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On Improving Achievement 
of Minority Children: 
A Conversation with

mer

You've been remarkably suc 
cessful in improving schools 
for low-income, predomi 

nantly minority children. How 
did you do it?

Our program intervenes at the 
school level rather than the classroom 
or student level. The idea is to try to 
change the social system by applying 
the principles of behavioral and social

L

How do you do that?
A key element is to create a gover 

nance and management group that is 
led by the principal and includes sev 
eral parents selected by parents; two 
or three teachers selected by teachers; 
and a mental health or support team 
person: a psychologist, social worker, 
or special education teacher.

This representative group addresses 
three things we consider critical to 
changing schools: climate, the aca 
demic program, and staff develop 
ment. They bring together the avail 
able data and make a plan for the
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entire school year. Then they mobilize 
the resources, carry out their plan, 
evaluate the outcomes, and so on.

Are there other elements?
Yes, one is the mental health team, 

which brings together the psycholo 
gist, the social worker, and die special 
education teacher in the building. 
They sometimes work in the tradition 
al way, focusing on a particular child, 
trying to provide service to that child's 
family, and so on, but they also work 
as a preventive group by trying to 
make sure that everything the gover 
nance and management team does is 
consistent with current knowledge of 
child development.
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"[The] program made the 
teaching of basic skills 
very relevant to the 
children; it created a very 
exciting school, and the 
achievement scores just 
leaped upward."

What's an example?
We had a child who had been in a 

classroom for eight months without 
ever smiling at the teacher. She was 
suspicious and hostile because she 
had had bad experiences with adults 
and felt she couldn't trust them. When 
the child smiled for the first time, the 
teacher was just devastated because 
she realized that in two more months, 
the child would go on to another 
classroom and would have to start all 
over with another adult.

We had a discussion, thought about 
discontinuity in the lives of many low- 
income children, and about the num 
ber of children who had problems 
establishing relationships with mature 
adults on an ongoing basis. Together 
we came up with the idea of keeping 
children with the same teacher for two 
years. We tried it and we had dramatic 
improvement in the performance of 
many of the children. There were 
some who had made no academic 
gains the first year but who made two 
years of academic gains the second 
year.

You've mentioned 
nance group and

die gover- 
tbe mental 

health team, b diere another ele 

ment to die project?
Yes, parents participate on three 

levels. We have one parent per class 
room, working on a parttime basis. 
They are paid minimum wage for ten 
hours of work a week, but each parent 
gives many more hours of volunteer 
time. That group of parents forms the 
core of a parent group because, when 
they invite two or three other parents 
to come in, you have 30-40 parents to 
make up the parent group in the 
school. That group plans, with teach 
ers, all the assemblies and co-curricu- 
lar activities. When we began using 
this approach, we got a great turnout 
from parents because the parents 
themselves were involved in putting 
the activities together, and they want 
ed to make them successful.

At the second level of participation, 
the parents in this parent group select 
a few of their members to serve on the 
governance and management group. 
That's a higher level of responsibility, 
so they're careful to select people who 
can work well with teachers and who 
have leadership skills. The third level 
of participation is the general turnout 
to the activities put on by the parent- 
teacher group. We went from having 
15-20 people show up for activities to

having 250 turn out. That increase 
occurred because the parents felt they 
had real responsibility and were really 
making a difference in the school.

And die effects carried over to die 
students' achievement?

There were a number of important 
effects. Having the children's own par 
ents, or people like their parents, in 
the school made a big difference to the 
academic program. Children would 
hurry out of their classrooms after 
classes to show their papers to their 
parents who were in the school, and 
they didn't act in troublesome kinds of 
ways because they wanted to maintain 
the respect of the parents as well as 
of the teachers, because parents and 
teachers were in agreement; they were 
working together. There was no way 
for children, as children will if they 
can, to play one adult authority figure 
against another. So we had great im 
provement in academic achieve 
ment, in social behavior, and in atten 
dance. Martin Luther King, the school 
we started with, has had the best atten 
dance record in the city ahead of all 
the higher socioeconomic schools  
for four out of the last five years.

How do you explain that?
When you address the social climate 

and improve the quality of relation 
ships among parents, teachers, admin 
istrators, and students, that reduces 
distrust and frees the energy that had 
gone into fighting each other, so that 
people have more time to concentrate 
on the academic program, to plan, and 
simply to manage the school better

You described this as die inten 
tional application of social sci 
ence in education. Please say a 
little more about that.

One aspect of it is conceptualizing 
the problems of modern schools as 
contrasted with those of the schools of 
yesterday, and considering how to 
modify today's schools so as to sup 
port the development of children.

In the pre-1940s, the school was a 
natural part of the community. If after 
school you went to the grocery store 
with your parents, you would bump 
into your principal or your minister or 
your teachers. As they exchanged 
pleasantries and commented on how 
you were doing in school, you under 
stood that these were people who 
knew your parents. They and your
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parents spoke with a common tongue 
about what was right or wrong, good 
or bad, and what they expected of you.

Since World War II, we've had high 
mobility. With mass communication, 
especially TV, children see and hear 
events from around the world all the 
time. Every half hour you can listen to 
the news and hear differences of opin 
ion. Teachers live far from school, so 
there's both social and physical dis 
tance between them and the children 
they serve.

Often struggles that develop in soci 
ety between blacks and whites, or 
between people in middle and low 
income groups create potential diffi 
culties between home and school. 
Very often parents don't back up 
school people in the same way they 
did when the school was a natural part 
of the community. But schools contin 
ue to operate in the hierarchical au 
thoritarian way they did in the past, 
ignoring the distrust and alienation 
between home and school. Children 
will act up in that kind of environment 
because there's confusion, and there 
are fewer authority figures influencing 
their behavior just when they need 
more of them. That's what I mean by 
understanding how social conditions 
affect behavior.

So understanding these conditions, 
we created the governance and man 
agement group I mentioned earlier, 
which brought parents, administra 
tors, and teachers together in order to 
recreate a consensus about what was 
right and wrong, good and bad, and 
what everyone wanted the school to 
accomplish

And both these things under 
standing oie social situation and 
designing a suitable response  
are what you mean by die applica 
tion of social science. Does your 
experience suggest that other 
schools may need to rethink 
these matters?

I think that many social systems 
serving children recreational, even 
religious, institutions must reexam- 
ine what they're trying to accomplish 
in the light of what we know about 
how children learn. School, for exam 
ple, is not only about academic 
achievement; we are preparing young 
people so they can hold jobs, live in 
families, serve as heads of households, 
find satisfaction and meaning in life,

T Y e asked the 
parents, "What do 
you  want for your 
children as adults?* 
... They came up 
with ideas. ... 
So we worked out 
programs that 
integrated the 
teaching of academic 
skills, appreciation 
of the arts, and 
specific social skills."

and be responsible citizens. You don't 
get all of that by simply focusing on 
academic content.

But across die country there is 
almost exclusive emphasis mese 
days on academics.

And I'm greatly concerned about 
that, because most of the so-called 
reformers don't understand how peo 
ple learn. They think of learning as a 
mechanical process; they don't seem 
to understand how much it depends 
on imitation, on identification with 
authority figures, on internalization of 
attitudes and values through relating 
emotionally to others. They do not 
give enough attention to the kind of 
climate that must be created to make 
that possible

And die time and care it takes to 
build it.

Absolutely. When we went into King 
and Baldwin schools, they were 32nd 
and 33rd out of 33 in achievement. 
They had the most chaotic school cli 
mates you can imagine, with fighting, 
poor attendance, disrespect for au 
thority, high turnover of staff all the 
conditions you often find in such 
places and all of that had to be 
turned around gradually.

What was your role in doing that?
Well, to help people understand the 

social system and to work out ways to 
change it.

Specifically how did you go about 
doing that?

The first year I spent a great deal of 
time in the building myself, dealing 
with immediate, hands-on problems 
along with the staff. I learned about the 
school, but it was important that I not 
be there so much, because that was a 
model that couldn't be replicated So 
in the second year, our social worker 
became the person on the spot, and I 
became the conceptualizer, working 
with the social worker, the teachers, 
and the principal to plan the kinds of 
things that needed to be done. I was 
also the liaison to downtown. I put on 
a number of workshops in the behav 
ioral sciences and child development, 
and I helped with the mental health 
team in particular, taking referrals on 
children with problems.

In responding to those referrals, we 
were able to convey a way of thinking 
about children and their problems: 
rather than thinking of them as bad 
children or children who weren't so 
smart, it was more helpful to think of 
them as underdeveloped, or as having 
developed ways of managing them 
selves that were troublesome to the 
system. We took the attitude that be 
cause they were underdeveloped, they 
could be given skills that would en 
able them to be successful.

We started out with individual 
teachers presenting children with 
problems and our mental health team 
responding to them Teachers found it 
so helpful they began dropping in on 
the meetings even when they hadn't 
referred any of the children being 
discussed. After awhile we said, "Why 
not make this a workshop or a semi 
nar?" They agreed, so they all started 
coming. We would go over what had 
happened, what the behavior meant, 
and what the teacher might do to 
address it. Other teachers would share 
their ideas about how they had han 
dled similar problems.

How did you become Involved in 
nils project in the first place?

We were asked by the Ford Founda 
tion. Our Center had been doing con 
sultation in the schools on a parttime 
basis. The Ford people suggested that 
it might be more useful if we were 
there fulltime and if we had equal 
responsibility with the school for the 
outcomes of our suggestions.
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Initially, our Center had been 
brought in by a progressive superin 
tendent, but it was a very chaotic 
time 1968, when there was a lot of 
social unrest so the superintendent 
left after the first year. The new super 
intendent was interested but caught 
up in his own problems and couldn't 
work with us. The third superinten 
dent had much the same problems but 
was less supportive of our ideas and 
ways of working; he was a very dedi 
cated man, but he wanted to make it 
happen right away. So we didn't get 
very much support during those first 
five years. We were able to bring about 
a change in the climate of the school, 
but we couldn't show academic gains. 
We hung on for a couple of more 
years and then started to leave, but the 
parents objected, so we decided to 
stay.

Then we got support for a program 
called "Social Skills Curriculum for 
Inner-City Children," because it was 
clear to us that helping the children 
develop good social skills reduced 
stress in the schools and made it possi 
ble for teachers and others to plan. So 
we decided to continue the effort to 
teach social skills in an even more 
systematic way.

We asked the parents, "What do you 
want for your children as adults?" 
Then we asked, "What do you think 
are the kinds of skills your children 
will need?" They came up with ideas 
in several categories: politics and gov 
ernment, business and economics, 
health and nutrition, spiritual and lei 
sure time. So we worked out pro 
grams that integrated the teaching of 
academic skills, appreciation of the 
arts, and specific social skills.

Well, that program made the teach 
ing of basic skills very relevant to the 
children. It created a very exciting 
school, and the achievement scores 
just leaped upward.

Some educators say it's a mistake 
to bring parents especially low- 
income parents in on school 
governance; that Instead we 
should concentrate on getting 
parents to play a more direct role 
in die day-to-day learning of their 
own children and dial's enough. 

It's not a mistake if you prepare the 
parents, if you genuinely respect them 
and assist them to participate construe-

..JVlost 
of die so-called 
reformers ... think 
of learning as a 
mechanical process; 
they don't seem to 
understand how 
much it depends 
on imitation, on 
identification with 
authority figures, on 
internalization of 
attitudes and values 
through relating 
emotionally to 
others."

lively, and if you tap their strengths 
rather than their weaknesses. If we 
had taken low-income parents and 
tried to use them in the academic 
support area, they would have felt 
inadequate, defensive, and rebellious, 
and that would have created prob 
lems. But because we used them in the 
social support area, they felt they were 
doing something that was worthwhile 
and useful.

And many of them gained confi 
dence from being in the school; in 
fact, at least seven of the parents we 
know of went back and finished high 
school, went on to college, and be 
came professional people themselves. 
One got a master's degree; her daugh 
ter, who just finished at Yale University 
last year, is now in medical school.

You said the curriculum empha 
sized instruction in social skills. 
What is that like?

Well, for example, at the time we 
initiated a unit on politics and govern 
ment, there was a mayoralty contest 
going on in the city. The children 
wrote letters asking the candidates to 
make presentations to them and their 
parents. The children were taught how 
to be hosts for the candidates and their 
parents, and how to raise questions 
with the candidates so as to put them 
on the spot without being disrespect 
ful. After the presentations the chil 
dren wrote thank you letters as pan of 
their language arts. Parents and teach 

ers rented a bus and took the children 
around town to show them conditions. 
They discussed relationships between 
those conditions and politics and gov 
ernment, and the children came back 
and wrote about it for their language 
arts and social science lessons. To 
develop appreciation for the arts, the 
children put on a dance and drama 
program for their parents and the 
candidates.

That's a very broad interpretation 
of social skills. I thought it might 
just mean saying "please" and 
"thank you."

Well, it's that also, but these were 
more ambitious and more important 
social skills.

What about other aspects of the 
academic program?

After the climate of the school 
changed dramatically, there was more 
time and energy to identify problems 
and needs, and to plan. We changed 
the testing program so we could get 
the test scores back in time to identify 
weak areas and then have staff devel 
opment for teachers to help them 
develop the skills necessary to im 
prove in those areas. Teachers would 
identify weaknesses of the children 
and areas where they themselves 
needed more work, and we would 
base our staff development on our 
building-level goals rather than on 
ideas from downtown.

Your experience is certainly con 
sistent with the principle that the 
individual school should be the 
base for school improvement ac 
tivities.

Right. It's very difficult to transfer 
practices from one school to another 
because people are different, circum 
stances are different. Also the sense of 
empowerment that comes from look 
ing at the problems of your own 
school and making adjustments for 
yourself is very important to bringing 
about change and improvement.

How do these ideas relate to the 
effective schools work of Ronald 
Edmonds and others?

Well, Ron and I were good friends, 
but we had a continuing debate. Ron 
believed that our approach a com 
prehensive strategy that paid attention 
to relationship issues was really the
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most desirable, but unfortunately he 
died before he could say so publicly. 
His concern about our approach was 
that if you told school people they had 
to know something about relation 
ships and so on in order to improve 
schools, that would let them off the 
hook.   They would say, "We aren't 
trained in that, and we can't do any 
thing." What he did was to find schools 
that were readily identifiable as suc 
cessful and then say to people, "This 
shows it can be done; you must find a 
way to do it."

The questionable aspect of that, as 
he himself was the first to admit, 
was that his five factors were not 
necessarily die cause of die suc 
cess.

That's right And what most people 
forget is that Ron used to say regularly 
that he personally never had changed 
a single school.

You would agree, though, that he 
did a great service by attracting 
national attention.

A tremendous service, because what 
he did and this is what he insisted 
was necessary was to disprove some 
of the dangerous notions about the 
inability of poor children and minority 
children to learn When he first started 
his work, right after issuance of the 
Coleman Report, a lot of people were 
ready to write off poor kids. I think he 
found enough cases to clearly prove 
that under the right conditions, minor 
ity and poor children could succeed.

Do you see any dangers in die 
possible misuse of die effective 
schools literature?

Yes, I do and he was concerned 
about that. But I think more people 
are beginning to understand that what 
he was talking about were end prod 
ucts, and there's a process you must go 
through to reach them; you can't cre 
ate them instantly out of nothing. You 
can't demand that people have high 
expectations; you've got to develop a 
climate that allows people to have 
high expectations The same teachers 
in our schools who, working in chaot 
ic conditions, had low expectations for 
children developed high expectations 
when they were working in a desir 
able and supportive climate and 
even if you start with high expecta 
tions, you can't sustain them in chaos.

we had taken 
low-Income parents 
and tried to use 
them in the 
academic support 
area, they would 
have felt inadequate, 
defensive, and 
rebellious, and that 
would have created 
problems. But 
because we used 
them in the social 
support area, they 
felt they -were doing 
something that was 
worthwhile and 
useful."

What's the current status of your 
project in New Haven?

It's now been mandated in 12 of the 
lowest achieving elementary schools, 
and we're working with the central 
administration to help those schools 
use our model.

Are you wary of having it 
mandated?

No, because the new superinten 
dent did a lot of groundwork, so the 
key school people, as well as parents, 
approve the idea of creating a desir 
able climate in order to attain academ 
ic achievement I think mandating only 
shows that the central office really 
supports the program

Based on your record of success 
ful collaboration between die 
Yale Child Study Center and pub 
lic schools, what advice do you 
have for our readers?

Most of all, collaboration takes re 
spect for other people You know, one 
of the reasons universities and public 
schools often have trouble working 
together is that university people are 
assumed to have higher status than 
public school people. School people 
are on the front line, carrying out what 
is probably the most important task in 
our society, but they're not given the 
recognition. It's very important for 
university people to understand that 
these are good people doing very 
tough jobs.

That's why I'm so troubled by some 
of the studies that focus on the IQ 
scores of educators. That's nonsense;

it's irrelevant. There's a threshold level 
above which people have what it takes 
to do the job, and there's no need to 
worry about exact IQ scores.

So respect is essential, plus finding 
the talent that's there, establishing a 
goal, and then working together to 
achieve that goal. And, of course, that 
involves confronting issues, not run 
ning away or hiding from them and 
confronting each other in a coopera 
tive, problem-solving way, rather than 
a destructive way

A final word?
I might just add that achievement of 

low-income and minority children is 
tremendously important. A lot of peo 
ple seem to think it's going to be 
possible to close low-income people 
out of the mainstream, as we did in the 
past; that they'll have low-level jobs, 
and so on. It's just not going to hap 
pen. There was a time when you could 
have stability in society even though 
many people weren't well educated, 
because they could go take low-level 
jobs in the steel mills, or a variety of 
other blue-collar positions, and sup 
port a family, feel good about them 
selves, and be good citizens as a result. 
Today, in order to get even the low- 
level service job, you need good social 
skills. You need to be able to interact 
appropriately with people in a variety 
of settings.

You also need to do that to be able 
to achieve in school, so schools are 
going to have to modify the way they 
work to make it possible for low- 
income kids to be successful in school 
If not, the rest of us are going to be 
victimized by people who are frustrat 
ed, disappointed, and angry: people 
who have seen others on television 
who are actually no brighter than they 
are but who have had different experi 
ences. And they're simply not going to 
tolerate it.

That's why I say there's probably no 
more important mission in our society 
today than educating low-income and 
minority children.D
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