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ABSTRACT

THE HARMONY IN ACTION PROJECT:

STRENGTHENING FAMILY AND COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT

IN AN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

By

Julie Ricks-Doneen

This dissertation study is about a project called Harmony in Action,

which involved a group ofteachers, other school staff, parents, students,

community members and Imiversity participants working together in an

elementary school to implement activities focused on building a sense of

school spirit and collaboration, and on strengthening family and community

involvement. The author assumed a participant-observer role as a member

ofthe project group and qualitative research methods to study the processes

and issues involved as these different groups ofpeople worked together, and

as various kinds ofproject activities were implemented in this school setting.

The author presents a framework ofnegotiation and management to explain

how the group developed shared understandings about project goals,

communicated these to others, and managed procedures and resources to

carry out project activities in the school.



This elementary school’s history as a Professional Development

School (PBS) in partnership with Michigan State University, and the

characteristics of its families, affected the ways that the project developed

and the kinds of activities that it implemented. Even thought the project

group was small, the activities they implemented impacted the whole school.

The group attempted to implement a range of activities to involve families

and community members; some ofthese were more successful than others.

The author compares and contrasts two ofthese activities and examines why

they may have been different in terms of involving families and community

members.
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INTRODUCTION

This dissertation study is about a project called Harmony in Action,

which began in the fall of 1992 at Emerson1 Elementary School in Harris,

Michigan. The Harmony in Action project was one of several efforts at

Emerson aimed at developing links between the school, families, and

commrmity. The central question of this study is:

How did the Harmony in Action project attempt to strengthenfamily

In this study, I describe the Harmony in Action project — its participants, how

they worked together, and the kinds of activities the group implemented to

involve families and community members. This study provided me with an

opportunity to examine school-family-commtmity relationships in several

ways. Because the project group was composed of school staff, parents,

comnnmity members, and Imiversity participants, I examined the processes

and issues involved as these different groups ofpeople worked together.

Because the group implemented several school-wide activities to involve

families and commrmity members, I examined the processes and issues

 

1Allnarnec--school,town,roads,studentsandadnltsarepseudonyms



involved in developing school-family-commmrity links in this particular

setting. This study also provided me with an opportunity to consider ways in

which the Harmony in Action project relates to the literature on family-

school-community relationships.

Since 1989, Emerson had been a Professional Development School

(PDS) in partnership with Michigan State University (MSU) Imder the

auspices ofthe Michigan Partnership for New Education (MPNE). The

Holmes Group (1990) described PDSs as restructured school contexts where

teaching and learning at all levels is explored and relationships between

institutions are redefined. At the time that Harmony in Action (HIA) began at

Emerson, there were several PDS projects involving teachers and MSU

faculty and graduate students working together to improve teaching and

learning, often in a particular subject matter area.

By the spring of 1992, there had been many ups and downs in

Emerson’s journey to develop and restructure relationships among teachers

and between teachers and MSU stafl‘. The HIA project began in a school

environment that was struggling with change, and dealing with much conflict

and fragmentation among teachers, administration, and MSU staff. At the

same time, participants in the PDS projects recognized a need for a shared

focus across projects, as well as for opportunities to share information across



projects and with others at Emerson. One component ofthe shared focus that

project groups were developing was an emphasis on developing links

between school, families and community. At the yearly PDS planning

sessions in the spring of 1992, Karen James, the Physical Education teacher,

began to share some ideas for a new PDS project at Emerson. Karen was

concerned about the lack of cohesiveness among staff at Emerson, and felt

that her ideas fit well with Emerson’s need to build a sense of identity and

school spirit, as well as with the emerging focus on family and commtmity

involvement.

In contrast to previous PDS projects at Emerson, in which teachers in

the project groups focused on changes in their classrooms or working

together across particular classrooms, the HIA project was aimed at

developing activities for the whole school. The project goals were to address

building level collaboration, integration ofthemes across PDS projects,

diversity, involvement offamily and commrmity members, and attention to

non-classroom times (e.g., recess and lunch) during children’s school day.

Also in contrast to previous PDS projects at Emerson, which had involved

‘ only teachers and MSU faculty and graduate students, Karen invited school

staff in addition to teachers (e.g., paraprofessionals, secretary, custodians,



and other support staff), students, family members, community members, and

faculty and graduate students from MSU to participate in the project.

I was a graduate student working with the Home-School Connections

PDS project when the HIA project was conceived in the spring of 1992. I

had been interested in the area of school-family-comnnmity relationships for

quite some time. Prior to graduate school, I was involved in work aimed at

developing these relationships, and I pursued this interest in my graduate

courses by exploring the literature about school-family-comrmmity

relationships. The research that intrigued me most was detailed accounts of

how these relationships developed among people in various contexts. The

Home-School Connections project and the HIA project were contexts were I

could observe relationships developing between school staff and family and

commtmity members.

During the 1992-93 school year, I was the assistant building

coordinator, a liaison position between Emerson and MSU. Part ofmy role

was to support and extend activities in the school that were aimed at

developing links with families and commrmity members. While I continued

to work with the Home-School Connections PDS project, I joined the HIA

project in the fall of 1992 and continued to participate throughout the 1992-93

and 1993-94 school years.

 

 



Unlike other PDS projects at Emerson, HIA did not have a university

faculty member involved when it began, so I was the only “1miversity” person

in the group tmtil mid-way through the first year ofthe project, when Ron, a

graduate student in Physical Education, was hired as a graduate assistant for

the project, and Sid, a faculty member in Physical Education, joined the group

informally. Throughout my involvement with Harmony in Action, I regularly

reflected on my role in the group. I was an active participant, attending

meetings, participating in discussions, and helping to plan and implement

project activities. However, I also continually stepped back from my role as

a participant to document Harmony in Action’s activities. I took on the role

of “docmenter” for the project for several reasons. First, based on my past

experiences with other PDS projects, I knew that we would need

documentation about the project for reports to MPNE. Second, in my role as

assistant building coordinator, I needed to document what was going on in

this project and in the school more generally about school-family—comnnmity

links. Third, my orientation to PDS work so far had included taking a

qualitative research stance (Erickson, 1986; Hammersly & Atkinson, 1983;

Bogdan & Bilden, 1982; Miles & Hubermarr, 1984) as a participant observer

to understand the processes involved as PDS project participants tried out

irmovations and reflected on them. Finally, early in my participation with the



project, I began to think about the HIA project as a context for my

dissertation study. For all ofthese reasons, I began to document project

activities as soon as I joined Harmony in Action.

I did not join HIA with a dissertation study in mind, but I paid attention

to how the project began, how it developed, what it did,how participants

worked together and worked with others in the school and community, and

how the project was perceived by both participants and others in the school.

I took extensive notes at meetings and wrote notes to myself about

interactions and conversations that project members were having as they

implemented different kinds of activities. During the second year of the

project, many HIA meetings were audiotaped, and some ofthe projects’

activities were videotaped. I paid attention to the roles ofparents and

commrmity members in the group, and to how project activities addresSed

family and community involvement. I collected artifacts such as proposals,

reports, minutes, memos, surveys, and photographs, and I wrote up

observations ofvarious activities that the group was implementing. My

proposal to study HIA included using this existing documentation as data, as

well as interviewing HIA members, teachers, and Emerson students.

Data sources for this dissertation include: 1) fieldnotes, narrative

descriptions, audiotapes and videotapes ofproject meetings; 2) artifacts such



as minutes, proposals, photographs, and written communications; 3)

videotapes ofvarious activities; 4) interviews with project participants,

students, and others; and 5) surveys of students, families, and staff. In the

following chapters, I will attempt to answer the question, “How did the

Harmony in Action project attempt to strengthenfamily and community

involvement at Emerson? ”

The chapter headings reflect the notion that this study represents my

journey to explore school-family-comnnmity"relationships in one particular

context. Chapter 1, “Unfolding the Map,” provides a broad look at the

literatm'e in the area of school-family-comnnmity relationships that influenced

both how I approached my work with the HIA project and how I Imderstood

what I observed as I participated with the group and talked with others about-

their perceptions. Chapter 2, “Getting to Know the Landscape,” describes

the context in which HIA began and developed Emerson elementary

school’s history as a PDS, and it’s emerging focus on family and community

involvement, influenced the nature ofthe HIA project’s work in the school.

Perceptions about commtmny and family characteristics are also included

here, since these perceptions influenced HIA project members’ orientations to

the kinds of activities they plarmed. In Chapter 3, “Following the Compass,”

I explain how the dissertation study evolved fi'om my participation in the HIA



project, describe the data sources that I used in analysis, and present the

analysis techniques that I used to make assertions and draw conclusions about

the HIA project. In Chapter 4, “A Little Piece of Land,” I attempt to describe

the some ofthe particulars ofthe Harmony in Action project. The project

represents a “little piece of land” in the overall map of school-family-

community involvement research, and a part ofthe “landscape” of a school

attempting to involve families and community members. In this chapter, I

attempt to answer a question that project members were often asked, “What

is Harmony in Action?” I take a look at some ofthe specifics ofthe group.

Who were they? When and where did they meet? What kinds ofthings did

they do? How did they do them? Why did they do them? In Chapter 5,

“Direct Routes and Detours,” I examine two of HIA’s activities that were

aimed at involving families and community members in the school. These

activities provide a contrast between a “success ” and an “rmsuccess ”

effort to involve families and comrmmity members. I explore the differences

in the nature ofthese two activities and in the processes that took place within

and outside the group to implement them. In Chapter 6, “Are We There

Yet?,” I present some similarities and differences in the ways that the

Harmony in Action project in general, as well as specific activities, were

perceived by project members and others at Emerson. In Chapter 7, “It Is



Good to Have an End to Journey Towards, But It Is the Journey That Matters

in the End,” I summarize some ofthe main ideas that I learned from

participating in Harmony in Action’s journey to strengthen family and

cormmmity involvement in one school setting, and conrrnent about Harmony

in Action’s work within the fiarnework of ongoing research about family-

school-community interactions.



CHAPTER 1

UNFOLDING THE MAP:

LITERATURE ON SCHOOL-FAMILY-COMMUNITY RELATIONSHIPS

In the midst of ongoing concern about the state of education, of

families, of cormmmities, and of society in general, there is a renewed

emphasis on the relationships between schools, families, and commrmities.

This is evidenced by the many federal, state, and local initiatives aimed at

promoting the development of school-family—cormnmrity partnerships

(Epstein, 1991). These initiatives are informed by years of study that have

provided us with a great deal of knowledge about school-family-comrmmity

relationships.

There are a number ofmodels and typologies, which describe

relationships that exist between schools, families, and communities. Cervone

& O’Leary (1982), for example, suggest that parent involvement falls along a

continuum from parent as passive recipient of information to active partner in

the educational process, with places along the continuum including “reporting

progress” activities such as newsletters and conferences, “special events”

such as school open house, “parent education” such as lending libraries and

workshops, and‘‘parent teaching” such as home activities and parents in the

classroom.

10



Epstein (1987) outlined three perspectives on family and school

relations, which emphasize separate, sequential, and shared responsibilities of

home and school. The separate responsibilities perspective assumes that

schools’ and families’ goals, roles, and responsibilities are different and best

fulfilled independently. The sequential responsibilities perspective is based

on the idea of critical stages in the contributions of families and schools to

children’s development. The shared responsibilities perspective emphasizes

the conrplirnentarity of schools and families and encourages collaborations

between home and school. Epstein (1990) also outlined six types of family

and commrmity involvement that are part of a comprehensive school-family

program: 1) Assisting families with parenting and childrearing; 2)

Comrmmicating with families about school programs and student progress; 3)

Volrmteering; 4) Learning at home; 5) Decision making; and 6) Collaborating

with the community.

Another categorization framework is Swap’s (1993) three models of

home-school relationships. In the protective model, parents’ and educators’

functions are separate, and the school is protected fiom interference by

families. In the school-to—home transmission model, parents are enlisted to

support the goals ofthe school, but have little or no voice in establishing

those goals. In the curriculum enrichment model, school staff seeks to

11



expand the curriculum by incorporating the contributions and experiences of

families, but doesn’t generally involve parents in school management. Swap

suggests a fourth model, the partnership model, “in which collaborative

relationships between home and school permeate all areas of school culture”

(p. 46).

School-cormnrmity relationships are also categorized in different ways.

Nettles (1991), for example, considered the effects of community involvement

on disadvantaged students as a typology offour processes of social change.

Conversion involves changing students’ beliefs and behaviors; mobilization

involves increasing citizen and organizational participation in education;

allocation refers to the community agencies providing resources,

opportrmities, or incentives to students; and instruction includes assisting ,

students in their intellectual or social learning through tutoring, mentoring,

apprenticeships, clubs, and presentations at school or the worksite.

The benefits offamily and cormnrmr'ty involvement in schools are well

docrnnented (e.g., Henderson, 1987). Involvement promotes positive

academic, social and emotional development for students, as well as positive

orientations towards schooling by both students and parents (Clark, 1987;

Comer, 1980a; Epstein, 1990; Swap, 1993). Family and community members

benefit from better tmderstarrdings of children’s school experiences, feel

12



empowered about their role in education, and in turn are better able to support

and advocate for children (Cochran, 1987). Teachers benefit because family

and commtmity involvement increases student motivation towards school,

because family and community members may provide additional adult

interaction during school activities, because family and commrmity members

are resources for better Inrderstanding and incorporating students’ home and

community life in the school setting, and because families and comrntmity

members who work in the school can enhance communication with the

commrmity and build support for the schools (Ames, 1990; Moll &

Greenberg, 1990, Swap, 1993). Teachers, family members, and community

members are more likely to recognize common goals and develop

conrplernentary roles when there is increased communication and

participation (Kagan, 1987).

Despite the evidence ofbenefits, school-family-comrmmity

relationships are often slow to develop and at times feel Imcomfortable for

teachers, families and comrrrunity members. There are several barriers to

family and commrmity involvement in schools. Teachers may fear that

involving family and community members will jeopardize their professional

status; this professional status may also inhibit family and commrmity

members from contributing ideas or even asking questions (Saxe, 1984;
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Oakes & Lipton, 1990). Family members may have had difficult school

experiences themselves, and may not view schools as a welcoming,

comfortable place (Connel, Ahendon, Kessler & Dowsett, 1982). Teachers

may hold assumptions about particular families or groups of families that

shape differential interactions with them (Lightfoot, 1978), or they may not

have the knowledge or understandings of cultural variations that affect

children’s and farnilies’ experiences with schools (Au & Mason, 1981; Clark,

1987; Edwards, 1989; Heath, 1982; Okakok, 1989). Additionally, social and

economic changes, such as different family configurations, single parents, and

dual-income families impact on school-family-commrmity relationships

(Coleman, 1987; Heath & McLaughlin, 1987, Thomburg, Hoffman &

Remeika, 1991; Powell, 1991; Zill, 1996).

In addition to these interpersonal barriers between school staff and

family and community members, there are inter-institutional barriers that

prohrbit the development of inter-agency networks that pull together and

organize a wide range of services for children and families. Gardner (1990),

Melaville & Blank (1991; 1993), Crowson & Boyd (1993), Schorr (1988)

and Kirst & McLaughlin (1990) have all written about the fiagrnentation of

services that occurs because agencies have different and sometimes

conflicting philosophies about and approaches to assisting families, because
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there is little communication among programs, and because each organization

has its own eligibility standards and rules.

There are varying perspectives on how relationships among institutions

might be developed, but a frequent theme is that the school may be the best

candidate among commrmity institutions for taking a leadership role in

initiating and strengthening links that support children (Bronfenbrenner, 1986;

Heath & McLaughlin, 1987). This may mean taking over a range of services

directly, as Haberman (1992) describes, by seeking “funds for expanded

vocational training, preschool and after-school, parent education, literacy

training and anything else that is available” (p.35), or it may mean becoming a

“nexus of institutions” within the community; a broker of multiple services

(Heath & McLaughlin, 1987, p. 579).

Others call into question whether schools should, or have the ability to,

take on additional roles in the lives of children. Powell (1991) suggests that

schools are envisioned as conduits for services, “owing to the school’s

contact with, and access to a large segment of the American population” (p.

308). He examines several policy issues that schools must consider if they

are to take on the role of family support system, and concludes that schools

have limited capacities for providing a range of services. Haberman (1992)

called into question the school’s ability to “overcome demographic, social
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and political realities” (p.37), and argued that we need to learn more about

how various conrmunity contexts educate in order to build initiatives fiom this

information. Bronfenbrenner, Moen & Garbarino (1984) suggest focusing on

the links between school characteristics and comrmmity characteristics, “how

the relation ofthe school to the rest ofthe community can influence what

happens in the immediate settings in which development takes place, such as

the family, the classroom, the peer group and the work place”

(p. 30).

Much ofthe current emphasis ofreform efforts is on developing

partnerships (Epstein, 1991; Davies, Burch & Jolmson, 1992). Partnerships

are distinguished from other kinds of school-family-commrmity relationships

in that they are based on collaboration and the development of shared goals

as well as shared responsrhility for irrrplementing changes, in contrast to

relationships in which family and community are viewed as having separate

and distinct roles from the school, or are erqrected to support the school’s

agenda (see, e.g., Cervone & O’Leary, 1982; Epstein, 1987, 1990; Swap,

1993). One basis for the emphasis on developing partnerships is the

acknowledgement that in order to provide children with the experiences that

promote positive academic, social, and emotional development, the many

institutions that constitute children’s worlds must seek ways to work
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collaboratively towards these goals (Krist & McLaughlin, 1990; Melaville &

Blank, 1993). Collaboration demands that we look beyond any single

institution as either the source ofthe problems or ofthe solutions. Another

basis for this emphasis is that public trust in schools is low; establishing new

relationships which increase family and community participation in school

activities and governance, as well as school participation in commrmities, is

seen as an important means to regain public confidence (Davies, 1981; Saxe,

1984). Whether the reason for developing school-family-commrmity

partnerships is developmental or political, the implication is that the key

stakeholders should be involved in decision-making about reform (Fullan &

Miles, 1992).

Understanding the benefits ofand barriers to school-family—comrmmity

relationships, as well as the rationales for developing programs, provides an

important starting point for local groups who are working to develop and

modify these relationships. However, school-family-comrrnmity involvement

programs are interpreted and implemented in particular ways in individual

settings, because schools, families and communities have unique histories,

characteristics and goals, and they develop novel ways ofworking together

(Davies, 1981; Lutz & Merz, 1992). Developing relationships and programs

is often a complex, ongoing process ofmediating ideas, beliefs, skills, and
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resources that various participants bring to their work together (Corner, 1980;

Davies, Burch and Jolmson, 1992; Grant, 1989).

In the prologue to Learning Relations (1989), Sister Doreen Grant

writes, “The plan seemed very simple. I would knock on doors and ask

parents ifthey were willing to discuss their children’s education with me.” In

her book, she goes on to describe the twelve years ofwork and study to build

a “coherent learning milieu” (p. xii) for children by connecting school, family

and comrmmity in Glascow, England. The plan turned out to be anything but

simple. Sister Doreen tells of the cautious, slow journey that she, the

residents of“Wine Alley” and the local school staffmade to learn from one

another and to affect children’s learning and attitudes towards school. She

documents the experiences and assumptions that shaped the way the school

staff and parents viewed one another and themselves. She tells stories ofthe

events and activities that developed over time, and ofthe difficulties of

unintaining these activities in the face ofboth interpersonal and bureaucratic

roadblocks.

James Comer, in School Power (1980a), also describes a complex,

long-term and evolving relationship among schools, rmiversity staff, families

and community members in New Haven Connecticut. Dr. Comer gives an

account ofthe year-to-year developments at two schools, where Yale Child
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Study staff sought to collaborate with school staff and families to apply social

and behavioral science principles and knowledge of child development to

every aspect ofthe school’s programs. He tells of the continual efforts to

build and maintain relationships, to overcome stereotypes that different

constituencies had ofone another, and to develop shared rmderstandings and

learn how to share expertise. He emphasized that “no problem or adaptive

arrangement or solution is permanent in an ever-changing school and society.

Old and new problems demand repeated attention” (p. 208).

These authors have provided detailed accounts ofthe challenges and

benefits ofbuilding relationships among schools, families and commrmities.

Grant (1989) and Comer (1980a) descnhe the programs, processes and

interactions that helped me understand what school-family-commrmity

relationships looked like in these particular settings. From their stories, I get

a sense ofthe places, the people, and the issues that guided them in their

work together.

Several national projects have also published case studies,

monographs, and reports that provide comprehensive analyses ofthe

programs they are developing and studying. Davies, Burch & Johnson (1992)

reported on practices of schools in the League of Schools Reaching Out

project; Epstein & Dauber (1989a, 1989b) gave detailed examples from the
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Teachers Involve Parents in Schoolwork (TIPS) program; Rich (1992)

described the evolution ofthe New Partnerships for Education project, and

Nettles (1991) cited several school-comrnrmity project evaluation reports and

case studies which provide details ofthe planning and organizational stages

ofthese projects, as well as accormts ofthe difficulties participants

encomtered. In this literature are stories ofpeople learning to work together,

building relationships, sharing ideas and experiences, agreeing, disagreeing,

and taking action to change their enviromnents. Descriptions were woven

through a solid conceptual framework, gained both in the process oftheir

work and in reflection upon it. Detailed accomrts ofexisting and developing

partnerships in local settings are called for as one means of furthering our

tmderstandings of school-family-commrmity relationships (Chrispeels, 1991;

Epstein, 1991; Henderson, 1987). These accormts can enrich our existing

frameworks for understanding collaborative relationships and further inform

practice and policy.

This dissertation study contributes to the literature on school-family-

comrmmityrelations by providing a detailed account of a project called

Harmony in Action The Harmony in Action project focused on

implementing activities to build a sense of school spirit and identity, and on

ways to involve families and community members in an elementary school
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setting. HIA began at Emerson elementary school during a time when staff

were beginning to articulate their values and beliefs about involving families

and community members in various ways in the school setting. It also began

during a time of challenging relationships among staff and between staff and

tmiversity participants who were involved together at Emerson as it

developed as a Professional Development School (PDS). Describing and

interpreting the project’s development in this particular setting places it

among accormts in the literature ofhow local groups develop in settings that

have rmique histories and characteristics.

This study examines the ways that parents and commrmity members

were involved in the school and the roles they had as decision makers,

supporters, and advocates. It also compares and contrasts family and

community involvement activities undertaken by Harmony in Action

members. Here, it links to and contributes to literature which describes

categories ofparent and community involvement in the schools. This study

also offers a conceptual framework that describes the processes in which

Harmony in ActiOn members engaged as they implemented activities in the

school. This framework my be a useful tool for others studying cases of

school-family—community involvement.
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CHAPTER 2

GETTING TO KNOW THE EMERSON LANDSCAPE

I enjoyed the drive from the university out to Emerson elementary

school every day. Once I got past the congestion ofthe campus and crossed

the railroad tracks, I looked forward to the long stretch headed south on

Cormnerce Road past some ofthe MSU agricultural fields. It gave me time

to think, breathe, and eat breakfast or lrmch, which I often did in my car.

Turning left on Harris Road, one ofthe main thoroughfares in the town of

Harris ‘where Emerson was located, I always looked for the giant billboard

that advertised a local civic group that I had studied for my ethnography

class. Then the blue auto parts building, then the left turn on Dix. The first

few times I went to Emerson, I missed the little road that would get me to the

school, tucked back in a small neighborhood away from the busier Harris

Road.

I almost always parked in the lot across from the tree, and juggled my

backpack, purse, and other belongings over to the main entrance. Left to the

office, hello to Jean, the secretary, check the mailbox, and I was offto my

destination for the day. Since I wore many hats during the time I was at

Emerson, this might be a classroom, or the conference room, or the

Commrmity Room. A right out ofthe office through the lrmchroom took me
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to the side ofthe building where the upper elementary claSsrooms, the

teacher’s lOmrge, and the conference room were. A left out ofthe office took

me past the custodian’ 5 room, and to the side of the building where the

Community room, the lower elementary classrooms, and the teacher’s supply

and work room were. Emerson was a big square, with a courtyard in the

middle. It never failed that when I was on one side, I needed to be on the

other. The courtyard wasn’t considered a cut-through, so I’m sure that my

footsteps, along with many others, eventually wore a track around the school

hallways. Either path that I took, there was a busy, but calm, hum ofactive

students and teachers.

I came to Emerson many, many days during my 5 years at Michigan

State University (MSU). I was a graduate student in the College of

Education, and Emerson was a Professional Development School (PDS) in

partnership with MSU, mrder the auspices ofthe Michigan Partnership for

New Education (MPNE). There were several faculty and graduate students

who came to Emerson almost daily, to do the work described in Tomorrow’5

m(Holmes Group, 1990). This document describes PDSS as settings

where the nature of university/school relationships are redefined in the

context of a restructured school environment and where teachers and other

practitioners collaborate with university faculty to improve teaching and
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leanring for K-12 students, improve the education ofnew teachers and other

educators, and make supporting changes in both the schools and rmiversities

as organizations. In PDS’s teachers and other professionals are provided with

time and opportunities to engage in many reform activities.

Each year since 1989, when Emerson became a PDS, groups of

teachers and university participants fOrmed project or study groups focused

on particular areas of interest such as mathematics, science, literacy and

technology. Teachers and university participants worked together in a variety

ofways, including collaborative teaching, observing each other, designing

curriculrnn and assessment, interviewing students, and analyzing and writing

about their inquiry. Teachers had reassigned time to meet with each other

and with university participants. Co-teachers were assigned to each

classroom during teacher’s reassigned time, so that children had a consistent

teaching staff. They may teach in more than one classroom, but they were in

the same classrooms for the same subjects and activities each week

PDS planning meetings were held each year to reflect on the previous

year and write the year-end report, and to write the work plan for the

upcoming year. The work plan was to be based on, and build on, the

previous year’s work and modifications. Each PDS project submitted a work

plan and a proposed budget to the planning group; these plans were refined
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and combined into Emerson’s PDS plan, which was submitted to MPNE.

Included in the budgets were co-teacher hours, graduate student hours,

stipends for teachers in PDS projects, curriculum supplies, research supplies,

and travel expenses for workshops and dissemination efforts.

EarlierI said that I wore many hats at Emerson. As a graduate student,

I had the opportrmity to work with three different PDS projects at Emerson, .

sometimes more than one at a time. During the 1989-90, 1990-91 and 1991-

92 school years, I worked with the Math Study Group (MSG). In the spring

of 1992, I also joined the Developmentally Appropriate Curriculum (DAC)

group. During 1992-93 and 1993-94, I worked with the DAC group

(renamed to Home-School Connections in 1993), and the Harmony in Action

group. Thus, the reason for my tracks around Emerson

Emerson-MSU PDS went through many changes while I was there.

Looking at the development of this PDS over time helped me to rmderstand

the climate in which Harmony in Action had its genesis and development.

The first two years that Emerson was a PDS (1989-90 and 1990-91), much of

the work of educational inquiry and research took place in the context of

three projects - Math Study Group (MSG), Developmentally Appropriate

Curriculum (DAC), and Literacy in Science and SOcial Studies (LISSS).

During Emerson’s third year as a PDS (1991-1992), participants in these
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groups, and one new group — Teacher Education (TE) - developed a shared

focus on “Creating Visions of Literacy” which represented an effort to

develop a building-wide discourse and learning community.

Each ofthe projects articulated the ways that they would address five

components:

Restructuring of discourse and learning communities

Curriculum planning and implementation

Alternative assessment

Educational and communication links with parents and commrmity

Inquiry/research

Within this shared focus, a new strand of work was being highlighted

that hadn’t previously been as explicit — links with parents and comrmmity.

In the 1991-92 work plan, this aspect ofPDS work was described as

“stepping outside the traditional boundaries iof classroom teaching and

learning.” The plan stated that,

We will extend the learning community idea to parents and the larger

Harrison Community. We want to challenge pastpatterns ofblaming

parents and the communityfor not sending students to school with

rich experiential learning, with mature social development, and with

stable emotional development. Instead we aim to work with parents

as genuine partners andparticipants in the educationalprocess. (p. 4)

In addition to developing a shared focus, PDS participants

implemented some restructuring to address two concerns that had surfaced

the previous year. First, there had been a “lack of opportunity for staff to
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interact regularly across projects.” Second, “the fiagrnentation created by

loyalties to particular groups led to conrmrmication misrmderstandings,

tensions, and jealousies that contributed negatively to a building-wide

learning commrmity.” Strategies to increase building-wide sharing included

1) cross-project forums each Friday morning; 2) a newsletter, “Explorer,”

which included brief articles and updates about projects; 3) a site coordinator

position to enhance commrmication, facilitate schedules, and assist with

administrative tasks; 4) an assistant building coordinator position to provide

administrative and intellectual support across projects; and 5) a consultant to

address communication and relationship issues in the building.

During the 1991-92 school year, Karen James, the physical education

teacher, had begun talking with others about some ideas she had to facilitate a

building-level sense ofbelonging and collaboration, to integrate some themes

across the school settings (including PE), and to involve families and

commtmity members, all ideas which were consistent with the building-wide

focus. Karen attended the spring, 1992 PDS planning meeting, during which

the Work Plan for the next school year was developed. The Harmony in

Action project was formed in the nexus between an emerging attention to

family and commrmity during 1991-1992 and a more developed attention

during 1992-93.
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At this meeting, PDS participants articulated the building-wide focus

for the fourth PDS year (1992-93), “Creating Visions of Literacy for

Cornrmmities of Lifelong Learners.” The Building Level Integration with

Recess and meh (BLIPERL) project, later renamed Harmony in Action,

was integrated into the 1992-1993 work plan, along with some other new

projects. Karen’s ideas helped to shape and were shaped by the discussions

at the planning meeting. The continuing strand ofwork focusing on links

with families and community was articulated in several places throughout the

1992-93 work plan:

A main emphasis in ourPDS work during 1992-93 will be to explore

the development ofliteracy in positive communities oflearners in

classrooms and in the school, and to invite supportfiom and extend

support to the larger community in our eflorts to promote the six

principles embraced by the Holmes Group in Tomorrow 's Schools

(1990). (p. 1)

Our vision of “community oflearners ” has both deepened and

broadened over the past three years. Our initialfocus was on

building classroom learning communities, but as we participated in

project groups, in all-school restructuring, in teacher education and

in conferences, institutes, and seminars, we became aware ofthe

multiple and overlapping communities in which we were involved.

a. 4)

Our commitment to involvingfamilies and community members is

reflected in part in our efforts to include them in the newforums we

are creatingfor this year. Individual teachers andprojects have

worked to involvefamilies and community members in a variety of

ways in the past, and their eflorts can inform our school-wide

emphasis on expanding our community. Highlighting this emphasis is
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a natural outgrowth ofthe ongoing interests and endeavors ofour

PDSparticipants. Changing the traditional relationships between

home, school and community requires that we examine our

assumptions about the roles and responsibilities ofeach; we must also

engender communication about ourperceptions ofone another.

Expanding our community means involving others in our work as a

PDS; it also means becoming more involved in the community beyond

the school. (p. 5)

Our eflorts to create Visions ofLiteracyfor Communities ofLifelong

Learners reflects our understanding that our students are at the heart

ofmultiple communities, and that improving these communities

strengthens the ways in which they can support students.

Implicitly or explicitly, it is students ’ academic, social and emotional

learning and development that guides the evaluation ofourPDS

growth. m 8)

We will explore ways to better solicit and document inputfi'omfamily

and community members who are involved in our school in a variety

ofways. We want to gain a better understandingofhowpeople think

andfeel about theirparticipation at Emerson, whether it is attending

an all-schoolfamily event, volunteering in some capacity, sharing

information with classrooms, providing a service to the school,

attending conferences, or helping their children with homework a). 8)

At the same time that they were working to re-conceptualize their

understandings of “community” to include families and community members,

they were also trying to address some difficult issues about “commrmityf’

among Emerson staff. One issue in particular was identified as problematic in

the 1992-93 work plan:

We also became aware that, for a variety ofreasons, not everyone

considers themselves a participant in a PDS. Teachers who have not

been involved in a project group often think ofthemselves, and are

thought of: as “non-PDS. ” Our goal in this andfuture years is to
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create a community in which every memberfeels part of supports,

and is supported by the PDS endeavor, regardless oftheir level or

kind ofparticipation in our school. In order to accomplish this, we

must work to change our thinking and our language. “Non-PDS” is

not an appropriate labelfor any ofthe participants in our school.

Rather, we are all PDSparticipants, whose diverse and unique

contributions can be acknowledged and celebrated. 07. 4)

To address concerns about a perceived division between PSD and non-

PDS members ofthe school comrmmity, several restructuring efforts were

implemented during the 1992-93 school year. Friday morning cross-project

groups were redesigned into a more flexrble “Sprout Group” format as a way

to explore a range of different topics outside the demands ofparticipation in a

project group. All-school sharing sessions were to be scheduled during the

Friday morning reassigned time. MSU Teacher Education students were

available to cover all classrooms so that all Emerson teachers would have the

opporttmity to participate in the Sprout Groups and all-school sharing

sessions. In addition to these opporttmities for exploration and discussion,

the coordinating cormcil restructured by added two “at-large” representatives

to represent Emerson and MSU generally.

Even with the efforts to restructure the governance of and access to

PDS work, the 1992-93 school year proved to be one ofthe most difficult and

stressful years for Emerson school staff and rmiversity participants. Near the

end of the school year, there were discussions about having a vote to decide
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whether or not Emerson should remain PDS School. During this time, PDS

project participants often prefaced their planning for the following year with

“Ifwe’re a PDS next year ....” The school district decided not to have the

vote, but there was a lingering tension that hovered over Emerson as teachers

and university participants moved into the next year.

Despite the conflicts and controversies, many efforts to build a sense of

cornrmmity within classrooms, and many efforts to involve families and

comrmmity members were pursued. Because Harmony in Action’s work was

focused on all-school activities, their accomplishments, such as the Student of

the Week program, and all-school assemblies, may have been some ofthe

most visible of all the projects. However, their identity as a PDS project was

somewhat obscured, in part because they involved people who did not fit into

traditional PDS project members categories, and in part because they

included all students in the activities that they planned.

During the 1993-94 school year, Emerson’s fifth year as a PDS and

Harmony in Action’s second year as a project, the building- wide focus was,

“Improving Children’s Education through School Improvement.” The first

paragraph in the 1993-94 work plan states:
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Discussions during 1992-93 schoolyear have led to a determination

that the primaryfocus ofwork at Emerson school should be the

improvement ofchildren ’s education in accordance with mandates

andguidelinesfor school improvement articulated by the State of

Michigan (PA 25), theHarris School District, and by the Emerson

School Improvement team. The School Improvementfocus is one

which is necessary, whether or not the Emerson/MSUPDS

relationship continues. However, the goals ofSchool Improvement

and the PDSprinciples are so closely aligned, that engaging in PDS

work is an eflective way in which to meet the School Improvement

goals, while at the same time participating in professional

development activities such as research and teacher education which

go beyond the scope ofPA 25. m 3)

Again, the structural organization of Emerson changed. The School

Improvement Steering Committee, which had been required for each school

by the district for several years, was revitalized at Emerson. This Committee

was to oversee the governance of Emerson. On this committee were

representatives from all groups invested in the work going on at Emerson,

including teachers, rmiversity participants, PDS participants, cormmmity

members, and support staff. In response to district-wide staff reassignrnents

related to the opening oftwo new schools, the Emerson 1993-94 work plan

also included strategies to welcome new staff and provide opportunities to

explore existing PDS projects. Using reassigned time, new Emerson staff

could visit various projects to decide which if any, they might be interested in

joining. One ofthe reassignrnents that rocked the Harmony in Action group

was that Karen, who had initiated the project, was being reassigned to the
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junior high school, due to district cuts in physical education. Harmony in

Action members, and others in the school, were saddened and fiustrated that

Karen would not be at Emerson the coming school year. In August, before

school started, I met with Sarah, a Harmony in Action member, to do an

‘ interview. In a memo to myself later that day, I wrote: V

Went to Emerson today to interview Sarah. Walked out ofthe office

and there was Karen. Karen, Jean, Sarah, Bobbie andI went to lunch

together. Everyone is more than a little disappointed that Karen was

not assigned to Emersonfor next year. Everyone kept saying, “let ’s

not talk about it, let’s not think about it, maybe something will still

change. ” There is some talk that there still may be some shifting

around andKaren couldpossibly get a classroom position orpossibly

trade with one ofthe other gym teachers. To backtrack a bit — Karen

called me on the phone the day we got backfiom Bangkok She said

she had been assigned to the Jr. High but was trying to work

something out. Myfirst reaction was that it would not be the same

without Karen; Harmony in Action was her baby even though a lot of

people participated andgot things going. Karen was the mainstay,

the communicator.

As it turned out, Karen did return to Emerson later in the year after a

legislative vote passing the Hedley Act allowed the district to reinstate

physical education to twice a week. Harmony in Action started out without

Karen that fall, but her vision and voice remained in the project plans.

The focus on building links with families and community members

remained as Emerson shifted to working within the fiamework of School

Improvement. The ongoing work ofHarmony in Action and other PDS
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projects supported, and was supported by, the three goals outlined by the

Emerson School Improvement Team:

0 To improve student learning

0 To facilitate a positive atmosphere and to improve student, school

and parent communication. We feel that when students, parents and

teachers feel positively about the school, it has a direct and positive

affect on student achievement.

0 To celebrate and welcome diversity in heritage, customs, interest,

ability, creativity and thought

Since I didn’t live in Harris, Emerson school and the people inside

were my focus. Once in the building, and busy in my interactions with

students, teachers, and others, I didn’t often think about where all ofthese

people lived, worked, and played. However, as my work in the Harmony in

Action group developed, I had an interest and a need to learn about the

broader comrmmity I visited nearly every day. I had read, and even written

reports for PDS purposes that described “the setting.” A similar description

was moved from one report to another“.

Emerson Elementary School is in the Harris-Dover school

district, the second largest in the area. This area was originally a

flzrming community, but is rapidly becoming a suburb ofthe capital

city, which isjust 10 miles away. It is primarily a residential

community with very little industry andfew small businesses. Harris

is a predominantly white community ofII, 750, with a diverse

socioeconomic population rangingfiom working class people to

middle income people. Emerson ’sfamilies reflect this socioeconomic

diversity. It also reflects a diversity offamilyforms. 0fthe nearly

400 studean at Emerson, 54% live with other than their two biological

parents. The studentpopulation includes a large percentage who are
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considered “at risk, ” as well as children who are average to above

average students. 0fEmerson ’3 students, 18% receiveflee or

reduced lunch, and 6% receive Special Education services.

Emerson ’3 community demonstrates supportfor education in

many ways, includingpassing school millages and a bond issue to

build two new buildings. Educators in this school district are seeking

ways to strengthen communication and support between and among

schools. The district is also currently developing “local area

partnerships ” with several community organizations, such as the

School Business Alliance and the Family Community Involvement

Coalition, in order to explore ways in which various institutions and

organizations can work together to meet the educational, social,

emotional, and economic needs ofall community members.

Although this description included much helpfirl and important

information, it didn’t really give me a “feel” for Harris, or for parts ofthe

commrmity that were involved in Emerson. These insights I got from talking

to people who did live, work and play in Harris. For example, Sarah, a

Harmony in Action member, shared this story as we were getting ready to

plan a display for the Harris Education Fair, an event hosted by the district to

showcase school programs and other community organizations and agencies:

We moved herefouryears ago in May and the weekend we moved in

was the EdFair. Andpeople had told us to go to get an idea ofthe

area and the schools and stufi,’ and I’ll neverforget, as long as I live,

we went to that EdFair and met neighbors, met the superintendent,

met some real estate agents that we knew and itjust gave me such

a positive impression ofthis school district and it was thefirst '

impression we had — wejust moved in Itfelt really good to how

that these good things were going on in this school district that we

hadjust moved to I was impressed with that Business Alliance.

They were thefirst one Isaw when I came in the door, and thought

wasn ’t this neat — the superintendent was at that table, and it was like
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this big stressfor community and business and schools and everybody

all working together and it was real impressive.

I also asked Renae, the principal, to help me get a handle on the

“community.” Her insights and observations about different aspects of the

Harris/Emerson conrrmmity were helpful. One aspect of Harris that I hadn’t

considered on my travels down the “country side” of Harris from the

university was the geography ofthe town itself. Renae described it this way:

It is real slippery. Ifyou go to Martin, you knowyou ’re in Martin,

- because there ’s a downtown. Ifyou go to Harris, you don ’t know

you ’re in Harris. You ’re somewhere between Martin andLandon. So

there ’s no symbolic center in Harris It we had a courthouse,

people would say, “Well, that’s downtown Harris ” I thinkjust the

geographical non-entity ofHarris creates someproblems . I think

that Family Community Involvement Coalition is trying really hard to

build a sense ofcommunity — I think the Harris School-Business

alliance wants to build a sense ofcommunity andI think both ofthose

groups also are aware that lack ofa symbolic center is an obstacle.

One day when I had some extra time, I decided to test Renae’s

statement that Harris was a geographical non-entity. I started in Landon, and

went toward Harris taking the “town route” (different than my farm-field

route from the University). I decided that her assertion was pretty accurate.

Driving from Landon, I never really noticed where Harris started, but I knew

I was there when I reached Harris Road and recognized the pizza shop owned

by an Emerson family. I knew the school was just around the comer. Not,

perhaps, a reliable test ofthe theory, but it helped me to have a sense of what
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Renae had been describing about Harris. Renae also felt that geography

affected how families identified with their schools:

' Again, it’s a geographical thing. Harris-Doverpublic schools tries

to be inclusive ofDover, but Dover very much has its own identity —

it’s very much a community unto itself Then there are sort ofthe ‘in-

town ’folks, even though there ’s no real center, the people who kind of

live in town have a sense ofbeing in Harris, but then there are some

neighborhoods that are almost Landon. Some even have a Landon

address. And those seem to be the places that are lookingfor a

community and identity even more so than the in-town or the Dover,

they identify with the school. And we happen to have the bulk ofthose

peripheral areas Andso those areas I think more than anyplace

else identify with their school as their sense ofcommunity, as the

social activities that go on at the school are one ofthe only things -

and the summer teams, theflagfootball and the soflball, and all those

things tend to be how thosepeople relate to community around their

children so — and then those kids all kind ofmerge in middle school

andjunior high and high school, then there ’s sort of “we ’re all in this

together ” but at the elementary years, that elementary school takes on

a little morefocus because we don ’t have a symbolic center.

Renae also helped me to rmderstand a bit more about Emerson’s

families. I had heard some references to different kinds offamilies at

Emerson, but I wasn’t sme what to make ofthem. Renae seemed to pick her

words carefully as she tried to provide me with infonmtion that might at least

clarify what I had occasionally heard:

We have some real definite neighborhoods like the trailer park, that ’s

a neighborhood that’s ours. Um, the Falls Terrace apartments, that

whole complex is a neighborhood - that’s ours. So we have some

definite neighborhoods that are - how do Iput this? West Villagefor

instance — those people don ’t stay there long — a year or two is about
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as long as we have anyonefiom there. Andso that has school-

community relationship implications. The trailerpark has a whole

other set ofrelationships because a lot ofthe inner-relationship

problems in the trailerpark cany over into the school. Also there ’s

another neighborhood that has been traditionally Emerson ’sfor a

very long time, that ’s that little neighborhoodjust east ofAnderson,

and that is a neighborhood that has had traditionally had very low self

esteem, had a lot ofsocialproblems. Afew long-term stablefamilies

have established themselves in that neighborhood and worked very

hard to overcome that — but there are several duplexes there that

continue to have transientpeople with lots ofproblems, so that’s a

neighborhood that is trying tofigure out who it is, and trying to not to

be what it has been.

Renae’s comments were admittedly subjective; I had simply asked her

to help me understand some ofthe references I’d heard to different groups of

children. Her next comments also gave me some insight into why she had

been an enthusiastic supporter of the Student ofthe Week program, which

honored all children for a variety of contributions to the Emerson community:

I’m sensitive to that neighborhood because Igrew up in a place like

that. When I was in elementary school where I lived was called

Langley Hill, it also happened to be the only neighborhood that had

black and white people, andI walked into the principals oflice, andI

must have been in 6’“ or 7” grade — they went K-8 at that time — and

the principal and the secretary were talking about that “Langley Hill

trash ” andI remember saying, I resent that, why wouldyou say

something like that? But it had a real impact on me cause I had never

thought ofwhere I lived that way and to have these people that I

respected talking about me — my neighborhood — that way was really

insulting.
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In her opinion, the neighborhood that children came from didn’t

necessarily affect family involvement:

...and we have a lot ofparticipation in school activitiesfi'om all of

those areas. Those parents come to things around their children.

I had learned a little about the communities ofEmerson elementary

school. In crafting the PDS work plans during the last three years, Emerson

had continually moved towards a stronger emphasis on interacting and

working with families and community members. To do the work described in

the project descriptions, everyone would have to leam more about the

commrmities of Emerson. Harmony in Action members approached this

endeavor in a variety ofways over two years. This study is about some of

those endeavors. Harmony in Action “grew up” in a school that nurtured, at

least in theory, the kinds ofrelationships that it was trying to build. It also

“grew up” in a school that was struggling with conflict that often comes with

change and innovation. Both ofthese aspects contributed to how Harmony in

Action attempted to strengthen family and comrmmity and involvement at

Emerson.
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CHAPTER 3

FOLLOWING THE COMPASS:

EVOLUTION AND METHODOLOGY OF THE STUDY

Before I ever heard ofthe Harmony in Action project, I knew that I

would be doing qualitative research for my dissertation. I had been taking

comes on qualitative research at MSU, and formd myselfdrawn to the idea

ofparticipant observation as a way to learn about people, places and topics in

education. I also formd myself immersed in and intrigued by the kinds of

stories and accounts that interpretive research produced. Also, all ofthe

work that I had been doing as a graduate assistant since 1989 was qualitative-

case studies ofrmthematics teaching for the Elementary Subjects Center at

MSU, and participant-observation in two PDS groups at Emerson who were

exploring and documenting changes in teaching and leanring.

I had arrived at MSU during a time when faculties in Teacher

Education and Educational Psychology were making a shift from a reliance on

quantitative methodologies to an appreciation of qualitative methodologies as

a way to nuke sense of educational processes in new ways. This shift in

methodology was in part a consequence “of the kinds ofreform being made in

educational institutions from kindergarten to college. Colleges and

rmiversities were changing the ways that they worked with both preservice
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and practicing teachers; professors were charged with “coming down from

their ivory towers” and getting back into the schools, not as the “experts” but

as co—leamers with teachers and students. School teachers were being asked

to take on new roles as mentors, co-faculty, action researchers, and writers.

Many ofthese changes and processes could not be studied statistically, but

required different approaches that allow for the complexity and ambiguity

involved when participants strive to make changes and simultaneously study

these changes (e.g., Brown,199l; Campbell, 1988; Lieberman, 1992;

Wagner, 1990).

Evolution of the Study

I began to document Harmony in Action’s development during spring

and summer 1992 Professional Development School (PDS) plarming

meetings, when school and rmiversity staff gathered to reflect on the current

year’s progress and plan for the upcoming school year. I was a graduate

student, and responsible for providing daily summaries to facilitate

discussion. I had also vohmteered to consolidate the 1991-92 Year-end

Report and the 1992-93 Work Plan based on these discussions. I was going

to be the Assistant Building Coordinator at Emerson during the 1992-93

school year; this was a liaison position between the school and the university.

I thought that synthesizing information about all ofthe PDS projects would
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help me in this position. During the 1991-92 school year, concerns had

surfaced about lack of opportunities for projects to share ideas and

information with one another, and about fragmentation among teachers,

administration, and MSU participants. Concurrently, the projects had worked

together to develop a shared focus — “Creating Visions ofLiteracy” - and had

begun to highlight an emerging component oftheir which included fostering

interactions with families and comrmmity members.

Karen James, who came to Emerson in the fall of 1991 as the physical

education teacher, had not been involved in a PDS project her first year. She

began to talk with others about a range of ideas she had for developing a

sense ofbelonging and collaboration for both students and adults at the

building level. She wondered if there was a way to integrate some common

themes from various PDS projects during her physical education classes.

Parents and staffhad raised concerns about conflict between children on the

playground, and Karen thought family and cormnunity members might be

enlisted to model cooperative play and problem solving. Karen also wanted

to promote an appreciation of diversity among children and staff at Emerson,

and felt that family and conrmunity members could be an important resource

inthis area.
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Karen participated in the spring and summer 1992 PDS planning

sessions during which the building-wide focus for the 1992-93 school year

was expanded to the theme of “Visions ofLiteracy for Comrmmities of

Lifelong Learners.” In discussions ofhow this theme would be addressed in

each project and within the school more generally, the focus on involving

families and commrmity members was strengthened. Karen’s ideas were

consistent with the building-wide theme; with the help of some teachers and

some MSU participants, she developed a proposal for an exploratory project

that was then titled, “Building Level Integration with Physical Education,

Recess, and erch” (BLIPERL), and changed to Harmony in Action early in

the 1992-93 school year.

When school began in the Fall of 1992, Karen began to spread the

word about this new project and invited a range ofpeople, including teachers,

parents, paraprofessionals, playground supervisors, and connnunity members

to attend an initial meeting where they would begin to talk about activities

they could get underway. I joined the project initially because as the assistant

building coordinator for this PDS I was to focus on home-school-commnnity

relationships in the school as a way to support our building-wide theme. I

was already involved in the Developmentally Appropriate Curriculum (DAC)

project, which was exploring ways to involve parents in children’ s education
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through classroom and home activities. Harmony in Action provided a

different approach to deve10ping and studying home-school-community

relationships. Also, I was simply curious about what would happen in this

new project. This was the first PDS project in this school to formally involve

school staff in addition to teachers (e.g., paraprofessionals, co-teachers, the

secretary, custodians, playground and lunch supervisors), as well as students,

family members and community members. How would it get off the grormd?

How would it develop? How would project members interact and work

together? These general questions guided how I watched, listened and

participated as a member ofthis project.

I brought to my participation in HIA what Malinowski (1922) calls

‘foreshadowed problems’ — “Good training in theory, and acquaintance with

its latest results ....” (in Harnrnersley & Atkinson, 1983). My previous study

of school-family-commtmity literature, as well as my previous experiences

and biases, informed the way I watched and listened as Karen described her

ideas and began to get the project underway. I was optimistic and excited

about the prospect of a project that started with the intent of involving family

and comrmmity members as integral participants and decision-makers, rather

than only as resources to carry out the school’s agenda. I had a sense that

Karen was truly interested in hearing and incorporating student, parent, staff
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and comrmmity perspectives. During Karen’s first year at Emerson, I had

observed her involve family and comrmmity members in all-school events, as

well as provide ways for students to participate in the cormnunity, through

several commrmity organizations to which she belonged. I hoped this project

would go beyond “typical” school practices, such as conferences and open

houses, and try to “reach out” to family and comrmmity in a variety ofways

(Davies, Burch & Johnson, 1992, p. 1). At the same time, my optimism

about the HIA project was tempered with what I consider a healthy

skepticism about the realities of developing relationships between home,

school, and community, again based on my experiences, as well as on the

literature which docmnents the baniers to these relationships.

My previous three years as a graduate assistant in various PDS projects

also provided a framework for how I paid attention to Harmony in Action. In

other PDS projects in this school, participants generally consisted of a group

ofteachers, one or two university faculty members, and one or more graduate

research assistants. In each project, participants devised different ways of

working together, such as collaborative curriculum planning, co-teaching

arrangements, documenting classroom activities and reflecting on them, and

writing together. My experiences had taught me just how complicated

inquiry about teaching and learning could be when teachers and researchers
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were learning how to share in decisions about research questions and design,

and to develop new roles in the endeavor of constructing and studying

irmovations in teaching, learning and school structures.

In other PDS projects, project goals and studies emerged in grassroots

fashion from the interests, questions, and issues ofgroup members.

Participants had developed an evolving inquiry framework in which formative

goals and practices were based on their ongoing work and the study ofthe

processes and outcomes of this work I had observed teachers learning to

think ofreflecting on their own practice and studying it systematically as

research; I had observed researchers learning to better understand, participate

in and honor the daily practices ofteaching and learning. These were not

easy tasks for either teachers or researchers; three years of collaboration

seemed to raise more questions than answers about this endeavor. I

wondered if I would see the same kinds oftransformations going on in the

Harmony in Action project. Would these transformations be complicated by

the fact that some ofthe participants were parents, cormmmity members and

school staffwho had not been irrrrnersed in the kind of continual reflection

and discussion that others in this school had ermerienced?

I did not join HIA with a dissertation study in mind; I was there to

support and learn about this project. I knew from my past experience with
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PDS projects that we would need documentation about the project for our

mid-year and year-end reports to the Michigan Partnership for New

Education (MPNE); this information was used to determine project

continuation. In other PDS projects at Emerson, the university colleagues had

initially taken responsibility for documenting and writing about project work;

but shared responsibilities for research design, data collection and writing

developed gradually. In the fall of 1992, HIA had neither a 1miversity faculty

member nor graduate student officially involved, so I was the “1miversity

person” in this project for the first few months.

Mid-way through the first year, Sid, a faculty member from the

Physical Education department joined the project informally (i.e., he did not

have load time) and Ron, a PE. graduate student, was hired as a research

assistant to the project. However, I continued throughout the 1992-1993

school year to take extensive notes at meetings, collect documents such as

meeting minutes, memos, and surveys, and write up my observations of

various activities that the group had implemented. Based on previous

research experience in this PDS, and drawing on examples in the literature on

fieldwork and interpretive research (Erickson, 1986), I trusted that the study

(or studies) ofthis project would emerge and change over time.
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Because the project was formative, it developed in a nmnber of

directions as Harmony in Action project members initiated a range of

activities, including a Student ofthe Week program, involving members of the

Physically Challenged Athletes ofMid-Michigan (PCAMM) in classrooms

and on the playground, holding all-school assemblies, and planning special

activities during recesses. Harmony in Action accomplished much during its

first year as an “exploratory? project. During summer planning meetings in

1993, the project expanded and refined its goals and strategies. By this time,

I knew that I wanted to craft a dissertation study from my involvement with

HIA. However, as the project expanded, so did my confirsion about what

exactly I wanted to “study.” I realized that I could take any “piece” ofthe

project work as the focus ofmy dissertation. Each ofthe project activities

involved in one way or another taking a look at school-family-cormmrnity

interactions. But having been immersed in the project, and involved to some

extent in every “piece,” I kept coming back to the questions about the

“whole.”

Reading Grant’s (1989) book, Learning Relations, and Comer’s (1980)

book, School Power, was helpful during this time. Both ofthese authors

described in detail the programs, processes and interactions that help us

rmderstand what school-family-cormnmrity relations looked like in these
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particular settings. I began to seek out other examples that described the

processes involved in developing school-family-commmrity relationships. In

this literature I saw many parallels in the experiences that these authors

described and our work in Harmony in Action. I wanted others to know

about Harmony in Action as I had come to know about the groups I’d been

reading about.

As school began in the fall of 1993, I still hadn’t submitted an official

proposal to study HIA. I continued to document the project for the purposes

ofour reporting activities for MPNE, but I knew I had been and would

continue to “study" this group as a participant observer. I added some

structure and layers to the documentation efi‘orts, such as audio taping

meetings, tabulating information from sm'veys done the previous year, and

piloting some interview protocols.

All that fall, I kept going back to my fieldnotes, and to notes from

conversations with many people, where I‘d tried to articulate what I knew and

wanted to know about this group. All along, I had been paying attention to

processes and interactions within the group and between the project members

and others in the school. From my readings about qualitative research

methodology (e.g., Miles & Hubennan, 1984; Hammersley & Atkinson,

1983; Bodgan & Biklen, 1982; Erickson, 1986). I knew that I had been
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doing analysis. Every time I had opened my fat black binder, making a note

orjotting a question, or sitting down to write myself a memo after a HIA

meeting, I had been paying attention to pattems and themes in the

relationships I was experiencing and observing.

However, it wasn’t until I began preparing for the Permsylvania

Ethnography Conference in February of 1994 that I recognized what I was

doing as the three concurrent flows of activity associated with qualitative data

analysis that Miles and Huberman (1984) describe: data reduction, data

display, and conclusion drawing and verification (p. 21). About this time, I

ran across some notes from one ofmy committee meetings back in

September, where I’d written, “How does HIA manage and negotiate a set of

issues/activities?” I can’t explain why I hadn’t connected with this idea

earlier, but in February this scnhbled note made a lot of sense to me. Part of

what I had been learning fiem my participation in Harmony in Action was

how project members negotiated and managed the goals they had for the

school. I further defined what I meant by negotiation (developing and

communicating shared understandings, meanings, and purposes) and

management (identifying and mobilizing resources, and developing

procedures to implement project activities). I had drawn my first tentative

“conclusion” about the HIA project! During the conference, I used the
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constructs ofnegotiation and management to help me make sense ofthe

numerous written documents I had been collecting in an artifacts file.

Another rmderstanding that emerged for me was that my analysis was

facilitated by having to prepare my ideas for an audience in a public forum.

Miles and Huberman (1984) note that “Hrunans are not very powerful as

processors in large amounts of information ....” (p. 21). Data displays which

assemble and organize information are helpful not only to the researcher, but

to the recipients of research In the conference setting, I had a limited time to

present and get feedback on my emerging analysis. This pushed me to begin

thinking about the data analysis and reduction activities of analysis.

As I prepared for an American Educational Research Association

(AERA) poster session in April 1994, I continued to refine the concepts of

negotiation and management further by comparing negotiation and

management processes within and outside the project group. I prepared a

paper tlmt used one ofHarmony in Action’s activities, the Student ofthe

Week program, to illustrate the concepts ofnegotiation and management.

The Student ofthe Week program had started as a student recognition activity

that evolved into a weekly family lunch that included student and family

participation in filling out a survey about the school. I examined the

negotiation and management processes involved in implementing this family
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involvement activity at Emerson: How did the project members come to a

shared rmderstanding about the inrportance ofrecognizing students and

involving families? How did they communicate these understandings to

family members and Emerson staff? How did they identify people who would

carry out activities related to Student ofthe Week activities? How did they

manage the routines and tasks required by family members and others in the

school?

I drew examples from project meetings, and from artifacts such as

meeting minutes, memos, and surveys to illustrate the processes of

negotiation and management. I used the concepts ofnegotiation and

management as a framework for rmderstanding how Harmony in Action

members had encomaged (and increased) family involvement through the

Student ofthe Week program at Emerson I was convinced that I wanted to

use this fiamework to examine some ofthe other activities that Harmony in

Action had initiated to involve families and community members.

As William Foote Whyte (1955) says in the Appendix of Street Come_r_

S_o_ci_e_ty, “I was eighteen months in the field before I knew where my research

was going” (p. 321). I reflected on the reason that I had initially joined the

Harmony in Action group. I had joined the group in order to support and

document what the project did to involve family and comrmmity members.
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After nearly two years ofparticipation in Harmony in Action, I was ready to

articulate the question for my dissertation study that had been guiding my

work with Harmony in Action all along:

How did the Harmony in Action project attempt to strengthenfamily

and community involvement at Emerson?

I had already begrm to craft one answer to this question as I worked on

presentations for the Pennsylvania Ethnography Conference and AERA

Negotiation and management were, in fact processes that the Harmony in

Action group used to strengthen family and cormnunity involvement, both

inside and outside the group. I wanted to continue to look at these processes,

as well as other features ofhow the project involved families and cormnrmity

members at Emerson.

Data Sources

I requested consent from project members to use a range of existing

documents and records collected by myself and other Harmony in Action

participants from August, 1992 to June, 1994. These documents and records

include:

0 Field notes taken at meetings as a project participant

0 Audio-and videotapes ofproject meetings (1993—94)
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o Videotapes ofvarious activities such as Student ofthe Week

hmches and conflict role play activities

0 Docmnents such proposals, reports, meeting minutes, memos,

calendars, brochures, cards, and photographs

0 Surveys:

Student ofthe Week surveys (300)

1993-94 End- of- year student surveys (121)

1993-94 End of year staff, family and MSU surveys (21)

Near the end of the 1993-94 school year, I also interviewed project

group members and others adults, as well as 4th and 5th grade students whom

ind been involved in project activities. 1 interviewed 15 adults and 13

students.

Analysis

I realized early in my participation with the HIA project that keeping

my collections, or data, organized would be important. I chose to use three-

ring binders with tabbed section dividers to keep meeting agendas, notes and

mimrtes separate from other written documents like memos to staff, calendars,

and flyers.

This proved to be useful when I began to create a chronology for each

ofthe two years ofthe project (see Appendix A). These chronologies helped
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me have an overview of each year, and by shading meeting entries versus

other kinds of activities, I could see some pattern of activity over the course

of a given year. Separating the meetings from other documents also provided

a cross-check that made the chronology more thorough and accurate. For

example, I started with just the meetings in the chronology, then added other

events, including when memos were sent out, and when activities took place.

Sometimes when I was adding an activity to the chronology I ran across a

reference to a meeting that was not in my “meeting notes” section. This

prompted me look for clues about why this meeting was not in the notes —

was it cancelled? Or was I sick that day?

On the meeting transcripts, and on other documents, I used a simple

coding abbreviation that reflected the four constructs ofnegotiating within the

group (NIG), negotiating outside the group (NOG), managing within the

group (mo), and managing outside the group (MOG). At another level of

data reduction and display, I created surmnary sheets displaying cells for

these four constructs. I used these summary sheets to try to display

condensed information from meetings. As Miles and Haberman (1984)

mention, creating a good display format usually requires a number of

iterations (p. 80).
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I started with one summary sheet per meeting, but quickly realized that

there was not enough room to record all the infommtion from a meeting on

one sheet. Also, I was losing my focus on various activities that involved

families and comrmmity members. So another iteration with these smmnary

sheets was to use one sheet for each topic that was discussed at the meeting,

such as “planning family nights” or “how to invite comrmmity members to

help implement the Recess Activities plan.” On this by-topic summary sheet

(see Appendix B) I also added small circled numbers by each piece of

summarized text so that I could still see the flow ofthe conversation, even

though in a very digested form.

Looking at the chronology and at the negotiation and management

processes across several different strands of activities, led me to another level

of analysis. I noticed that there were differences in the way that various

activities got played out. The Student ofthe Week program, for example, had

seemed be a relatively simple and easy way to get families involved in the

school. The focus ofthe program, during both the first year (i.e., student

recognition) and the second year (i.e., student recognition, family involvement

to celebrate children, and gaining student input) seemed to be ones that were

fairly easy to agree on by both fanrilies and school staff. Other activities were

also relatively easy to negotiate and manage, such as the involving comrmmity
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members from the Physically Challenged Athletes ofMid-Michigan

(PCAMM) in the school. Some activities, however, were more difficult to

“pull 0 ,” such as involving parents and community members in the Recess

Activities program. The project members seemed to have more difficulty

articulating their vision ofthe program; the logistics ofmanaging this program

were also more complicated. I decided that a closer look at various family

and comrmmity involvement activities would be helpful.

Writing

Writing about findings and creating a story line is, of course, another

form of analysis. I didn’t want to leave anything out about the hard work of

the project group members, or about my hard work of doing the study. There

were many aspects to share about this group that had taken on the endeavor

oftrying to bring a school together in spirit, and to open the doors of this

school a little wider to family and community members. There were nnny

ways that the story could have been told In choosing to focus on the group

processes ofnegotiation and management, and in finther choosing to

concentrate on some ofthe specific activities that project members attempted

to irrrplernent, I had to let go of some good data, and some good ideas.

Mentors, fiiends, and colleagues assured me that there would be other

opportunities to tell these stories.
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CHAPTER 4

. A LITTLE PIECE OF LAND:

HARMONY IN ACTION IN THE EMERSON LANDSCAPE

HARMONYUVACTION is a project at Emerson*MSUProfessional

Development School in Harris Michigan. The Harmony in Action

project involves school stafl,’ students, families, community members,

andMSUparticipants. The overarchingpurpose ofthe Harmony in

Action project is to promote the development ofa positive learning

communityfor everyone involved at Emerson Elementary School. We

pursued a variety ofactivities, which are centered onfour main goals:

Promoting a sense ofbelonging andschool spirit

Promoting cooperation, problem-solving and independence

Promoting interactions among school, family and community

members

0 Promoting an understanding and appreciation ofdiversity

Specific activities are outlined in this brochure but we continually

evaluate and revise our work in response to particular issues and

interests ofstudents, staflffamilies, community members andMSU

participants. We welcome yourparticipation, expertise and input

about ourproject! Our work together has reinforced the beliefthat

HARMONYcan only be realized through thoughtfulACTIONon the

part ofall community members.

This introduction in a brochure (see Appendix C) developed by

Harmony in Action members during the second year ofthe project was a

representation ofthe project’s visions, of who was involved and ofhow

participants approached their work During interviews with project members

and others in the school, I asked them how they would describe Harmony in

Action to someone who didn’t know about it. Many ofthem cormnented,
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“Oh, I’ve done that lots oftimes.” Often when they told me how they

described Harmony in Action, they included, in varying amormts of detail,

who was in the group, when they met, what kinds of activities they did, and

why they did those activities. I used these categories to organize this chapter

to descnhe “What is Harmony in Action”? In the final section ofthe chapter,

I also introduce ideas about how Harmony in Action did its work.

Who Was Harmony in Action?

 
Karen James initiated the Harmony in Action project. Project members

and others in the school repeatedly said that HIA started with Karen’s visions

for the school. In doing interviews, I formd that Karen had begun to share

ideas with Renae, the principal, and Ruth, a 5th grade teacher throughout the

1991-92 school year. During the spring 1992 PDS planning meetings, .

Dwight Carson, an MSU faculty who had been working with two other PDS

groups, helped Karen formalize her ideas into a proposal for an exploratory

PDS project It was called Building Level Integration with Physical

Education, Recess and erch (BLIPERL), but renamed Harmony in Action

early in the fall. Karen was the only Emerson teacher listed on the project

proposal, but by the first meeting in October, 1992, she had recruited others

to join her. During the summer and fall, Karen spread the word about this

new project and invited a range ofpeople, including teachers, parents,
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paraprofessionals, playgrormd supervisors, and comrmmity members to attend

an initial meeting where they would begin to. talk about activities they could

get under way.

On October 6, 1992, the BLIPERL group had its first meeting after

school in a classroom. At that meeting were Karen, Ruth, Renae, Tahna (1 st

grade teacher), Laurie (a co-teacher), Olga, Melanie and Dawn (parents),

Jocelyn (a supervisor firm a community agency for developmentally delayed

adults), and me (a graduate student).

Every Harmony in Action meeting over the course oftwo years was

“open” to anyone in the school cornmrmity — parents, school staff, community

members. Karen stressed from the very beginning that she wanted the group

to be inclusive ofmany people fiom many backgrounds. Simply annormcing

that meetings are open doesn’t assure that people feel comfortable to come.

Karen and Ruth were instrumental in making sure this message felt genuine to

others by verbally inviting them to meetings. Karen asked Jocelyn to come

because she wanted to find a way to have developmentally delayed adults

involved in the school. Ruth asked Olga, who was a parent of a child in her

classroom, to come. Later, Olga invited another parent, Liz, to help her with

the Student ofthe Week program This kind ofword-of-mouth and personal

invitation remained an effective way to get people involved in a variety of

60

 



ways over the next two years. Written invitations to meetings were also

included in ahnost every memo or notice sent to staff and families. Another

way that the group tried to encourage participation during the first year was to

schedule alternating evening and breakfast meetings so that a range ofpeople

might be able to attend one or the other.

During the first few months, some peOple who were interested in and

supportive ofthe project attended one or two meetings, and others came in

later that hadn’t been at the initial meetings. Some teachers, like Tahna and

Sheila (kindergarten teacher) were very supportive ofthe group, but were

involved in other PDS projects or had other responsibilities within the school

or district.

Eventually, as with most groups, there was a “core” set ofpeople who

attended most ofthe meetings and who did the bulk ofthe project work (see

Figure 1). These core people remained fairly consistent over the two years

that I documented the project, and included Karen, Ruth, Sarah

(a paraprofessional), Canie (a co-teacher), Ron and myself (grad students),

and Olga and Liz (parents). The first year, Laurie was also a part ofthe core

group, and volunteered to do minutes ofeach meeting. She went on maternity

leave the second year ofthe project. Even when Karen was assigned to teach

junior high English during the first part of the second year, she continued to
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attend meetings and help with activities when she could. At the first meeting

in September, 1993, Karen introduced her self as “an Emerson misplaced

urchin” She had been reassigned due to the district cutting physical

education classes to once a week per classroom. She retruned to Emerson as

the RE. teacher after a legislative vote passing the Hedley Act allowed the

district to reinstate physical education to twice a week. My sense ofwho was

in this core group was confimred when I did interviews with HIA members,

other teachers, and students. Nearly everyone listed the same people as being

involved in HIA.

A second “layer” ofparticipants were people involved in project work

on a regular basis, but who did not necessarily attend meetings regularly.

Included in this group were Cheryl and Janice (paraprofessionals and

parents), Melanie & Dawn (parents), Jean (secretary), Sid (MSU faculty),

Jocelyn, and Sally (commrmity member). Sally was Emerson’s liaison to the

Harris School Business Alliance, a school district initiative to link business

people with schools. The second year ofthe project, Student Representatives

were also included in this second layer ofpeople. A third layer ofpeople,

including several teachers, the custodian, and some comrmmity members,

were willing to be called on to help with special activities or events, and were

considered by project members as “advocates” ofthe project. A fornth layer
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ofpeople were others in the school who participated in activities that HIA

planned for the school Some ofthese people also gave us feedback when

asked directly, in the context of staffmeetings, and on surveys HIA sent out.

The diagram below illustrates these four layers ofproject participants. The

core group included two teachers, two parents, two university students, a

paraprofessional and a co-teacher, while the second “layer” included four

parents (two ofwhom were also paraprofessionals at Emerson), one

rmiversity faculty, the school secretary, two comrmmity representatives,

Emerson’s student representatives. The people who were most involved with

the project included all of the groups Karen intended to include when she

originally developed the PDS proposal.

When and Where Was Harmony in Action?

During both school years, the HIA project kept fairly regular schedule

ofmeetings. This was in part to help project members, most ofwhom had

pretty busy schedules, and in part to help the group become

“institutionalized” in the school setting and comrmmity. It’s Thmsday night,

it must be meatloafl By November of 1992, Harmony in Action meetings

alternated for the remainder ofthe school year between Thursday evenings at

Emerson in a classroom, and Friday mornings before school at the Darly Café

(owned by a family whose children attended Emerson). The Darly Café was
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also where the School-Business Alliance met on Friday mornings once a

month

During the 1993-94 school year, the group met every other Thursday

evening and once a month on Tuesday mornings during the school day.

Karen and Ruth received release time to attend Tuesday moming meetings.

During this year we met in the Community Room at Emerson. A new

elementary school had opened in the district that fall, alleviating

overcrowding at some other elementary schools. There was an extra

classroom at Emerson, which had been used for storage while the new gym

and library were being built. In September, Harmony in Action organized a

“Create the Cormnunity Room Night.” From teachers, families, and

comrmmity members, we’d gotten donations of couches and chairs, area rugs,

pillows, lamps, plants, curtains, a coffee pot, and other items.

Fueled by lasagna and desserts made by Olga, and pizza donated by a

local business, 21 adults and 15 children started working after school to

transform this one-time elementary school classroom into a welcoming, cozy

place for teachers, families, students and volrmteers. We cleaned, organized

and decorated by hanging curtains and plants, covering bulletin boards with

fabric, and painting fiuniture. The room was organized into two sections -

one with soft cozy furniture, and one with a long table and chairs for
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meetings. Most ofthe time, the room was lit with lamps, not fluorescent

lights, and soft classical music played from a radio.

This became Harmony in Action’s new “home.” It was used for our

meetings, for mu Student ofthe Week lunches, as a gathering place for

Student Representatives, for our Family Nights, and was a place where

vohmteers in the school could hang a coat, work on projects, orjust sit for

minute. It was also where the Family Resource Center would eventually be

housed. Harmony in Action members had written a grant to provide a

“lending library” ofbooks and other materials for families in the school. The

Commrmity Room was eventually used for a variety of activities. Cormnrmity

groups occasionally used the room for meetings; Olga met with her girl scout

troop there one evening a week; teachers sent small groups of children in with

a paraprofessional or volunteer for specific activities like cooking experiences

or practicing a play; it was a place for students who needed a quiet place

away from the regular classroom environment.

Harmony in Action meeting dates and times were comrmmicated to

school, family and comrmmity members in a variety ofways. Karen and Ruth

gave verbal reminders at staffmeetings and the dates were included on a

monthly calendar that HIA produced, on memos to stafi‘, and dming the

second year, on the back of our brochure. District administrators were also
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invited to meetings and activities, and were kept informed about the group’ 5

projects.

Whenever the group varied from this predictable schedule, notices

about the change were posted in the office, and during the second year, were

posted on the door ofthe Community Room, where our meetings were held.

Karen, in particular, worried when we changed a meeting date and would

often make phone calls or ask group members to inform specific pe0ple.

Even though most ofthe time no one besides the core group came to

meetings, she wanted to be sure we’d done what we could to inform people

of changes, “just in case” someone decided to come to a meeting. An

example ofthis kind of concern is illustrated in the following excerpt from a

HIA meeting:

Tuesday morning February 15, I994 — we were discussing canceling

the Thursday evening meetingfor February 1 7, since this was the eve

ofwinter break. I had already put a note in everyone ’s box askingfor

input about this. During the meeting, some one suggested that we

could meet thefollowing week on the 24th.

Karen: Is there anything we can dofor the I 7th? So ifpeople

come we can tell them we ’re not coming?

Sarah: Huh?

Karen: We circulate this calendar to 400families, and to all

these people - ifpeople come on the I 7‘".

Carrie: To the meeting? We ’ve never had that happen yet.
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Sarah:

Karen:

Julie:

Karen:

Julie:

Karen:

Sarah:

Karen:

Never had anybodyjust walk in.

Even like Janice, Cheryl, andLiz and Olga.

Oh, Iput notes in all their boxes aboutpossibly changing

that — this little note? Didyou get one?

Right, but we never told ‘em.

We never decided — so we couldjustput a note- we could

just hang a note up.

The February 17th meeting has been cancelled and

please come on the 24’“.

That’s a good way to tell em the next meeting —- come on

the 24th instead.

OK Ijust think there ’s people that mightfizll through

the cracks — even ifwejustput a note on the door — or if

there ’s someboay else we need to call that might be here.

Like at MSU.

This kind of attention to making sure that people knew about changes

in our “availability” seems to be evidence that Karen was genuine about

wanting to be inclusive and nmintain an open door atmosphere around HIA.

What Did Harmony in Action Do?

Dming the 1992-93 and 1993-94 school years, Harmony in Action

developed a wide range of activities arormd the foru project goals that

involved the whole school as well as families and community members. The

diagram below (see Figure 2), created for the brochure early in the second
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year ofthe project, illustrates the diversity of activities that were initiated by

project members. These goals and activities evolved in response to particular

issues and interests of students, staff, families, comrmmity members and

university participants. The four goals ofthe project, built from Karen’s

initial ideas, were gradually refined and articulated by project group

members. Each ofthe small circles on the outside ofthe diagram represents

an activity, event, or program that project members tried to implement to

support these goals. In the brochure, each ofthese activities was explained in

a briefparagraph.

Project group members commented, when they saw the brochrue and

diagram, “Are we really doing all these things?” The brochure was intended

to give others a sense ofthe scope and diversity ofthe work in which project

members were engaged. Each ofthe activities was, in fact, an idea that was

considered by HIA members. What the brochure and diagram do not reflect,

however, is that the activities required varying amounts oftime, energy and

people at different times over the two years I documented Harmony in

Action’s work, and that the process ofmoving from ideas to implementation

Varied from goal to goal and even from activity to activity.
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Some activities, such as setting up the Cormnunity Room, took a lot of

work from a lot ofpeople, but for a short period oftime. Once it was set up,

the Connmmity room took little ofthe group’s attention or energy. Involving

participants from Bretton Square and Physically Challenged Athletes ofMid-

Michigan (PCAMM) took some coordinatiOn between Karen and comrmmity

members representing these groups to identify participants. Karen also met

with interested teachers to explain how these comrmmity members might be

involved, and to find out what kinds ofthings the teachers were interested in

having participants do. With Bretton Square participants, Jocelyn came to the

school to help orient and train them for the tasks that they would be doing,

and monitored their work during the time they were there. However, once

participants were placed in classrooms, the library, or the kitchen, this

program also took little ofHarmony in Action members’ attention or energy.

Other activities were ongoing and required attention at specific times

throughout the year. The monthly activity ofproducing the HIA calendar (see

Appendix D) involved making decisions about assemblies and spirit days, as

well as other possrhle events. Near the end of each month at a Harmony in

Action meeting, group members discussed activities and dates for the

upcoming month, based on the monthly themes that had been generated at the

begirming ofthe year. I usually brought a draft copy ofthe calendar, and then
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finalized it a few days after this meeting so that it could be copied to go out to

families and staffby the beginning ofthe next month.

Even within this monthly pattem, there might be variations ofhow

much time and energy was needed to complete an activity. For example, the

amormt oftime, energy and people involved in planning an assembly could

vary depending on the content ofthe assembly. Usually a sub-group of

Harmony in Action members worked out the actual details ofan assembly

after it was agreed upon during a meeting. Who was involved depended on

what the assembly was about and on the interests and expertise ofgroup

participants. Sometimes group members would involve other teachers,

parents, or comrmmity members with a particular expertise or skill. Ifthe

assembly was simple to plan (e.g., singing songs), relatively little time and

energy were needed. If the assembly was more complex to plan (e.g.,

involving speakers or presentations by students), more time and energy were

needed.

In contrast to the monthly pattern ofthe calendars, spirit days and

assemblies, the Student ofthe Week program entailed a weekly pattern of

collecting Student ofthe Week certificates on Thursdays, announcing student

names on Friday, displaying certificates on Monday and setting up for the

hmch and collecting srnveys on Wednesdays. Olga, Liz, and I were primarily
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responsible for these activities each week Other activities surfaced and

submerged in the group’s discussions more or less frequently depending on

the interests ofthe project group members and their schedules and other

responsibilities.

Another aspect ofHarmony in Action’5 work is not reflected in the

diagram or brochure. Even though every idea or activity was initially

discussed at a meeting with the core group and others, over time individuals

in the group became associated with particular activities. Olga, Liz and I

were primarily responsrble for the weekly tasks associated with Student ofthe

Week. Karen, because ofher associations with these organizations, took

responsibility for including PCAMM and Bretton Square members in the

Emerson comrmmity. Ron, with the support of Sid, coordinated the

playground activities by involving undergraduate students from the Physical

Education Department at MSU. During the second year, Ron let go ofsome

ofthese activities to focus on the student representative program and to pilot

some conflict negotiation activities with students. Karen and I were often the

ones who made contacts with the School-Business Alliance and other

community groups. Often, Ruth, Carrie and Ron enjoyed planning

assemblies. Sarah, Lamie and I often pulled together written documents and

organized getting them to pe0ple. Karen and Ruth were the group’s links to
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staffmeetings and other school committees. Cheryl, Jocelyn and Karen were

the group’s links to PTO.

In smnmary, Harmony in Action addressed many issues and initiated

many activities. Even though the circles on the diagram are uniform in size,

the actual dimensions ofthe activities varied. It is important to note that

although not every Harmony in Action member was involved in the details of

every activity, and not every activity required the same amount of

participants’ time and energy, the tasks of implementing these activities were

pretty evenly distributed across all group members - parents, school staff,

comrmmity members, and MSU staff.

Why Did Harmony in Action Do This Work?

As stated earlier, Karen James initiated the BLIPERL project in the

spring of 1992 during PDS planning meetings. Her ideas were based on

building a stronger sense ofbelonging and comrmmity at Emerson, and on

concerns she had about children’s interactions and experiences at Emerson.

In an interview in J1me of 1994, Karen descn'bed why she had proposed the

project:

Isaw 150 students and the difference in theirpersonality and their

self-esteem and they see me in gym class and they have recess 15

times a week andI really want to take advantage more ofthat recess

time and help them make better choices with their less structured time.
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AndI reallyfelt we neededsome camaraderie andsome team spirit

andsome Emerson identity and um, so Iproposed the project

These ideas guided Harmony in Action’s work during the 1992-1993

and 1993-1994 school years. Throughout this time, project members

continually articulated and refined the philosophies, goals and activities ofthe

group. In the brochure, a brief rationale was given for each ofthe four goals

ofthe Harmony in Action project. Since the project members were involved

in reviewing and revising the brochure, I feel safe in saying that these

statements reflect project members collective values and beliefs:

Promote C00peration, Problem Solving, and Independence:

Cooperation, problem solving and independence are vital aspects ofa

positive learning community. Children and adults who learn to work

together, solve problems and conflicts in constructive ways, and

develop confidence and a sense ofindependence contribute positively

to the school community.

Promote Understanding and Appreciation of Diversity:

In order to become responsible andproductive citizens in our

increasingly pluralistic society, children need to learn about,

appreciate and even celebrate the diversity ofpeople in their

immediate and larger communities.

Promote Interactions among School, Family and Corrnmmity Members:

There is a growing aclmowledgment that in order to provide children

with experiences thatpromote positive academic, social and

emotional development, the main institutions, which constitute

children ’s worlds, must seek ways to work collaboratively. Schools,

families and communities do not operate in isolation; these are

overlapping and mutually supportive contexts. All involved can

benefitfiom sharingperspectives, goals, ideas, and resources.
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Promote a Sense ofBelonging and School Spirit:

The overall climate ofthe school has an impact on the kinds of

experiences that children and adults have in their various activities

and interactions in the school setting. Activities which provide

common information and experiencesfor all children and adults

foster work towards common goals andprovide a sense ofownership

andpride in the school and surrounding community.

During Harmony in Action meetings, discussions among project

members also tended to reflect these values and beliefs, associated with a

range of issues and activities that the group was addressing. For example, at

the first meeting in the fall of 1993, Olga shared a story that reflected her

belief that schools should welcome parents who are interested in

volunteering:

Olga: Iprefer to be in the classroom where my kids are

Julie: Well, a lot ofteachers - a lot ofthe classrooms are really

trying to

Olga: encourage

Julie: encourage parents to come in.

Olga: much is neat andI really love it because up north where

I camefiom - well, a lot depends on the teacher, too, but

they were like, ‘What, you want to come in and help?

You brow, and it’s like Elizabeth was in thirdgrade and

her teacher’s chinjust about hit thefloor. I thought, ‘1’”

pick it upforyou —- yes, I want to come in and help out. ’

And it wasjust very shocking. And then Kelly ’sfirst

grade teacher told me, ‘Well, I don ’t like to have parents

come in and help, becauseyou can come in and help but

maybe Joe ’s mom can ’t andJoe ’s gonna think his mom
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doesn ’t love him like Kelly ’s mom. ’ I thought, ‘Well, just

say that we ’re very privileged to have a mom that’s able

to come in and help because she does not work out ofthe

house, or whatever, you brow. ’ To me Ifelt the whole

classroom lost out because she didn ’t want an adult mom

to come and help out andIfeel that Ijust love it here at

Emerson — It’s like, ‘What, you want to come help? Sure,

come on! You brow? I love that!

At the meeting on October 21, 1993, Jean, the school secretary, posed

a solution to some lunch room problems that reflected her beliefthat children

should and could be held responsible for their own behaviors, relating to the

goal of cooperation, problem—solving and independence. Ruth had described

her fiustration at a recent staff meeting because the teachers had not reached

consensus about what approach should be used to change behavior in the

hmchroom. Some teachers were interested in using a reward system; others

felt that they should be more authoritarian; some felt it wasn’t their

responsibility at all. Jean interjected:

This is a major concern andI think it’s a pressing concern because

the children are so concerned about it — and the surveys are telling

us the lunch room is too noisy — that they don ’t like to eat in there -

I’m wondering ifthere ’s another way ofapproaching thisfast and

then moving on to a plan I’m wondering ifHIA can send out

something that goes home — I’m wondering ifwe could do something

letting these children brow that very soon — unless the lunchroom

is turned around and quieted down, there will be sets ofrules tofollow

andI’m wondering ifwe can turn it back over to them — give them

responsibility ofquieting their own lunch space, giving them a chance

oftaking care ofit before we have to set the rules down — Idon ’t

always agree with um, setting down rigid rules right away, nor do I
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agree with having to reward them right away. I think maybe we

should let them take care ofit themselves.

Dining interviews in May and June of 1994, Harmony in Action

members and others provided some additional insights into why this group

did what it did. Frequently, the people I interviewed mentioned that they felt

the HIA core group members held similar values and beliefs about what a

“positive leanring comrmmity” looked and felt like. Core group members

also seemed to hold a conrmon view that in order for change to take place,

comrmmity members had to do something — to take action. The activities of

the group were seen as efforts to move toward the vision they held,

individually and collectively, for the school.

Sarah @araprofessional): It ’s a group ofpeople that are looking to

better relationships and happenings in the school. When I think of

relationships Isay ownership — ifthe kidsfeel like they own this

building, and the teachersfeel like they own this building, everyone ’s

gonna try harder. I’m a big advocatefor ownership I know in my

case the reason I’m involved is because I was so involved in PTAfor

years that it’s kind oflike an extension ofwhat I used to do andI

see how beneficial it can be It ’s so satisfying when you see stujjr

like that come to reality and the kids have such a great time, and

satisfaction .

Ron (graduate student): Iguess my impressions are that a lot ofthose

people have similar values in terms ofwhat they ’d like to see happen

at the school andHIA is appealing because ofthat — because we ’re

trying to do some ofthose things — trying to do some community

learning, trying to involve the outside community in the building,

trying to add diversity to the building, so I think those type things are

things that thosepeople appreciate and value. I also think that we
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come to get things done andI think that ’s appealing and I think that

we do a lot ofactivities, it’s kind ofa high profile project to be

involved in, and it doesn ’t seem to me like any ofthese people are in

interested in something that’s high profile — it’s not like they have

some interest in being brown — but I think that a lot ofthings happen

through HIA whereas you don ’t see things that happen so much with

the otherprojects because they ’re not always building-wide.

Carrie (co—teacher): Well, thefirst reason Igot involved was because

I was sort ofinvited, and it seemed like it would be a group that could

really use some ofthe things I was interested in — some ofmy ideas,

as well as Ifelt like I could be learning a lot about Emerson as a

group, as a community.

Karen (P.E. teacher): Just a major emphasis where you ’re not only

impacting one group ofstudents or one classroom or one grade level,

butyou ’re impacting the whole school, so our community of500 that

we ’re talking about really gives you a sense ofaccomplishment and

self-satisfaction and its real rewarding tofeel like you ’re part ofthis

bigger eflort. '

Renae @rincipal): I think the otherpeople are in a way, lifelong

learning orientedpeople. Lifelong connectedness to sort ofgrowth

and development and selfconcept and the connectedness offirmily

and institutions and sort ofeitherfiom a realpersonal gut level, or

from an intellectual level, just sort ofbrowing that institutions can be

alienating and ifwe don ’t humanize them, ifwe don ’tfindsome way of

connecting to real life and everyday issues, that they stay alienating,

so some people came at that both out ofa sense ofcaring and a sense

ofintellectual interest in how to do that, and otherpeople came at it

asjust a sort ofway they operate. They ’re affective people and they

want to deal withfeelings andpositive opportunities. I think the

parents participated one, because they really believe in that whole

thing about kidsfeeling good at school, but I also thinkparents

participated because it was defined — it was here ’s a way I can

participate in a defined task Here ’s a way I can determine my

amount ofparticipation but I can really make a contribution that ’s

defined, that ’s specific.
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Cheryl @araprofessional, parent): Well, Ifbund out, Jocelyn andI

since we ’re neighbors, and we talked about, yeah, this is something to

get involved in because see at the time, our PTO was kind ofajoke.

We had maybe 4parents, and Renae andKaren who was the teacher

rep . So that ’s why Jocelyn andI decided well, maybe we can do

something in HIA to help where PTO couldn ’t.

These comments, during meetings and interviews, reflected some

beliefs about being able to affect change in a school by working with others

who have similar ideas and orientations. Making the school a better place for

all cormnunity members seemed to be a goal that members ofthis project felt

was important. They brought themselves to the endeavor — past experiences,

ideas, and values, and began to work together to implement activities that

reflected the goals that they had worked together to articulate in the brochure.

In the next section, I describe how project members went about their work

together.

How Did Harmony in Action Do Their Work?

“First they talk a lot and then they do stuff.” This is how Kelly, Olga’s

daughter and a third grader at Emerson, described Harmony in Action. Kelly

said this when I was interviewing her mom at their house, and had asked Olga

how she would descnhe Harmony in Action to someone. Kelly had come to

several ofthe HIA meetings; she and her sister Elizabeth, a fifth grader at

Emerson, “hung out” in the Cormnunity Room reading, drawing, or doing
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homework while Olga attended HIA meetings. Kelly’s words were an

elegant surmnary ofhow HIA members did their work Here, I elaborate on

this view by examining the processes involved as this group of parents,

school staff, and community members implemented a range of activities at

Emerson.

Project members seemed to be engaged in two kinds of intertwined

processes as they worked. Sometimes they were negotiating about ideas-

developirrg and communicating shared rmderstanding, meanings and

purposes. As Kelly would say, “talking a lot.” Other times, they were

managing how to get things done - identifying and mobilizing resources, and

developing procedures to implement project activities. As Kelly would say,

“doing stuff.” These processes took place both within the project group and

outside the project group. The diagram below (see Figure 3) illustrates these

four dimensions ofthe group’s work

The top two circles represent processes that took place among project

group members. Most ofthe time, Harmony in Action project meetings were

the setting where the core group generated ideas, planned activities, and

delegated tasks. Meetings were often the place where the group could figure

things out before they presented ideas, activities or plans to the larger group

of school staff, students, families and community members. Dining lively
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Figure 3

Negotiating and Managing Within and Outside HIA
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discussions about ideas brought to the table by project members (and others,

via project members), the group negotiated and made sense ofproject goals.

In the process, ideas and activities were clarified, modified, and occasionally

tabled or discarded. When we agreed to proceed with an idea, we started the

management process offiguring out how to make it happen, starting with

dividing up the work among ourselves. Who can type up this list? Who can

check on getting school pictures? Who can call and get information about

that grant?

The bottom two circles represent processes that often took place

outside Harmony in Action meetings group. Since most of our activities and

programs involved the whole school, we had to communicate our ideas to

others and gain their support and cooperation, as well as coordinate

procedures and tasks so that everyone could participate.

Each aspect ofthe project’s work required some negotiation of

meanings and purposes and some management ofprocedures and resources.

One ofthe earliest examples of these two processes was when the group

changed its narrre from BLIPERL to Harmony in Action early in the first year.

At the first meeting on October 6, 1992, after saying the name BLIPERL

several times, Ruth said, “That name’s gotta go” and several people

commented that the group needed a name that wasn’t so cumbersome and
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that better reflected what the project was about. Near the end ofthe meeting,

Karen asked everyone to think about a new name for the project. At the

second meeting on October 16, 1992, the group brainstormed several names,

and decided on “Harmony in Action,” to reflect the group’s emphasis on

promoting a harmonious learning environment and the fact that this was an

action-oriented group, already moving on several ideas by the second

meting. Changing the name ofthe project was a way that project

participants negotiated their rmderstandings ofthe project’s goals and

purposes within the group. The new name represented a shared

rmderstanding and vision by project members about the group and its

pruposes. We started right away to think about designing a logo for our

project to use on letterheads, memos, and other documents. We knew that

we would be comrmmicating and coordinating our plans with school staff,

families, students, and community groups. Having a recognizable logo would

help others know when comrmmication was coming fiom Harmony in Action,

versus other groups such as the School Improvement Team or PTO. Melanie

and I ofiered to play around with a logo design and bring our ideas back to

the group, and Sarah offered to draft a letter to parents about one ofthe

group’s activities. Already, group members had begrm to manage tasks

within the group by volunteering their time and skills.

84

 



Near the end of October, Harmony in Action sent out its first memo to

Emerson staff (see Appendix E) announcing the name change fiom BLIPERL

to Harmony in Action, describing the project goals and some ofthe activities,

and asking for input about some ofthe ideas and plans that were generated

timing the first few meetings. This memo was a tool for both negotiating and

managing outside the project group. The first paragraph was a statement

about project goals, and following paragraphs included a rationale for the

activities for which the group was asking for feedback These were ways to

cormnrmicate meanings and purposes to the larger school community. The

memo was also asking for input and seeking approval, other aspects of

negotiating outside the group. In addition, the memo helped Harmony in

Action manage their work outside the project, by providing a way for

members to get a sense of other people’s ideas, find out who was interested

in prusuing activities, and have a written record for contacting people later.

In January, the logo was finished, and the group decided to use goldenrod-

colored paper for all Harmony in Action documents such as minutes, memos,

notices, and calendars. The logo design provided repeated occasions for the

larger comrmmity to see the goals ofthe project. Musical notes and little

nmners on bright golden paper promoted the group’s identity and helped to

manage their work in a school that was busy with many innovative projects.
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In the exanrple ofthe group changing its name, we see that in just a few

weeks, parents and school staffhad begun to work together to develop

common goals, and both had begun to take on tasks within the project group.

These processes ofnegotiation and management were formative. Even

in groups where participants have very similar interests and backgrounds, or

have worked together for some time, shared visions are negotiated over time

and through clarification ofpersonal perspectives. Ways ofmanaging project

tasks also develop gradually and can change with new group configurations

or changes in the setting. In groups with diverse membership, such as

Harmony in Action, the processes ofnegotiating shared understandings and

managing project activities may be more complex. Project participants

brought their personal histories with them — their experiences as students, as

parents, as teachers, and as commrmity members. These personal histories

influenced their rmderstandings ofand goals for the group, the roles they

assumed in the group, and their interactions with one another and with other

adults in the wider school and comrmmity setting. In the following sections I

will describe what I consider to be the foundations, or building blocks, that

supported the growth and the work ofthe group. Many ofthese building

blocks were established early in the group’ 3 development, and were enriched
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and expanded as a result ofthe group’ s ongoing interactions and work

together.

NurtuangRelationships

At nearly every meeting, there was food. I know that my Granny

would say that having food is a good way to get any gathering offto a good

start. Often, one ofthe HIA members would bring a bag of candy or a box of

cookies to the evening meetings. On Friday mornings the first year, we

gathered at the café for breakfast while we worked. On Tuesday mornings

the second year, the fare was more often donuts or bagels. It may seem

trivial, but sharing food seemed to be one ofthe social rituals that made

pe0ple feel comfortable. Feeling comfortable helped group members get to

know each other, and getting to know each other helped us to develop a safe

environment where we felt secure to take the risks of questioning, clarifying,

and challenging ideas so we could reach agreement about what we wanted to

do. Getting to know each other’s interests, personal styles, skills and talents

also helped us to manage time resources and people for accomplishing project

activities.

Food wasn’t the only thing that we shared. Often at meetings,

someone would share a joke, a poem, a handout, or an inspirational story that

they had heard. Many times, the message relayed had something to do with
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the group’s goals or philosophies. Canie, for example, read the following at

the beginning of one meeting:

There ’s this little bit called “How to Love a Child”

Be there Say yes as oflen as possible Let them bang on pots

andpans Ifthey ’re crabby put them in water Ifthey ’re

unlovable, love yourself Realize how important it is to be a child

Go to a movie theater in yourpajamas Read books out loud

withjoy Inventpleasures together. Remember how really small

they are Giggle a lot Surprise them Say no when

necessary Teachfeelings Healyour own inner child Learn

aboutparenting Hug trees together Make loving safe

Bake a cake and eat it with no hands . Gofind elephants and kiss

them Plan to build a rocket ship Imagineyourselfmagic

Make lots offorts with blankets . Letyour angelfly . Revealyour

own dreams Search out the positive . Keep the gleam in your

eye Mail letters to God Encourage silly Plant licorice in

your garden Open up Stop yelling Express your love, a

lot Speak kindly Handle with caring Children are

miraculous.

Karen also often brought handouts to Harmony in Action meetings -

such as “Making the most oftoday,” “Attitude” and a self-reflection

worksheet called “What do you value?” — that she had copied fromjournals

or picked up at conferences. Sharing these kinds ofthings provided project

members with “food for thought” as we got to know each other, and they

helped us to continually revisit the goals ofthe project.

Another way that group members nurtured one another was by giving

each other credit for ideas or accorrrplislmrents, and “pats on the back” for

their contributions to the project. At the first meeting in the fall of 1994,
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there was a larger-than—normal group ofpeople in attendance. As we were

introducing our selves, Liz said, “I’m Liz and I worked with HIA last year.”

Sarah added, “She’s one ofthe parents who makes Student ofthe Week the

great thing that it is.” A few minutes later, Olga introduced her self, “I’m

Olga and I’m a mom.” Ruth urged her, “Tell them what else,” and Olga

replied, “I helped Liz do Student ofthe Week last year.” Ruth cormnented,

“And a wonderful job you didI” and Karen added, “We’re very appreciative.”

Drrring an interview, Olga mentioned that these kinds of comments were

important to her:

One thing I’d like to say is that everyone in the core group - I think I

can speakfirr Liz here somewhat too — they all made usfeel like what

we did in our volunteering was very important and very appreciative

ofwhat we did do, and would make comments like, “Ifwe had more

parents like you, ” andyou brow, everybody needs a pat on the back

Everybody. It doesn ’t matter what our age is, just like the kids need

it, us adults need it too, and so there would be lots oftimes when I

came homefeeling better about myselfjustfiom one commentfiom

one person.

Canie also mentioned this during her interview, as she was talking

about how the group members had different backgrormds and knowledge:

It seemed as though we could always pinpoint someone who might

have a specialty in one or the other ofthose areas andI think in

lettingpeople brow when they were good at those

For the most part, members said they felt that Harmony in Action was a

positive, fun, nurturing group ofpeople who tried to make everyone feel
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included and comfortable. During interviews in May and ere of 1994, I

asked project members about the roles and relationships ofproject members:

Karen: It ’sjust a wonderful, wonderful group. There ’s not one

person who does all the work, um, there ’s differentpeople thatfeel

really comfortable with each other, to approach each other andsay,

couldyou help me with this? Or, I can ’t do this, can you take this

overfor me? Or, urn, just a real comfortable, positive, upbeat,

energetic group thatfeels comfortable sharing and working together.

Carrie: Well, congenial, andI think they are very aware ofthe

diversity in our backgrounds, and our browledge ofdifferent subjects

Iguess, or dijferentparts ofthe project that we wanted to be doing . . ..

Ifeel like there ’s a lot more to the relationships, but . Figure out

how to articulate that. Ifeel like there was also a well, almost a

real sort ofniceness it’s hard to explain - making sure — there was

a sense that wefelt like everybody really needed to be included in

what was going on and we wanted to hear everybody ’s ideas before

we made afinal decision and the communicatiOn between the different

members was as good as Ifeel like it could have been, either at the

meetings themselves, or through written communication, cause we

always wanted a response to things before we decided, there was a

little sense ofcreating consensus before we moved on, and that was, I

think, positive It motivatedpeople to continue to come.

Sarah: Professional, respectfirl, and it wasjust a group that cliCked.

Good working relationships I think We all had the same goals, or

similar goals. Similarphilosophies or interests and what we thought

we should do, and it was like everybody was supportive ofeach other,

and it wasn ’t like anybody ever came in to argue andpaint, like you

brow, you can ’t do that. It never happened. We alljust had the same

goal in mind, I think

Relationships in the project group weren’t always smooth However,

when a problem or misrmderstanding occurred, project members didn’t let

things go untended for long. Olga was the most visibly involved parent in the
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Harmony in Action project. She attended most ofthe meetings, and was

forthright with her opinions and ideas. She introduced the Student ofthe

Week idea dining Harmony in Action’s first meeting, and coordinated the

Student ofthe Week program both years that I documented the project. She

also volrmteered to help with many other ofHarmony in Action’s activities.

Dming the second year ofthe project, Olga brought up the problem of Liz

and herselfnot getting information fiom meetings that they missed. They

usually came to the Thrusday night meetings, but not the Tuesday meetings

dining the school day. Although notes were sometimes left for Olga and Liz

via their daughters’ classrooms, these didn’t always get there in a timely

fashion, if at all. The situation was remedied by putting a mail folder for Olga

and Liz on a bulletin board in the Community Room.

Not providing these parents with a mail spot may seem like an

insignificant oversight, but I remember thinking that someone should have

thought about this detail. In particular, I felt I should have thought ofthis

detail. Having been a graduate student at Emerson for some time, I and other

graduate students had experienced the feeling ofbeing “non-placed” as we

worked with various projects in the school. Adding a shared graduate student

mailbox in the ofiice gave us a place to “check in” and fostered our sense of

belonging in the school. School staff is on their own “turf,” so things like
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mailboxes and spaces to work are taken for granted. Details such as this are

important to remember if we want parents and community members to feel

invited to become regular participants in the school setting.

Sometimes nurtrning relationships required addressing issues that may

be uncomfortable for group members. During the first HIA meeting of 1993-

94 on September 16, there were many “visitors” in attendance. Mostly, these

were people who would be in the third layer ofthe project group, represented

in the diagram earlier in the chapter. The group had been discussing

lunchroom issues and solutions, and the conversation had turned to the

playgrormd. Olga voiced her concerns about the playgrormd, and made some

pretty pointed cormnents about the playgrormd supervisors:

I have something — nothing against askingparents to volunteer. I

think that ’s great, but when I was in school, ourplayground

supervisors played with us. Weplayed sofiball. They got down on

their hands and brees andplayed marbles with us. You brow? I

don ’t see that ever, out here on this playground. Isee the parapros

out there, playing with the kids sometimes... . And the teachers, but

these people that areplayground supervisors, I’m sorry — stand there

and blow that whistle. I livejust down the road here. Ifmy windows

are open, I hear the whistle blow constantly. I hate it! I would like to

come andshove that whistle down somebody ’s throat — I will be

honest. I don ’t brow how those kids can stand it! It has to drive them

totally crazy. They ’re not animals, they ’re people. You whistle at

animals .

Olga’s comments made the participants at the meeting feel

uncomfortable; their body language and facial expressions reflected this.
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Some people tried to offer altemative points ofview. Cheryl explained that

for safety reasons, she had blown the whistle to get kids attention until she

could get over to the situation. Canie agreed in principle with the idea of

being actively involved with the students, but thought that because there were

still many conflicts among children, it would be difficult for the supervisors to

divert their attention ifthey were playing with students. After the meeting,

Ruth called Olga and shared her feeling that people at the meeting had

“turned off” when she had criticized the playgrormd supervisors. Olga

recalled this event during her interview near the end ofthe second year:

There were a couple times when Mrs. W. called me up and said, “You

brow, Olga, people might have listened to you more ifyou weren ’t so

emotional. ” I mean Iam an emotionalperson Ifsomeone asks

me my opinion on something, it ’s going to come out emotionally

I’m not a trained teacher. I’m not a trainedperson that’s trained to

sit in meetings and negotiate, ok? I’m a parent. I’m a concerned

parent who has notjust the best interest ofMYchildren, but the best

interest ofevery child who walks through Emerson ’s doors in mind

when I was speaking. AndI think when we talk about children, that is

an emotional thing. And that ifwe leave the emotion out ofit, that

we ’re not helping the children any . I’m not saying that Mrs. W.

called me and told me that in any way to criticize me, cause she told

me that she thought what Isaid was very important and needed to be

heard.

Ruth’s calling Olga was a way to nurture a relationship that had been

developing over the past year. Ruth had encouraged Olga to become

involved in the group, and wanted Olga to continue to be a vital and active
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group member. Olga seemed to interpret her call in this way. Although it

might have been easier, in the short nm, for Ruth not to talk to Olga about her

perceptions ofwhat had happened during the meeting, she chose to address a

concern that she felt might affect Olga’s involvement in the long-11m. Ruth

explained her perspective during her interview when we were talking about

roles ofgroup members:

Iguess what I’m good at is relating to people on a pretty deep level,

out ofcommittees, on a personal level, and then when Iget back into

the committee or into the group, I’m very aware then ofwhere that

person — where their readiness level is, or what’s bothering them, or

what it is they ’re trying to say, because I’ve talked to them about it at

another time, or have been trying to listen I think appreciating

dijferentperspectives, I’m good at that, and notfeeling there ’s one

right way but we ’re all more thatjust one ofus.

The relationships that were nrutured outside the project group were

also important building blocks for the work ofthe group. Most ofthe people

in our core group an “second layer” ofparticipants were also involved in

other groups that could support the activities implemented by Harmony in

Action. Cheryl and Janice were PTO members who had joined HIA because

the PTO wasn’t very active during the first year ofthe HIA project. Karla

was the Emerson stafirepresentative to PTO, and attended their meetings,

where she could share information about HIA During the second year ofthe

HIA, the PTO became quite active in the school, with many members and lots
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of activities. Janice’s husband, Gus, was the PTO president that year. HIA

and PTO collaborated on a few projects during the year, such as selling t-

shirts, and providing baskets of outdoor materials for each classroom. These

co—activities strengthened the relationship between HIA and PTO, and

towards the end ofthe 1993-94 school year, PTO members and HIA

members were thinking ofmore ways to work together on cormnon goals.

Karen and Ruth were also links to staff and School Improvement

Team; their relationships with other Emerson teachers and administration was

important in terms ofgaining support for HIA activities that required the

cooperation and involvement ofthe whole school, such as planning

assemblies. Because there was an established schedule for all ofthese

meetings and committees, it was possible for HIA members to anticipate

when they might need to bring up an idea or issue at one ofthese meetings so

that they could proceed with their plans. There were also established “ways”

of doing things at Emerson, before Harmony in Action arrived on the scene.

Identifying these established procedures and norms helped HIA members

manage their work
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Procedural Tools

Most of us have seen the version ofthe “Golden Rules” that have to do

with co-existing in the home or work place. This was hanging over the copy

machine at Emerson one day:

If you open it, close it.

lfyoutrunit on, turnitoff.

Ifyou unlock it, lock it.

If you break it, repair it.

If you can’t fix it, call someone who can.

If you bonow it, return it.

If you use it, take care of it.

If you make a mess, clean it up.

If you move it, put it back

If it belongs to somebody else and you want to use it, get

permission. *

o If you don’t know how to operate it, leave it alone.

0 If it doesn’t concem you, mind your own business.

In addition to these rules, Emerson, like most schools, had an

additional list of rules that were particular to the setting, and that were

important to know if you wanted to stay in good graces. Emerson’s “golden

rules” included:

0 If it’s not in the brown book, it doesn’t exist.

0 Ifyou’re making copies, write down your total in the right category

(e.g., PDS).

o Ifyou want something to be read, put it on colored paper.

0 Take colored paper out ofthe copy machine when you are done.

0 Let Jean know you are in the building if you expect to get your

phone calls.
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0 Let Pat or Bob know if you borrow something from the custodian’s

closet.

Knowing about these rules was helpful as HIA members canied out the

tasks related to implementing activities in the school. The “brown book” was

a central calendar and organizer for almost anything that went on in the

school. Everything from meetings scheduled in the conference room, to

someone using the WWCR was written on this calendar. If you weren’t

srue about when or where something was taking place, it was likely that you

could find out what you needed to know by looking in the brown book

Because Harmony in Action had many activities each month - meetings,

assemblies, visitors, family nights, recess activities — the brown book was a

tool we used often, in addition to monthly calendars that were sent home, sent

to classrooms, and posted arormd the school. As I explained earlier, these

calendars, and any other memo, survey or form that came from HIA were

copied on goldemod-colored paper with om' logo on top.

Another tool that helped group members manage tasks within the

group, as well as cormnurricate with others outside the group was our meeting

minutes. Laurie mostly did the nrinutes during the first year; during the

second year we rotated responsibility. A “meeting monitor” took minutes for

a meeting, and then was responsible for creating the agenda for and leading
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the following meeting. During the second year, our agendas and minutes

were organized arormd the four goals ofthe project, so if someone wanted to

quickly scan to a particular topic of interest, they could look for this topic

under the particular category. Also, our minutes included “action notes,” an

idea introduced by Ron druing the second year ofthe project. The action

notes helped us to quickly scan to see who had agreed to take care of a

particular task

I started this chapter with the question, “What is Harmony in Action?”

The answer, simply, is what group members told me. Harmony in Action is a

group ofpeople, Harmony in Action is a place and time, Harmony in Action

is a assortment of activities, Harmony in Action is a collection ofvalues and

beliefs, and Harmony in Action is a set ofprocesses and strategies for getting

things done. In the next chapter, I examine ways in which this assemblage of

characteristics affected Harmony in Action’s work towards building links

with families and comrmmity members.
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CHAPTER 5

DIRECT ROUTES AND DETOURS: CONTRASTING EXAMPLES OF

FAMILY AND COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT

Representations are static. Life is fluid. The diagram ofHarmony in

Action’s goals and activities presented in Chapter 4 (see Figure 2, page 69) is

a representation created by project members in the fall of 1993 that reflects

their thinking at that time ofhow their activities (small circles) related to their

goals (big circles). Having had a chance to step back from the work ofthe

group, and having had a chance to focus on one ofthe goals (school, family,

and comrmmity interactions), I saw that some ofthe activities that were not

originally “hooked to” the school-family-community interactions goal actually

became, or at least attempted to become, family and comrmmity activities.

Both stability and flexibility are required by the nature ofthe work

done in PDS’s and other irmovative environments. At the same time that

project members hold stable the overall principles and goals, they remain

flexible about how they might achieve these goals. The diagram below (see

Figure 4) represents my conceptualization of which activities involved

families, which involved community members, and which involved both. It,

99



Figure 4

Harmony in Action’s Family and Community Activities
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too, is a static representation. This diagram, which focuses on family-school-

community involvement, indicates that some ofthe small circles “moved”

fiom their places on the original diagram

I don’t mean that the circles move pemranently. They still retained

their “book” to the goals in the original conception ofproject work But

conceptually, the same activity could be “afliliated” with various goals. For

example, the conflict management program was directly related to the goal of

Cooperation, Problem Solving and Independence. However, discussions

about the conflict management program were contexts where family and

comrmmity voices shaped decisions, and the implementation ofthe program

was intended to include family and comrmmity members as trainers for

Emerson students. Similarly, the assemblies were directly related to the goal

of Sense ofBelonging and School Spirit. But they became a way ofbringing

comrmmity members into the school when, for example, the high school girls’

gymnastics team did a demonstration, or when the students honored the local

D.A.R.E. police officer.

An event that took place in January of 1993 illustrates the way a single

activity addressed several goals. Adam Shaw’s visit druing an assembly had

a powerful impact on students. Adam works in the handicapper affairs office

and is Afiican American, blind, and has Muscular Distrophy; he stood using a
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brace and a walker. His presentation to the children included talking about

his experiences ofbeing multiply handicapped, and ofbeing minority. He

also talked about perceptions and misconceptions people had ofhim and

others, and about relationships he had developed with his wife, fiiends and

others. The children asked him honest, thought-provoking questions, and

many teachers felt that both students and adults in the school had learned

much. Adam’s visit had introduced Emerson school participants to some

ideas about diversity by inviting a community member to speak at an

assembly where students and adults had shared a common experience. This

one activity was related to several ofHarmony in Action’s goals.

Activities didn’t always fit only one goal; they also didn’t always fit

neatly into existing categories in the literature on school-family-community

irrvolverrrent. While there are useful typologies for making sense ofthe range

of ways that families and comrmmity members interact with the school, I

sometimes formd it difficult to place particular activities into one category.

For example, using Nettles (1991) processes of social change, I could place

Adam Smith’s visit in the Conversion category (changing beliefs and

behaviors), as well as in the Mobilization category (increasing citizen and

organizational participation in education).
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Just as there are not clear-cut criteria for placing activities into one

category or another, there are often not clear-cut criteria for placing people

into categories. We had two paraprofessionals in our project who were also

parents of children attending Emerson. One ofthese paraprofessionals was a

small business owner with her husband; therefore she was also a

business/community member. Many ofthe family members of students at

Emerson were involved in numerous ways in comrmmity groups and

organizations. For the purpose of organization, I intend “family” to mean

family members of students cmrently attending Emerson, and “community” to

mean people or groups ofpeople who did not have a child attending Emerson.

In the diagram at the bottom ofpage 101, I have separated “Family

Relationships and Involvement” from “Commrmity Relationships and

Involvement,” because some of the activities were specifically designed for

one or the other group. The circles directly under the “Family” box and

directly under the “Community” box in the diagram, as well as the circles in

the middle, represent activities or programs that project members attempted

to irrrplernent at Emerson. The middle activity circles, between the “Family"

box and the “Community” box were activities that involved both family and

comrmmity members. The circles to the edge ofthe diagram represent people

or groups that were involved or intended to be involved in these activities. I
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am using the words ‘attempted’ and ‘intended’ on purpose, because not all of

the activities that the project group considered got under way.

In the next section, I will examine the negotiation and management

processes involved in two activities that had different outcomes in the school

setting — the Student ofthe Week program and the Recess Activities program

Neither ofthese activities was originally “hooked to” the School, Family and

Comnnmity Interactions goal in Harmony in Action’3 original diagram. The

Student ofthe Week program began as a student recognition program, which

eventually expanded to include a family lrmcheon and surveys to gain input

fiom all students. The Recess Activities program had two components in the

original BLIPERL proposal. The first corrrponent, which I will refer to as the

MSU/ET component (i.e., MSU students and Emerson Teachers), is stated in

the proposal, “(Karen) James and the graduate assistant will work with

teachers to try out several alternative activities during morning, lunch and

afiemoon recess times. ” The second conrponent, which I will refer to as the

F/C component (i.e., Family and Community), is stated in the proposal,

“ ojectparticipants will explore ways ofintegratingparents and other

community members into project activities, especially the eflorts to provide

more educationally challenging and beneficial experiences during lunch and

recess. ”
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The Student ofthe Week program gained quick acceptance by group

members and others in the school setting, and was quickly inrplemented.

Student ofthe Week involved every child at Emerson and nearly 300 family

members during 1993-94. In comparison, although the MSU/ET component

ofthe Recess Activities program was quickly implemented and well received

in the school, the F/C component ofthe Recess Activities program never got

offthe grormd at Emerson. Comparing and contrasting the Student ofthe

Week and the Recess Activities programs may provide some insight into the

complexities ofplanning family and community involvement activities.

Student of the Week Program

At the very first meeting ofthe (then) BLIPERL group on October 6,

1992, Karen shared her formative ideas and asked for input from the rest of

the group. Everyone listened, asked questions, and offered ideas from their

experiences with Parent-Teacher Organizations, school committees, scouting,

carrrps, and sports, as those present tried to get a handle on what this group

would be and could do. Much ofthe discussion during that meeting was

about how to create a welcoming, positive connmmity feeling in the school.

Several people mentioned that they were drawn to this group because it

seemed to provide an opportunity to be involved and really get some things

going.
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Olga, a parent, suggested that Harmony in Action organize a Student of

the Week program similar to one that her children’s former school had done.

Olga explained that every child in the school was chosen as Student ofthe

Week over the cornse ofthe year. Sarah, a paraprofessional, also described

the way that the middle school, where her son attended, organized their

Student ofthe Week program, and went to her car to get the laminated

bookmark her son had received when he was chosen.

1_l[ggo_tiation Within the Project Group

As project members started discussing the Student ofthe Week idea,

some people in the group asked for clarification about the criteria by which

children were chosen, noting that they would feel uncomfortable if the

recognition was something that the children had to “earn.” Ifthis were the

case, they predicted, only the “model” students would get chosen by teachers.

Olga and Sarah reiterated that in the student ofthe week programs they knew

about, all students were chosen. The group agreed that the purpose ofthe I

Student ofthe Week program would be to honor each student as special and

to recognize a variety of ways that students contributed to Emerson’8 school

comrmmity. Melanie, a parent, wondered if some teachers might tend to

focus on academic performance. Ruth and Sarah guessed that some teachers

in the school would right away raise the issues of finding it difficult to find a
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reason to choose their most “difficult” kids, the “troublemakers.” Olga

cormnented, “It’s really sad ifthey can’t see something good in every child.”

Ruth and Karen agreed, but thought it might be helpful to give the teachers

some ideas about what other kinds ofbehaviors rrright be considered as

“contributing to the Emerson comrmmity,” so the group made up a list of

Student ofthe Week Sample Categories:

Cares for others Respectful of others

Very helpful Takes care ofthe classroom

Walks in the hall Takes truns

Cleans up own area Sets a good example for others

Assists with room clean up Lines up quietly and quickly

Remembers h'brary book Follows directions

Great attendance Is courteous

Comes ready to work Friendly

Raises hand to speak Is supportive

Good listener Gives best effort

Does neat work Creative

Very cooperative Artistic

Tries hard Great problem solver

Shares with others Shows good sportsmanship

Assists classmates Musical

Good suggestions Academic area of strength

Great artist (marvelous nurthematician,

Great speaking voice super scientist, etc.)

Karen thought this list would help teachers think about how to choose

kids other than the “perfectly well-behaved ones or the smartest ones.” She

also reiterated that one ofthe goals ofthe project was to make everyone feel

comfortable at Emerson Having Student ofthe Week might help some kids
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who never felt connected to school have a way to feel like they belonged

For some ofthe kids, she suspected, it might be the first time they felt Special.

At the very first meeting, the group had negotiated the purpose ofthe

Student ofthe Week program by asking one another for clarification, and by

voicing concerns about potential misinterpretations ofthe program. They had

clarified for themselves what they meant by “a variety ofways that students

contributed to the Emerson commrmity” by generating a list of sample

categories. Through their discussion, individuals made tangible for one

another beliefs and values that motivated their interest in implementing this

kind of activity: Every child has value, there are many ways to contribute to a

connmmity, kids need opportrmities to feel good about themselves, and we

should find ways to bring “kids on the margins” into the fold.

These values and beliefs were reiterated during a discussion at the

second meeting. Melanie thought it would be nice to have a display

somewhere for all ofthe Student ofthe Week certificates with the children’s

pictures. Ruth suggested that it would be nice if the students ofthe week.

could bring in something personal to display - a favorite toy, a keepsake, or

something fiom a hobby. The group liked this idea right away and began

talking about the positive outcomes of doing a display like this. Karen

thought that children who didn’t know each other might begin to “cormect” if
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they saw that they had similar interests or hobbies. Ruth thought it might be

fim for teachers to learn something new about their students that they hadn’t

learned in the classroom Olga suggested that some teachers who felt

negative about a child nriglrt begin to see them in a new light ifthey brew

more about them, and offered an example, “Here’s this kid they don’t think

can concentrate at all in class, and then they see they have this hobby of

making detailed little model trains — that might give them a new perspective

about that child.” All ofthese potential scenarios based on displaying

children’s personal treasures would finther build a sense of cormnunity at the

building level, rather than just at the classroom level; this was one of

Harmony in Action’s goals.

In the fall of 1993, the purpose ofthe Student ofthe Week program

was re-negotiated and expanded. There were mymore people than usual at

the first HIA meeting ofthe year on September 16, 1993. In addition to the

core group (Karen, Ruth, Olga, Sarah, Carrie, Ron, Julie, & Liz), the

following people attended: Jean (school secretary), Pat (custodian), Jocelyn,

Kinr (MSU instructor), Cheryl, Joy (playground supervisor), Sid (MSU

instructor), John (new P.E. teacher for Emerson), and Jean (supervisor for

Bretton Square). Earlier in the meeting, the group had been discussing some

ofthe details of getting student ofthe week up and rurming again, with few
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minor changes fiom the previous year’s format. Following this, there had

been a lengthy discussion about making changes in the lunchroom atmosphere

and brainstorming ideas for indoor and outdoor recess options, including

involving parents and comrmmity members to supervise activities. By almost

8:00 pm, a few people had left, and Julie said, “It’s close to 8:00, last year we

tried to end at 8:00.” Ron asked, “Can I just say one more thing?”

I brow that in individual classrooms, depending on the classroom that

there is a lot ofstudent input certainly into what happens and what

goes on. I’m notfamiliar enough with what goes on at the school

level to know ifthere ’s a whole lot ofstudent input at the school level,

but what I was thinking I would like to explore and maybe come up

with someparametersfor and bring back to this meeting ifit sounds

like a good idea to you, is to have a limited —perhaps very limited —

number ofstudent representatives that could work with us.

Ron’s “one more thing’’ started off a discussion that changed the Student of

the Week program and eventually started a Student Representative program

later in the year. The lengthy conversation that followed was a good example

of Canie’s description of a typical meeting, with a “volcano of ideas”

erupting in a quick-paced give and take as the group re-designed the Student

ofthe Week program and began to think seriously about the idea of giving

students voice.

Following Ron’5 question, the conversation began with several people

agreeing that it was important to get student input about what was going on at
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the school. Sarah had mentioned in an interview at the end of 1993 that she

would like to see a student representative program get started to give students

more voice and ownership. At the meeting, she told Ron, “We must be

thinking along the same lines.” Ron agreed to go arormd and touch base with

other teachers in the school to get their input. Carrie suggested, “It would be

nice to have a halfhour block dining the day for these students to get together

and talk about issues that were important to them.” Olga agreed that the

students would have a lot of opinions. Sarah suggested that it was “kind of a

replacement for a student council - representatives ofthe students working

for the people that have the power.” Ruth shared her experience of asking

her class for their opinions about the lunch room: “Theirjaws dropped.

Nobody ever asked them that. They were like ‘what do you mean, what do

we want to do with it? You mean we could fix it up?’ No one had ever

asked them that question!” Sarah added, “They were telling Leslie and I

about it at recess this morning and theyjust went on and on and on They had

more things to say. I couldn’t believe it - all the way from hating it because

it’s so dreary compared to the new one — it’s not a nice, cheery place. It’s

dark, it’s cold to the kids.”

Cheryl suggested, “We could do a poll ofthe kids” and for the next

several minutes the group wove a tapestry of ideas together that expanded the
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Student ofthe Week program to include student voice and family

involvement.

Ruth:

Cheryl:

Ruth:

Ron:

Ruth:

Jean:

Ruth:

Jean:

Ruth:

Julie:

Ruth:

Ron:

Julie:

Like a survey?

Yeah, andjust getting some ideas they could turn it in

Yeah, see, that ’s what I want to do.

AndI think that it’s importantfor some kids to take a

leadership role in being representativesfor theirpeers

and talk with them about some ofthe stuflwe ’re doing

Cause unless we ask the kids, we don ’t even brow.

Cause I asked the kids, ‘Do you brow what HIA is and if

they ’ve heard ofit’ and they kind ofbrow what it is, but

like you say, how are they gonnafeel ownership unless

they ’re represented?

Maybeyou could incorporate a little survey with each

time they are Student ofthe Week and that would give

them an opportunity to .

Oh, I like that!

And that way you don ’tjust get top students oryou don ’t

get

Great idea. You get a wide real diverse

So, that’s a great idea.

Great idea.

You get everybody.

So then once a week — let’s think about that logistically...
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Ruth:

Julie:

Olga:

Yeah.

Once a week that would mean some group ofadults

sitting down with that group ofstudents ofthe weekfi'om

kindergarten to 5“ grade.

One ofour little subcommittee.

One thread in this tapestry of ideas was to get input from students. The

idea ofdoing a survey was well received in the group, and Jean’s suggestion

to hook it to the existing Student ofthe Week program assured, as had been

important with recognizing students, that every student had a chance to give

input. The idea ofhaving hmch was the next thread woven through this

tapestry:

Ron:

Julie:

Ron:

Sarah:

Olga:

Julie:

Ruth:

Or maybe it could be at their lunchtime.

Oh, that’s a nice idea. Didyou hear Ron ’s sugestion

that maybe it be a lunchtime?

I brow there are dijferent lunch times, but still, maybe

there ’s some way to work it out where it would be a

couple ofadults sitting down with students ofthe week

one day.

Or have lunch with them.

Have lunch with them.

Have lunch with the students ofthe week

Maybe have lunch in a specialplace.

Like in this room.
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Julie: Around a table where you

Ron: Like in here.

Ruth: Yeah, like in here!

Sarah: Pull em out, let em eat in here — have lunch in this room,

with the adults. '

Ruth: Oooh, Jean, brilliant idea.

Jean: I would — I might try to volunteer the ofi‘ice — either

Renae myself, or my other — or Melinda — to be one adult

to meet with them.

For the next few minutes, the group discussed logistics of lrmch hours

and numbers of students, then Olga and Sarah asked what we would do about

the kindergartners, since they didn’t eat lrmch Jean suggested that they could

do up a little survey and they could take it home and discuss it with their

parents and bring back the ideas. Julie said, “That makes it a family activity.”

Then Janice quietly mentioned having parents come to eat lrmch with the

children Julie asked the group ifthey heard Janice’s idea:

Julie: AndJanicejust said, what about having the parents come

eat lunch with them that day? Even if—probably not all

the parents could, but they could be invited

Olga: Ifthey ’re invited they might come.

Cheryl: Well, ifyou have it at their same lunch hour ifthey ’re

workingparents
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Jean:

Julie:

Jean:

Sarah:

Julie:

Olga:

But this wayyou couldget everybody in the school to

voice their opinion.

Thisfeels good!

I would make the questions very clear and simple.

What wouldyou like to see happen at Emerson? What

would make Emerson a better school?

And maybe even about some specific things — that might

be easier to respond to.

The lunch, the playground.

The next part ofthe discussion turned back to the logistics ofmanaging

18 children at once in the Community Room and ensuring that everyone

would have a chance to be heard, especially the yormger children who might

not be as able or comfortable sharing their thoughts. Another thing that

project members considered was that there might be variations in how

families responded to their children bringing home a survey.

Jean:

Sarah:

Olga:

Ruth:

ifthey bring their surveys back with them to the meeting

they have something they ’ve already discussed with their

parents.

The little ones probably the parents wrote itfor them.

Well, hopefitlly the moms and dads when they were

writing itfor those little tiny ones were asking their input

some.

And they wrote it down.
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Olga: You ’re gonna get some where parents say, well, I’m not

gonna ask him, he ’s only in thefirst grade, andI’m

gonna write it down anyways.

Jean: The thing is, we might need some volunteer helpfor those

children whose parents aren ’t going to helpfill out

surveys.

Olga: Right.

Jean: That ’s going to happen.

Olga: There are going to be some.

Julie: Maybe Matt can do that on Wednesday morning.

The discussion turned back to logistics again, with input about the

buds of questions that could be on the survey, working out the details of

getting the surveys home with students, and the need to send a letter home to

families explaining the survey and the lrmch A smaller group agreed to work

on designing the survey, and set a time to meet early the following week.

The revised Student ofthe Week program was born! In addition to

honoring and celebrating a variety of student contributions to the school, the

program now provided a way to honor students’ opinions and involve families

in positive interactions with the school. Harmony in Action members had re-

negotiated the meanings and purposes ofthe Student ofthe Week program by

building on one anotlrer’s ideas, by articulating their beliefs that student voice
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and representation were important, and by considering ways to involve

families.

Management Within the Project Group

Developing a shared rmderstanding ofthe Student ofthe Week

Program was an inrportant first step towards moving from idea to

irnplenrerrtation Bringing the program to fiuition, however, involved

numerous decisions, attention to detail, and completion oftasks that project

members had to nranage. As soon as they reached agreement about why they

were going to implement a Student ofthe Week program, participants started

moving towards how they would implement the program. For example,

during the first year, our “to-do” list included:

0 Send a memo to teachers and parents explaining the program

0 Give teachers a list of Sample categories for selection of Student of

the Week

0 See if teachers think it’s ok to use the front lobby showcase to

display certificates and items students bring fi'om home.

Make up blank certificates that teachers fill in about students

Order boobnarks, put student pictures on them, and laminate

Figure out where and when teachers will turn in certificates

Who amrounces Students ofthe Week on Friday and collects items

for the showcase on Monday?

During the second year, oru “to—do” list expanded to include:

0 New memo to parents about revisions in program

0 Setting up a lunch schedule, rmking sure enough adults each time

0 Making Student ofthe Week Buttons each week

117



o Decorating the Commtmity Room for the weekly lrmch on

Wednesday, and documenting attendance of family members

0 Inviting connmmity members to attend lrmches

0 Developing a student survey

Management ofproject tasks like the ones listed above usually began

during project meetings, when Harmony in Action members volunteered to

take care of specific tasks associated with particular activities. During the

first meeting of 1992, when the Student ofthe Week program was introduced,

Olga and Sarah offered suggestions from their experiences with their

children’s other Student ofthe Week programs. In these programs, the

students ofthe week for the following week were annormced on Friday, and

they got a certificate from their teacher stating why they were chosen.

Olga offered to work on a certificate to give the students. Sarah

offered to check on getting boobnarks like her son’ 8 from the Lifetouch

Company that did the school pictures. Karen suggested that they ask the

teachers for one ofthe picture strips Lifetouch provided for each child

Sarah offered to draft a letter to parents explaining the program. Ruth offered

to check with Renae (principal) about using the display case in the front

entrance for the students’ certificates and personal items. Laurie (co-teacher)

offered to type up the list of Sample Student ofthe week categories.
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Very quickly, the group had moved to managing the details ofthe

Student ofthe Week program The group had begun to identify resources

they would need, and people in the school to contact about various aspects of

the project. As planning for the program continued, new tasks and

procedures were developed. The group thought through how to get the

certificates to teachers, where and when the teachers would return them, and

who would be responsible for announcing students names on Fridays and for

setting up the display case on Mondays.

During the second year, participants again volunteered for specific

tasks like designing a button for the Students of the Week, setting up for the

lunch in the Commrmity Room, drafting a letter to the parents, and working

on the survey. Often the distribution of responsibilities depended on the

schedules ofparticipants and on particular skills or resources they had. For

example, Julie or Lamie, who felt comfortable using a computer, often did

typing or computer tasks. Olga and Liz, parents who did not work outside

the home, volrmteered to armormce Students ofthe Week each Friday

afternoon and anange the display case on Monday momings. Two other

parents, Dawn and Melanie, who worked outside the home, offered to attach

student pictures to the boobnarks in the evenings at home. Karen and Ruth

often took responsibility for rmking amrouncements at stafi'meetings, and
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they and Julie were often the ones who copied and distributed notices to

parents and teachers. Since Julie’s schedule allowed her to be available for

all four lunch periods, she vohrnteered to greet families and collect student

surveys during Student ofthe Week lrmches.

These roles and responsibilities fluctuated over time, especially when

group members learned new skills or identified additional resources. For

example, at the beginning ofthe second year, Julie was primarily responsible

for making the Student ofthe Week button templates with a special computer

program For a while, Matt, a jrmior high school student, volunteered on

Wednesday mornings as part ofa release time program for teachers at the

junior high school. Julie taught Matt how to use the computer program, and

he began to help make the buttons. In January, before Julie went out ofthe

country for a month, she also taught Olga how to use the computer, and Olga

and Liz eventually took on the prinrary responsibility ofmaking the buttons

each week

Later in the year, Harmony in Action initiated the Student

Representative program that Ron had brought up at the first meeting in

September. Fourth and fifth graders were elected by their classroom peers to

represent their class. Their term was for two months, during which they met

with Ron each week to talk about ideas for Harmony in Action, to plan ways
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that they could be involved in Harmony in Action activities such as

assemblies, making announcements about Spirit Days, visiting younger

classrooms to get input, and helping with the Student ofthe Week hmches.

The student representatives were a new resource for helping manage project

activities. They worked in two teams depending on their hmchtirne to either

help set up for the weekly hmch or to clean up afterwards. The ‘set up’

students helped Julie put tablecloths on the tables, they designed

centerpieces, and they put a thank-you card with a small candy treat out for

each ofthe Students ofthe Week As families arrived, they greeted them and

invited them to sign the guest book The ‘clean up’ students put away

materials, cleaned and folded the tablecloths, and put surveys in a folder in

the file cabinet. In the spring, student representatives made a videotape ofthe

Student ofthe Week hmch, including on-the-spot interviews with students

and parents.

Negotiation Outside the Proiect Group

As discussed in Chapter 4, written cornmrmication was one the most

efficient ways to reach the large number ofpeople with whom we needed to

share information It was through written connmmication that project goals

were comrmmicated to staff, fanrilies, and comrmmity members. The first

memo that Harmony in Action sent out in October, 1992 (see Appendix E),
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descnhed the project’s goals, and asked for input about several activities that

the group had in mind. The statement introducing the Student ofthe Week

program in this memo very nearly echoes the conversation that took place

during the first project meeting when the idea was introduced.

Each week, we will ask each teacher to choose one studentfi'om his or

her classroom as “Student ofthe Week ” Rather than an award that

students have to earn, “Student ofthe Week” is intended to recognize

the many ways that students contribute to our classroom and building

community at Emerson. Students may be recognizedfor a variety of

reasons — sticking with a project, coming up with a solution to a

classroom problem, helping a peer with their work, showing a visitor

the way to a classroom, sharing afavorite book with their class —

there is something special about each and every student at Emerson!

Each week, the 20 “Students ofthe Week” will befeatured in a

display with theirpicture and a briefdescription ofwhy they are being

recognized. By the end ofthe year, each student at Emerson will be

recognized as “Student ofthe Week ”

Although we hadn’t asked the Emerson staff ifthey wanted to

implement the Student ofthe Week program, we had asked on the survey for

general comments and suggestions in addition to asking specifically about

using the display case. The responses on the sixteen survey/memos that were

returned to Karen were quite supportive. Here are some ofthe comments that

teachers wrote :

Great idea — good way to build selfesteem. Hopefirlly all Emerson

students will be given this honor. Perhaps when the new multi-media

center is completed a special wall area can be designed to highlight

Emerson students. UP, 2’” grade)
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Great idea! Thanksfor all the support throughout the year to make it

happen! (TV, I“ grade)

Good idea! I appreciate the work this committee has been doing.

(CL, 3'“ grade)

Great — Teacher ofthe Week too! (CD,2"" grade)

I think it’s a great idea! (DC, 2"“ grade)

Sounds great! How do we get thefi'eebiesfi'om LifeTouch? You are

doing a wonderfitljob! (KZ, I“ grade) '

The case is not in the best locationfor the students to see it though.

The library is really the bestplace. These ideas sound terrific!

Thanksfor the opportunity to participate. (JG, 3’“ grade)

Wonderful idea! This is similar to our ‘classfamily award’. Possibly

kids could generate lists ofSample criteria and recommend students

within classroomfor award/honor. How about a bulletin board in the

cafeteria- where the kids could have more ”viewing” time. (BS, 4‘”

grade)

Like the showcase idea. Ifall the teacher has to do is nominate, this

isfantastic. H’S, I“ grade)

Harmony in action had used a memo/smvey to negotiate outside the

project group about Student ofthe Week; these responses let the group brow

that we had the staff”s approval. Teachers who didn’t write specifically

positive comments on their smveys, like some ofthe ones above, nevertheless

provided constructive ideas that we interpreted to mean they were engaged

and interested in developing the prograrn
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I hope children have an opportunity to bring something to put in the

case. (TI: 1" grade)

Be nice ifeach class had Student ofthe Week display outside ofdoor-

not too manypass by the display case at entrance. (anonymous)

The letter that was sent to families (see Appendix F), was not explicit

about the fact that each child would be selected, nor did it explain the idea of

choosing student for a range of accomplishments. It did, however, emphasize

that students are “special,” and “one of a kind,” which comrmmicated at least

part ofthe group’ s shared rmderstanding to students and families.

The second year ofthe Student ofthe Week program, 1993-94, project

members did not ask for input or approval from the Emerson staffbefore

implementing the changes of adding the lrmch and the survey, even though

these changes could potentially impact teachers more so than had activities of

the previous year. Teachers saw the letter that was sent to families descnhirrg

the changes since it was put in their mailboxes to send home with students.

But there was no formal attempt to comnnmicate why there had been changes

to the Student ofthe Week program The first written comrmmication that

Emerson stafi‘ received about the Student ofthe Week program was a brief

memo asking them to return their first ballots. A week later, they received

another briefmemo informing them ofthe changes. In this memo, the last
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paragraph invites teachers to join their students for lrmch, and ends with an

open-ended overture for suggestions. 1

I can’t point to any documentation that explains why the Harmony in

Action group did not try to connmmicate the purposes ofthe new pieces of

the Student ofthe Week program, or why they did not attempt to gain

approval and support fiom staffby asking for input as they had the previous

year. My guess is that the reasons are two-fold.

One reason might have been that the program got started almost two

months earlier than it had the previous year, and that in the “beginning of

school rush,” this might have been simply an oversight. There is some

evidence for this conclusion in the notes from the Harmony in Action meeting

on October 7, 1993. Connie, a 5th grade teacher, attended the meeting that

night and suggested that the teachers should get their own copy ofthe Student

ofthe Week letter that went home to families, so they would be clear on the

details ofparents attending lunch in case they were asked. She suggested that

the letter be sent home again, in case some parents hadn’t gotten or read it.

She thought teachers might also want a copy ofthe smvey that was sent home

with students. These suggestions were followed up; the following week a

rerrrinder was sent home to parents on the back ofthe HIA calendar, and a

week later a briefmemo was sent to teachers along with a student survey
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(and an apology for not getting it to them sooner). In this same memo, the

group again invited teachers to come to the lunches, and shared a beliefthat

“it is a fun opportrmity to interact with students and their families.”

Another reason for not commrmicating formally and up front about the

changes in the Student ofthe Week program might have been that Harmony

in Action members made the assumption that they already had gained

approval and commrmicated the meanings and purposes ofthe new aspects of

the program I don’t think there was a conscious assumption, necessarily.

Riding on the positive feedback from the previous year, and caught up in the

excitement of really getting input fi'om students and having lots of families in

the 'school each Wednesday, I don’t think project members stopped to think

about asking the staff for input.

The meanings and pmposes ofthe changes in Student ofthe Week had

been communicated to families, in letters that went home on September 21 ,

1993 (see Appendix G) to introduce the changes, and on October 14, 1993,

as a reminder printed on the back ofthe October calendar. The “proof” that

families were in support ofthese changes was that over the year,

approximately 300 family members attended the Student ofthe Week lrmches

(there are no records for some weeks, so this is based on an average ofthe

recorded weeks), and approximately 299 surveys were collected. Although
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there was no formal survey of families’ feelings about the lrmch or the student

survey, I have anecdotal notes fiom week to week that reflect their positive

feedback Most often, parents and other family members comments were

about three aspects oftheir and their children’s experiences:

0 They really enjoyed simply coming to school to have lunch with

their child and felt that it was a very positive reason to come— it was

not a parent-teacher conference, it was not because their child was

in trouble, and it was not because they were being asked to do

something. Just a 25 nrinute special lrnrch in a room decorated with

tablecloths and centerpieces. Some parents brought their child a

special treat for lunch that day — pizza or McDonalds - and they

brought along grandparents, Siblings, and others. Some took

pictures in front ofthe display case. They also enjoyed it when

their child’s teacherjoined the child for lunch and they could all just

talk personally - not about school, even Just as people having

lunch together.

0 They appreciated that their child was being asked what he or she

thought and felt about school. Many parents wondered about how

the information would be used, but some said that even ifthey never

did anything with it, it made their children feel good that they were

asked. Later in the year, when students were Student ofthe Week a

second time, sonre parents cormnented that they felt that some of

the information on the survey was really being used — their children

had talked about changes on the playgrormd, for example.

0 They commented that in doing the survey at home with their child,

or even dming the lunch, that they had leamed more about their

child’s experience at school. Sometimes they were surprised about

what they liked or disliked, other times they felt they brew what the

child would say.

The surveys were read each week by Harmony in Action members, and

ifthere were short-term issues that could be addressed, Harmony in Action
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members tried to fit these tasks into their work For example, many children

commented that eating in the lunch room was not pleasant. Harmony in

Action members followed up on students’ comments about the appearance of

the hmch room by hanging posters and trying to “soften” the environment,

and responded to their cormnents about having to wait to go outside by trying

out some different scheduling strategies so that one playgrormd supervisor

could go outside with children who were ready. At the end ofthe year, the

smveys were tabulated and surrrmarized, then given to the School

Improvement team at Emerson This team took a look at the priority issues

according to students and worked them in to the longer-term plans for the

school.

Emerson staff also showed support for the Student ofthe Week

program by coming to the lrmches. Across the year, an average of 7.5

Emerson staffmembers attended each week This number included teachers,

paraprofessionals, and support staff. In addition, faculty and graduate

students from MSU other than Ron and myself attended occasionally.

Management Outside the Project Group

In addition to communicating the meanings and pmposes ofthe Student

ofthe Week program to school staff and family members, Harmony in Action

members were also responsible for making sme that non-project members

128



understood their roles in implementing the program Teachers, for example,

were responsible for selecting students each week, writing their certificates

and turning them in, and sending home memos to families. They were not

required to attend the lrmches or to make sure that the student surveys were

conrpleted. Jean, the school secretary, fielded more calls from family

members needing clarification or information about what to do when their

children were Student of the Week Parents helped their children select and

remember to bring items for the showcase, and drning the second year, they

helped their children complete the smvey and could attend the hmch ifthey

wanted.

Again, written commrmication was the most efficient way to provide

information to school staff and families. As mentioned previously, most

memos and letters combined some statement about the purpose of activities

and some statement about the procedures involved in the activities,

addressing both the negotiation and management aspects of commrmicating

outside the project group. In addition to memos and reminder notes,

Harmony in Action members often followed up personally on loose ends as a

way tomanage project activities outside the project group. For exanrple,

when Olga or Liz discovered a rrrissirrg Student ofthe Week certificate, they
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went to the teacher’s classroom and collected it or reminded the teacher to

turn it in.

Managing Student ofthe Week outside the project group required

seuing up systems that made it convenient for staff or parents to get

information or provide us with information for which they were responsible.

Each week, Olga and Liz put a blank certificate in each teacher’s mail box in

the office. Teachers could return the certificates to a folder taped to the wall

directly across from the mailboxes. Many teachers completed the certificates

right in the office and returned them right away. Feedback from staff

indicated that this system saved time and seemed efficient.

Olga and Liz annormced the Students ofthe Week on the school’ 8

public annormcement system on Friday afternoons, then again on Monday

mornings rmde an annormcement for the students to come bring their items to

the display case, so that teachers did not have to remember to send students

down on Monday momings. Olga and Liz also handed out the student

surveys as students came to the display case, so teachers were not responsible

for getting these sent home. In addition to the procedures that were in place

for getting the tasks done each week, Karen and Ruth also explained

procedures and answered questions during staffmeetings if they came up.
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“A Place [or Everyone ”

Ruth said that when she though ofHarmony in Action, Harris school

district’s logo — “a place for everyone” — came to mind. The processes of

negotiation and management, inside and outside the Harmony in Action

project group, had served to larmch and sustain the Student ofthe Week

program at Emerson school. This program had created a “place for

everyone” by emphasizing that every student be recognized, every student

have a chance to be heard through the survey, and every family have an

opportunity to be involved in the school during the Student ofthe Week

hmches. The program was supported by families and by staff in part because

it required a very small investment oftheir time and energy, yet yielded pretty

substantial returns in terms of students’ and families’ positive orientations

towards the school. The hmches and surveys went beyond “typical” school

practices in order to “reach out” to families in new ways (Davies, Burch &

Johnson, 1992).

Recess Activities Program

Whereas the Student ofthe Week program was an idea that was “new”

at the school, Emerson stafi and parents had previously discussed concerns

about students’ experiences during recess. It was these concerns that

prompted Karen to address them directly in the BLIPERL proposal developed
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for the 1992-93 school year. The third goal this proposal was “To provide

more structured learning opportrmities for children during their lunch and

recess periods.” The following rationale was stated:

Rationale: Children need times during the day to relax, play, and

expend their energy in order to be able to benefitfi'om classroom

instruction. Unfortunately, however, because recess and lunch

activities are usually quite unstructured, children ’s experiences

during these times often lead to problems in the classroom, for

example as a result offights and other unruly behavior that occur in

the lunch room or on the playground. Projectparticipants believe

that these problems can be reduced byproviding children with more

structured and educationally sound experiences during lunch and

recess. In addition, improving the quality ofthese times will benefit

the children more directly, by providing them with opportunities to

experience problem solving situations and to be challenged to make

more appropriate choices and decisions about their own learning.

Correspondingly, continuity between their classroom and non-

classroom experiences should be increased.

The two components ofthe Recess Activities program were based on

strategies identified in the proposal to restructure recess and to involve family

and cormnunity members. The moniker “Recess Activities Program,” by the

way, was not used in the original BLIPERL proposal, but became the

common name used by project members as they began to conceptualize how

to address issues during recess and lrmclr

The Recess Activities program was also intended to create a “place for

everyone” by providing a safe lrmch and recess environment for all students

at Emerson, and by involving family and comrmmity members in activities
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with children during their rmstructured times. However, when it came to

discussions about the envisioned F/C component ofthe Recess Activities

program, project members had a more difficult time conring to a shared

rmderstanding about the purposes ofthis program Project members also had

a more difficult time figuring out how to rrranage this program, which

involved more complex processes of coordinating space and peOple than had

the Student ofthe Week program. Because the processes ofnegotiation and

management were so intertwined in plarming for the WC component ofthe

Recess Activities progranr, I discuss them together in the following sections.

NegotiationpndManggement Within the Project Group

During the 1992-93 school year, the discussion about the F/C

conrponent ofthe Recess Activities program stayed at the level ofgathering

information about family and comrmmity members who might be interested in

doing activities during lunch and recess with children. However, the

MSU/ET component ofthe Recess Activities program was implemented in

January 1993. Ron, the graduate assistant for Harmony in Action, and Ally,

an undergraduate T.E. student doing an independent study, began planning

and implementing cooperative outdoor activities each Wednesday during

recess periods. There was very little negotiation within the project group

about this component ofthe Recess Activities program. From the beginning,
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Ron had intended to implement activities on the playgrormd. Project

members occasionally shared ideas for “cooperative” activities, culled fiom

books and workshops, such as parachute games, relays, human chains, and

mirroring activities. Otherwise, project members seemed to trust Ron and

Ally’s judgnent about providing activities on the playgrormd.

The second year ofthe project, the MSU/ET component ofthe Recess

Activities program was less consistent (i.e., there wasn’t a regularly

scheduled day), but Ron scheduled students fiom the teacher education (TB

150) class that he taught to participate in recess activities. Occasionally,

some ofthese students or Ron tried out some alternative indoor activities

during recess such as writing and performing plays. Project members seemed

to agree that the purpose ofthese activities both years was to provide

students with some alternative kinds ofrecess activities, and to have adults

teach and model cooperative games and activities. Management ofthese

activities did not take much ofthe group’s time, sinceRon was primarily the

one who organized the recess activities and the MSU students who were

assisting. Other than updates about how the recess activities were going, this

was not a detail that had to be handled by the whole group.

Feedback about these activities was positive. Ron and the

undergraduate students both years reported that many students joined in these
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activities. Teachers reported that their students often looked at the calendar

to see what activities were planned, and that they noticed students engaging

in these activities on their own on days when Ron and the rmdergraduate

students were not there. Students reported that they enjoyed these activities,

and according to the office staff, ifRon wasn’t outdoors right at the beginning

of recess, students came looking for him Parents reported that their children

talked about these activities at home. Feedback about the MSU/ET

component ofthe Recess Activities program served to encourage project

members to pursue the F/C component, which would include fanrily and

corrrmunity members in an even wider range of activities for children

By the begimring ofthe 1993-94 school year, project members were

. ready to move ahead with planning ways to have family and cormnmrity

members involved with students during recess and lunch. This turned out to

be more complicated than we anticipated. A potential roadblock early in the

year that we hadn’t considered previously was the issue of liability. In all om

discussions about having volrmteers in the school, we had not thought about

the potential liability issue ofhaving people other than district employees be

responsible for children, even if for short period ofthe day. At the first

meeting, I mentioned that I’d talked to Renae about this issue, and that she
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was going to check on it. Several people offered their interpretation ofwhat

they’d heard:

Ruth:

Julie:

Ruth:

Julie:

Ruth:

Olga:

Cheryl:

Olga:

Ruth:

Olga:

Ruth:

There has to be a teacher.

Well, we ’re not sure. Renae ’s gonna check, but there

may be someproblems with that. Maybe even with

parents, with community members, with high school

students or whatever. We had a lot ofideas lastyear that

seemed really good, andI think seemed workable, but we

just have to keep checking it out with Renae as we go

along. For example, ifwe had this movie available, who

?

There would have to be a teacher, or a co-teacher.

Well, we ’re not sure though. It may not have to be a

teacher or a co-teacher.

Well, it may not, but I wouldfeel safer ifthere were a

volunteer.

I think children area supposed to have 2 adults there at

all times anyways That’s what I’ve gottenfiom other

schools that I’ve been in.

Ifan emergency happens.

Yes, ifone ofthem has to leave. Then, plus, with all this

child abuse that goes on.

Checks and balances.

Exactly.

What she ’s saying too, though, is that we ’re pretty sure

that when they ’re in school that they have to have like a

licensed teacher therefor liability andI think that we ’re
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Julie:

Sid:

Julie:

Sid:

Ruth:

safe — we ’re not in any trouble because at lunch time we

do have some leeway asfar as someflexibility with co-

teachers. Unless that was parapros that Pam was telling

me. Maybe not. But anyway, I think there ’s probably a

way we could work that out.

Oh, I think there ’s probably ways. Yeah, I agree, Ruth. 1

mean, evenfor recess, but Ijust think we have to not say,

“Ok, sure, you high school students come over and work

with these kids andgo offby yourselfin that room and

have a good time. ” Imean we could maybe get in

troublefor that . Wejust have to be carefirl about

putting them with the kids without some other

supervision.

Didyou say Renae was checking on that?

She said to me tonight that she would.

Cause in addition, even ifwe weren ’t liable, we might

still want to ask the question, “Is this the best thingfor

kids? ”

Right, for everybody.

Eventually the liability issue was clarified; we learned that a teacher

needed to be available to volunteers, but not necessarily with them.

Discussing the liability issue had raised an equally important question, “Is this

the best thing for kids?” We realized that we would have to go beyond just

placing volunteers with students and really think through what they would be

doing with thenr, and how these activities would be supervised.
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Other roadblocks proved to be ahead as we continued to discuss the

WC component ofthe Recess Activities program. One issue that came up

dining two meetings in October had to do with how to develop criteria for

which children could access activities if there were limited activities

available. At the meeting on October 7, project members discussed this.

Ruth had identified some rooms in the school that could be used for

alternative indoor activities. Her ideas were to have a game room and a

video room. Olga thought that instead of a game room, which she felt would

be noisy and confusing, they should have a quiet room where “kids could

earn the privilege of going into the quiet room instead ofgoing out to recess.”

Ruth explained that what she meant by a game room was quiet board games,

but she said she agreed that it would be a privilege. However, Ruth’s

definition ofprivilege was that children would get to stay in the room rmtil

their behavior became inappropriate (i.e., noisy or disnrptive), while Olga’s

definition ofprivilege was that they got to go in the room if their behavior

was appropriate.

Julie suggested that making it a privilege to go in migrt keep some

children fiom an activity where they might actually be better behaved. She

gave an example, “Two boys who are wilder than anything out on the

playgrormd might go and play chess and be fine.” Ruth asked, “Can we go
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back and ask, ‘What do we mean by earn the privilege?’ I mean if you don’t

follow the rules, you’re out.” Olga suggested that “everybody can’t go to the

game room or the video room there’ s not enough room. So how’re you gonna

decide, in your class, which 5 kids get to go, if you pick 5 kids?” Cheryl said

that she would “pick the 5 kids that were good that morning’ and Olga

confirmed, “Ok, so they earned it,” then added, “Unless you went

alphabetically or something.”

Ruth’s next statement showed a change in her thinking from what she

said before:

I would make it real clear what the criteria was — that they hadn ’t

been written up by any supervisors, they ’d been responsible, like if

they had ajob they ’d done — those type ofthings - But I wouldn ’t

choose somebody who ’d had to go sit out in the hall — andI would

make it real clear, and I would talk it over with the kids andI would

say, “What do we want to choose as our criteria? ”

Sarah and Cheryl were concerned about making srue that all children

would have access to the activities.

Sarah: I think we want to make sure it ’5 within everyone ’s reach

to earn it I think the whole idea ofour group

Cheryl: Make sure that everybody gets their chance in the

limelight. And that the kids who are good all the time

have plenty ofchances, but the kids who don ’t

Throughout this discussion, project members had been negotiating their

rmderstandings ofthis issue of access for students. Ruth had even “switched
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gears” as she heard other people’s ideas. However, her ideas continued to

fluctuate about the issue of access. At the following meeting, project

members were explaining to Jean, who hadn’t been at the previous meeting,

what they had discussed about the game room. Jean said, “And then they’re

gonna have to earn going to the quiet roonr, right?” Ruth explained, “The

idea ofkids earning Well, we said, ‘Why don’t we have it be that

anybody could come?’ If there’s 40 kids in there and they’re all being

cooperative, what’s wrong with that? And if they’re not being cooperative,

then they leave. It’s as simple as that.” Cheryl asked, “What ifthere’s 100

kids —- in tenible weather?” Ruth said, “But the idea of not earning it was so

palatable. Just giving them- just an Open thing and everybody could do it

rmtil they proved they can’t.” Ruth seemed to be back to her original stance

dhhnmmmmsmmMmgdmflpnfikgfnmmngamgmmmmdnmwqMa

nmm.

These issues of access ended up being overshadowed by the process of

managing to get adults to be in the game room Within the group, Julie and

Ron tried numerous times to come up with an overall fiamework that would

reflect the vision ofthe F/C component ofhaving multiple activities during all

recess periods. At the meeting on October 7, Ron had offered to try to work

out a plan:
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Maybe ifthis sounds appropriate to people I would be willing to try to

put together a proposal — to look at the overall vision ofthis and how

it’s possible andsee what we need to do to make it happen. Cause

right now I’m having trouble — I’m hearing all the issues separately

but I’m having trouble right nowputting it together.

At the meeting on October 21 , he stated, “I got a little stuck on it; I got

stuck.” Stuck is where they stayed for the remainder ofthe second year.

Julie mentioned often how difficult it was to invite volrmteers in without

browing what she was asking them in to do. Ron and Julie tried to put

together a year-long calendar with all the school event dates on it, and then a

grid ofrooms where activities could take place and the recess times, so that

they could start “filling” in the slots. That’s about as far as they got on the

project. One reason for this is that they worked on this only sporadically;

both graduate students had other responsibilities within and outside the

Harmony in Action project. Ruth eventually did get the game room “open,”

but it was not a consistent, regular choice for students. Ruth stayed in the

room on some ofher lunch periods, and invited teachers to send their students

down as an alternative to outdoor recess.

Sid identified some MSU students who vohrnteered on occasion to be

in the game roonr, and occasionally Ron’s T.E. students spent time in there.

Managing the Recess Activities project within the group proved to be a

difficult task, which included issues with time, resources and procedures.
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Ron and Julie’s time was limited, as was other project members. Contacting

family and commrmity members to “fill the slots” was a labor-intensive job

which no one seemed to have time to do, given the more immediate demands

of other project activities. This task often was put on the “back bruner.”

Julie mentioned at a meeting in November, 1993, “I think this is going to take

a real concentrated and aggressive efion.” Having someone in the group for.

whom that was their main focus might have been a solution Managing the

resources for F/C Recess Activities program was also complicated. Many

times, project members suggested that ifwe provided materials for a crafts

activity, family or comrmmity members may be willing to do this activity with

students. Ifwe provided the materials, who was “we”? Should the materials

come out ofHarmony in Action’ 5 PDS budget, or should they? come out of

Emerson’s school budget? If there were multiple activities, where would they

happen? What rooms were available and when? Were there any rooms

where certain activities couldn’t take place? Just figuring out the logistics of

a program that was still at this point “imagined” proved to be difficult.

Motion andManagement Outside the Project Group

Negotiation and management ofthe recess activities outside the project

group was limited. The first memo that Harmony in Action sent out in

October, 1992 (see Appendix E), asked Emerson staff for suggestions about
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recess and lrmch activities, and suggestions of family members, community

groups or businesses that might be interested in sharing their time and talents.

The 16 surveys returned included many suggestions, and a few comments that

let the group know that others were concerned about the playground also:

Somehow more organized activities — I heard complaints at

conferences about childrenfighting on playground during recess.

1 continue to be very concerned about the safety and comfort of

children at lunch and recess. Thankyouforyour eflorts.

The MSU/TE component of the Recess Activities program did not

require much negotiation or management outside the project group. In

January, Ron helped to put on the Playground Rules and Activities assembly,

where he introduced to the children the MSU/ET component ofthe Recess

Activities program As a follow up, he visited classrooms to talk about recess

activities as well as about cooperation on the playgrormd. In these ways, he

was communicating to others in the school his ideas about the Recess

Activities program. There were also not rmny management tasks outside the

group related to the MSU/TE conrponent ofthe program As I mentioned

previously, Ron coordinated the time ofthe other MSU students, but he did

not have to manage the time of others in the school. Since the recess

activities dining the first year were on Wednesdays, and they were for anyone
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who wanted to come, there was no scheduling or plarming with teachers in

order to have children involved.

In February of 1993, Karen and Julie attended the monthly Harris

Business Alliance meeting, where they had an opportunity to share

information about Harmony in Action, and handed out interest surveys (see

Appendix H) to solicit volunteers for the PIC component ofthe Recess

Activities program In March, more surveys were mailed to Business

Alliance members who had not attended the February meeting, and a similar

interest survey was sent home for families. There was little response to these

surveys; none were returned by Business Alliance members, and

approximately 10 were returned by families.

Summary

Both the Student of the Week program and the PIC component ofthe

Recess Activities program were envisioned by Harmony in Action members

as “a place for everyone.” The Student ofthe Week program became this

place; the F/C component ofthe Recess Activities program did not. In

comparing these programs, there are clear differences in the negotiation and

management processes that affected the extent to which each ofthese

programs realized their initial vision.
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In the context ofthe Student ofthe Week program, the belief in

“recognition for everyone” was never challenged. Project members

developed a shared rmderstanding of this belief early in the project work, and

they comrmmicated this belief to Emerson staff and families. Managing the

program was straightforward, with routine tasks repeated each week once the

details were worked out. The program required a minimal investment oftime

and energy from families and from staff.

In the context of the PIC Recess program, however, the belief in

“access for everyone” was challenged early on by the realities ofmanaging a

limited number of activities for a potentially large number of students.

Project members were challenged to articulate their beliefs about these

activities as a being a “right” for students versus a “privilege” for students.

And if it was a privilege, by what criteria would students earn it? What had

seemed so clear in the context ofthe Student ofthe Week program, that each

students’ unique and special qualities were all that qualified'him or her as

Student ofthe Week, didn’t seem so clear in the context of the F/C Recess

Activities program All of a sudden group members began to articulate what

they considered as behaviors that would earn access. As the description of

these conversations shows, this was not an easy discussion for project

members to have, and the fact that some kept vacillating in their ideas
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indicates that they were struggling to develop individual, as well as group,

understandings.

In addition to the challenging negotiation process involved in the F/C

recess program, project members faced the challenging management

processes involved in getting a program this complex from idea to

implementation. It was difficult to both collect and put to use information

about space, time, and hmnan and material resources.
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CHAPTER 6

“ARE WE THERE YET?”:

PERCEPTIONS OF HARMONY IN ACTION AT EMERSON

During interviews at the end ofthe 1993-94 school year, I asked

Harmony in Action members to reflect on Harmony in Action generally, and

to cornnrent on specific programs that the group had implemented throughout

the two years that they had worked together. I also interviewed teachers from

most grade levels who were not involved in the project group, and students

who had been involved in the Student Representative program In addition,

students in all grade levels were asked to complete a survey about Harmony

in Action activities (see Appendix I), as were family members and staff (see

Appendices J and K). 121 student, 13 parent, and 8 staff surveys were

returned. Ofthe 121 student surveys returned, 8 were from first graders, 11

from second graders, 16 from third graders, 43 from fourth graders, and 44

from fifth graders. There were two versions ofthe student survey, one with

faces to circle, similar to the Student ofthe Week Survey, which could be

used by the lower elementary classrooms, and one without faces, which could

be use by the upper elementary classrooms. Teachers were invited to do the

survey as a class activity, and lower elementary teachers were offered the
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option ofhaving additional support ofhaving a Harmony in Action member

take dictation fiom students.

In this chapter, my intent is to provide a sense ofhow Harmony in

Action members and others thought the project was perceived in the school

context, and to share some oftheir insights about the two programs that I

described in Chapter 5 - the Student ofthe Week program and the Recess

Activities program. I also identify some ofthe themes that surfaced as they

spoke about these aspects ofHarmony in Action.

General Perceptions of Harmony in Action

As I reviewed the comments from project members and other teachers,

I noticed three featmes to their descriptions about how Harmony in Action

was perceived. First, people seemed to address the extent to which Harmony

in Action was perceived positively by others in the school. Second, they

seemed to address Harmony in Action’5 identity in relation to Emerson in

general. Third, they seemed to address Harmony in Action’s PDS identity.

Comments are categorized by these categories.

Harmony in Action: A Good Thingjor Emerson?

Most ofthe comments that people made about perceptions ofHarmony

in Action were based on things that others had said (or written) to them in

various settings. Sometimes, people in the school setting would come
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directly to a project member and simply tell them that they liked or

appreciated what they were doing:

IfI’m tala'ng assessment as when people come up to me and make

positive comments about things that we ’re doing, then Iget a lot of

positive comments, and that makes me think thatpeoplefeelpretty

good about HIA. (Ron, HIA project, MSUgraduate student)

Positive. I think it is one ofthe more well receivedprojects. Actually

I think it is the best receivedproject. It ’s the one people know more

about I think they saw that as a group working together

harmoniously, we couldget a lot done. You know, there didn ’t have to

befiiction about everything. You know, it wasjust such a positive

group, andI think everyone in the building sensed that. I hadpeople

come to me and say, you guys have so muchfun, andyou guys do

such great things, what a great group to be associated with. I mean

everybody sensed that. I think the staffin the building had a very

good sense ofwhat we do. (Sarah, HIA project, paraprofessional)

Sometimes, the sense that Harmony in Action was perceived positively

was also based on what others didn ’t say:

I never heard one negative comment about HIA, exceptfor maybe the

bothersome assembly times talcing awayfiom their teaching, but other

than that I never heard a negative comment Imean we ’ve had a

few situations where they ’ve chosen not to be involved, but 90% ofthe

time everyboay participated. (Sarah, HL4 project, paraprofessional)

Staffmeetings were a setting where Harmony in Action members often

asked for feedback about what they were doing, and where they developed a

feel for how others felt about HIA:

The lower grade levels have been very supportive with our ideas, and

very verbal, and given us notes or answers or ideas back, and the

upper grade levels I haven ’t heard muchfrom, although that ’s not
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true — well I haven ’t heard much individually, but like during stafl

meetings, I remember Ben was real vocal and realpositive aboutHM

(Ruth, HM project, 5‘h grade teacher)

Well, Iguess I’ve been surprised at how much support there really is

for this group Iguess the biggest surprisefor me is when we were

talking about the safe schools, safefamilies thing in the stafi"meeting,

andpeople brought up that theyfelt like HM could be a voicefor our

school. You really have to have some respectfor a group to be able

to say that- and the people at the staffmeeting agreed. (Carrie, HM

project, co-teacher)

Other times, project members’ sense that Harmony in Action was

perceived positively was based on notes they got from others in the school:

Jotted at the bottom ofa survey in October I992: I’m really impressed

by the ideas, energy andpositive impactyour group has! I’m sorry to

be so overwhelmed that I have no time lefi to work with your group.

Lefi unsigned in Julie ’s mailbox infall I992: A quote Isaw in a Music

catalog. It wasjust an embroidery thing, so I don ’t know who said it.

Ijust thought ofHM! Quote: Without music there is not harmony.

Without harmony there is no peace.

Lefi in Karen ’s mailbox: That was a nice assembly yesterday. Thanks

for all the things you do trying to make Emerson more positive.

Lefl in Karen ’s mailbox: Harmony in Action cc: Karen — Iam very

impressed with your eflorts to improve school climate andyour

communication with the community @arents) Thankyou and keep it

up!

Lefi in Karen ’s mailbox, February 1993: Harmony in Action, Ijust

wanted to thankyoufor all the time and eflortyou haveyou have put

towards making Emerson such a specialplace. My kidsjust love the

Student ofthe Week” and lookforward to the announcement every

Friday. It is also greatfunfor me to watch as the kids are each

called. Theyjump up, smile, and/or yell, YES! It is ajoy to see the
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childrenfeel so happy andgood about themselves. It is definitely a

positive self-esteem booster. The showcase is also wonderful. Thank

youfor allyour work.

Lefi in Karen ’s mailbox: Karen, Ijust wanted to letyou [mow how

much I appreciated allyou andHarmony in Action are doing. You

are putting in a lot ofextra time and energy andso many positive

experiences are happeningfor our students. Thankyou!!

In a letter to Emerson andMSUstafffrom a teacher who was leaving

afier I1 years: I would like to thank the Harmony in Actionfor our

farewell breakfast. The picture, balloon, and the books were

wonderfirl. Thanksfor the many things your committee did to reach

each and every one ofus at Elliott with the activities throughout the

year.

Will the Real Harmony in Action Please Stand Up?

Another feature about perceptions ofHarmony in Action that project

members identified was that others in the school seemed to feel that HIA was

“embedded” in Emerson, even though the project was only two years old. I

asked during interviews, “When did the project start?” Sometimes, even

project members had a difficult time remembering, especially ifthey lmdn’t

been involved in the first few meetings in the fall of 1992. Renae commented

on this sense that HIA had been arormd for a while:

I think it’s more institutionalized than most other things that we ’ve

tapped the opportunity to develop through PDS. Simply the notion

that — well, we always wanted kids tofeel good about going to school

here, and so this (HIA) must have been happeningfor a long time

even though (Renae, principal)
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One explanation that project members offered for this sense that

Harmony in Action was embedded in Emerson was that the project goals

were consistent with the school goals; it wasn’t always clear who initiated

ideas or activities:

I thinkHM is very well known as Emerson. Imean it’s like the names

are used interchangeably, and it ’s kind offunny what comes up at

staflrmeetings, you brow, as a building decision — well, HM has

already done that, orHM is doing this and they are representing us

as a building, as a stafl? And things that the buildingfeels HM is

doing is really a building emphasis or idea. (Karen, HM project, P.E.

teacher)

Another reason that people sometimes had difficulty with Harmony in

Action’s identity is that the group membership was so varied, and it

implemented such a range of activities. Cheryl talked about trying to explain

it to fi‘iends:

The sad thing aboutHM is that a lot ofpeople in this school do no

brow what it is, you brow, like I’1] tell somefi'iends on the phone,

when I was coming to meetings — “Well, what ’s that? ” andI try to

explain it to them. And it’s not like PT0 because we do different

things, but this is more interaction in the school to get more out of

school, and help out more, notjust in your child’s classroom but

everybody. (Cheryl, paraprofessional, level 2 HM)

Renae thought it was important for students to begin to identify HIA as

the source of some ofthe activities that they were involved in:

I don ’t brow that children brow about HM, Imean children brow

about Student ofthe Week and they now about spirit activities, and

they know about the Carnival, but I don ’t know that children even
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brow thatHM exists You give kids all kinds ofopportunities to

give youfeedback andI don ’t brow ifthey brow who they are giving

thefeedback to. And iftheyjust think it ’s sort ofglobally their school,

that ’s ok, but I also think that ifyou ’re going to eventually have kids

evaluate the impact ofHM, they need to brow it exists. (Renae,

principal)

Although the Harmony in Action group had tried to create an identity

during the first year ofthe project by developing a logo and using goldenrod

paper for all its documents, this “identity crisis” wasn’t really a problem for

most ofthe project members. As Rick said about project members being in a

high profile project, “It’s not like they have some interest in being known”

Harmony in Action: To Be (a PDS Project) or Not T0 Be (a PDS

Pro ea

In Chapter 3, I described Harmony in Action as a project that “grew

up” in a school that was struggling with conflict that often comes along with

change and innovation. Much ofthe conflict at Emerson had been between

PDS project groups, and between PDS and “non-PDS” participants. The

comments ofHarmony in Action members and others reflect that tensions

were high about the PDS issue during the 1992-93 and 1993-94 school years.

It was not surprising that the people who focused most on these issues were

teachers who had been in PDS projects previously or new MSU participants

who had heard ofthe history of conflict at Emerson.
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Some people worried that project activities would not be supported by

some teachers in the school simply because HIA was a PDS project. Renae

speculated on this:

I don ’t brow ifsome people automatically didn ’t readsomething

because it was on a goldenrod note, I don ’t brow how manypeople

you have with that attitude. But that’s not responsibility thatyour

group can take — that’s responsibility ofthose particular individuals

and their attitude. (Renae, principal)

Ruth also suggested that there were different groups ofteachers who

had different responses to HIA, based on their orientations towards PDS in

general.

I wouldsay — we ’ve got 25 or 26 stafl—probably ifasked aboutHM

there would be quite afewpeople that wouldn ’t know what the hell we

do. Who we ’refor Just wouldn ’t brow — they ’re so busy in their-

maybe 2 or 3 that I’d say didn ’t brow what we ’re about, but they

wouldn ’t be negative. Theyjust wouldn ’t brow. Then there would be

— the highestportion ofthe stafirwould be very positive - I would say

maybe 15 or more — because we ’ve gotten some notes, and they say,

this is neat and they ’11 give us suggestions, and we have to trust that if

they ’re making suggestions that that ’s a sign they trust they ’re gonna

be heard. And then I wouldsay about 8 or 9people only see it as a

PDSproject and have real negativefeelings about PDS and therefore

they don ’t even really look at whatHM — theyjust — it ’s PDS so its

gotta be bad. (Ruth, HM project, 5“ grade teacher)

In general, project members seemed to conclude that the fact that HIA

was a PDS project had not been as much of an issue as they anticipated. This

might have been because project members were so diligent about getting

feedback fiom everyone in the school, and making sure to touch base
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especially with the people in the school who we anticipated might have

concerns. Some oftheir comments reflect a general sense that HIA was

perceived positively, even by non-PDS teachers, in part because it was a

different kind ofPDS project from previous ones that had not focused on all-

school activities, and had not included the range ofpeople that HIA included:

I think in general the stajfare very supportive ofwhat we do, and I

think we ’ve really tried to include as manypeople in the building as

we can, and like I said, even people who aren ’t very interested in PDS

I think have still been in some way pretty supportive ofus. I think they

think we can get some things done There have been times when

we ’ve been asked to do some things I think based on thefirct that,

“Oh, well, I don ’t brow ifthis reallyfalls into whatHM is all about,

butHM seems to get things done, so why don ’tyou think about doing

it? ” (Ron, HM project, MSUgraduate student)

I think, overall, during staflmeetings or something, people tend to

seem to have a general idea ofHM ’s goalsfor the school, and it ’sfor

everyone, and it ’sfor Emerson, and it isn ’tjust a PDSproject. I hope

to see it less ofa PDSproject, but more ofan Emerson- It ’s one and

the same to me, but I’m thinking ofotherpeople ’s minds. I hope to

see it more ofan integralpart ofEmerson rather thanjust a PDS

project that helps. (Ruth, HM project, 5‘h grade teacher)

Harmony in Action members also thought that when non-PDS teachers

showed interest in one ofthe project components, that this indicated a

lessening ofthe division between PDS and non-PDS. Ruth and Ron gave

these examples:

As theyear went on, there were diflerentfactions and dijfirent groups

that were interested in diflerentparts ofHM. For instance, like there

were some teachers who weren ’t even in PDS that were very
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interested in the partner school. 0r like when the GENESISgroup of

handicappedpeople came to talk about being in the classroom, about

7 ofour stafircame to that. (Ruth, HM project, 5‘h grade teacher)

Two cases where students brought up issues with their teachers and

both teachers sent these studean to me and the student reps.

Interestingly enough, one ofthe teachers is very much involved with

what we ’re doing but the other one is not involved with HM at all and

doesn ’t alwaysfeel real comfortable with PDS at all, but she must be

comfortable with the student rep idea andprogram. (Ron, MSU

graduate student)

There was also a sense that Harmony in Action had provided a link

between different factions at Emerson:

A lot ofus realized that the school was divided, andHM did

something to help bring it together. Ifnot the teachers, then the kids.

Well, it brought the teachers together somewhat too. There’s a strong

need. (Darcy, 3'“ grade teacher)

I thinkHM was a salvationfiom the wreckage ofour

misunderstandings and communications aroundPDS. Andso sort of

professionally, HM was sort ofthe bridge that made itpossiblefor

some ofus to cross over under morepeacefirl territory. (Renae,

principal)

What Did Students Know about Harmony in Action?

The group of students who had had the most interactions with

Harmony in Action were the 4th and 5"“1 grade Student Representatives. They

met with Ron each week to talk, and to plan activities they could be involved

in with Harmony in Action, such as helping with Student ofthe Week

lunches, visiting classrooms to get feedback from students, and helping to do
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assemblies. Most ofthese students listed many ofthe HIA core group when

asked who was involved. When asked what they knew about HIA, these

students often mentioned the Student Representatives program, along with

activities such as such as Student ofthe Week, assemblies, and Recess

Activities. Most said they had learned about HIA when an armormcement

was made over the loud speaker, from the goldenrod calendars, when Ron

came to visit their classrooms to talk about Harmony in Action’s activities,

and when they got elected as Student Representatives. Overall, the Student

Representatives perceptions ofHarmony in Action seemed to be positive:

Well, I brow that it ’s trying to get somefirn things in the schoolfor the

lads and I brow that this was thefirstyear they had kids in HM, and

that they do activities outside like games. That’s about it. (Dan, 4‘h

grader)

I thinkHM isfirnfor all the students at Emerson no matter what age

you are because you get to plan events everybody gets to plan events,

and then whenever they happen they ’re realfim. fl’om, 4"h grade)

Um, I brow that it ’s group that ’s helping to make the school a better

place. (Elizabeth, 5‘h grader)

It ’sfirn because they like to do activities — and make activitiesfor the

kids like at recess or something afier school like a carnival. They

set upprogramsfor us and they talk about things like when Mr. W.

came he told us something about when they have a meeting and like

what they should do to make HM better and stufi'like that. (Emma, 4“

grade)

I think it’s kind offim, because the kids get to do a lot ofstufif with the

parents. (Lynn,4“ grade)

157



It’s difficult to assess what other students at Emerson thought about

Harmony in Action. On the student surveys, nearly every student had an

. opinion (i.e., marked a response) about nearly all the activities that were

listed. This seems to indicate that they were at least familiar with the

activities that Harmony in Action implemented. The two activities that I

focus on in the next sections are Student ofthe Week and the Recess

Activities program

Student of the Week

Harmony in Action members and others responded enthusiastically

when asked about the Student ofthe Week program They felt that it was one

ofthe most beneficial programs that Harmony in Action implemented, and

that it affected not only students, but parents and teachers as well. Their

comments reflected three areas in which they felt the Student ofthe Week

program affected students - increasing self esteem, fostering a sense of

belonging, and providing a chance to be heard.

Increasing SelfEsteem

Many people felt that a key feature ofthe Student ofthe Week program

was that every child at Emerson received this recognition. This had been a

major point ofthe discussion when the Student ofthe Week program first
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started. Olga had talked then about seeing the good in every child, and she

reiterated it during her interview:

Everyone is picked as Student ofthe Week and when it wasfirst

started some ofthe teachers said, “There are kids I’m never gonna be

able to pick as Student ofthe Week” and the response was, ifyou

can ’tfind one special thing about each and every student in your

classroom, then something ’s wrong and it ’s not with the student. You

brow, because even the most irate student, there ’s gonna be a little bit

ofgood there, you brow, there ’s gotta be something that they can be

commendedfor. (Olga, HM project, parent)

Peggy also appreciated that every student was chosen, but for a

different reason:

The kids loved it. Since everyone got it, there was not afeeling of

competition. The lunches were a nice chance to get to talk to students '

individually, and the parents loved it too. In our room, the Student of

the Week was the “assistant teacher” who was responsiblefor certain

things, and a modelfor the kids. It was a real honor, theyjust loved

it. (Peggy, 2"" grade teacher)

Other teachers pointed out that it also helped them as teachers by focusing on

individual children:

For Peggy and I, an eflect was that we gave more individual attention

to students. (Darcy, 3’d grade teacher)

The kids love it and lookforward to it. It caused me to have to stop

and think about one student at a time in a special way. (Connie, 5‘h

grade teacher)

Nearly everyone mentioned that students felt special when they were

Student ofthe week:
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I was amazed to see the efl'ect on kids. When it wasfinally their turn

theyfelt they were special. They took it so seriously. With Lance, it

was like you had crowned him king. And he behaved differently. It ’s

like something to aspire to. Kids did that to varying degrees, but they

all got real excited and their eyes lit up and they would beam. (Tahna,

1“ grade teacher)

Student ofthe Week does morefirr building self-esteem than almost

anything. I mean having their name over the announcements and

bringing their stufirto the showcase, getting to eat in the community

room, that in itselfshould never go away. I mean ifeverything else

dies, that should continue, cause kids- theyjustfeel so special (Sarah,

HM project, paraprofessional)

Fosterirrga Sense ofBelongz'ng

One feature ofthe Student ofthe Week program that fostered a sense

ofbelonging for students was that the entire school, not just their classroom,

recognized them Having their names annormced over the intercom, and their

favorite toys or collections placed in the showcase placed them as a member

ofEmerson school:

It was goodfor the community to see the showcase, andfor kids to

stop and look at what theirfiiends brought in. (Connie, 5“ grade

teacher)

The Student ofthe Weekprogram identifies and recognizes

students ’ strengths and celebrates that with the whole school. (Ruth,

HIA project, 5“ grade teacher)

I love our Wednesday lunches - when we can invitefamily members

andgrandparents and have a special lunch, the kidsjust look so

forward to that and really dofeel special. I think the display case is a

real big attraction in our school, many ofthe children stand out there

and talk about “look what so andso brought in ” or “wow, look at
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that ” and even ifthe kids aren ’t hearing what other kids say about it,

they really get a lot ofenjoymentfiom looking at what the lads bring

in and there ’s more awareness ofeach other and the things that they

' do share here. (Karen, HM project, P.E. teacher)

Another feature of the Student ofthe Week program that fostered a

sense ofbelonging was the inclusion of family members in the school for this

recognition.

As a whole, family involvement was not as strong, so I think that HIA

has helped bringpeople into Emerson. (Darcy, 3’“ grade teacher)

Like take a look at Liz and Olga, that’s gotta be a real goodfeeling to

brow that two parents did kind ofthe whole Student ofthe Week idea.

(Ruth, HM project, 5‘h grade teacher)

I like that a lot. That was real important to the kids. Theyflelt so

special to be able to eat in the community room andI especially think

the kids who had theirparents show upfelt really good about that. I

think the kids who couldn ’t have parents came I think giving them the

option like some teachers did where they could take afiiend, I think

that equalized that excitement like ifthe parents were there. (Sarah,

HM project, paraprofessional)

HM made school morefin, andgave students something to look

forward to. It also brought some adults in that wouldn ’t have been

there otherwise, with Student ofthe Week and the Circus. (lean,

secretary) '

Most ofthe timefamilies came — it was a big deal to thefamilies. As a

teacher, I came to the lunch because it was important to kids. It

stressed the recognition. It gave me a chance to boost that. Out of

respectfor the child, and to have a personal conversation with the

child and thefamily. The survey and the lunch made the difl'erence.

(Tahna, 1" grade teacher)
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A Chance to Be Heard

Adding the luncheon to the Student ofthe Week program was an

important way to welcome more families into the school, increasing both

students’ and families’ sense ofbelonging. The addition of the survey

provided an opportunity for students to share their views.

The Student ofthe Week surveys were excellent - children reallyfelt

like somebody really does care what I think, what Ifeel, what I want,

what I need, you brow the basic needs oflife - somebody is really

hearing my voice Just every week the conversation that goes on in

the luncheon in here — I mean you actually hear and see people saying

things that they would never have the opportunity to communicate.

(Karen, HM project, P.E. teacher)

The survey and the luncheon makes youfeel so much more special.

And the survey, you ’re asking how do youfeel, you ’re asking students

how theyfeel about something andgiving them some say, and we all

like it when we think that what we have on our mind matters to other

people. And so when we ’re promoting that with the kids that we do

care what ’s on your mind and we care howyoufeel about the school,

Ijust think that made a really big dijference to Student ofthe Week

this year and it was allpositive. (Olga, HM project, parent)

Jean and Ruth also focused on the fact that the survey gave children a

sense that voicing their views may affect their school environment:

(With the surveysfor Student ofthe Week andfeedback), Ifeel like

we ’ve given students a lot more voice and choice in how things are

done here in their school. (Ruth, HM project, 5‘h grade teacher)

I think the Student ofthe Weekprogram is the most wonderful thing

that ’s happened. The survey isfantastic. I want itfollowed through.

We ’ve done afew things — like in the lunchroom, but kids are telling

us other things too. (lean, secretary)
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Karen and Darcy noted something else that the survey provided for

students — a learning opportunity in which they had to think and

cornmrmicate:

I like the way the Student ofthe Week survey asked kids about their

values - what they thought. They took it seriously, andgave good

reasonsfor what they said. It also helped them learn how to talk to

otherpeople at the lunch. (Darcy, 3'“ grade teacher)

Someone was really listening to them, and they had to collect their

thoughts and express what their concerns really were. (Karen, HM

member, P.E .teacher)

Student Perceptionsg”Student ofthe Week

Adults in the Harmony in Action group and other felt that the Student

ofthe Week program was a positive experience for students that contributed

to their self-esteem, to their sense ofbelonging in the school, and to their

feelings ofbeing heard. Based on their responses to the student survey,

students also indicated that they felt positively about the Student ofthe Week

program in general. Table 1 summarizes students’ responses to the survey

questions. 75% ofthe students who returned surveys marked that they “like

it” on a simple three-point scale (like it, it’s OK, don’t like it). They had

mixed feelings about the survey (44% like it, 46% OK, 8% don’t like, and 2%

no response), and were fairly positive about the lunch (64% like it, 26% OK,

9% don’t like it, and 2% no response).

163



N=121

Table 1

1993-94 Year End Student Survey Responses:

Student ofthe Week Questions '
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Although most students indicated that they had no suggestion for

improving the survey, some students did offer some cormnents:

Have more smiles

Add more feelings

Ask more questions

Easier questions

Make it not so complicated

Don’t have one

Don’t ask those questions

The Student Representative had many firings to say about the Student

ofthe Week program Their comments echo the ones made by adults.

 

164

 



Several students commented that they thought being Student ofthe Week

made them and others feel special:

I thought it was good, because it makes a younger childfeelpraise, I

guess, like they ’re rewardedfor doing something good. (The older

kids) might think it ’s ok, but they might think it ’s probablyfor little

kids (Beth, 5‘“ grade)

[Showcase] I think that’s a good idea because you can show

somethingyou really like, and then people brow whatyou ’re

interested in, like ifyou want talk to them about it. (Ann, 5‘” grade)

[Showcase] Like ifyou bring something in, then the teachers could get

to brow, like rfthey thoughtyou read books a lot, andyou brought

something different, then they could get to brow that side ofyou.

Mary, 5“ grade)

Like when you ’re Student ofthe Weekyoufeel kind ofspecial, like

when you hearyour name announced, it’s like so special, like youjust

won something really big. Wary, 5‘h grade)

It kind ofcheers up the kids sometimes and they brow that they ’ve

been doing good. (Megan, 4‘” grade)

Other students liked having their parents come to lrmch with them:

It wasfill! like havingyourparents here, and talk about whatyou did

during the day. (Ann, 5‘h grade)

I think it’s nice cause parents can come in. (Chloe, 4‘’1 grade)

They [parents] can meet new teachers that they might not meet before.

(Megan, 4’” grade)

I thought that was nice, like you stayed with yourparents andyour

teacher andyou got to talk (Henley, 5‘” grade)
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I think it ’s pretty good because instead ofthe noisy lunchroom, they

can come in and talk to theirfiiends quietly in here and they can talk

to theirparents. (Lynn, 4’” grade)

Several students also mentioned the survey as a chance to be heard:

I think it’s nice because they get to come down and have lunch in that

room, they get to show how theyfeel. (Sam, 5“ grade)

[survey] I think those are real helpfid, because some ofthe questions

were really good, you could answer them and it kind ofmade our

school better, lots ofpeople thought. (Emma, 4‘h grade)

[survey] I think it’s pretty good, because they actually get a chance to

tell somebody how theyfeel and before the survey they werejust like

maybe tell their teachers and it wouldn ’t really matter, because their

teachers wouldjust keep it to themselves. (Tam, 4“ grade)

I think a lot ofkids really didn ’t want to do the survey. Cause they

had all the other stuffto do. So I think it was neat the way that like I

was Student ofthe Week towards the beginning andyou gave them the

survey here, and we could do it here (at luncheon). man, 4"I grade)

Recess Activities

Cormnents about the Recess Activities program are oftwo types. First,

Harmony in Action members, students and other teachers commented about

the MSU/ET component ofthe Recess Activities program - the one that they

had actually experienced Second, Harmony in Action members commented

about why they felt the F/C component ofthe Recess Activities program did’t

get offthe grormd.
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MSU/ETComponent ofthe Recess Activities Program

Of all the adults in the school, Ron probably had the best handle on this

component of the Recess Activities program, because he had managed and

participated in the activities. He reflected on the original reason that the

activities had been pursued:

I’m thinking ofwhy I came here originally - to solve a problem about

the playground, andI think we were able to identijy some things that

would help solve thatproblem — and infact myfeeling about what was

going on out there and why was different than whatpeople had

thought. When I came in here this whole idea about having structured

playground activities that the kids couldget involved in — that did

solve a little bit ofa problemfor kids who werejust a little

uncomfortable with getting involved in other activities — I mean it

helped them to get more involved, so that solved thatproblem, but I

don ’t think that those structured activities solved the conflict

problems. I think what solved the conflictproblems was having

someone to out there and look at the structure ofwhat was going on

out there and say, you brow, mostly what ’s going on is because all the

kids are standing on one very small area, without supervison, just

standing there. That was the source ofthefighting that was being

brought back inside. It wasn ’t as much aboutplaying, so we had to

change the way to address that was different thanjust having

organized activities out there. (Ron, MSUgraduate student)

Some ofthe other adults who had participated and observed on the

playground still felt, however, that having activities had addressed the conflict

problem:

For older kids they were important — they could be good role models

and it kept the conflict down. (Connie, 5“ grade teacher)
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Kids really lookedforward to it. It helped with problems. Ifyou have

something to do, you ’re not in arguments. (Tahna, 1" grade teacher)

- The kids didn ’t really say too much about that — Ibrow that they

talked about Ron a couple times, that it was really neat him out there

doing stufl— gave em something dijferent to do thanfighting, orjust

being bored. Cause sometimes youjust don ’t want to go play on the

swings all the time. (Liz, HM project, parent)

There seemed to be a general sense that children enjoyed the recess

activities. Olga and Renae cormnented that they felt consistency was

important, but Sarah felt that the students adapted when Ron and his MSU

students were not there:

Ron wasn ’t around as much this year as he was last year... .he tried to

give the recess stuffto other individuals who then didn ’t show up —

which is not hisfault — he was counting on them to be there and they

weren ’t, you brow . The activities were really good, I think the

children really enjoyed them. My opinion is there should be dijferent

activities every recess ofevery day, notjust once a week andfor

certain recesses. (Olga, HM project, parent)

Consistent is what needs to be — I think b'ds sort ofstart to count on

something, and then when it doesn ’t show up, they get a sense that,

well, it must not be very important. And think teachers getfi'ustrated

about building their kids up to expect something and then have it not

materialize. So consistency is real important. Or communication

when the consistency breaks down. That we actually have an

announcement ifsomething comes up — so there aren ’t 47 kids coming

up to their teacher and saying, “Where ’s so and so? ” Cause thatjust

breedsfi'ustration. (Renae, principal)

You brow, the kids enjoyed it when Ron andAmy were there, but they

never came to me and said, “Where are they? ” when they weren ’t

there. I mean, I think they appreciated it that they were there when

they were, but then theyjust got along and adaptedfine when they
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weren ’t there. So it’s the kind ofthing that ifit ’s there it ’s great, if

' it’s not there, things will go on. They did enjoy having the relays and

all that b'nd ofstufl? Kind ofa break in the routine. (Sarah, HM

project, paraprofessional)

Overall, feelings about the recess activities seemed to be positive:

Fantastic. The kids loved it when Ron andsome ofthe otherMSU

people were out there. (Peggy, 2"“ grade teacher)

Ifeel like we ’ve give our students a really goodstart at making better

choices and using that time moreproductively. (Karen, HM project,

P.E. teacher)

I think the playground activities also helped with self-esteem. You

don ’t have to be the best at everything to —just being involved and

cooperatingly playing and doing these activities -you don ’t have to

be the best and win. (Olga, HM project, parent)

Recess Activities were often one ofthe first-mentioned activities by

Student Representatives when they talked about what Harmony in Action did

Most ofthese students felt the recess activities were frm:

Igot involved in em most ofthe time . I liked most ofthe games that

they had out there - they were pretty neat. Looked like a lot ofthe

kids hadfirn, too. (Megan, 4"l grader)

I think itsfirnfor some ofthe kids. Like I rememberyou were building

a snowfort on the playground or something like that — like with Mr.

W. andsome ofthe HM people, and that wasfirn. (Sam, 5’h grader)

Those werefirn, I like those. (Emma, 4‘” grade) '

They werefun, cause you get bored. (Seth, 5'’1 grade)
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Similar to some ofthe adults, some children felt that the recess

activities alleviated problems on the playgrormd:

I never really participated in any cause Ijust usually me and my

fiiends wouldjust go over to thejungle gym or something andI’d

forget about the activities, but I thought they were a really neat idea —

keeps kidsfiom getting into lots offights like out on the soccerfield.

(Beth, 5'“ grader)

I [and oflike them because when there ’5 kids that have trouble, it [and

ofdraws the kids that have a lot ofproblems and that leaves the other

people. (Lynn, 4‘” grader)

Students weren’t asked on the survey to rate the recess activities.

Rather, they were asked to offer their ideas about what kinds of indoor and

outdoor activities they would like to do, in order for project members to have

a list of ideas as they continued to plan for the MSU/TE and the F/C

components ofthe Recess Activities program

Family/CommunityComponent QLthe Recess Activities Program

Harmony in Action members reflected on the reasons that the F/C

component ofthe Recess Activities program didn’t get started at Emerson.

Interestingly, they did not mention that issues about access for students had

come up in their discussions. They did however, focus on how difficult it had

seemed to manage a program of this scope, and were still offering ideas about

how to address this.
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I think it ended up being too cumbersome. A lot ofthe stuffthat we

want do to I think we have to then scale back and look at what we

really can do because we have so many ideas, but Ido wish the

business leaders would be a little more involved . I think what it

would bring to the school would be so important. This isjust a vague

impression ofmine based on nothing solid, but I think a lot ofthem

would be involved ifwe hadspecific, maybe task-oriented ways of

involving them instead ofsaying, can youjustput in some time here?

That ’s a little uncomfortableforpeople, especially ifthey ’re not in

education, and they ’re not working with kids, and that can be a little

bit threatening. (Ron, MSUgraduate student)

I’d love to see more community members. I think ifyou had like a

monthly meeting that wasjustfor them to come to and then you brew

that all ofthe things that we would talk about are going to be about

their involvement. That might be why we don ’t have as many, because

it doesn ’tfeelfor them like they have a big role in it. It’s the same

kind ofthing thatyou want to stress with parents. A lot ofparents

want to come and be involved, but they don ’t want to come and

observe, they want to brow what they ’re gonna do when they get there

and ifwe couldprovide real specific projects or tasks that they can

see that theirparticipation is being beneficial it might be easier to

come too. (Carrie, HM project, co-teacher)

I would like to see more parents involved, but I would like to see more

parents involved in everything. I think more community members

would be good. At this level. I brow a lot usually do like at the high

school level, but I think grade school really needs — needs some input

there. I think at high school kids arejust going to get out ofschool,

and they want to be the ones who mentor and direct them and give

them a taste ofwhat their career or occupation is and help them along

It might work ifthey brow specifically what they are going to be

doing, what they can connect with some ofthese kids that might be of

interest. I don ’t brow, it could be sports. Even ifa dad came in to

talk about thefine art offootball or something, give kids tips,

something like that, maybe. (Janice, HM project, paraprofessional,

parent)
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Perceptions about the MSU/TE component of the Recess Activities

program were positive overall. Adults and students seemed to think that the

students enjoyed the activities, and both groups felt that the activities had

addressed some needs on the playgrotmd. The F/C component ofthe

activities program had not gotten off the grormd. One ofthe key problems

that they identified was that it’ s difficult to recruit volrmteers without a

volmrteer “job description”!

Summary

In only two years, this PDS project involving parents, teachers,

paraprofessionals, co-teachers, support staff, comrmmity members and

students seemed to have moved a good ways towards achieving the goals it

outlined in the spring and surmner of 1992. Harmony in Action seemed to

have gained the support ofEmerson staff. It had taken seriously the school’s

focus on developing links with families and comrmmity members as it

expanded the Student ofthe Week program and as it wrangled with the

seemingly overwhelming task of involving families and corrrrmmity members

in the Recess Activities program
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CHAPTER 7

“IT IS GOOD TO HAVE AN END TO JOURNEY TOWARDS;

BUT IT IS THE JOURNEY THAT MATTERS IN THE END”2

In the fall of 1992, the Harmony in Action project embarked on a

journey to build a sense of school spirit and identity and to strengthen family

and comrmmity involvement at Emerson Elementary School. Although it is

important to consider what the HIA project did and did not accomplish, the

focus ofthis dissertation study was on the project group’sjourney toward

their goals. Project members interactions, the paths they chose, and the

processes and issues involved on theirjomney are informative to other

teachers, families and cormnunity members on similarjoumeys.

This dissertation study began with the question, How did the Harmony

in Action project attempt to strengthenfamily and community involvement at

Emerson? The Harmony in Action project attempted to strengthen family

and comrmmity involvement at Emerson Elementary School in several ways.

Participating in and studying Harmony in Action afforded me the opportunity

to develop deeper rmderstandings ofwork in the area of school-family-

comrmmity relationships. In the sections that follow, I summarize some of

what I learned from participating in Harmony in Action’3 journey.

 

2 Ursula Leguin, 1982, cited in Each dgy a newhem' Center City, MN: Hazeldon Foundation
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Small Groups Carr Affect Change

Because the Harmony in Action members planned activities for the

whole school and allfamilies, and these activities were some ofthe most

visrble in the school, the fact that the core group included two teachers, two

parents, two MSU graduate students, one paraprofessional and one co-

teacher is sometimes lost. Harmony in Action was a small group of eight

consistent participants working on a large agenda. Even adding members in

the second layer (see Chapter 4), which included four parents (two who were

also paraprofessionals), two community members, an MSU faculty member,

the school secretary and 18 Student Representatives, only increases the

number ofparticipants in the group to 34. This group was not representative,

in any formal way, ofthe Emerson population. Often, Harmony in Action

members said that they would like to see more parents, teachers and

cormnunity members involved in the group, in order to have more support,

and in order to gain different perspectives on ways to make Emerson a

positive learning community.

One ofthe criteria by which schools measm'e how successful they lurve

been in involving families and comrmmity members is the number ofpeople

participating in activities and groups. However, other measures of “success”

may be important to consider as well. One ofthe original goals ofthe project
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was to include teachers, other school staff besides teachers, parents, students,

MSU participants, and community members in order to have a diverse group

ofpeople working together to plan and implement activities. The fact that the

group did include people in these roles, and that these people stayed involved

consistently over a two-year period oftime, was itself an important

accomplishment. This was the first PDS project at Emerson to include other

participants besides teachers and MSU faculty and graduate students in

decision making about activities to implement in the school. Even though the

decision-making group was small, the project group was a context in which

family and commrmity involvement was strengthened at Emerson.

Because HIA activities were plamred for the whole school and all

families, the project provided several other contexts where family and

comrmmity involvement could be strengthened at Emerson. Comer

commented on a similar phenomenon in his work with the School

Development Program; “Although in actuality, only a very few parents were

intimately involved as members ofthe school governing board and in

workshops with staff in a school described as unstable, the results were

visible to the entire comrmmity” (Comer, 1980, p. 334). Many ofHarmony in

Action’s “results,” such as the Student ofthe Week program, Family Nights,

Assemblies, Spirit Days, and PCAMM and Bretton Square volunteers, were
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also visrble to the entire cormnunity at Emerson during the 1992-93 and 1993-

94 school years. All ofthese activities helped, in various ways, to strengthen

family and commrmity involvement at Emerson.

The point that I think is important to take from the Harmony in Action

group, and fiom Comer’s example, is that small groups can have an important

impact on a school. Schools need be realistic about the number ofpeople

who might be involved in in-depth, ongoing discussions about school

activities. Even in groups with large membership, the bulk ofthe decision-

making and the work are often done by a small group ofpeople. As long as a

small group tries to take into account the broader context in which they work,

and seek out ways to identify issues that are important to other school, family

and comrmmity members, this model for changing schools’ relationships with

families and comrmmity members can be effective.

Groups Need to Be Nurtured

Inviting people to join a group does not ensure that they will be active

participants. Attention needs to be paid to the processes that help to nurture

relationships within a group. The building blocks that I described in Chapter

4 were important for developing a comfortable atmosphere were everyone in

the group felt they could contribute to the discussions about family and

comrmmity involvement activities. These building blocks -— sharing social
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rituals, sharing personal stories, giving group members pats on the back, and

addressing problems when they arose - helped to assure that group members

stayed motivated to continue in the Harmony in Action project. Building

blocks similar to these may be important to any group in any setting that is

leanring how to work together. However, I believe they were particularly

important in this group for two reasons.

First, because there had been conflicts within and between other PDS

groups, and feelings of exclusion by some teachers, I think that group

members felt it was important to create and sustain a positive and inclusive

setting for anyone who wanted to participate. The message that all meetings

were open to staff, families, and commrmity members was repeated again and

again throughout the project’s dmation. In Chapter 6, project members and

others described what they felt were generally positive perceptions about

Harmony in Action. They also described the perception that Harmony in

Action’ s identity as a PDS project as somewhat blurred. One ofthe reasons

for these perceptions may have been that there was never an MSU faculty

member tied to the group. As graduate students, Ron and I were “MSU,” but

we were not considered to have the power or status that a faculty member

had. We participated in the group process, and shared in the planning and

implementation of activities along with other HIA members. However, we
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were not perceived as having an agenda, research or otherwise, like MSU

faculty in other PDS project groups had been (rightly or wrongly)

characterized as having.

A second reason that I think the building blocks to nurture the group

were important is because this project included people who had not typically

been involved in PDS projects. It was important to assure that parents,

comrmmity members and non-teaching staff feel comfortable participating in

the group. Some group members had not considered themselves, or been

considered in the school setting, as leaders and decision makers. In order for

status to become blm'red in the group, everyone had to feel like their

contributions and ideas were recognized and taken seriously. Learning to

work together involved leanring to take one another’s perspectives. For

example, project members helped Ron and I learn to write short, to the point,

interesting memos to families and Emerson staff, instead ofthe long, jargony

essays we had grown accustomed to in graduate school. Another example is

the one I described in Chapter 4 when Ruth, a teacher, called Olga, a parent,

after a meeting to explain that others rrright not have heard her point because

she was speaking emotionally. Ruth was attempting to rmderstand Olga’s

perspective, and also helping Olga to take the perspective of others in the
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group so that everyone could keep communicating and participating in the

project.

Different schools with different populations or different histories might

need to create different kinds ofbuilding blocks. Haynes and Ben-Avie

(1996), for example, note that their early parent program efforts in a lower

SES school were difficult because they did not anticipate parents needing a

liaison to help them in the school setting. In contrast, schools with a large

population ofprofessional families may need to identify or create building

blocks which acknowledge the kinds of contributions that these families can

make, as well as the rmique kinds of issues that these families face.

Thomburg, Hoffman & Remeika (1991), assert that there are at risk families

in all SES groups, but the definition ofrisk varies between groups. Groups

that are begimring to form in schools to work on strengthening family and

community involvement should pay explicit attention to these building blocks

— whatever they might be — in their setting.

Negotiation and Management - A Heuristic Framework

As I participated in and observed the Harmony in Action group, I

began to develop a fiamework for understanding some ofthe processes

involved as group members planned and implemented activities. Categorizing

group members’ actions as negotiation within and outside the group
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(developing shared visions, cornmrmicating these visions to others and ash'ng

for their support) or nanagement within and outside the group (managing

procedures, time and resources for themselves and for others) was a useful

way to rmderstand how project members moved from ideas to

implementation.

This framework also provided an answer, in part, to the question of

how Harmony in Action attempted to strengthen family and community

involvement at Emerson. There were times when looking at negotiation and

management processes helped me to rmderstand some of the details of

interactions between schools, families, and comrmmity members. For

example, the group had a shared understanding that all meetings were open

and inclusive of anyone who wanted to attend. They communicated this

verbally and in writing, and managed their meeting times and places so that

this invitation felt genuine to others in the school. Looking at these processes

across a range of activities that Harmony in Action implemented helped me to

notice that negotiation and management varied depending on the activities

that the group was trying to plan. This helped me to take a closer look at the

nature ofthe activities in terms of what was expected from families and

school staff.
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Although the categories were useful, they were somewhat arbitrary

since most actions and events had features ofboth negotiation and

management. These processes were intertwined. The four circles

representing this fiarnework that I presented in Chapter 4 overlap for a

reason. During discussions, the demarcations between categories became

bhmed because ofthe interplay between negotiation and management as

project group members moved from ideas to implementation of activities.

This fiamework may be helpful to other groups engaged in trying out

new programs or activities. Not everyone can be involved in everything that

goes on in schools or any other organization. It is common practice to assign

committees, task groups, planning groups, and boards to discuss and plan

activities for a larger group. The negotiation and management framework

may be useful for groups such as these to keep in mind. Both negotiation and

management are necessary for groups to move forward to implement

activities; groups that recognize these related processes may be more

effective. Alsio, small groups must often move back and forth between their

activities within the group and their activities outside the group as they work

to implement activities in larger settings. Recognizing the “within” and

“outside” distinction may be a useful way for groups to flame their work
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There Are Many Paths to Family and Community Involvement

Most schools that are interested in strengthening family and comrmmity

involvement implement multiple approaches to doing so. Several researchers

in the area of school-family-cormnunity relationships have offered typologies

to conceptually organize the kinds ofpractices going on in schools to involve

families and comrmmity members. One ofthe ways that this dissertation

study, which focuses on the work of one group in a particular setting, may be

helpfirl is by answering the question, “What is this an example of?” While it

is useful to place the Harmony in Action group, as well as the activities it

implemented, into existing categories in the literature, it is also usefirl to

identify ways in which the group and its activities do not fit neatly into these

categories. The latter analysis may lead practitioners to consider additional

strategies that my work in their settings.

Epstein (1996) states that each ofthe six types of involvement that she

and her colleagues have described “may be operationalized by hundreds of

practices that schools may choose to develop their programs” (p. 215). What

I have learned from participating in and studying the Harmony in Action

project is that many ofthe activities implemented at Emerson had

characteristics that fit in multiple categories ofparent and comrmmity

activities. Activities that have more than one purpose may actually be more
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common in school practice than activities that are clearly of one type or

another.

The example of circles (activities) “moving” fiom goal to goal that I

described at the begirming ofChapter 5 illustrates this point. One activity

could be affiliated with several goals. Many ofHarmony in Action’s

activities had multiple purposes. For example, “Family Nights,” which

provided parents and children with opportrmities to participate in activities in

a particular subject matter area, could be considered a special event or parent

education (Cervone & O’Leary, 1982), or as crn'riculum enrichment (Swap,

1993), since they also provided teachers with information about families

knowledge and use of subject matter at home (e.g., science or math). Since

one goal of Family Nights was to share information and activities that

families could use to support children’ 3 learning at home, they were also

strongly linked to categories in which parents are in a teaching role (Cervone

& O’Leary, 1982; Epstein, 1992). The Student ofthe Week program also

served multiple purposes. It was a special event to bring parents into the

school to recognize their children’s achievements, but rather than a one-time

event such as a graduation or an awards assembly, it was an ongoing event

which weekly brought smaller groups ofparents to the school. Student ofthe

Week also provided an opportrmity for families and teachers to meet in a
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setting other than those where they typically came together, such as

conferences and programs. The Student ofthe Week survey added an

element to the weekly event that provided families and students with an

opportrmity to participate in the school in a new way by providing input about

their experiences with school routines and characteristics.

Typologies presented in the literature are useful to individuals and

groups in schools in terms of considering the range of activities that are

possible for family and conmrrmity involvement. However, individuals and

groups planning involvement activities should not be tied to these categories.

Instead, looking beyond and between existing categories may provide ideas

for drawing families and comrmmity members into schools in novel ways.

The Landscape Matters When Choosing Paths

Individuals and groups planning family and connnunity involvement

activities must pay attention to the history, as well as to characteristics of

their cormnunity and school as they begin to choose paths to strengthen

family and comnnmity involvement in schools. Emerson’s history and its

population of families and comrmmity members influenced Harmony in

Action members’ choices about the way the group developed, the kinds of

activities that they inrplemented, and the ways that they implemented them

For example, Harmony in Action project members were fairly explicit about
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how Emerson’s PDS history, which included conflict and fiagmentation

among school staff, influenced their efforts to be inclusive of all school staff,

to keep them informed about meetings and events, and to seek input

repeatedly during the two years that I documented the project activities.

Emerson’s PDS history also influenced the way in which Ron and I interacted

with the rest ofthe group, and the kind of attention we paid to making sure

that we weren’t viewed as “having an agenda” or pushing the group in certain

directions.

Perceptions about children and families at Emerson also influenced

Harmony in Action member’s actions and choices. Group members never

explicitly stated that they were planning activities in certain ways because of

the characteristics (e.g., SES) ofthe families that attended Emerson.

Nevertheless, group members seemed to have some implicit assumptions

about children and families at Emerson. During discussions about the Student

ofthe Week program, for example, group members emphasized recognizing

all students and getting input from all students via the student survey. This

emphasis was in part based on the perception that many of the children at

Emerson needed the social and emotional boost ofbeing recognized and

included in the school community. Harmony in Action members

acknowledged that not all students at Emerson fit, or should fit, the “model
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student” stereotype. These perceptions were in part explained by Renae, the

principal, in her description of some ofthe neighborhoods served by Emerson “

as being less stable, and struggling with social and self esteem problems (see

Chapter 2).

Asking parents to attend a celebration lunch, with no obligations other

than to show up and to participate with their child in an informal conversation

about their child’ s school experiences (i.e., questions on the survey) seemed

to reflect group members’ beliefs that an important factor in getting families

at Emerson involved was to provide a positive, non-threatening environment

and activities that were not too demanding. Lareau’s (1989, 1996) notion of

cultmal capital may help to explain Harmony in Action members’ approach to

involving parents through the Student ofthe Week program Her assertion is

that families’ cultural capital is based on the extent to which they share the

same standards as institutions. Lower and working class families have less

cultural capital in terms ofhelping their children succeed, since they do not

always share the cultural norms of schools. Lareau (1996) also suggests that

not all families have the same orientation to or meanings about being involved

with their child’s school. Lower and working class families do not assume

that they should question or intervene with the school on their child’s behalf.

In the Student ofthe Week program, Harmony in Action members seemed to
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be designing a program for the predominantly working class families at

Emerson, with the added implicit assumption that it wouldn’t hurt for middle

class students and parents to have a positive school experience as well. The

Student ofthe Week program seemed to be a well-chosen path for involving

families at Emerson.

The Family/Community Recess Activities program, on the other hand

proved not to be the best path to take in terms of involving family and

comrmmity members. There were several “potholes” in this path that can be

explained from several perspectives. One pothole in the Recess Activities

path to family and community involvement may have been a social class

issue. The implicit perceptions about lower and working class families and

students that had guided Harmony in Action in planning Student ofthe Week

seemed to be suspended when they began to plan the F/C Recess Activities

program Building on Lareau’s (1989, 1996) work, I would assert that the

nature of family involvement in the Recess Activities program would not map

on to the kinds of roles that lower and working class families would have for

themselves in relation to the school, since being involved in recess activities

required parents to take on a “modeling” or “teaching” role. From this

perspective, the F/C Recess Activities program could be construed as a case

where Harmony in Action members did not take into accormt social class and
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therefore chose the wrong path for involving a large number of families at

Emerson.

Another kind ofpothole in this path was the nature ofthe task itself in

which Harmony in Action members were proposing to ask parents and

comrmmity members to participate, irrespective of social class. Asking

family and comrmmity members to sign up for twenty minutes dining their

work day to lead activities for groups of children may not have been a

reasonable request to make. Although “family fiiendly" work policies are

begirming to include time for parents to be involved in their children’s

schools, these programs are still the exception, not the rule. In addition, they

are focused on conventional family involvement such as parent-teacher

conferences. Taking twenty minutes off work to play soccer at recess with a

group of children may not fall under the rubric ofwhat employers had in mind

when they started to take seriously family members’ requests to be more

flexible. In addition, even if their work place found this kind of activity

acceptable, the logistics of committing to even a limited number ofthese

volrmteer events would be difficult for many family and comrmmity members,

and sustaining these kinds of activities may be more difficult because parent

involvement that goes beyond a focus on their own child is not as relevant to

parents (Morgan, Fraser, Dunn & Cairns, 1992). I would recommend that
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groups implementing activities learn as much as possible about the multiple

and overlapping communities represented in the school during the planning

stages ofnew programs, and continue to do so as the work proceeds.

Reflections on My Role: Places on the Participant-Observer Continuum

Often during the two years that I was involved in the Harmony in

Action project, I reflected on my role in the group. Before school began the

second year ofthe project, I had several phone conversations with Ruth,

Sarah, and Karen about plans for the beginning ofthe school year. Karen had

been reassigned to the jrmior high school, and I found myselftaking on the

role of co-organizer with Ruth and Sarah. At the same time, I knew that I

was going to propose a study ofHarmony in Action for my dissertation.

I had often said that I was a “participant-observer” in the group, as if

this was a well-defined role. I now understand that there is a continuum of

participant-observation along which researchers can move from “full

participant” (Wagner, 1990) to primarily observer. Researchers may choose

different places along a continuum for different kinds of studies, but they can

also move along the continrunn during a particular study. I participated in the

Harmony in Action group mostly as a full participant, in that I attended most

meetings, participated in discussions, and helped to plan and carry out

activities. Some might argue that I couldn’t see what was going on in the
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group from this primarily “insider" perspective. As a partisan ofHarmony in

Action, I was invested in the work ofthe group and in ensuring the success. I

assert that I would not have come to some rmderstandings about Harmony in

Action without having this insider perspective. However, I tried to regularly

and systematically step back from my role as a participant to observe the

interactions and activities of the group more objectively.

As a participant in the Harmony in Action group, I was as much a

“visionary” as the other participants when it came to project goals and

activities. Many ofthe activities would not have been tried at all ifHIA

group members, myself included, had focused on the baniers and limitations

instead offocusing on the challenges and possibilities. This hopeful and

positive orientation, however, may have limited my ability to provide a more

critical analysis ofthe Harmony in Action project group and its activities.

If researchers continue to participate in restructured school

enviromnents and to take on new roles as innovators and change agents,

rather than passive observers ofwhat is going on “out there,” then they will

have to pay attention to their roles in the research endeavor.

Concluding This Journey: Final Thoughts and Recommendations

Participating in Harmony in Action’s jomney to strengthen family and

comrmmity involvement at Emerson Elementary School provided me with
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many insights about school-family-commrmity relationships. Individuals and

groups that are seeking to strengthen family and community involvement in

schools should spend some time examining their assumptions about why they

think this is an important endeavor and what they expect different people or

groups to gain fiom the involvement.

There is an increasing emphasis in federal, state and local initiatives on

developing partnerships or collaborations between schools, families, and

communities. However, true partnerships are difficult to develop, particularly

when there are social, economic and power differences between teachers and

families. It is important to be careful not to give lip service to creating

partnerships without being prepared to examine what school staff, families,

and community members may encormter when ifthey are genuinely interested

in changing the nature ofrelationships.

The Harmony in Action project group attempted to blur status lines

first by creating a context where the players could meet and work together,

second by being fairly explicit about their goal to have everyone be heard and

have a role in the group (e.g., having a rotating chairperson for the meetings)

and third by nurturing group processes that helped to develop a certain level

oftrust and comfort in the group. Even so, this “partnership” was limited to

the project group and was not a general feature of school-family-community
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relationships at Emerson. It may be too ambitious a task to expect the kind of

partnership model that Swap (1993) suggested, “in which collaborative

relationships between home and school permeate all areas of school culture”

(p. 46). Instead, creating pockets of collaboration may be the first step for

schools, families and comrmmity members. Learning from and building on

these endeavors may lead to a more generalized partnership approach in

general between schools, families, and conrmunities.

Individuals and groups planning school-family—comrmrnity interactions

and activities should try to articulate clearly the goals ofthese activities and

not be pressured to place everything under the rubric of “partnership.” It

should be acceptable for schools to ask families to support the school’s

agenda or curricuhnn, to ask families and comrmmity members for help and

resources, and to offer their expertise through parent education activities, as

long as they are clear about their intent. At the same time, schools should

begin to seek out ways to better rmderstand the range offamilies represented

in their school population, to hear family and comnrrmity perspectives, and to

respond to issues that arise.

In order for teachers and other school staff to develop activities which

strengthen family and cormnunity involvement, there needs to be some
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attention in school districts to the fact that these efforts are often time-

consuming and labor intensive. Because Harmony in Action was a PDS

project, the teachers in the group received reassigned time on Friday

mornings ofthe first year and Tuesdays ofthe second year. This meant that

they were fieed from their teaching responsibilities for a period oftime to

concentrate on Harmony in Action’s work. In addition, being a PDS project

afforded the Harmony in Action group with financial and people support that

may not be available others. Harmony in Action’ s budget paid for substitute

teachers and graduate assistants, and provided money for project activity

mterials. Without some form of support, school staffmay find it difficult to

sustain efforts to involve families and comrmmity members. Lareau (1996)

suggested that “for policymakers at the state or federal level, there needs to

be a financial investment to develop a better infiastructure at school sites to

promote family involvement” (p. 63).

State and local support could also come in the form of opportrmities for

school staff, families and community members to explore and learn about

school-family-commrmity involvement activities and issues through in-service

trainings, seminars, workshops and community forums. It is one thing for
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districts to encourage and reconmrend the development of school-family—

commrmity interactions; it is another for them to support these activities

financially and conceptually.

The Harmony in Action project attempted to strengthen family and

comrmmity involvement at Emerson school in a numberofways. Group

members made a genuine attempt to develop collaborative relationships, and

to provide activities in the school setting that involved families and

commrmity members in a range of ways. Although Harmony in Action’s

experiences and processes may not generalize to all settings, other elementary

schools may be able to adapt some ofthe ideas and concepts described in this

study. Hopefirlly, Harmony in Action’s journey oftwo years offers some

valuable lessons for others seeking to strengthen family and community

involvement in their settings.
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Harmony in Action Chronology Sample Page (1992-93)

meetings Karen -

PTO Meeting Part meeting

5230

- 7 group time
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Sample By-Topic Meeting Smnmary Sheet

 

 

Date 10/21/93 Topic: LUNCH Datasource(s):

_9;_meetingnotes __x_Tape __x~Transcribed

Participants

_x_Karen _3_<__Ruth_,x_Ron_,x_Sarah 1"tapefastspeed

_}_Julie _Carrie _r_r_Olga _Liz

Others: Jean, Sid, Cheryl

NEGOTIATING WITHIN GROUP MANAGING WITHIN GROUP

1 )Ruth —fiu.strated aboutplanning assemblies-

teachers andsupervisors haven ’t agreed on set of

rules, philosophies about PG & lunch— ifwe don ’t

get consensus, staflwont be behind us.

Part ofrrry ideas are real behavioristic

(rewards)

6) Jean clarifies intent ofletter she wants to send

home “I mean apleasant note ”

Ron- leading meeting— can we start with #7? -see

agenda ‘

Carrie does minutes- action notes added

 

NEGOTIATING OUTSIDE GROUP

Ruth articulating her ideas to staflf Dr'flerent

philosophies about — some teachers don ’tfeel it ’3

their responsibility

Carry over to classroom

Gettingfeedbackfi'om stafl'

MANAGING OUTSIDE GROUP

4) Jean — it also [en the children who have donte

the surveys up to this point that they have been

heard.

7) Sarah- has anyone else checked on what other

schools do?

 

 
ISSUES

2) Jean -it’s a major andpressing concern.

Studenu tell us in survey after survey.

Can we do something soon? Send home a letter to

kids and

3) Olga agreeing with Jean

5) detention or time out table  
OTHER

New Topic- CC approved $500for conflict

negotiation training— our budget is so small no one

had the heart to say no, and everyone knows

there ’s a needfor it.
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HARMONY IN ACTION BROCHURE

HARMONY IN ACTION is a project at Emerson

Elementary school which involves school staff,

students, families, community members and MSU

participants. The overarching purpose of the

HARMONY IN ACTION project is to promote

the development of a positive learning

community for everyone involved at Emerson

Elementary school. We pursue a variety of

activities which are centered around four main

goals:

PROMOTING A SENSE OF

BELONGING AND SCHOOL SPIRIT

0 PROMOTING COOPERATION,

PROBLEM SOLVING AND

INDEPENDENCE

0 PROMOTING INTERACTIONS

AMONG SCHOOL, FAMILY AND

COMMUNITY MEMBERS

PROMOTING AN UNDERSTANDING

AND APPRECIATION OF DIVERSITY

Specific activities are outlined in this

brochure, but we continually evaluate and

revise our work in response to particular

issues and interests of students, staff,

families, commrmity members and MSU

participants. We welcome your participation,

expertise and input about our project! Our

work together has reinforced the belief that

HARMONY can only be realized through

thoughtful ACTION on the part of all

community members.

(HIA Diagram Here)
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PROMOTE A SENSE OF BELONGING

AND SCHOOL SPIRIT

The overall climate of the school has an

impact on the kinds of experiences that

children and adults have in their various

activities and interactions in the school

setting. Activities which provide common

information and experiences for all children

and adults foster work towards common

goals and provide a sense of ownership and

pride in the school and surrormding

community.

MW. Themes serve as a way

tointegrateavarietyofactivities forsmdents

and adults in the building. Each month,

themes are highlighted on the Harmony in

Action calendar, and promoted through all-

school activities and special events. A list of

classroom and home ideas related to and

supporting the themes are listed on the back

of each calendar.

Schggl Spirit Days. One day each month is

designated as school spirit day. Activities

reflect monthly themes and provide frm ways

for students and adults in the Emerson

community to interact

All-School Assemblies. All-school

assemblies reflect monthly themes, Harmony

in Action goals, or other special events in the

school or larger community, and serve to

provide all children and adults with common

information and mcperiences.

Student ofthe Week. Each week, teacher's

choose a student to be recognized for various

contributions to the school community—

leadership, problem solving, creativity,

cooperation, academic performance. The

showcase in the school lobby features each

students’ recognition certificate and a

personal item of their choice. Students of

the week complete a survey about their

experiences at school, and attend a special

lunch in the community room with their

families and other adults to discuss their

ideas and suggestions.



PROMOTE UNDERSTANDING AND

APPRECIATION OF DIVERSITY

PROMOTE COOPERATION, PROBLEM

SOLVING AND INDEPENDENCE

Cooperation, problem solving, and

independence are vital aspects of a positive

learning community. Children and adults

who learn to work together, solve problems

and conflicts in constructive ways, and

develop confidence and a sense of

independence comribute positively to the

school commrmity.

MWA

variety ofindoor and outdoor

activities are made available for children

during their recess periods. Family members,

community memba‘s, high school students,

Emerson students and staff, and MSU

participants will be involved in planning and

participating in these activities. These

activities reflect the interests and talents of

adults and students in om school community,

and expose children to a wide range of

experiences and interactions with a variety of

adults.

Peer Qonflict Mangemen; Progam A

core team ofadults- Emerson stafl‘, family

membe-s, community members, and MSU

participants — will participate in a training

program to prepare them to teach 4" and 4"I

grade students to take on the role of peer

negotiators. The program will be modified to

meet the needs of the Emerson p0pulation of

students. 4"l and 5'h grade students will attend

workshopswiththe coreteam, andwilltake

respomibility for helping to manage and

resolve conflicts that occur between students

on the playground and elsewhere in the

school.
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In order to become responsible and

productive citizens in our increasingly

pluralistic society, children need to learn

about, appreciate and even celebrate the

diversity ofpeople in their immediate and

larger community.

' Invglvemggt ofPCAMM and Bgflon

Sguare Physieally Challenged Athletes of

Mid-Michigan (PCAMM) and Bretton

Square members participate in a variety of

ways in the school - in classrooms, on the

playground, in the lunchroom and library.

Interactions with people who are physically

and mentally challenged, along with

thoughtful discussions about these

expaiences, provide children with insights

and understandings about the diversity and

strengths of all people.

Partner Schools. Harmony in Action

supports interactions between Emerson

students and other students in diverse school

settings. Classrooms in each school will

develop a variety ofways to share

experiences such as audio recordings of

children’s reading and story telling,

videotaped tours of each school, and writings

in which students share backgrounds,

interests and news of recent classroom and

building events. The building to building

relationship will also involve exchanges of

teaching ideas and materials among teachers,

and visits between schools.



PROMOTE INTERACTIONS AMONG

SCHOOL, FAMILY AND COMMUNITY

MEMBERS

There is a growing acknowledgement that in

order to provide children with experiences that

promote positive academic, social, and emotional

development, the many institutions that constitute

children’s worlds must seek ways to work

collaboratively. Schools, families, and

communities do not operate in isolation; these are

overlapping and mutually supportive contexts.

All involved can benefit from sharing

paspectives, goals, ideas, and resources.

Divch Project Group Membership. The

Harmony in Action project seeks to involve a

wide range of people in project activities- school

staff, students, high school students, family

members, community members, and MSU

participants. Evening and morning meetings,

along with activities for children in the

community room during meetings, facilitate the

participation of members.

Relationships with Commupgg' Organizations.

Harmony in Action seeks to develop its

relationships with various community

organizations and individuals. A member of the

Harris-Dover School Business Alliance

participates in our project to help us think of ways

to involve the business community in school

activities as well as ways for the school to

provide services, such as seminars, to the

business community. Other community

involvement includes involving Junior and Senior

High students in project activities, and

participation of Physically Challenged Athletes of

Mid-Michigan (PCAMM) and Bretton Square.
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Discussion Groups/Seminars. A series of

discussion groups/seminars will be held at

various times and locations throughout the

school year. Some will be held at business

settings in the community during lunch

periods, so that employees may participate.

Others will be held at the school or other

community settings. These will be led by

school staff, family members, and

community members, and topics will reflect

a range of interests and current issues related

to education, family interactions, hobbies,

and community resources.

Welcome ngon for New Families.

Emerson families volunteer to provide

assistance, support, or information to new

families, and students will volunteer to be

‘peer buddies” to new students at school.

Harmony in Action

Emerson Elementary School

5000 Bandy

Harris, MI

Harmony in Action meetings are held

approximately every other Thursday evening

at 6:30 pm in the Community Room at

Ema’son. Please call to confirm that we are

still meeting if you plan to join us.

1993-94 Meeting Schedule:

September 16 January 20 May 12

October 7 February 3 May 26

October 21 February 17 June 9

November4 March 10

November 18 March 24

December 2 April 14

January 6 April 28
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Harmony in Action Calendar (Sample)

EMERSON ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

NOVEMBER 1993

MONTHLY THEME: COOPERATION AND TEAMWORK

CONGRATULAHONSSUIDENISOF THE WEEK!!! YOUAREALL VERYSPECIAL!!!
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednede Thm'sday FridaL Saturday

1 2 3 4 5 6

‘/2 Day SOTW lunch Harmony in SPIRIT DAY:

(Conference in Community Action Sports &

Prep) Room 6:30 Games (wear

Community your favorite

Teachers, NO Room team or sports

SOTW ballots clothing)

for today! Special

Recess

Activitiesll

EA

mm

“Hands on the

Future”

conference

7 8 9 10 l l 12 ' 13

NO SOTW Family Family Family Family

this week due Conferences Conferences Conferences Conferences

to conferences

SOTW ballots SOTW

due for Nov 15- announced for

“TEAM 19 Nov 15-19

EMERSON” Karl out for Karl out for

Week on the a.m.recesses Karl out for amrecesses

playground am. recesses

14 15 l6 l7 l8 19 20

PTO 6:00 Karl out for SOTW ballots Harmony in SOTW Conflict

am. recesses due for Nov 22- Action announced for Mediatim

26 6:30 Nov 22-26 training

Commrmity SOTW Inch Community room 104

Seminar: in Community Room 8:30—2:30

Exploring Room

Science Karl out for

12-1 room Family Night: am. recesses

104 Exploring

Science

6:30-7:30 RM

104

21 22 23 24 25 26 27

SOTW ballots HAPPY HAPPY

Karl out for Karl out for duefor THANKS- THANKS-

a.m. recesses am. recesses Nov 29-Dec 3 GIVING GIVING

SOTW lunch

in Community

Room      
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Harmony in Action First Memo to Emerson Staff, October 1992

To: Emerson Stafi'

Front Karen, Sarah, Liz, Sheila, Ruth, Julie

Re: BLIPERL Project/Sprout Group Information

The Building Level Integration with Physical Education, Recess, & Lunch (BLIPERL)

group has been renamed HARMONYflVACTION.

As you know, the emphasis of Harmony in Action is to develop building-wide activities

that promote a sense ofbelonging and comrmmity in our school. Our goal is to develop

activities for students and adults, which promote cooperation, problem solving, shared

ownership, and appreciation ofdiversity. We hope to involve parents and a broad range

ofcomrmmity members in our efforts. This memo is to provide you with information on

some ofthe activities we have begrm to plan, and to get your input as we go along.

1. Building Community and School Spirit

A Student ofthe Week

Each week, we will ask each teacher to choose one student from their classroom as

“Student ofthe Week”. Rather than and award that studentshave to earn, “Student ofthe

Wee ” is intended to recognize the many ways that students contribute to our classroom

and building comrmmity at Emerson Students may be recognized for a variety of

reasons- sticking with a project, coming up with a solution to a classroom problem,

helping a peer with their work, showmg a visitor the way to a classroom, sharing a

favorite book with their class- there is something special about each and every student at

Emerson! Each week, the 20 “Students ofthe Week” will be featured in a display with

their picture and a briefdescription ofwhy they are being recognized. By the end ofthe

year, each student at Emerson will be recognized as “Student ofthe Week”. We will

provide teacher with forms on which they can write a briefdescription ofthe student’s

special contributions.

Lifetouch (the company who does our school pictures) provides certificates, bookmarks,

permants, cards, and other resources free ofcharge. So in addition to featuring students in

the display, teachers may also choose to present their “Student ofthe Week” with one of

these.

We are thinking about using the display case at the entrance for mu “Student ofthe

Week” display. What do you think about this? Do you have any suggestions? (Please

respond below)
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B. Monthly Themes/Spirit Days

January- Cooperation and Teamwork

February- Participation and Involvement

March- Decision Making and Problem Solving

April — Understanding Diversity

May- Unity and Sharing

C. Structured Recess and meh Activities

Over the next few months, we will be identifying individuals or groups from our

comrmmity who may be able to plan and supervise some structured and educationally

sormd recess and lunch activities. These activities may correspond to the monthly themes

above. Any suggestions?

H. Learning About Appreciation and Diversity

A. Physically Challenged Athletes ofMid-Michigan (PCAMM)

Karen has had several PCAMM members express an interest in becoming involved on a

regular basis in Emerson classrooms. Each PCAMM participant will be “assign ” to a

particular classroom, and they and the teacher will decide together how often and in what

ways they will participate in regular or special classroom activities. Since many children

have not had opportrmities to interact with physically challenged people, PCAMM

members will be introduced gradually into our school, and we hope to have ongoing

discussions about issues, concerns, ideas, and successes as teachers work with PCAMM

members in their classrooms. Ifyou are interested in having a PCAMM member involved

in your classroom, or would like further information, please indicate below.

B. Partner Schools

Wright Elementary school in Landon is interested in establishing a partnership/exchange

with Emerson. This exchange might involve audiotape recordings of children’s reading

and story telling, videotaped tours ofeach school, and writings in which students share

their backgrormds, interests, and news ofrecent classroom and building events. Teachers

might exchange teaching ideas and materials, swap classes with each other, or observe one

another. If you are interested in establishing a relationship with a classroom at Wright, or

would like further information, please indicate below.
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PLEASE SHARE YOUR IDEAS, CONCERNS, AND INTERESTS WITH US!

 

 

Student ofthe Week:

What do you think about using the display case at the school entrance?

Ok
 

Would prefer a different location Where?
 

Comments/Suggestions about Student ofthe Week:

 

 

 

Recess and Lunch Activities:

Any Suggestions? Do you know of a family member, commrmity group or business that

Might be interested in sharing their time and talents?

 

 

PCAMM Participants:

I’m interested in having a PCAMM member in my classroom

I’d like more information before I decide

Any suggestions?

 

 

 

Partner Schools:

I am interested in having a partner classroom with Wright Elementary

I would like further information before I decide

Any Suggestions?

 

 

 

General Comments, Suggestions, Questions?
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Student of the Week Letter to Families 1992

STUDENT OF THE WEEK

“You are Special” and Emerson School wants to tell everyone

how and why you are a one-of-a-kind student!

In December, a Student ofthe Week program will begin. Each week your

teacher will decide on his or her Student ofthe Week and explain on a ballot

why you were chosen. The Friday before your week begins, your name will

be annormced and you will be asked to bring your favorite “thing” from

home. We will put this in the display case on Monday morning ofyour week

You might decide to bring a doll, a baseball card, your favorite troll, a trophy,

or a favorite picture. Remember it has to be small enough to fit in he display

case!

As Student ofthe Week you will be given a personalized keepsake

Be listening for your special week!

Harmony in Action
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Student ofthe Week Letter to Families 1993

STUDENT OF THE WEEK

Dear Emerson Students,

“You are Special” and Emerson School wants to tell everyone how and why

you are a one-of-a-lcind student!

The Harmony in Action project sponsors the STUDENT OF THE WEEK

program to recognize all Emerson students for their special contributions to

our school community. Each week, classroom teachers choose a STUDENT

OF THE WEEK from their room. Students are recognized for a variety of

accomplishments and special activities. School work, citizenship, creativity,

problem solving, and other accomplishments are recognized.

Each Friday STUDENTS OF THE WEEK for the following week will be

annormced and these students will be asked to bring something special from

home. You might decide to bring a doll, a baseball card, your favorite

picture, a trophy, something that is special to you! We will put this in the

display case on the Monday morning ofyom' week. Remember, it has to be

small enough to fit in the display case. Be listeningforyour special week!

IMPORTANT

We really want to learn about your ideas about Emerson school, so this year

STUDENTS OF THE WEEK will participate in two new activities:

0 Students ofthe Week will bring home a brief smvey so you can tell us

what you think about how things are going at Emerson and any ideas

you have. You should complete the survey and bring it back to school

with you Please talk about the survey questions with someone in your

family. If you are rmable to finish the sm'vey, someone at school will

help you.

0 On Wednesday during the week that you are STUDENT OF THE

WEEK, you will have ltmch with all of the other STUDENTS OF THE

WEEK and various adults in the new Community Room so we can talk

about your ideas. Your parents will also be invited to have ltmch with

you. You should plan on providing your own lunch like on regular

school days.
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Recess Activities Interest Survey 1993

INTEREST SURVEY

Harmony in Action is a new project at Emerson Elementary School that is

initiating several different activities to promote the development ofa positive learning

commrmity. An important part ofour efforts is the involvement ofHarris family and

comrmmity members. This two-part survey will assist us in planning two components of

the Harmony in Action project activities.

First, we are recruiting volunteers from the business comrmmity to participate in

cooperative activities with Emerson students, primarily during recess periods. It is our

hop that employers will work out some flexrble alternatives in order for employees to

participate. This may be a way for working parents with students at Emerson to

participate dming the school day.

Second, our teachers and other comrmmity members will be providing some hmch-

time (or morning or evening) seminars for Harris business employees. We need your input

in order to plan sessions that are relevant to you. Thanks for completing this survey!

Participation During Recess Periods

Company or BusinessName

It would be most convenient for me to

M T

 

10:40-11

11:20-11:40

Lunch

2:10-2:30

2:45-3:05

 

Phone
 

the recess    

 

W

I would be interested in participating in the following kinds of activities:

 

 

_OrganizedoutdoorgamesmedRover) _lndoorsrnangroupgamestoardgamegcards)

_Organizedoutdoorsports(football) _lndoorartsandcrafls

_Using special equipment outdoors (parachutes) _lndoor reading and writing activities

_General outdoor recess activities (pushing _Other (please list)

children on swings)

Participation in Seminars

1 would be interested in the following seminars: The most convenient time for me to participate is:

_Helping my child with homework Monday _before work _lunch _atter work

_Ieaming opportrmities in the home Tuesday _before work _lunch _aiter work

_Selecting children’s books Wednesday _before work _hmch _after work

_Ideas for inerqaensive family activities Thursday _before work _hmch _afier work

_Stress Management Friday _before work _lunch _atter work

_Aerobics

_Health Topics Do you know ofanyone who could conduct the

_Dealing with Divorce seminars listed or other seminars?

_Crafis, Hobbies  
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1993-94 Year-End Student Survey

HARMONY IN ACTION

1993-94 Year-End Student Survey

Dear Emerson Students,

Harmony in Action has organized many programs and activities and we would like to

know what you think about them Please answer the following questions. THANK YOU!

NAME TEACHER
  

MONTHLY CALENDAR:

Each month, we send home a gold calendar with activities that are going on in the school

Is this calendar helpful so you know what activities are going on?

Really helpful Kind ofhelpful Not really helpful

Do you have any ideas for how the calendar could be more helpful?

SPIRIT DAYS: ‘

Some ofour spirit days have been a sports day, backwards day, fimny hat and feet day,

dress up day, message day. How do you like Spirit days?

Like them a lot They are OK Don’t really like them

Do you have any ideas for other spirit days that you think would be ftm?

STUDENT OF THE WEEIC

How do you hke the Student ofthe Week program?

Like it It’s OK Don’t like it

What do you think about the Student ofthe Week survey>

Like it It’s OK Don’t like it

Do you have any suggestions about how to make the Survey better?

How do you feel about Students ofthe Week having hmch in the Community Room?

Like it It’s OK Don’t like it

Is there anything you would like to change about the Student ofthe Week Lunch?
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ASSEMBLIES:

How do you like the Assemblies?

_Like it _It’s OK ___Don’t like it

Which was your favorite one?

Is there anything you would like to change about the Assemblies?

Do you have any ideas for other Assemblies you would like to have?

RECESS:

What kinds ofgames or sports would you like to do outside at recess?

What kinds ofgames or activities would you like to do inside at recess ifthere was a

special room? -

Do you have any materials, games, or equipment to donate?

STUDENT REPRESENTATIVES (4" and 5"“ only)

This year some 4" and 5" graders were Students Representatives. They helped with

Student ofthe Week hmch, made announcements, helped with assemblies and visited

classrooms to tell students what was going on and find out how they felt about activities.

What did you think about having Student Representatives?

Like it It’s OK Don’t like it

Would you want to be a Student Representative next year?

Is there anything you would like to change about the Student Representative program?

Do you have any other suggestions, concerns, or comments about Harmony in Action

activities?
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1993-94 Year-End Family Survey

Harmony in Action

1993-94 Year-End Family Survey

Dear Emerson Families,

Harmony in Action is a project at Emerson school that involves school staff, family

members, community members, and MSU students. Our main goal has been to develop a

positive comrmmity for everyone at Emerson. We carried out many programs and

activities during the last two years, and we would hke to get your input about them. We

lmow it is a busy time of year, but we hope you will take time to complete this brief

survey. Your feedback, comments, and suggestions will be helpful as we plan for next

year. Parents, please feel free to fill out this survey with your child’s help and input ifyou

wish, and return to the box in the office marked Harmony in Action survey. Thank you!

 

Have you heard about Harmony in Action? Yes No

 

How did you hear about Harmony in Materials sent home _My child

 

Action? A teacher _Aparent

Other (please explain)

Monthly Calendar: Each month, we send I’ve never seen it _Not helpful

home a gold calendar with activities that are

going on in the school. How helpful would

Somewhat helpful _Very helpful

 

 

 

you say this calendar is

Do you have any suggestions for how the Suggestions/Comments:

calendar could be more helpfirl?

Spirit Days: Some ofour spirit days have _No, we didn’t know about them

been a sports day, backwards day, frmny _No, weren’t interested

hat, etc. Has yom' child participated in _Participated occasionally

Spirit days? Yes,usually participated

Do you have any suggestions for other Suggestions/Comments:

spiritdaysthat youthinkwouldbefim? Or

other comments about spirit days?
 

Student ofthe Week: Please rate the

Student ofthe Week program

5=like it 3= it’s ok 1= don’t like it
 

 
When your child was Student ofthe Week,

he/she brought home a survey about how

they felt about school. Did this survey help

you to learn about how your child felt about

school?  
_No, I didn’t see the survey

__Not really, I already knew how my

child felt

_Yes, it helped somewhat

_Yes, I learned more about how my

child felt
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Do you have any suggestions or comments

about the survey?

Suggestions/Comments:

 

When your child was Student ofthe Weelg

you were invited to join him/her for hmch in

the Comrmmity Room. Were you able to

come to this hmch?

_No, I didn’t know about it

___No, I couldn’t get away from work

_No, I had a schedule conflict/other

commitment

_Yes, I came for hmch

 

Do you have any suggestions or comments

about the Student ofthe Week erch?

Suggestions/Comments:

 

ASSEMBLIES: We had several all-school

assemblies this year. Please rate the

assemblies.

5= like them 3= OK l= didn’t like them
 

Do you have any suggestions or comments

about the assemblies?

Suggestions/Comments:

 

Family Nights: We had some Family Nights _Science (Nov)

 

throughout the year. Please note which you _Music & Literacy (Dec)

were able to attend: _Sing-a-Long (Feb)

_Circus (March)

Ifyou were unable to attend family nights, _Didn’t know about them

please note why _Schedule conflict

_Don’t like to come to school at night

_Childcare problems

_Not interested in the topic

_Time ofevening not good for my family

  Do you have any suggestions or comments

about Family Nights?  Suggestions/Comments:
 

NAME (OPTIONAL)
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