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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 of teachers, other school staff, parents, students,
community members and university 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
of the project group and qualitative research methods to study the processes
and issues involved as these different groups of people worked together, and
as various kinds of project activities were implemented in this school setting.
The author presents a framework of negotiation 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 (PDS) 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 of these were more successful than others.
The author compares and contrasts two of these 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 Emerson' 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
commumity. The central question of this study is:

How did the Harmony in Action project attempt to strengthen family
II‘; 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-community relationships in several
ways. Because the project group was composed of school staff, parents,
community members, and university participants, I examined the processes
and issues involved as these different groups of people worked together.
Because the group implemented several school-wide activities to involve

families and community members, I examined the processes and issues

! All names —school, town, roads, students and adults are pseudonyms



involved in developing school-family-community 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) under the
auspices of the Michigan Partnership for New Education (MPNE). The
Holmes Group (1990) described PDSs as restructured school contexts where
teaching and leamning at all levels is explored and relationships between
mstitutions 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 staff. 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 of the 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
concemed 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 community
mvolvement.

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 of themes across PDS projects,
diversity, involvement of family and commumity 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 participaté 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. 1
had been interested in the area of school-family-community 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-community
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
community members.

During the 1992-93 school year, I was the assistant building
coordinator, a liaison position between Emerson and MSU. Part of my role
was to support and extend activities in the school that were aimed at
developing links with families and commumity 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 “university” person
in the group until mid-way through the first year of the 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 contimually stepped back from my role as
a participant to document Harmony in Action’s activities. I took on the role
of “documenter” 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-community
links. Third, my orientation to PDS work so far had included taking a
qualitative research stance (Erickson, 1986; Hammersly & Atkinson, 1983;
Bogdan & Biklen, 1982; Miles & Huberman, 1984) as a participant observer
to understand the processes involved as PDS project participants tried out

innovations 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 of these 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 of the projects’
activities were videotaped. I paid attention to the roles of parents and
community 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 of various 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 of project meetings; 2) artifacts such



as minutes, proposals, photographs, and written communications; 3)
videotapes of various 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 strengthen family and community
involvement at Emerson?”’

The chapter headings reflect the notion that this study represents my
journey to explore school-family-community relationships in one particular
context. Chapter 1, “Unfolding the Map,” provides a broad look at the
literature in the area of school-family-community relationships that influenced
both how I approached my work with the HIA project and how I understood
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 commuumity
involvement, influenced the nature of the HIA project’s work in the school.
Perceptions about commuhity and family characteristics are also included
here, since these perceptions influenced HIA project members’ orientations to
the kinds of activities they planned. In Chapter 3, “Following the Compass,”

I explain how the dissertation study evolved from 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 of the particulars of the Harmony in Action project. The project
represents a “little piece of land” in the overall map of school-family-
commumity involvement research, and a part of the “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 of the specifics of the group.
Who were they? When and where did they meet? What kinds of things 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 “successful” and an “unsuccessful”
effort to involve families and community members. I explore the differences
in the nature of these 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 of the main ideas that I leamed from
participating in Harmony in Action’s journey to strengthen family and
commumity involvement in one school setting, and comment about Harmony
in Action’s work within the framework of ongoing research about family-

school-community interactions.



CHAPTER 1

UNFOLDING THE MAP:
LITERATURE ON SCHOOL-FAMILY-COMMUNITY RELATIONSHIPS

In the midst of ongoing concemn about the state of education, of
families, of communities, and of society in general, there is a renewed
emphasis on the relationships between schools, families, and communities.
This is evidenced by the many federal, state, and local initiatives aimed at
promoting the development of school-family-community partnerships
(Epstein, 1991). These initiatives are informed by years of study that have
provided us with a great deal of knowledge about school-family-commumnity
relationships.

There are a number of models 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 complimentarity of schools and families and encourages collaborations
between home and school. Epstein (1990) also outlined six types of family
and community involvement that are part of a comprehensive school-family
program: 1) Assisting families with parenting and childrearing; 2)
Communicating with families about school programs and student progress; 3)
Volunteering; 4) Leamning at home; 5) Decision making; and 6) Collaborating
with the commumity.

Another categorization framework is Swap’s (1993) three models of
home-school rélationships. In the protective model, parents’ and educators’
functions are separate, and the school is protected from nterference by
families. In the school-to-home transmission model, parents are enlisted to
support the goals of the school, but have little or no voice in establishing

those goals. In the curriculum enrichment model, school staff seeks to
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expand the curriculum by incorporating the contn"bmions‘ 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-commumity relationships are also categorized in different ways.
Nettles (1991), for example, considered the effects of community mvolvement
on disadvantaged students as a typology of four processes of social change.
Conversion involves changing students’ beliefs and behaviors; mobilization
mvolves increasing citizen and organizational participation in education;
allocation refers to the community agencies providing resources,
opportunities, 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 of family and commumity involvement in schools are well
documented (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 understandings of children’s school experiences, feel
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empowered about their role in education, and in tumn are better able to support
and advocate for children (Cochran, 1987). Teachers benefit because family
and community involvement increases student motivation towards school,
because family and community members may provide additional adult
interaction during school activities, because family and community members
are resources for better understanding and incorporating students’ home and
community life in the school setting, and because families and community
members who work in the school can enhance communication with the
community 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
complementary roles when there is increased communication and
participation (Kagan, 1987).

Despite the evidence of benefits, school-family-commumity
relationships are often slow to develop and at times feel uncomfortable for
teachers, families and commmity members. There are several barriers to
family and community 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 commumity

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 families’ 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-community 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
prohibit 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 fragmentation 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 community 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 community contexts educate in order to build initiatives from this
information. Bronfenbrenner, Moen & Garbarino (1984) suggest focusing on
the links between school characteristics and community characteristics, “how
the relation of the school to the rest of the 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 of the current emphasis of reform efforts is on developing
partnerships (Epstein, 1991; Davies, Burch & Johnson, 1992). Partnerships
are distinguished from other kinds of school-family-community relationships
in that they are based on collaboration and the development of shared goals
as well as shared responsibility for implementing changes, in contrast to
relationships in which family and community are viewed as having separate
and distinct roles from the school, or are expected 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 of the problems or of the 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 communities, is
seen as an important means to regain public confidence (Davies, 1981; Saxe,
1984). Whether the reason for developing school-family-community
partnerships is developmental or political, the implication is that the key
stakeholders should be involved in decision-nnking about reform (Fullan &
Miles, 1992).

Understanding the benefits of and barriers to school-family-community
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-community mvolvement
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 of working together
(Davies, 1981; Lutz & Merz, 1992). Developing relationships and programs

is often a complex, ongoing process of mediating ideas, beliefs, skills, and
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resources that various participants bring to their work together (Comer, 1980;
Davies, Burch and Johnson, 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 if they were willing to discuss their children’s education with me.” In
her book, she goes on to describe the twelve years of work and study to build
a “coherent leaming milieu” (p. xii) for children by connecting school, family
and commumity in Glascow, England. The plan turmed 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 staff made to learn from one
another and to affect children’s leaming 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 of the
events and activities that developed over time, and of the difficulties of
maintaining these activities in the face of both interpersonal and bureaucratic
roadblocks.

James Comer, in School Power ( 1980a), also describes a complex,
long-term and evolving relationship among schools, university staff, families
and commumity members in New Haven Connecticut. Dr. Comer gives an

account of the 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 of the school’s programs. He tells of the continual efforts to
build and maintain relationships, to overcome stereotypes that different
constituencies had of one another, and to develop shared understandings 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 of the challenges and
benefits of building relationships among schools, families and communities.
Grant (1989) and Comer (1980a) describe the programs, processes and
interactions that helped me understand what school-family-commumity
relationships looked like in these particular settings. From their stories, I get
a sense of the 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 of the
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 of the New Partnerships for Education project, and
Nettles (1991) cited several school-community project evaluation reports and
case studies which provide details of the planning and organizational stages
of these projects, as well as accounts of the difficulties participants
encountered. In this literature are stories of people learning to work together,
building relationships, sharing ideas and experiences, agreeing, disagreeing,
and taking action to change their environments. Descriptions were woven
through a solid conceptual framework, gained both in the process of their
work and in reflection upon it. Detailed accounts of existing and developing
partnerships in local settings are called for as one means of furthering our
understandings of school-family-community relationships (Chrispeels, 1991;
Epstein, 1991; Henderson, 1987). These accounts 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-
community relations 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 m 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
university 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 accounts in the literature of how local groups develop in settings that
have unique histories and characteristics.

This study examines the ways that parents and community members
were involved in the school and the roles they had as decision makers,
supporters, and advocates. It also compares and contrasts family and
commumity involvement activities undertaken by Harmony in Action
members. Here, it links to and contributes to literature which describes
categories of parent 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 may 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 of the campus and crossed
the railroad tracks, I looked forward to the long stretch headed south on
Commerce Road past some of the MSU agricultural fields. It gave me time
to think, breathe, and eat breakfast or lunch, which I often did in my car.
Tumning left on Harris Road, one of the 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 off to 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

Commumity Room. A right out of the office through the lunchroom took me
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to the side of the building where the upper elementary classrooms, the
teacher’s lounge, and the conference room were. A left out of the office took
me past the custodian’s 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 of active
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, under the auspices of the Michigan Partnership for
New Education (MPNE). There were several faculty and graduate students
who came to Emerson almost daﬂy, to do the work described in Tomorrow’s
Schools (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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learning for K-12 students, improve the education of new teachers and other
educators, and make supporting changes in both the schools and universities
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 fonned 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
of ways, including collaborative teaching, observing each other, designing
curriculum 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.

Earlier I said that I wore many hats at Emerson. As a graduate student,
I had the opportunity 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 understand
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 leaming commumity.

Each of the projects articulated the ways that they would address five
components:
Restructuring of discourse and learning communities
Curriculum planning and implementation
Altemnative assessment

Educational and communication links with parents and community
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 community.
In the 1991-92 work plan, this aspect of PDS work was described as
“stepping outside the traditional boundaries of classroom teaching and
leamning.” The plan stated that,

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

Harrison Community. We want to challenge past patterns of blaming

parents and the community for 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 and participants in the educational process. (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

26



interact regularly across projects.” Second, “the fragmentation created by
loyalties to particular groups led to communication misunderstandings,
tensions, and jealousies that contributed negatively to a building-wide
leaming community.” Strategies to increase building-wide sharing included
1) cross-project forums each Friday moming; 2) a newsletter, “Explorer,”
which included brief articles and updates about projects; 3) a site coordinator
position to enhance communication, 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 commumnication 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 of belonging and collaboration, to integrate some themes
across the school settings (including P.E.), and to involve families and
commumnity 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 community during 1991-1992 and a more developed attention

during 1992-93.

27



At this meeting, PDS participants articulated the building-wide focus
for the fourth PDS year (1992-93), “Creating Visions of Literacy for
Communities of Lifelong Leamers.” The Building Level Integration with
Recess and Lunch (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 of work focusing on links
with families and community was articulated in several places throughout the
1992-93 work plan:

A main emphasis in our PDS work during 1992-93 will be to explore
the development of literacy in positive communities of learners in
classrooms and in the school, and to invite support from and extend
support to the larger community in our efforts to promote the six
principles embraced by the Holmes Group in Tomorrow s Schools

(1990). (p. 1)

Our vision of “community of learners” has both deepened and
broadened over the past three years. Our initial focus 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 of the
multiple and overlapping communities in which we were involved.

@- 9

Our commitment to involving families and community members is
reflected in part in our efforts to include them in the new forums we
are creating for this year. Individual teachers and projects have
worked to involve families and community members in a variety of
ways in the past, and their efforts can inform our school-wide
emphasis on expanding our community. Highlighting this emphasis is
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a natural outgrowth of the ongoing interests and endeavors of our
PDS participants. Changing the traditional relationships between
home, school and community requires that we examine our
assumptions about the roles and responsibilities of each; we must also
engender communication about our perceptions of one 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 efforts to create Visions of Literacy for Communities of Lifelong
Learners reflects our understanding that our students are at the heart
of multiple 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 of our PDS

growth. (p. 8)

We will explore ways to better solicit and document input from family
and community members who are involved in our school in a variety
of ways. We want to gain a better understanding of how people think
and feel about their participation at Emerson, whether it is attending
an all-school family event, volunteering in some capacity, sharing
information with classrooms, providing a service to the school,
attending conferences, or helping their children with homework. (p. 8)

At the same time that they were working to re-conceptualize their
understandings of “commumity” to include families and community members,
they were also trying to address some difficult issues about “community”
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 of reasons, not everyone

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

been involved in a project group often think of themselves, and are
thought of, as “non-PDS.” ... Our goal in this and future years is to
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create a community in which every member feels part of, supports,

and is supported by the PDS endeavor, regardless of their level or

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

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

not an appropriate label for any of the participants in our school.

Rather, we are all PDS participants, whose diverse and unique

contributions can be acknowledged and celebrated. (p. 4)

To address concems about a perceived division between PSD and non-
PDS members of the school commumity, several restructuring efforts were
implemented during the 1992-93 school year. Friday moming cross-project
groups were redesigned into a more flexible “Sprout Group” format as a way
to explore a range of different topics outside the demands of participation in a
project group. All-school sharing sessions were to be scheduled during the
Friday moming reassigned time. MSU Teacher Education students were
available to cover all classrooms so that all Emerson teachers would have the
opportunity to participate in the Sprout Groups and all-school sharing
sessions. In addition to these opportunities for exploration and discussion,
the coordinating council 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 of the most difficult and

stressful years for Emerson school staff and university 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
“If we’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
community within classrooms, and many efforts to involve families and
community 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 of the
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 school year have led to a determination
that the primary focus of work at Emerson school should be the
improvement of children’s education in accordance with mandates
and guidelines for school improvement articulated by the State of
Michigan (PA 25), the Harris School District, and by the Emerson
School Improvement team. The School Improvement focus is one

which is necessary, whether or not the Emerson/MSU PDS

relationship continues. However, the goals of School Improvement

and the PDS principles are so closely aligned, that engaging in PDS
work is an effective 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 of PA 25. (p. 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, university participants, PDS participants, community
members, and support staff. In response to district-wide staff reassignments
related to the opening of two 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 of the reassignments 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 frustrated 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

| mterview. In a memo to myself later that day, I wrote:

Went to Emerson today to interview Sarah. Walked out of the office
and there was Karen. Karen, Jean, Sarah, Bobbie and I went to lunch
together. Everyone is more than a little disappointed that Karen was
not assigned to Emerson for 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 and Karen could possibly get a classroom position or possibly
trade with one of the other gym teachers. To backtrack a bit — Karen
called me on the phone the day we got back from Bangkok. She said
she had been assigned to the Jr. High but was trying to work
something out. My first reaction was that it would not be the same
without Karen; Harmony in Action was her baby even though a lot of
people participated and got things going. Karen was the mainstay,
the communicator.

As it tumned 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 framework of School

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

Emerson School Improvement Team:

e To improve student learning

e 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.

e 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 of these
people lived, worked, and played. However, as my work in the Harmony in
Action group developed, I had an interest and a need to leam about the
broader community 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

farming community, but is rapidly becoming a suburb of the capital
city, which is just 10 miles away. It is primarily a residential
community with very little industry and few small businesses. Harris
is a predominantly white community of 11,750, with a diverse
socioeconomic population ranging from working class people to
middle income people. Emerson’s families reflect this socioeconomic
diversity. It also reflects a diversity of family forms. Of the nearly

400 students at Emerson, 54% live with other than their two biological
parents. The student population includes a large percentage who are
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considered “at risk,” as well as children who are average to above
average students. Of Emerson’s students, 18% receive free or
reduced lunch, and 6% receive Special Education services.
Emerson’s community demonstrates support for education in
many ways, including passing 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 of all community members.

Although this description included much helpful and important
mformation, it didn’t really give me a “feel” for Harris, or for parts of the
community 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 here four years ago in May and the weekend we moved in
was the Ed Fair. And people had told us to go to get an idea of the
area and the schools and stuff, and I'll never forget, as long as I live,
we went to that Ed Fair and met neighbors, met the superintendent,
met some real estate agents that we knew ... and it just gave me such
a positive impression of this school district and it was the first
impression we had — we just moved in .... It felt really good to know
that these good things were going on in this school district that we
had just moved to .... I was impressed with that Business Alliance.
They were the first one I saw when I came in the door, and th<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>