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CAROL J AGO  teaches English at Santa Monica High School and directs the
California Reading and Literature Project at UCLA.  She has written for NCTEÕs
Voices from the Middle  and for Heinemann Ð Beyond Standards ; With Rigor for
All; Cohesive Writing ; and Classics in the Classroom . Her most recent is Papers,
Papers, Papers: An English TeacherÕs Survival Guide.  Expect her books to be
available at the conference through NJL Associates, Inc. in Des Moines (515-274-
5413).

IWP Seminars: Reflective Practice
During the current school year, IWP is offering the journal-based seminar in
reflective practice to teachers in Dubuque and in Cedar Falls/Cedar Rapids.
Most participants were in a Level I or other activity last summer, but anyone
who has been in a Level I institute is eligible Ð and the seminar may be
repeated.  A schedule variation from the traditional graduate seminar allows
the seminar to meet every other week throughout the school year, thus
participants generate a reflective record of a full teaching assignment.
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Integrity requires three
steps: (1) discerning what is
right and what is wrong;
(2) acting on what you have
discerned, even at personal
cost; and
(3) saying openly that you
are acting on your
understanding of right from
wrong.

Stephen L. Carter, Integrity

repeated.  A schedule variation from the traditional graduate seminar allows
the seminar to meet every other week throughout the school year, thus
participants generate a reflective record of a full teaching assignment.

The seminars are just underway and meet on Monday evenings; if you are
interested, contact:

Cedar Falls/Cedar Rapids Ð Jim Davis at 319-273-3842

or james.davis@uni.edu.

Dubuque Ð Jim Brimeyer at 563-556-5110 or brimeyej@Nicc.edu

(or brimeyej@mchsi.com).

From the Director
The brief TV spot features a small group in a business setting. Whatever is being
discussed, one person on the margin is clearly troubled and trying to decide what,
if anything, to say. The punch line: ÒEvery business needs a chief courage
officer.Ó I could run with how much the bias toward and suspicions of the
corporate world, shared by many, support the sentiment, and risk equating the
record of some with the performance of all. The scenario does imply that
business, deep down, wants to do the right thing and just needs courageous
people in the mix to be certain it does. A simplistic solution to a complex and
contextualized problem? Probably. IÕm struck more by the likelihood that
unintended effects would frustrate accomplishment of the allegedly intended one.
Might not an official Ôcourage officerÕ free everyone else of the burden of integrity?

But while I am concerned about the corporate world, it is not my focal concern at
the moment. We in education have our own experiences with strange mixtures of
intended and unintended effects: both strong and weak staff development efforts
under Phase III, for example, and the sidebar Ôno pay, no playÕ for too many
ÔprofessionalsÕ; presence of a middle school reading teacher absolving everyone
else of responsibility for developing critical readers of their content; 90% of the
SAR being dumped on a colleague unfortunate enough to have been named Ôpart-
time curriculum leader.Õ The list is long.

And it is not that courage isnÕt needed in every school I know. In fact, new
studies and reports appearing almost daily may underscore that need as much as
any other. For example, last monthÕs publication online in the TeacherÕs College
Record of David BerlinerÕs ÒOur Impoverished View of Educational ReformÓ cries
for close study and courageous action. Berliner argues persuasively that Òthe
most powerful policy for improving our nationÕs schools is a reduction in family
and youth poverty.Ó Citing numerous studies, he shows that our middle and
upper class students fare quite well, even on the international comparisons our
corporate and political critics love. But he also shows that our impoverished
youth, a much larger block than exists in the countries to which we ÔseemÕ to
compare poorly, a block Òhighly segregated by social class and thus by race and
ethnicity,Ó suffer intractable conditions outside of school, influences scarcely
reversible by school. While it is tempting to shine the spotlight on schools, Òthe
more important keys to school reform are up the block, in the shadows, where
the light is not as bright.Ó

Ample evidence even exists to show that American teachers can and do teach
reading successfully, and have for some time, but not to children whose living
conditions outside of school mitigate against the effects of even exemplary
practice. Berliner contends that intelligence, genetic potential, is unable to be
expressed under extremely negative environmental conditions, the conditions
faced by our poorest citizens. And that inability is manifest when Òthe relationship
between social class and test scores is positive, high, and well embedded in
theories that can explain the relationship.Ó A reasonable hypothesis Ð Òif the
incomes of our poorest citizens were to go up a bit, so might achievement scores
and other indicators that characterize a well-functioning school.Ó A reasonable
analogy Ð if a farmer only has access to poor soil and the crop is in everyoneÕs
interest, support to enrich the soil might be more helpful than criticism of the
farmer. Of course, if the farmer also teaches she should expect to be blamed for
the next drought as well.
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BerlinerÕs work requires thoughtful scrutiny by Iowa educators and policy makers.
Most of the data he cites reflect urban poverty, which differs significantly from
rural poverty. Iowa does have ÔcentersÕ comparable to those studied, but most
schools and districts deal with impoverished children and families who are harder
to spot, much less to reach and help. Of course, teachers may be among those in
a community best positioned to recognize both the situation and its effects. At
any rate, shared study of this report could be an important first step, one leading
ultimately to community action, not just school Ôintervention.Õ Certainly we must
continue to improve schools; doing so realistically means confronting what is
beyond our ability to address alone. Two-way accountability between schools and
communities is essential for mutual improvement to occur. It is rarely if ever just
the school Òin need of assistance.Ó

A few days ago I might have read BerlinerÕs study and bemoaned in  isolation the
appearance of yet another source of critical insight which the system and its
critics are well schooled to ignore. The reality of two Americas fared poorly in the
last campaign, after all. However, Hurricane Katrina put a spotlight on the real
disparity between haves and have-nots in our society. We shall not easily forget
what we saw. We also know that schism exists beyond one southern city. Some
cannot flee the conditions in which they live, even when those conditions invite
disaster. It wonÕt get it, but the relationship between poverty and schooling
deserves a rapid and strategic response. Educators should demand it, no matter
how long it takes, and should not lightly bear ill-informed, much less ill-willed,
criticism meanwhile, locally or beyond. Those contending from afar for school
reform should confront the challenge to more equitably distribute wealth in our
communities, regions, states, nation and world, even (or especially) at the
expense of conspicuous affluence.

But recall that TV spot? That possible voice on the margins of the group? Imagine
thousands of such settings in business and political offices across the country,
and then imagine their counterparts in school staff meetings and faculty rooms
and board meetings. Courage may be chief among our needs, but exercised
through a cacophony of voices.                                                 JSD
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A Personal Note:

I deeply appreciate the cards, notes and sustaining thoughts & prayers from so
many of you as I have contended with colon cancer and chemotherapy. I
rebounded quickly from surgery in May and am managing therapy as well as I
could hope. (I do keep tweaking a poem that starts with a : and ends with a ;)
Some days I have more energy than others, but I was able to work in a couple of
IWP activities in the summer, make a presentation in Colorado on Jim Moffett and
Ken Macrorie, and play some golf, so any complaints would ring hollow! I am now
a fourth of the way through a full semester at UNI, teaching three writing classes
and trying to keep up with IWP. I hope to see many of you at ICTE or elsewhere
around the state. Learning with you and my college students is the most
sustaining thing I could wish. Again, my thanks.  Jim Davis

Look for the next Iowa Writing Project E-
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