
many other groups like them in communities across the nation powerful agents
for social change. And this would be even truer if they had access to sustained
and predictable material support from foundations and other civic organizations.

A second hurdle is in convincing schooling professionals and researchers to
abandon their traditional relationships with community members. Within the
education enterprise, administrators and teachers have sought the mantle of
“professionalism” and, with it, near-exclusive control over educational policy
and practice. They are unlikely to willingly share their authority over school-
ing with activist communities, however knowledgeable the activists may be. The
teachers unions, highly protective of hard-won gains in salary and working
conditions, and routinely blamed for all that is wrong with schooling, are
unlikely to see much advantage in opening up the conditions of their work to
public deliberation.

Dewey, on the other hand, argued persuasively for teachers to cast their lot
with other working Americans:

The cause goes back to the excessive control of legislation and administration exer-
cised by the small and powerful class that is economically privileged. Position,
promotion, security of the tenure of teachers has depended largely upon conform-
ity with the desires and plans of this [elite] class.38

Educators, he reasoned, would be far better served by identifying their common
interests with other workers, and joining forces with them:

If teachers are workers who are bound in common ties with all other workers, what
action do they need to take? The answer is short and inclusive. Ally themselves
with their friends against their common foe, the privileged class, and in the
alliance develop the character, skill, and intelligence that are necessary to make a
democratic social order a fact. . . . In union is strength, and without the strength
of union and united effort, the state of servility, of undemocratic administration
adherence to tradition, and unresponsiveness to the needs of the community . . .
will persist.39
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Following this analysis, teachers unions could seize the moral high ground in
school reform and become active agents in securing their unique role as those
who “produce a higher standard of intelligence in the community.”40 We are
heartened to see this ideal embraced by the new insurgent leadership of the
Los Angeles teachers union.

Perhaps the biggest challenge, and arguably the most important, lies in
bringing people together across race and social classes to create inclusive, pro-
gressive movements.41 Many well-meaning Whites are oblivious to the privilege
and racism they bring with them to these initiatives and how these inevitably
undermine the movements’ goals and outcomes.42 Additionally, as we noted
in our earlier discussion, the growing income inequality and the shrinking of
the middle class in the United States no doubt increase the likelihood that the
“haves” will feel threatened by equity reforms.

At the same time, however, there is considerable appeal to a more egalitarian
democracy as an antidote to the fierce, often losing, battle to maintain advan-
tage in a world where the logic of scarcity extends far beyond school. Success
comes at the price of hurried lives, where the joys of family and community fade
next to the glare of acquisition, status, and fear of being the target of downsiz-
ing and outsourcing. We believe that middle-class Americans value democratic,
neighborly communities and that they know, at some level, that such commu-
nities cannot be recreated behind community gates or in privatized schools.

Most Americans respond with considerable outrage to evidence of the mul-
tiple forms of inequality related to race and poverty in education and across other
public institutions. They feel the unfairness of families’ unequal opportunities,
related to their race and income, to accumulate and pass on to their children
the private resources that determine the next generation’s access to high-quality
schooling. To transform such sentiments into action, however, requires narra-
tives that allow Americans to imagine how their common interests will be served
by more equitable social policy.43 Such narratives must counter those of indi-
vidual merit, deficits, and scarcity.

Critical public dialogue is not likely to happen without significant trauma and
confrontation. Moreover, we step into utopian realms gingerly, knowing that
social movements have the power for good and ill associated with all utopian
projects. We are also well aware that some social movement scholars caution that
such efforts rarely achieve the virtuous ends they seek.44 Nevertheless, we believe
that, given the current threats to our democracy, these risks are all worth taking.

TAKING “MANY AND LONG STEPS”

Every day, as we navigate the streets of Los Angeles, we see the wreckage of a
society that has abandoned its schools to the logics of merit, deficit, and scarcity
in an economy where many must fail. This, in a city with more millionaires
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than any other and in a state whose economic prowess rivals most nations.45

Low-income African American and Latino children bring to school with them
their families’ hope that education will bring a better life. Some of their fami-
lies—like those of immigrants Nina Melendez and Arturo Alvarez in Chapter
4—have risked everything to realize the promise of American schooling. Few
do. For the most part, these young people get overcrowded, woefully ill-
equipped, and shamefully understaffed schools. More than half never gradu-
ate. Based on prior trends, they face a life of poverty-wage work, unaffordable
housing costs, little access to health services or child care, inadequate public
transportation, and dangerous neighborhoods with few parks, libraries, or other
spaces for communities to come together. This, of course, is based on what we

know. What we do not know is how much worse these conditions can get in
the ensuing 20 or 40 years.

In the course of our work, we have also met many young people and fami-
lies who have gone to enormous lengths and broken many rules to get their
children into “good” schools like Wilson High, only to find that the fine
resources and opportunities the school provides to some children are closed
off to their own. Here, too, is deeply disturbing evidence of the logics of merit,
deficit, and scarcity.

Over the past few years, we have also seen stunning evidence that citizens
can join together across race and social class in public inquiry and powerful
actions to achieve high-quality education for some portion of poor children—
African Americans, Latinos, and other children of color. To make these successes
commonplace, we all must learn more power.

We are going to have to learn to think in radical terms. I use the term radical

in its original meaning—getting down to and understanding the root cause.
It means facing a system that does not lend itself to your needs and devising
means by which you change that system. That is easier said than done. But one
of the things that has to be faced is, in the process of wanting to change that
system, how much have we got to do to find out who we are, where we have
come from and where we are going.

Ella Baker, 1969
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Notes

Note: Frequent reference is made to portions of the 37-volume compilation of John
Dewey’s complete writings (edited by Jo Ann Boydston and published by Southern Illi-
nois University Press, Carbondale, 1969–1991), The Collected Works of John Dewey,
1882–1953. The work was published in three series, referenced herein in shorthand
form by series and volume number, as follows: EW, The Early Works, 1882–1898 (Vols.
1–5); MW, The Middle Works, 1899–1924 (Vols. 1–15); and LW, The Later Works,
1925–1953 (Vols. 1–17).

PROLOGUE

1. Hayasaki, 2003.
2. Pittman, 2002.
3. Núñez, 2005.

CHAPTER 1

1. Cremin, 1961, pp. 9–10.
2. Mann, 1848.
3. Brown v. Board of Education, 1954.
4. Du Bois, 1954, p. 5.
5. Orfield, 2001.
6. Hoffman and Sable, 2006, pp. 11–16.
7. The findings on Washington Middle School come from a 2002 report from the Social

Policy Research Associates of a set of case studies they conducted at California schools
experiencing shortages of qualified teachers. The researchers began their study knowing
that the schools had problems attracting and keeping qualified teachers, but they were
quite unprepared for the seriousness of problems and the compound impact of multi-
ple problems on students’ chances for a good education. Friedlaender and Frankel, 2002.

8. Fewer than two thirds was selected as the threshold for a serious curriculum prob-
lem because California requires that students seeking to prepare for 4-year colleges must
take two thirds of their classes from a set of approved college-preparatory courses.

9. Williams v. State of California, 2000; Williams v. State of California, 2005.
10. The team included, in addition to the two of us, Linda Darling-Hammond,

Michelle Fine, William Koski, Norton Grubb, Patricia Gándara, Russell Rumberger, Kenji
Hakuta, Heinrich Mintrop, Gary Orfield, Michael Russell, Valerie Lee, and Kevin Wel-
ner, among several others. Reports of this research are published in a special double issue
of Teachers College Record, 106, 10 and 11 (see Oakes, 2004).

180



11. Du Bois, 1954, p. 5.
12. Du Bois, 1954, p. 5.
13. Dewey, 1937, “Democracy Is Radical,” LW, 11, 299.
14. Throughout this book, we follow Dewey in his use of the term “citizen” when

speaking of members of the broader body politic. We use “citizen” to refer to all com-
munity residents, including immigrants who lack legal documentation.

15. Dewey, 1935, Liberalism and Social Action, LW, 11, 64.

CHAPTER 2

1. Woodrow Wilson High School and the Wilson community are pseudonyms.
2. For further elaboration of this argument, see Oakes and Wells, 2004.
3. Many scholars have explained the failure of American society to realize the prom-

ise of Brown by focusing on political resistance to legal change. Far less attention has
been paid to political resistance to educational change. Yet, that is the dominant story
of the last 35 years. After legal resistance to integration broke down in the late 1960s,
cultural and political barriers to equitable education have persisted and in some ways
strengthened the hold of unequal educational practices. See, for example, Welner, 2001.

4. Our prior research has shown that “bimodal” Wilson is not unique. Many such
schools provide one trajectory of access for a wealthy (largely White and increasingly Asian)
population and quite another trajectory for poorer (predominantly African American
and Latino) students. These schools exist throughout the nation, and not a few of them
are in liberal university towns. See, for example, Oakes, Wells, Yonezawa, and Ray, 2000.

5. See, for example, Guba and Clark, 1978; see also Hargreaves, Lieberman, Fullan,
and Hopkins, 1998.

6. For a review of the research on tracking and detracking that is summarized in this
chapter, see Oakes, 2005.

7. Oakes, 2005.
8. Oakes, 2005.
9. For a compelling elaboration of this argument regarding merit and competition,

see Lemann, 1998.
10. See, for example, Brantlinger, 2003; Horvat, Lareau, and Weininger, 2002; Lip-

man, 1998; Sapon-Shevin, 1994; Staiger, 2004; Useem, 1992.
11. Oakes, Welner, Yonezawa, and Allen, 1998.
12. For more elaborated discussions of this point, see Brantlinger, 2003; Oakes,

Wells, Datnow, and Jones, 1997; Staiger, 2004.
13. Hargreaves, Lieberman, Fullan, and Hopkins, 1998.
14. See, for example, Blase, 1998.
15. As we noted at the outset, conventional strategies are based on knowledge dif-

fusion and planned educational change theory mostly borrowed from the business
world. They typically separate the substance of the reform (teaching methods, school
reorganization, etc.) from the processes by which educators learn about the reform and
believe in it (“buy-in” or “organizational learning”).

16. Hargreaves, 2001. For a discussion of the prevailing culture of school reform as
a “reform mill,” see Oakes, Quartz, Ryan, and Lipton, 2000.

17. Welner, 2001.
18. Datnow, 1997; Wells and Serna, 1996; Welner, 2001.
19. Although we refer broadly to “middle-class” parents, we are mindful of the

breadth of self and social identities that that label may encompass or exclude. For

Notes to Chapter 2 181



example, many of Wilson’s students come from families of extraordinary wealth, yet
they typically do not refer to themselves as “upper class” or “wealthy.” Similarly, White
“working-class” or “poor” families would find those labels embarrassing or pejorative. It
may be that when White families send their children to a multiracial public, community
school, they are solidifying their middle-class identity, regardless of other class factors.

20. Another way that equity reforms have been thwarted is by declaring victory over
the problem. For example, most high schools now report they do not track. And, in fact,
few have rigid tracking systems that lock students into the academic, general, and voca-
tional programs that were once commonplace. Rather, as in the schools we studied, high
schools today permit their students to “choose” from a menu of courses with varying lev-
els of academic challenge. However, as sociologist Samuel Lucas’s analysis concludes, these
more flexible arrangements in high schools provide students with no greater opportunity
and mobility than the older ones did. The culture of stratification through schooling is
uncannily robust. Schools have changed the facade on their inequality structure, but
behind the outer wall the rooms all look the same. See Lucas, 1999; Wells and Serna, 2002.

21. See, for example, Balkin, 2001, 2002; Bell, 1980. Jack Balkin is Knight Professor
of Constitutional Law and the First Amendment at Yale Law School.

CHAPTER 3

1. West, 2000.
2. Dewey, 1918, “Philosophy and Democracy,” MW, 11, 51.
3. Dewey, 1932, Ethics, LW, 7, 347–348.
4. Dewey, 1922, “Mediocrity and Individuality,” MW, 11, 289.
5. See, generally, Rogers, 1994.
6. Dewey, 1932, Ethics, LW, 7, 350.
7. Dewey noted that the lack of such material conditions was a prime contributor

to illiteracy. See, Dewey, 1930, “Our Illiteracy Problem,” LW, 5, 314.
8. Dewey, 1930, “Philosophy and Education,” LW, 5, 297; Dewey, 1938, “The Eco-

nomic Basis of the New Society,” LW, 13, 320.
9. Dewey, 1918, “Philosophy and Democracy,” MW, 11, 53.
10. Putnam, 1992, p. 180.
11. Dewey, 1930, “Philosophy and Education,” LW, 5, 297.
12. Dewey, 1918, “Philosophy and Democracy,” MW, 11, 53.
13. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 339.
14. Dewey, 1897, “Ethical Principles Underlying Education,” EW, 5, 59.
15. Dewey, 1903, “Emerson—The Philosopher of Democracy,” MW, 3, 190. Dewey

wrote these words in his essay on Emerson, but, as Cornel West argues, it speaks broadly
to Dewey’s central concern with democratizing knowledge. See West, 1989, p. 75.

16. Dewey, 1899, “The School and Society,” MW, 1, 16.
17. Dewey, 1916, Democracy and Education, MW, 9, 326.
18. Dewey, 1922, “Education as Politics,” MW, 13, 331.
19. Dewey, 1930, “Our Illiteracy Problem,” LW, 5, 313.
20. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 362.
21. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 339.
22. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 364, 367.
23. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 364.
24. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 344.
25. Morris, 1999, p. 619.

182 Notes to Chapter 2



26. In the inimitable words of Cornel West: “Critical intelligence is available to all
peoples; it is neither the birthright of the highbrow nor the property of the profes-
sional.” West, 1989, p. 97.

27. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 365.
28. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 364. This warning and the sub-

sequent discussion on the role of experts served as a direct rebuttal to Walter Lipp-
mann’s democratic realism. In language that evokes Lippmann’s 1925 text, Dewey spoke
of how, in recent years, society had come to be dominated by a new class that claimed
to rule “not in virtue of birth and hereditary status, but in virtue of ability in manage-
ment and of the burden of social responsibilities which it carries, in virtue of the posi-
tion which superior abilities have conferred upon it.”

29. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 362–363.
30. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 364.
31. In his conclusion to The Public and Its Problems, Dewey argued that “It is outside

the scope of our discussion to look into the prospects of the reconstruction” of publics.
Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 368. Similarly, he closed his other major
work in political philosophy, Liberalism and Social Action, by noting: “It is no part of my
task to outline in detail a program for renascent liberalism.” Dewey, 1935, Liberalism
and Social Action, LW, 11, 64.

32. Dewey, 1931, “Setting New Goals at 70,” LW, 6, 407; Dewey, 1931, “Is There Hope
for Politics?” LW, 6, 188.

33. Dewey, 1931, “Is There Hope for Politics?” LW, 6, 230; Dewey, 1932, “Address to
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People,” LW, 6, 182.

34. Dewey, 1931, “Is There Hope for Politics?” LW, 6, 188; Dewey, 1932, “Help for
Brookwood,” LW, 6, 328.

35. Dewey, 1932, “Help for Brookwood,” LW, 6, 328. Such political education, he
argued, offered more hope than efforts of “social agencies” in “character-building” or
“faith-restoring.”

36. Dewey, 1931, “Is There Hope for Politics?” LW, 6, 188.
37. Dewey, 1931, “Is There Hope for Politics?” LW, 6, 188; Dewey, 1935, “United,

We Shall Stand,” LW, 11, 350.
38. Dewey, 1935, “United, We Shall Stand,” LW, 11, 350.
39. Dewey, 1930, “Social Change and Its Human Direction,” LW, 5, 364.
40. Dewey, 1935, “The Meaning of Liberalism,” LW, 11, 364.
41. Dewey, 1930, “Social Change and Its Human Direction,” LW, 5, 346.
42. Dewey, 1928, “Freedom and Workers’ Education,” LW, 5, 331.
43. Dewey, 1935, “United, We Shall Stand,” LW, 11, 352.
44. Dewey, 1932, “The Economic Situation: A Challenge to Education,” LW, 6, 130.
45. Dewey, 1935, “The Teacher and the Public,” LW, 11, 161.
46. Dewey, 1935, “United, We Shall Stand,” LW, 11, 350.
47. Dewey, 1935, “United, We Shall Stand,” LW, 11, 350.
48. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 365.
49. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 364.
50. Dewey, 1903, “Emerson—The Philosopher of Democracy,” MW, 3, 190.
51. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 340.
52. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 340.
53. Dewey, 1931, “Is There Hope for Politics?” LW, 6, 185; Dewey, 1935, “United,

We Shall Stand,” LW, 11, 350.
54. Dewey, 1932, Ethics, LW, 7, 347–348.

Notes to Chapter 3 183



55. Dewey, 1899, “The School and Society,” MW, 1, 16.
56. Dewey, 1932, “Help for Brookwood,” LW, 6, 328.
57. Brown, 1992, pp. 141–178; Collins, 1992. See also Cobb, Confrey, diSessa,

Lehrer, and Schauble, 2003, pp. 9–13.

CHAPTER 4

1. That is, Futures came to function as a site of learning and action in which stu-
dents and adults worked jointly on research into Wilson’s “two-school” problem.

2. Dewey, 1935, “United, We Shall Stand,” LW, 11, 350.
3. Yonezawa, 1997.
4. MacLeod, 1995.
5. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 339.
6. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 362.
7. Dewey, 1935, “United, We Shall Stand,” LW, 11, 350.
8. Daniel v. California, 1999.
9. Dewey, 1932, Ethics, LW, 7, 347.
10. Giroux, 1983; Hill Collins, 1990; MacLeod, 1995; Solórzano, 1995, 1998;

Solórzano and Delgado Bernal, 2001; Solórzano and Yosso, 2001.
11. Solórzano and Villalpando, 1998, p. 217.
12. Interview with Daniel Solórzano, August 28, 1999.
13. A non-Futures student was selected to serve as a match to each Futures student

based on gender, ethnicity, language, limited English proficiency (LEP) status (eighth
grade), free/reduced lunch status (eighth grade), special education status (eighth grade),
SAT9 standardized test scores in eighth and ninth grade, eighth-grade grade point aver-
age (GPA; total, math and science), ninth-grade college prep credits (points), and ninth-
grade GPA. The matched group of 60 students entered high school with a GPA of 2.61.
Ninth-grade SAT9 scores were comparable between the two groups: both groups scored
approximately 30 in reading, and 37 in language; in math the comparison group scored
slightly higher, with 43 compared to the Futures score of 33.

14. In 1997, 802 freshmen began their high school career at Wilson High School.
Four years later, approximately 60% of those students who entered as ninth graders
would graduate from Wilson High School and qualify to enter California’s public 4-year
universities: 72% of White and Asian students would graduate and qualify. In contrast,
Latino and African American students qualified to enter these institutions at almost half
that rate. Of the 347 Latino and African American students who graduated 4 years later,
37% qualified to enter California’s public 4-year universities (and only 15% enrolled in
such institutions). These figures are inflated somewhat by the higher-than-normal rates
of college eligibility of the Futures students. Of the 359 Latino and African American stu-
dents who entered Wilson High School as ninth graders in 1996, 1 year earlier, only 260
(72%) graduated, only 71 (20%) were eligible for California public 4-year universities,
and only 28 (8%) enrolled in a California public 4-year university 4 years later. Notably,
the percentages attending selective 4-year schools and less selective 2-year schools dif-
fered significantly—53% and 26%, respectively, for the Futures students, compared with
15% and 67% for the comparison group. Moreover, only 14% of the Futures students
attend college part-time, compared with 48% of their non-Futures peers.

15. National studies find that 59% of African Americans and 68% of Hispanics who
enrolled in postsecondary education in 1995–1996 either attained their degree goal or
persisted 3 years beyond initial enrollment (Berkner, Horn, & Clune, 2000).

184 Notes to Chapter 3



CHAPTER 5

1. This account of teacher inquiry draws on Otoya, 2000, and Rogers, 1999. It also
relies on a series of “Reader’s Theater” presentations created and performed by teachers
at the annual meetings of the American Educational Research Association in Montreal
in 1999 and in Seattle in 2001. See Bueno et al., 1999; Rogers et al., 2001.

2. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 365.
3. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 238.
4. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 339.
5. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 342.
6. Darling-Hammond, 1996, pp. 5–17.
7. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 319.
8. Sirotnik and Oakes, 1986.
9. Transcript of In Focus, KLCS television program, March 21, 2001.
10. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 345.
11. Whitman, 1860.
12. Teaching to Change LA Online Journal, 2001a.
13. Teaching to Change LA Online Journal, 2001a.
14. Martínez, 2001.
15. Teaching to Change LA Online Journal, 2001a.
16. Teaching to Change LA Online Journal, 2001b.
17. Teaching to Change LA Online Journal, 2001b.
18. Teaching to Change LA Online Journal, 2001b.
19. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 368.
20. King, 2000.
21. Bass, 1941, p. 1. This article appeared in The California Eagle, which was an

African American daily newspaper in Los Angeles.
22. Our account of the Equal Terms Project draws on teacher reflections developed

as part of our teacher seminar, as well as notes from public meetings.
23. Teaching to Change LA Online Journal, 2004.
24. Teaching to Change LA Online Journal, 2004.
25. Teaching to Change LA Online Journal, 2004.
26. Teaching to Change LA Online Journal, 2004.
27. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 367.
28. Teaching to Change LA Online Journal, 2004.
29. Dewey, 1927, The Public and Its Problems, LW, 2, 368.

CHAPTER 6

1. West, 1993, p. 70. West contrasts Dewey’s “standpoint” with that of Marx, who
“theorizes from the vantage point of and in solidarity with the industrial working class
of nineteenth-century Europe—an exploited, unfranchised, and downtrodden people.”

2. Dewey, 1932, “The Economic Situation: A Challenge to Education,” LW, 6, 130.
3. Our argument here follows Cornel West’s sympathetic, but critical, reading of

Dewey.
4. Of course, not all social movements are progressive, and nonprogressive move-

ments use many of the same strategies as progressive ones. Our references here, how-
ever, are to examples of the literature on progressive movements. For a comprehensive
review of the literature on social movements, see Della Porta and Diani, 1999.

Notes to Chapter 6 185



5. Stall and Stoecker, 1998; Comm-Org, 2005.
6. Sen, 2003, p. xvii. Sen is codirector of the Center for Third World Organizing, a

national network and training center for organizers. Note, also, that Randy Shaw writes
in The Activist’s Handbook, “grassroots activism is increasingly recognized as the most
potent counterbalance to a political system dominated by corporations and big money”
(Shaw, 2001, p. ix). Additionally, the Web site of PolicyLink, a national advocacy sup-
port organization, claims, “throughout history, progress has not spontaneously occurred;
it happens because people organize for change.” PolicyLink, 2005.

7. Bobo, Kendall, and Max, 2001; Midwest Academy, 2005. The Midwest Academy
in Chicago “offers on site training and consulting as well as five day training sessions
for leaders and staff of citizen and community groups. The Academy is one of the
nation’s oldest and best known schools for community organizations, citizen organ-
izations and individuals committed to progressive social change.”

8. Stall and Stoecker, 1998, p. 630.
9. Ganz, 2002; see also the many working papers on Ganz’s Harvard University Web

site at http://ksghome.harvard.edu/~mganz.
10. Bobo, Kendall, and Max, 2001, p. 10.
11. By 2004, ACORN had grown into a national organization of approximately

150,000 dues-paying families in a network of 80 city chapters in 31 states, supported
by 720 full-time staff.

12. In 2004, the IAF had 55 affiliates in 21 states, each made up of religious congre-
gations, labor locals, parents’ associations, schools, and other community groups. IAF
has approximately 150 professional organizers. PICO today claims 1,000 affiliated con-
gregations, schools and other neighborhood institutions comprised of 1 million fami-
lies in 150 locales.

13. Stoecker, 2001.
14. Bobo, Kendall, and Max, 2001, p. 12.
15. Bobo, Kendall, and Max, 2001, p. 12.
16. See, for example, Coleman, 1990; Putnam, Leonardi, and Nanetti, 1993.
17. Stoecker, 2001.
18. Ganz, 2002.
19. Polletta, 2002.
20. Ganz, 2002.
21. Della Porta and Diani, 1999, p. 178.
22. Della Porta and Diani, 1999.
23. For a more comprehensive discussion of these two traditions, see Stall and

Stoecker, 1998.
24. Alinsky, 1971.
25. Alinsky, 1969, 1971; Chambers and Cowan, 2003; Cortes, 1993.
26. Bobo, Kendall, and Max, 2001.
27. Bobo, Kendall, and Max, 2001, p. 10.
28. Bobo, Kendall, and Max, 2001, p. 10.
29. Alinsky, 1971, p. 52.
30. Midwest Academy, 2000.
31. Shaw, 2001.
32. See discussion in Sen, 2003.
33. Warren, 2001.
34. This phrase is taken from the title of Robert Moses’ 1989 article, “The Algebra

Project: Organizing in the Spirit of Ella.”

186 Notes to Chapter 6



35. Robnett, 1997.
36. Addams, 1912.
37. The Highlander Center’s stated goal is to “provide education and support to poor

and working people fighting economic injustice, poverty, prejudice, and environmen-
tal destruction. We help grassroots leaders create the tools necessary for building broad-
based movements for change.” Highlander Center, 2005.

38. Collins, 1992; Dittmer, 1994; Payne, 1995.
39. Moses, Kamii, Swap, and Howard, 1989.
40. Greenberg, 1994, p. 226, as quoted by Robnett, 1997, p. 89.
41. Robnett, 1997.
42. Moses, Kamii, Swap, and Howard, 1989, p. 425.
43. See, for example, North Carolina State University, 2000.
44. Stall and Stoecker, 1998.
45. Stall and Stoecker, 1998, p. 635.
46. Highlander Center, 2005.
47. Highlander Center, 2005.
48. Ransby, 2003, p. 1.
49. Additionally, there is also a growing interest and a much broader range of orga-

nizations seeking to engage citizens across race and social class more actively and directly
in democratic deliberations about the central political issues of civil society, culture, and
democracy—what Benjamin Barber, 1998, has called “strong democracy.”

50. Ganz, 2002.
51. Merriam-Webster OnLine, 2005, defines “expert” as “having, involving, or dis-

playing special skill or knowledge derived from training or experience.”

CHAPTER 7

1. This account of Parent-U-Turn draws on interviews and correspondence with Par-
ent-U-Turn members. It also relies on Hasan, 2004; Rogers, 2004; Wilson Cooper, 2001.

2. Laila Hasan came to the Parent Curriculum Project in its second year. The proj-
ect was created by Lois Andre-Bechely with the support of Rae Jeane Williams and Jean-
nie Oakes.

3. Dewey, 1897, “Ethical Principles Underlying Education,” EW, 5, 62.
4. Muñoz, 2001.
5. Herrera, 2001.
6. See, for example, Teaching to Change LA’s special issue on teacher quality, 2001–2002.
7. Morrell, 2004.
8. See, for example, Kinchloe and McLaren, 1998; Merriam, 1998.
9. Freire, 1997.
10. Finn, 1999; MacLeod, 1995.
11. Solórzano and Delgado Bernal, 2001. Mary’s comments reflect the influence of Dan-

iel Solórzano’s guest lecture (and article) on what he terms “transformational resistance.”
12. Freire, 1997, p. 17.
13. Teaching to Change LA Online Journal, 2002–2003.
14. This claim was made in South Gate High School’s 2002–2003 School Account-

ability Report Card.
15. Teaching to Change LA Online Journal, 2002–2003.
16. “Ease Up on the Exit Exams,” 2003.
17. Herrera, 2003.

Notes to Chapter 7 187



18. Teaching to Change LA Online Journal, 2002–2003.
19. Herrera, 2003.
20. Lynwood Unified School District Educational Services, 2004.
21. U.S. Census Bureau, 1970, 1980, 1990, and 2000. See also Nicolaides, 2002.
22. Comments of Mayor Henry Gonzalez during a public forum at South Gate Mid-

dle School, June 14, 2004.
23. California Basic Educational Data Systems, 2005.
24. For a discussion of the problems associated with multi-track year round schools,

see Oakes, 2003.
25. Mary’s oration was so impressive that an LAUSD official approached her and told

her that he did not believe that the Parent-U-Turn members were “just parents.” “I can
tell by the way you talk,” he added.

26. West, 1993, p. 19.

CHAPTER 8

1. Helfand, 2005, p. B3.
2. CADRE and JMI, 2004, p. 4.
3. We enclose the word “site” within quotation marks here because the EJC does not

have a physical location. Rather, it consists of an agreement among the groups to engage
in collaborative work.

4. Dewey, 1932, Ethics, LW, 7, 347–348.
5. The progressive education group Rethinking Schools offers these examples of crit-

ical questions that they believe should be adopted with age-appropriate modifications
for classroom use. See Rethinking Schools, 2004.

6. Polletta, 2002; Ganz, 2002.
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