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NOTE

The Camridge Pilot Srho., is an experi enta ool located with n
Riadge Technical High School and operated as a joint venture by the City of
Cambridge School Department and the Harvard Graduate School of Education.
The school enrolled 120 freshmen and sophomores from both Cambridge High
Schools in 1970-71, the cicond year of operation. Bo h entering groups of
ninth-graders were selected fr m volunteers in such a iay as to guarantee a
cross-section of the city's schools and social groups, as well as all ability
levels and types of future plans. New students were oriented in summer
programs 'in both 1969 and 1970. Additional freshmen will enter in the fall of
1971 as the school begins its third year of activity.

Students plan programs individually, from a variety:of courses and activities
offered within the Pilot School, or as needed from the courses available at
either of the two high schools. Staff are drawn from many sources, including
regular teachers withtn the Cambridge system, experienced teachers working for
advanced degrees at the School of Education, Master's candidates at several
universities, faculty from Harvani University, resource people from the communi y
of greater Boston, and capable students from nearby colleges and secondary
schools. Each full-time staff member is the adviser of five or six students,
and is responsible for being fully informed about these individuals' aeademtic
life, and their non-scho 1 life as well, as it affects the school situation.

The school was started as an experiment in flexibility within a large
urban school system, and to try ways of bringing students directly into the
management of the school's affairs. Within the Pilot School there is virtuallv
no grouping by class or grade or ability, nor is there any prescribed course
of study to be taken en bloc. Further to encourage the conversation and shared
activity across some cf the boundaries that often divide youngsters, all students
were required to taVe part in a daily meeting of twelve randomly chosen students
and two staff, who developed their .own agenda, either in or out of school.
These Home Groups had been tried in both summer sessions, and were an experi-
ment id both Ptructure and content within the regular school year.

Further information on the school and its history nnd programs is avail-
able in various publications, or-by calling the school at-617-491-4344. For
the school year 1971-72, Fred S. Bock is the school's Director.
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INTItODU CT ION

haps na tural that in a p -iod of escalati:- criticism of the

schools .=nd fncreasing clamor for change, that attention should turn to the

decision-making process. Some want to fix blame, to discover wh--e the

awful pre ent situation was allowed to come about; othe s want to know how

the enginJ runs order to take over the controls--either by i _ensing and

'the usual prot col or by hi acking. the intense community meetings at

the Gradu te School -f Ed cation after police routed students fr- 'University

Hall several years ago, I remember one student standing up to say, "Well,

we want to see the consti ution of the university, so we can find out just

who runs it.") In the case of the public schools, partly as a legacy from the

Progressive era of governmental reform, the schools are somewhat is 1-red

from the mainstr am

mushy help ng- rhe

politics, and this fact, combined with the generall-

of educators, has perpetuated the pressional dogma

that "we are all interested in the welfare of the children, aren't I

immediate corollary of this prop_ ition is that this implied consensus of

goals and union of interests justifies giving over the schools to hands

self-regulated bureaucrats. Thus the political facts of divergent interests

have been blunted, at least so far as decisions about educational substance

concerned (though not in the patronage functions of school boards I would

assu-e ). These interests are surfacing now as the assumpti_a of 'actual or

:even potential Tonsensus breaks down. While the NEA for years attacked the

"blue-colla rhetoric of workers-and-bosses and the anti-administration -AAA-

tance of the AFT (AFL-CIO)- even the grey lady of the NEA has recently voted to

change drastically its own membership requi ements for non-eeachers as it dis-

covers that principals really do thiak like management at t mes whatever the

The

rhetoric. Outside the profession, cot, s , the general community has in many

areas been question ng both the forms of control ( t-large elections ,laborate

culture-bound examination and promotion iystems) and the substance educa t io n



designed by those in c ntrol. The same -o-t to r de

f power and le macy--aro obvi

and the schools, but they

much more mixed results -n

Just as subgroups of

u_ly prese-t in the rela ionship between students

coming to public atten;ion mor_ slowly and with

tions.

adult population either by inclination or actual

grievance- ht hardest for the rights" of all the rest, groups of stude_ s

with partic-. ar feelings have pressed the system for changes--mo-- intellectual

flexibjlity for some less behavioral res -iction for oth -s. But these frag-

mentary efforts lack a political theory, despite the urgings of radical news-

papers and orga aid often stop short after small-scale vi tories on narrow

grounds, or--sadly--after effective campaigns of reprpssion or silence

cipais and boards of education. A "high school bill riRhts" that was

culated to schools in the Bosttin area iii fall, 1970, included such far-reac in

-ms as:

The right for studeiltz and teachers to veto any adminIsrative decision .
concerning the firing of a teacher.

2. The right to hold unauthorized meetings.

The right to a trial by a jury of studen s pending any dsicipli a y
actions.

Such a clear-cut antagon. tic veto-power stance would have a predictable effect

on s hool people; surprisingly, also found few student suppo

Various adul- students of _he schobls are articulatIng the importance o

changing the authority relations within.schools, both intellectual and otherwise,

along lines and for reasons that might mystify the in.-ended beneficiaries.

Alan Westin, Columbia University law professor, recently documented in massive

detail the extent of "undemocratic practices" in schools, as -reported by students.

He began with a curriculum interest, but ended by urging that schools ehd the

double-standard of . civics-class rhetoric and daily repression which students

were quick to label as hypocrisy. Joining the apparently lar-- effect of the

sense-of-control variable in the Coleman study to the current idea of the powerful



"hidden curricuJum, " many have suggested that school policy-ma inE; and pro-

cedures should be restructured to make more real the Alden- control over

their in-school ii _f only to p achievemenl alone revoluti

Almost any study that involves intensive discussion with students, from what-

ever perspe tive ;see the recent Ma sach -etts Advisory Council report on

secondary educatIon for Massachusetts), documents the fact that students thems- ves

if not as radical as their more outspoken college-age elders, are at least

unhappy about their assumed sta us as passive consumers of a predeter ined

product, and as prisoners _f a social system rarely of their own devising.

Lastly, as adults- criticism of education in general grows, or at least gets

better-publiciz d, even if no subs _ntive alternatives are proposed, at the very

least the efft is to undermine the infallibility of the pr_fessionals and

to suggest that others in control coull do little worse.

But when the focus turns from the problem to some possible solutions, there

is little to gu de a system thatlented to change, The snail's pace of rel x-

ation of traditional board controls in favor of community pr decentralized

groups--of adults--shows what can be expected wnen the students get in line. But

beyond the general question of power alone there are diffieule matters of sub-

stance--which_ are. liuminated in this report of some months' experience at the

Pilot School. For e ample what decisions should be made by whoi Ho- can

responsibility be joined with authority- given the shifting base cf involvement

students over time and on different issues? What about sub-g :ups within the

students body who

even be perceived

What will genuine

of accountability?

may agitate on issues that-bore the majority, or which may net

as issues (e.g ending discrimination against a-minor

sharing of power mean for the traditioeal hierarchical chain

Should this new role be part of everyllstudent's edueation,

perhaps with required turns at making decisions? (This might raise questions

which teachers regularly face, of matching the task to the student in some rough

way; sh uld someone decide that students are ready" to decide something?)



But the notion

iv

making-readiness ould no doubt be dismissed as

paternalism by many, b th in and out of schools. The thIcket of questions

can be traced to fundamental problems of tional, why should sucL changes

be' de? For educatIonal reasons, such as are sugge ted by analysts

Coleman,that achievement or other traditional school outputs will be atfected

by students' improved identification with the instit tion's policies?

moral reasons, in line with the generally increased attentions to fu da ental

rights in every sphere of l fe. (Courts have already delved into the tradition-

ally "administrative" areas of student discipline and in-- hool speech and dress

On grounds of efficiency, that better decisions would result? Butthen are there

boundaries for the decision- a s? Could a group of students and teach_ s, say,

disband their school for a while?

To give a flavor of the state-o,, -art, I can report on a conferen

which I attended for the Pilot Tchool in Sep:- iber, 1970. Called by the "Educational

Change Team," a group of psychologists and educators at the U-iversity of Michi-

gan In titute for Social Research, who specIalize in "crisis intervention"

troubled high schools, we wc-e to help with the next steps after the crisis.

Their -_7ork indeed put out fires, but tley quickly came to.the realization that

poor communications and impe _anal inst tutional procedures -_-ere at the bottom of

many specific grievances, and the realization also that they had few concrete

models of what rnght replace the status quo. What the conferees aueed on after

several days of compating notes on some of the most often-mentioned "innovr ive"

and p ticipatory" schoo s n the country, was the all but inevitable sequence

of problems to be encountered, and the lack of clarity about genuine successes.

Town meetings had flopped in a dozen sehools;. teachers had dominated hundreds

of power-equalizing rap sessions or committees; discontented groups of students

had sabotaged the work of other groups and so-on. Even in an idyllic rural free-

schol, where ccmmuL ty deci i --Making might presumably flo-e- best.on the bases of



ty of li -style, shared expericices,

even there the pr

extevnal contraints--

s was 1 i lot and of Len became the whole curriculum of tl

sch ol to the exclu ion of all else. Such a result is open to vir1ou : eva uation,

but the represent-- tives from that school were at pains to pa t out potential

negative effects of only going half- l cation of po --such

sham councils lack of commitment to the results of the process, manipulation

by the canny of the naive, hasty efforts in the navv2 of efficiency, etc.

What fo-lows is one Pilot School staff membe- at e pt to describe and

analyze the school's _cond-year efforts -n -his area through the medium of

a taped conversation. He alludes to the experie ces of the previou year

(l969-70) which are discussed in greater detail in t_e First Year Rort. That

year included an-at -mpt to wri i plement in Town .1keti_gs a constitution

for the whole school group, stal and students, which proved unsuccessful for

overwh ming lack of interest. Instead, ad hoc basis a don le-peri d

class called Humanities suspended itself when needed, and met as a committee

half the school to discuss policy matters such as discipline,, organization of

the school schedule, hir f staff, etc. This pattern produced a conflict

between the sch- 's academic goals held by m ny of the students and some st

and the partic patory goals. Even within the participato y goals, many people

fel_ that that s tti_g was not succssful in dr- iing out the mo t possible

individuals. (The two Huma ities classes had 30 Lstudents in each; the total

school included 60 students and 20 staff the first year.) Joel diseusses how

the second-year format of council and Home Groups seemed a logical response

to some of the first-year dile

turned out to be.

In explaining the situation which developed,

as and hat the result of the apparent 1 gic

oel points to certain fac -r.

factors which have been disput-d by other _ aders of his account. Obviously

this is not a research report, with confidence levels in the statements made;

it is one per on s attempt to reconstruct terribly Lomplex situation in whtch



ho was per=soiia lly iivol ved Others have suggested for le, that

accou

schoo

himse_

lacks a perspective the gener-I pr)blen- of leadership in the

and of the role -f the coordinat_:s as seen by others than one of them

Joel touches on this on pages 14 and 16, but the criticism cannot

be refuted. Joel-s account will have s -v d a p, po e if it sharpens the

internal analysis withIn the school by forcing people to look more carefully

at why things happened as they seem to have done. Externally, others may

profit from his account by seeing issues think about in advance and to COD-

sider in any program design with similar goals. As to his own role, one can

only sympathize: what should be the role of an adult who wants to "empower

others? How do you give away control without gaining simply chaos? This may

be a premonition for other sch-ols; within the school, Joel may have started

a clarlfjcation of where one of the project's central hopes got lost op the

way to implementation.

August, 1971
Frederick Mulhauser
Pilot School ReSearcher



PILOT scnou GOVERNANCE, 1970-71

Joel Sirkin

Back round and Histo y

Since I wasn't at the school the firs= year and the first summer,

I think I have what might be a valuable perspective. When I first started

meeting -1th the ed six, the planning committee for the second year,

I was t_ying to hear the things that the school was about and also where

were the problem- In terms of the governance question, I heard that the

school had attempted to discuss issues and decide them in town meetings

open to everybody, and that it hadn't worked. And I also had sat in on a

couple of morning and afternoon Humanities class meetings, where thirty

students and six or e ght staff met, I had some idea of what such meetings

actually were. I was curious because I c_tainly shared the ethic that

students should be involved in decision-making on a co-equal basis virtually.

And since I accepted the aim, I was intere ted to find out why the ideals

and the process that were initially set forth didn't work.

When I spoke to students I found out a couple of things, very clearly.

The big meetings were no good because the staff did all the talking, and

on top of that, many of the students didn't understand the vocabulary,

the whole way issues were fra ed. Once students saw staff talk like that,

and saw they didn't have any of the skills, the advocacy tools to speak up

rebut a point, they wouldn't consider speaking out against a staff member

who was so much more articulate. Just speaking at all before a large group

of sixty or seventy people made many of the kids very nervous. So for a

number of reasons, a good many students told me they hadn't felt they were

a part of decisions that were made in large groups the first summer.

0
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don't think the staff ever really acknowledged this fact, either

that they do have more power than the students that they're not equals

in abil ty to parti ipate in governance.

As I looked back on the first year, I thought, le'a keep the idea o

trying to get the school working, making decisions as a group, students and

staff, but 1 change some of the elements of it so that maybe the kids

car have an outlet to speak on questions in smaller groups and smaller

forms. I heard that had worked a few times in the Humanities class in the

spring, but it bothered people to keep 'interrupting class work.

Summer 1970

When I first really worked w h the staff and the students during the

second summer program in 1970 I kept thinking about governance is ues and

how to keep the idea alive. The planning group at the end of the first year

had set up this time called Home Group, which would be an hour a day the

next year for every stude t, in a small group of twelve, with t o staff.

One of the purposes of Home Group was to be the kind of governance dis-

cussion which had "interrupted" the other classes during the first year.

I thought that if one aim of the groups was also to encourage students to

communicate with all sorts of other types, that maybe chool-wide issues of

governance could be a part of these groups focus as well as being a

smaller setting without the problem of the town meeting crowd. I thought

that school issues presented In small groups would be something more

personal, that might draw students out and get them involved in the groups,

and I saw that if that happened, we'd have a good decentralized system for

polling student views and really gettIng the students voices heard.

l



To use the home groups in some way as the place for discussing -- and

even making -- policy, we came up with the idea of a central body which

would put together issues, pros and cons, for the groups to discuss. At

first I didn't think of a large group at all, since I wanted to avoid that

whole p oblem of size. just a few people that could identify questions,

tease out certain important choices, put down the various arguments, and

send it out to the school for discussion.

Big question student behavior, possibl urriculum for the semester,

hiring policies. I never thought about the school's iudget, in terms of

this kind of deci ion-making, which is interesting because it came up as one

of the first issues at the council once it was formed. I think we thought

more in terms of 'edu ationalu tssues, partly because it was one of my

responsibilities in the summer to coordinate the whole business of getting

out a cou e-catalogue before the session was over, so students could make

up their programs. And my experience doing that m ybe got me thinking about

that sort of issue for a council

(We did set up a comrnLttee, and I had a group of kids that was working

on planning the first semester curriculum from the fIrst day of summer )

There was a whole other route that our thinking could have taken.

During the same summer (1970) there was another group formed o staff and

students. Arthur Blackman, Pauline Demetri and Corb Smith were the staff

and though I don't remember all the students, I know Danny Demeika was in

the group. They worked hard on some questions and at one point I sat in

with them at a meeting to give them my thinking on someLhing. I remember

the meeting because my thinking wasn't clear and it was also very clear

to me that that group was working on a whole other set of questions

than I had been thinking about. The questions they were most concerned



with were how to work out problems between kids and teachers or kids and

kids. They seemed to be going at a substantive question of the personal

relationships in the school, and how to structure them best. I was thinking

of forms and channels, mostly in terms of process. My thinking on issues

wa : big questions about education would be the meat. I know that they kept

wo king, but I never had any other contact with them, and their plans never

got anywhere, or even to a wider audience that I recall.

Fall 1970

Nhen the school year began, the first part of the year was without a governaace

system of any kind. Things had to be done: schedule every student by hand,

working out room arrangements that so t of thing. Not exactly what you

would call "issues." After that, -e needed to get the budget straight so

I worked on it and at that point it was a big controversy, despite our pretty

rich resources. I think rightly so. I'm not sure what Steve was busy doing,

but we both were pretty busy, as I recall. I think it instructive that

governance didn't become a pressing priority until the curriculum was set

and the budget was allocated and people were scheduled into courses.

As I recall, we had a couple of staff meetings trying to pick up

threads from the -ummer discussions and kick around some ideas. We finally

got to the point where we recognized -- as we seem to recognize and then

forget over and over again -- that for a big group, a staff group, or an

open school meeting to function effectively you need individuals who have

a plan, or program formulated to present to people so they can react to it,

not just leave everybody out there to build their on plan, starting cold.

_o a couple of plans were put on paper and I put down on one sheet my idea

for a council that would send out issues to the school. Maybe the other
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group in the summer put so e things on pape Loa. I aoL.'e LLink that at

this point 01- plans were discussed at all in home groups. Home groups

were struggling along trying to get their feet on the ground. After a

couple of weeks a big meeting at Longfellow came about. The whole staff

was there and a large number of kids. At the meeting some changes were made

in the proposal I had written, in the composition of the council. The

council, as I had originally planned it, had two coordinato s St ve and

myself, and the home group coordinator, Rob Riordan, who I saw as a vital

communication link. However the council would be set up, since he was

coordinating home groups, I thought he would be able to take these issues

thr ugh his network back to the home groups. You can see how I had sort

a fiow chart idea. (In retrospect I think this was a mistake, because Rob

was overburdened already with so many things, L could hardly monitor a

whole new prog am for 120 students and 20 staff and be involved in a

council, too ) Those three people were to be per a ent members of the

c uncil, not elected. And then there were two students and two staff

members for a seven-man council. In my first model, students would serve

after the fashion of jury duty. You had to go on the council when your

name was picked. But people objected to that. They thought that It should

be either a lottery or an election, so we debated. There was a long

period in the debates when people thought the lottery mould be better,

avoid any bad feeling in terms of people not being elected. But in the

end we did settle for an election, for both students and staff, and

increased their numbers to three of each. We also said just one coordinat

Steve or I, would share that position. We dropped the home group

coordinator, and added on three parents, to be chosen by lot. That

caused a lot of discussi becaufie kids at school have always been opposed



to AnY g role for parents, and some staff have little faith in parents

either. I had heard from the first year that the town meetings took as

much time with trivial issues as they dia with importa t and lots of

got wasted that way. I thought to myself, "There should be some more

coordinated central body to make lots of these trivial decisions." I didn t

jump to the idea that there should be a principal to make those decisions

at that point. I still had the consensus =del in mind, and I felt if we

had a small representative group they could actually take care of a lot of

s all matters that the larger school shouldn't have to bother with. As

planned, on big questions the Council would send them to che whole school

to discuss in home group and then vote on. That part of the original pro-

posal stayed intact but it was refined and improved. There was to be a

distinction between major and minor issues. We allowed anybody who wanted

to to come to the council meetings which would be open. And on every

question that was brought up before the council there would be a vote as

to whether or not the question itself was a major or minor issue. Anybody

who showed up could vote on that. If it was voted that this was a major

question by a maJorIty of the people at the meeting, this question would

be discussed by the council which would try to raise some of the issues,

and would ultimately formulate questions to send to the home groups. The

home groups would debate, and they w uld vote on major questions. Their

vote would be final. If an i sue was voted as a minor question at the

Council meeting the council would decide the issue finally.

The first meeting where the plan for the Council was molded, with all

these amendments that I ve been speaking about, was well-attended. And

the idea was that this would L2 the meeting bo put the plan together,

after which there would be an open meeting for anyone who wanted to c

3.)



to propose amendments, prior co ratification by each home group. At that

second meeting very few people showed up, twenty maybe; many sta f a few

students. At that meeting the amendment was made, I think, that a tw .10

thirds vote was required f r the whole school to pass a major question.

And so that was planning and creating the council. It took a while to get

it into operatior. So far as the formation of it, it was pretty much under-

stood that I was going to take most of tle business there, since Steve was

doing other things and we had informally divided the spheres of authority

into inside and outside the building. I was working on the inside aspects,

governance, curriculum, and budget. But we dealt with them in a different

order, as I mentioned, governance beIng last, chronologically. I went about

holding elections to get members on the council. Elections were held

original proposal had rotating members on a draft system, and then the idea

was kids should be elected. Finally what we did do was to make a compromise --

at that first for ulating meeting -- to elect two kinds of members -- per-

manent and rotating. I don t know why, all this seemed very important

the time. The pe manent members would be elected for a term, and the rest

would come from a lottery among volunteers, not a jury system, or draft. We

had the elections for the permanent staff and the permanent student. Kevin

Watson was the student elected, and Bob Burns nd Joel Nwagbarnocha tied,

so we bad another vote and Joel was elected. From the volunteers, the

lottery produced students Rebecca LesseR and Larry Chang, and staff members

Sally Follensbee and Steve Ambush. There were about forty student volunteer

and the lottery gave us these -- mostly Peabody types. To get parents,

my fir t impulse was to select at random, parents from both the incoming

16



fre hmen and the sophomores, one parent from each bunch, at random call them

up and ask them if they wanted to be on the council. But at that point

(Oct. 19) there was a parent meeting where we announced that people who were

interested in being on a cou cil should notify us, and that we'd choose by

lottery. Of course this put a heavy burden on parents, who probably didn't

know what we were talk51g about. We only got three volunteer , Mrs. Slive,

Scanlon, and Mr. Hillman, all from the Peabody School district, which

is hardly representative; but we picked Mrs. Slive and Mrs. Scanlon and

they formed the council.

Ironically, we spent so much time on all the legislating and in gett-ing

the whole thing organized, the first lot of members were the only lot. They

stayed through November and Decembern The council got started in late

-tober. It ran through Christmas time and stayed on for a couple of meet-

ings after vacation to make a clean break of it in January at the mid-year.

The council never got started again 4fter that.

The Council in 0 erati n

We spent the first couple of mee6 ing up our communication system

which I think we did a good job on.: The group of people worked very nicely.

I thought the group represented a fairly good cross-section of the school.

SOMe parts of the school weren't represented, clearly, but Kevin represented

a cert in block that Larry Chang and Rebecca certainly didnt, just as Steve

Ambush and Sally knew different people. Joel certainly had a constituency,

and X knew one group of students that I spoke to more frequently than other

staff did. So I thou ht our group wss pretty good, and we worked well

to ether. We set up a rotatIng chairmanship and rotating secretary. We

tr ed to solicit business. Generally the procedure I used at thEa beginning

17



was that I would bring the questions and I'd speak on what I thou ht the

is-ues were in each of the questions so that we didn't waste a lot of time

try ng to f gure out what we were to do. I guess, to be honest, probably

had major role in all the meetLngs in terms of fo. -ulating questions,

suggesting how we mi ht proceed. Much of what I said did not in fact become

decisions; people didn't accept it, but it became the basjs for discussion.

I remember I said to myself- maybe I sh-uld be -ore quiet in these meetings,

but I filways was caught between being quiet myself versus getting the group

to be an eff cient body, getting things done in less than four hours. The

other staff members, Sally, Joel, Steve Ambush, all asked good questions,

and the staff definitely took the initiative more than students, although

students asked a fair number o__ question and made a fair number of points.

We were very careful as a group to make sure we asked students and brought

them in, and didn't just do the usual ltp se_ vice of asking one and once

we got any student to speak, stop there. We really tried to get them all

to say what they felt. I remember on the jury question, especially, Larry

Chang had some conservative views that I didn't at all agree with, and I was

in a bind. I remember wondering whether I should speak what I fel 2 even

though in essence that would be to try and talk Larry dawn. I didn't want

him to feel obliged or pressured by staff. And in the end I only said,

"Gee, I feel that would be a mistake for the jury system." I asked other

kids what they thought and I think Kevin and Rebecca also agreed that what

Larry was saying was probably a little rigid. When parents spoke it

became clear to me that there were what you might call "levels -f inside-

ness, from =e to the other staff- then the kids, and last the parents.

When the parents would raise questions, kids could answer them, and so on

up the levels. There were real problems of information gaps between these

levels, which took a lot of time. I don't think the council was seen as
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"belonging" to any one group, even though the students definitel:' were the

third leg so far as talking and being heard from. I don't think they felt

shut out, because all of them did keep coming to the meetings. And they did

run a collpie of the mentirga, as we.all did in turn. I don't feel that they

were deeply involved with the thing, but it was an improvement on a meeting

of thirty where only one or two spoke.

Some Issues Raised in Council Deliberations

Right at the beginning I remember one matter which raised a lot of sticcy

issues which we couldn't resolve, and which therefore we dodged. This was

about continuing to pay for Carl K piano lessons. There had been a omit-

ment made to do this for the previous school year, and it was unclear whether

or not the commitment was open-ended. He believed the school meant to pay

for his piano lessons forever, or at 1ast for two years. So I brought it

in, and we debated it. The issue raised some good questions about who in

the school should get what and how, and we had a fine discussion. But the

question we didn t really get to was who finally controls the money in the

school? Does the council have the say to spend money, or who does? Here

we were just starting, and already with a constitutional crisis; between

staff meeting and council, who rules. It never really got straightened out.

Another example of this unclear r lationsh p was the decision about a

Black Studies or guidance program. feeling was that the council

was used. The staff meeting was divided on the question, and they passed

it on to us, saying, _a a sense: "O.K. '11 let this black studies thing

go. But we don't want to be the ones to decide, so it offici 1 only after

the council approves it " It was a gestuie that the council was going to

make a decision, but what could we do, or how could we decide something

where the staff itielf didn't -ant o make a decision?
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I remember when Omeka Agu came to council meetings while his Black

Studies proposal was in limbo and we were discussing the piano lesson question,

he kept asking me, "Well, who has this power? Is it made clear? Don't you

have to spell these things out? The council and the staff has to be

straightened out." Personally, though I was more or less running the council,

I only sensed that those are real problems; I didn't sit down and fight it

out with those problems. I took more the attitude, "Let's just keep the

thing in motion, it's valuable at this point e've got this council going,

let's klep it in motion and not try to create greater complexity,' which

meant, of course, to avoid the heart of the problem. And that is a re-

flection on me, the way I generally handled the whole coordinatorship at

that point. I was doig, a lot of things, but there were a lot of key

issues that I guess I wasn't exerting real leadership over, hich I might

have and didn't.

These sticky questions came up again with our last project, which was

Co test the notion of a discipline system. I think there was a feeling

just on my part, that we needed something more systematic in this area.

We'd had an all-student jury on one case, but now we were thinking the

uncil could address itself to this general question of student disciplining

not at the level of cutting class or smaller fracases in the school, but

on the major offenses. Again, the discussions I thought were excellent.

We designed a questionnaire which we sent out to the home groups. (As I

think of it, I think it a curious that I haven't mentioned the home groups

very much. Some things got out to the home groups but they don't snap to

my mind. I should check over the agendas because I know we did send other

things than the questionnaire to the home groups ) But this was

really & good bit of work, and it was good work. We identified for
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ourselves some steps we needed to go through in our thinking, and laid

out the questions to guide us. Parents at this point were very helpful

because even though they didn't necessarily know the situation in the

school very well they could give us feedback on haw parents would fe 1

and how parents might respond. When we got back results from the questionnaire

and studied them, some patterns clearly emerged, we clarified some hard

questions debated them, and kn eked out what I thought was a pretty good

plan. It was obviously a major question, and it went to a vote in home

groups. We got a majority vote but we didn't get a t o-thirds vote, so

the plan never went into effect. Just at that point in January, the semester

changed, so did my schedule, our plan lost, and the whole council went into

suspended animation. The whole plan is sti l there for anybody who wants

to use it.

nrealistic Ex'ectationa for the Council

'One thing that might be valuable to go into a little further is the matter

of the relationship of the governance system to the real decision st ucture

of the staff. I've alluded to it. In retrospect I see that the council was

always in a strange position. I think that we, the staff, talked about it

in terms of a body that would make decisions for the school. I spoke of my

own non-leaderehip role, and many staff mny have agreed that we needed

more firm guidance 1rom somewhere. Thts was an attempt to structure a body,

a collective body that would have power to lead the school. Now, as I think

of it- we were incredibly naive, and also I don't think people meant it.

First- the naive aspect -- which is an easier sort of thing to look at --

becomes plain when you recall the fact that tile council met once a week,

on MOnday afte_ oon and our meetings lasted three or four hours. With ten

people we only managed to get through two or three items and do any kind of
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job on them. In a compex school, with 120 kids and 30 adults thc.,.-e

many things that have to be done during the day, or the week that involved

decision_ leadership, that it was ridiculous to think of such an inexpe ienced

group in terms of being able to do that function.

We might have been better to look at it as a legislative body, to deal

with a few important questions. As I think back on it, we were wrong with

this whole notion of major and mlnor questions. Most of the minor questions

should have been settled by Steve or myself, as coordinators, central adminis-

trators, or whatever. I mean they were that mInor, It was very valuable and

instructive for kids, staff, and parents to talk about the budget and Carl K s

piano expenses, but i the kind of decision that any of us should have

made, Steve or myself or any so administrator, in fifteen or thirty

seconds. One way or the other, it would have been closed, and yet we spent

hours just getting background data into everyone system. If I was going

to re-do it, I think the council could have purpose if it dealt with a

couple of very major questions and had plenty of time. It might be an execu-

tive study group. If Steve or myself had been good administrators who made

decisions, all sorts of de isions, we might have been better able to use

the council, to get reactions on things we felt were important for the

school to talk about. That way I wouldn't be negative: "Hey, listen, we

don't think you coordinators should make this decision," but mo e positive,

to help the administrator, but certainlv not to make all sorts of decisions.

It was just wrcng, a mistake.

And even so, that s the lesser of the two problems that I think we've

had in terms of expectations. The second is more difficult to pick apart,

and involves the school's ideology, maybe from the very beginning of the

school. Now idealistic and reformist teachers and educational planners

(and I include myself) can talk about the school as a place where there'd

22
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be collective decisiot. eking, and I don't doubt their intentions. But I

do think that the nature of people generally is that staff or older people

are not going to effortle sly give the power away and let the students who

are the maj rity in the school, make very, very critical decisions and live

with them. The staff would have been willing for some complicated, responsi-

ble body to take over, but they didn't realize the steps they might havl to go

through to reach that sort of goal -- especially for many students. And if

t dida t seem as though the new "body" would work, staff kept on meeting

themselves, because things had to get done. This indicated the confu ion

of the staff, who wanted to give a council power, but didn't. When Omeka

came in with his proposal for Afro, the staff didn't say, "This is not a

question for the staff, go to the council and let them decide." People took

the issue, decided it and th n said, "Let the council also have a say.

I don't think any of us thought in t rm of "this is an issue fur the

council, it not an issue for the staff, and stop! It s hands off."

There was never a general "constitutional' discussion at staff meeting.

As far as the council itself, we talked abnut the po er relationships in

the school once or twice but as for causing a governmental crisis and

saying, "Look, the council is making decisions, staff, hands orf," we never

did do that. In retrospect I think most of the kids and staff on the

council just didn't see as I've been describing

I think a common respon e would have been, "Well, I go to the school,

I work in the school but I'm not re ponsible to get a government going."

People did look to the heads of the school, Steve and myself, and other

people who were coordinators, to make things move. It's ironic that the

group was waiting for leadership to make a group the central power --

expecting the leaders to organize themselves out of a job almost. So

the abstraction of people making dectsons together really wasn't, in f ct
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true. At various levels, everyone was waiting for other people who had

more information or more authority to act. Just as the whole staff never

moved to get the council really going, within the council itself people

waited for me to say, "All right this week we're going to take up this

issue, the const tutional crisis."

This lack of clarity in the role of the council was made obvious when

we agreed to set aside a certain room as a quiet lunchroom, in response to

student requests. The council said. "We'll set up an experiment for a

month and see how it goes." I think it worked for two weeks, but then about

the third week kids began bringing the cards and radios back in, and there

1-a- a problem of enforcement. Who would stand behind the council's plan?

The answer was, nobody. The "quiet" group of kids just got swamped, and it

seemed no staff saw it as their job to keep the room as we intended. The

ajority of kids felt they should be able to use it as they had before;

staff really didn't feel obligated to enforce the council's deci ion, and

I certainly wasn't going to go it alone.

This is a small example of the general issue of "executing" decisions,

which has been a vexed aspect of the school s governance also. Students

often pressure to "be involved" in specific matters, but lnck any ways to

carry out or take responsibility for some decisions - like whether

students should be expelled or asked back after disciplinary actions.

The council couldn't follow through on its decisions without some much

more careful accountability system centered on the council. (The co-

ordinators have had the same problem, too, unsure of how to insure that

their decIsions would be carried out. Often they haven't been, as staff

or students explicitly reject coo dinators' decisions. With autho ity

very diffu e nobody whether individual, staff group, student group

or council -- has ever been able to sa definitively that their decisions
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ware final. There has been an endless circular process of questioning every-

thing, and no "Supreme Cour with the combined prestige and power to stop

the debate.

The Second Semester

The demise of the council was the result of a number of factors, such as a

change in my university schedule for one thing but more broadly having to

do with a renewed search for some central leadership in the school by a

small group of staff who were frustrated. T don't remember being in a deep

state of crisis, because we had been through that already, a little earlier.

An ad hoc group that Marilyn Bernstein was working with was reorganizing

people's -llotments of time, and trying to get the coordinato s to take

more active roles. But this came in conflict with my student life. For

myself, personally, I felt that Law School was going to be more trouble in

the cpring. And I think also, to be honest, because I was very confused

about the school and my relationship to it, I think I was more eady"

step back and so I ended up scheduling myself only half-time at school.

I still said, "I wouldn't mInd orkIng wjth the council; I liked it,

one thing that I had worked on from the beginning and which I felt had

some purpoe and WAS cohesive and had potential.

But as I mentioned, as this group .of staff worked and discussed

people's time for the second semester, it seemed their view was that there

should be more authority in the staff. Steve would be coordinator of daiLy

management, supported by an advisory council of coordinators. And they

would make decisions. I remember hearing it a number of times, from staf

"Ue ve got to get some central /eadership in this school." And the council

didn't figure in it at all. Maybe I should have shared my analysis and

said, "Look at the council then, strip away all this junk about minor and

major questions. But I didn't, and I think everyone was willing to let
25
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slide after that. The weak council had never really done anything, and

a strong council seemed unlikely ait or at best a whole new complication.

I think this general shift in the school's mentality, the idea of leadership

from the top definitely played a part. And there was no push from the

"botto " since the term had expired for the first lot of councilors. They

didn't feel that they had to save the organization; they didn't think of

themselves as the council, with power to protect and pass on, like the

king or the parliament. Because some of them asked me, "Well, wha s going

on? When are we going to start meeting again?" And I said, "Gee, I don't

know, I don't know what s going to happen." So I think, again, it came

back to me. Am I going to get the council in gear again? And I think I

didn't because I felt the notion of the student/staff council w uld be an

anachronism in the situation.

-.General Conclusions

Trying to tie up all these various themes, and looking towards the future

do feel a school shouldn't drift as we have; there is a need for some

sort of leadership, more ideological leadership, a sense of getting the

school to face a certain direction, face the set of problems. And probably

a need for managerial leadership, one person and a secretary and somebody

else who will take care of a lot of business. We could certainly reorganize

the staff to work more efficiently, too. Hopefully there could be a

division of decisions and channeling to various groups with interests,

skills, and accountability in various spheres. So far as the idea of

"student involvement," I guess I sense there a e only some issuei; that

are tmportant to students. Most of them are things that directly involve

students. In our school, there are some things tbat are important to

students in our school, and often it seems to be very personalized,
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individual things where students' view the Issues in pain/ple_sure, bad good

terms. Now it may be that if the school is set up in another way where we

made a quantum leap and put kids in genuine positions of real powe- or

at least straightened out the power s t-up, things would be very diffe-en

and "other" issues might be more salient. But I still see the staff as

divided, as for example, at a recent staff meeting where a -a ority of the

staff felt that they wanted to close the meeting to students and talk just

among themselves. Meetin s have always been open, and I like that so to

me it's an. unsettling decision.

This meeting was a capsule of so-e of the issues and positions that

divide the staff, which I've been circling on. One staff me -ber gave

notice that he wanted to discuss a certain student who h d been missing a

lot of classes and being defiant, and who was apparently beyond m: h in .

fluer:e by her parents. Students thought that the discussion was going to

be about asking her to leave the school, which was a possibility but certain-

ly not the only one. The person who introduced the subject asked that students

not be present at the next meeting when it would come up, and this led to a

huge discussion.

Among the different arguments hat cue up were:

1. Staff: We should ask students to leave because they can't handle
the responsibility of deciding what to Jo about a friend of theirs.

Student: Don't you trust us? You're hypocritical, just li e the

government, always talking about how smart we are and never letting

us in on things.

Staff: Students have a right to want to be here; they want to
know if they can be in on the vote, if they can vote to keep
this person in the school.

Student: Staff meetings have always been open in the past. How

come you're changing now

Staff: This is like a trial. A student should be there to defend
himself; that's only fair. And so should some friends; everybody
else is hostile.
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Staff: How come Ire can never .talk about anything, but always get
into these huge government hassles? If we spend an hour on this
_onight, we'll never be able to begin to discuss the questions of
how to help any student -- 1 t alone this particular one.

What be ame clear was that the:e were number of different models working

i- people's heads, and that relates to our difficulty in finding a role for a

council ail year, think. The first model could e called "enlightened

pat_ flan'

EP: Siudents differ in theIr Capaci y to Ustan, store information,

and take part in disc-ssi n of iiltities or other personalities.

Running the school is the responsibility of the staff, who Will take

every opportunity to teach students the skill: involved, and whb

will constantly ,.1 cuss matters and solicit views from students

to the fullest degree. But decisions need to be made by stb-7f,

sometimes, _for_ students and no rhetori of "involvement" can obscure

this. We cannot set up a council without carefully working out its

This is unpopular talk, even though enlightened, a 1 many staff ater it down

by not taking any general stands, reserving judgment on each case as it

comes up; this results in long philosophical discourses at meetings, in an

attempt to get back to first principles in deciding what process to use to

make each decision. Embedded in all versions, is a sense that it is appro-

p iate for adults to judge youngsters' fitness to parti ipates that

student own current view of their self interest should not be enacted

immediately in any case.

Some staff Seem to be more convinced than this latter group that

students' vlews are legitimate and correct on almost every matter, and

that their voices should be heard as a power bloc at least to be

nego iated with, if not generally followed. This view probably contains
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the corollary that iults can_o_ always know whal; is best for tud,

particularly in urban high schools unlike the schools where staff grew up

and learned their own set of values. This group sees student involvement as

a moral right, and has fever doubts about the frameworks Which students

bring to that involvement ( tatements #3 and if,k5, above ). Thus the

"Rotss pobition:

R: "If we really mean what we say about giving students responsibility,

then we have tb do it, and aot in onsistently either. We have to

set up meetings that tire open, councils that have some r al power,

and trust the community as a whole to learn from whatever mistakes

happen. Su-e it may be inefficient and it may take longer to

clue the students in on everything that comes along. But we learn

from them, too, and it u t not fair any other way; it would be

just like a regular school then, and aren't we supposed to be trying

something different? On this business of closing the meeting, why

'not g -fe the individual student the choice, open or closed?

One interesting fact which adds in to this mix, is that staff have

Strong convictions of their own on most issues along with convictions

about students' roled, so it's often funny to watch the interplay between

the participation arguments and the arguments about the substance of the

decision or topic; if people agree with what kids want they'll nrgue

for participation, and if they disagree, then we get the mmature" argu-

ments. There's one method of avoiding either of these two positions I've

described, and that is to take a "therapeutic _odel which usually focuses

on communication, openig up, she ing, and so on. I guess the assumption

behind it is, "If we just talk to each other and really get to know each

other- we'll discover that we have a lot of the same interests at heart,

2S
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and we'll get rid of some of the defenses that are keeping us apart now."

This certainly avoids the tough paternalism, which really makes the kids

mad -- and a lot of staff do 't know what to say when kids get really mad

t them, they sort of wilt. And it is more in keeping with educational

idas of growth and learning to work in groups, and all that.

But what I've been describing is pretty far from what people actually

say and talk about in meeting e've just never been able to get some of

these different assumptions sorted out, even though we do end up with

decisions s mehow. As statement #6 indicates the time taken on this type

of discus ion, when you repeat it over and over again, cuts into the time

available to deal with some of the educational problems that a staff might

be grappling with, which in turn might have a big effect on students

satisfaction with the school -- so that's a bard choice. But the result

of not getting clear on the 'constitution" of the school, and not getting

everyone's commitment to live by it and not keep rewriting it, is that we

have no clear model of governance, except the staff meeting, which alternates

between the various models I've described. The r al political model hasn't

really been used; I think dist;steful to teachers, who would like to

think the world could becalm another way. We ve shied away from 't and

made our "political" settings into therapeutic ones, because we can't

allow voting by large numbers of students who differ a lot from us.

I think it's clear that this staff, or at least the people who have

been in it for the tirst two years, do not fully want or know how to

share power, and will not live by decisions on some things made by

students. For example, I don't think we would ever set up a fund with a

large chunk of the budget that students ran. Now if we were to do that,

I don't know, maybe things would turn upsidedown in the school and students

would jump to take on a new role. But since I don't think the school is

20
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going to do that, so far as I can tell on next year's plans, I think that

student involvement will cnme in places where students want to be involved.

$o, given all these factors, I go back to the idea that maybe the

council should be a body which is advisory to a leader, which could hack out

i sues and then go back to kids to get feedback. It could be one of

several c mmunication mechanisms. I realize that sounds just like the

old student council. But I think separate from that I think there still

has to be some way -- and I'm not exactly sure how or what -- some way that

things that are tmportant to kids are structured so that kids can get

involved in talking them over. I think a good exa pie is another topic

that staff closed a recent meeting on, a type of post mortem on a class

tha_ s ended. (It was closed because it was a type of discussion the staff

doesn't often have, and some people were a little nervous about how it would

go. I guess they thought the kids would just add too much extra.) I

think kids, obviously, were very concerned that staff would talk about

their behavior in that class and they wanted to be there to protect them-

selves. That's not to say that teachers can't talk among themselves, but

there should be times when students come and y u say, "We're going to talk

about this class, problems, what kid did what you know, talk it out.

This type of "involvement' maybe should replace this year's notion of

trying to set up a le islative model, a government model in a traditional

sense of a number of cells or number of houses or representative sub-

groups which then are represented in a major form. That model implies a

role, of being personally responsible and taking a "public" view of issues,

which is pretty ha d for some kIds, and those who can su tain it really turn

off the kids who can't. So far as decisions go, students oles could be

within class or project contexts, somewhere that elf-interest really gets

engaged. Melva's current affairs group is a good example where I think

1
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they do make a fair amount of decisions together. Community day planning

was the same. I just don t think that staff will accept students' acting

autonomously on their own definitions of self-interest on large matters.

We're not ready for large sc le confrontation politics, just as we seem

unready for serious "le islative' politics.

It seems to me there will be problems with any sy tem. Personally I

think the staff has to learn to allow the kIds to make some real mistakes.

you only let them make fake mistakes, or inconsequential mistakes, then

you really haven't allowed the thing to survive, to struggle with itself.

This year staff have to be able to let go a bit. (The ad-hoc jury comes

to my mind ncw, and the discussions among black and white students.) But

with the jury, many staff felt, "The thing is out of control, the kids

really muffed it." Personally, despite all the complaining I don't think

students muffed it so badly, though the procedure certainly didn't look like

your model trial or hearing. There has to be a clearer relation between

the structures that a e set up students' abilities and inte ests, and

staff willingness. These three are all interwoven, and we never really

untangled them this year.


