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An Untidy Journey from Service Learning Toward Organizing

Abstract


This study reports on an effort to engage inner-city high school students in social action projects in an alternative high school.  Over two years, graduate students worked with 16 groups of 6-12 students who were required to participate.  We discuss our experience of failure during the first year, and the development of a more effective process for year two.  This study is largely unique in its exploration of what happens when social action becomes a required part of the curriculum.  It draws from an unusually rich set of fieldnotes from each group session.  Findings include a new pedagogical model that focuses on engaging students in action instead of research from the beginning.
Should We Require Courses in Social Action?

An Untidy Journey from Service Learning Toward Organizing

 “Public Achievement High School” (PAHS)
 opened in a large Midwestern city in 2004, seeking, in part, to nurture students’ capacities for active democratic citizenship.  This article reports on the two year efforts of a group of faculty and graduate students who volunteered at PAHS to engage students in social action projects using the “Public Achievement” (PA) model.  
Developed at the University of Minnesota’s Center for Democracy and Citizenship (CDC), PA emerged out of CDC director Boytes’ writings (e.g.,  Boyte, 1991; Boyte, 1996) about “public work” that goes beyond traditional community service.  In standard forms of PA, college student coaches meet for about an hour once a week after school with small groups of students.  Previous groups rebuilt playgrounds, contested school and city policies, created dramas for children, and more.  PA has been used in different states and internationally.  
Our approach to PA at PAHS differed from the usual PA model in two ways.  First, in most other sites k-12 students volunteer to participate.  At PAHS, in contrast, PA was required.  Second, in PA coaches and students usually frame social change as a collaborative process.  In PACHS, however, we encouraged students to address issues that would bring them into contact with stakeholders who were not necessarily, at least initially, open to collaboration.  
This study contributes to a very small literature in education on the collective empowerment of youth in school.  Current research published on PA, in particular, is limited and generally dependent on exit interviews with students.  Little data is available about what actually happens, over time, inside groups (see Boyte & Farr, 1997; Boyte, 2002; Hildreth, 2000).  With few exceptions (e.g., DeStigter, 1999; Schultz, 2008; Stovall, 2006; Wade, 2007).  Other writings on youth social action almost always focus on non-school efforts (see Ginwright, Noguera, & Cammarota, 2006).  Furthermore, the groups studied usually involves students who volunteered to participate.  In this study, we explored approaches for engaging inner-city students in social action projects where participation was required.
During Year One we coached ten groups, and during Year Two we coached six.  

We begin with a description of PACHS and a discussion of differences between different approaches to community engagement in schools.  The rest of the paper describes our experiences coaching PA at PAHS.  We conclude with suggestions for further research.  
From Service Learning to Public Work to Youth Organizing
For the purposes of this article, we refer to four overlapping but relatively distinct strategies for engaging students in their local communities: Service Learning, Public Work, Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR), and Youth Organizing.  
Service Learning  


Service learning, by far the most prevalent approach in schools, generally involves short-term efforts to help those who are less fortunate.  Common examples include tutoring or working in a soup kitchen.  As Kahne and Westheimer (1996) note, these activities usually stress “charity and the ways in which participating in service and reflection can develop students’ sense of altruism.”  
In a few cases, teachers include in the coursework attached to service learning “a systematic and critical analysis of the causes” of the challenge they are addressing.  Despite this more critical, reflective approach, however, the actual experience remains focused on individual “charity” and “caring” relationships with individuals, which, research indicates, undermines efforts to help participants understand the need for wider policy and political changes [citation removed]. 
Public Work

Boyte (1991) cited his concerns about the limitations of service-learning as a key reason for developing PA.  Service-learning, he complained, 

does little to connect students’ everyday concerns with the political process.  Nor do service projects normally teach the political skills . . . needed to work effectively toward solving society’s problems: public judgment, the collaborative exercise of power, conflict resolution, negotiation, bargaining, and holding oneself and others accountable. (p. 766)

Boyte and his colleagues called their alternative vision “public work:”
Public work is work by ordinary citizens who build and sustain our basic public goods and resources.  It solves common problems and creates common things. . . .  And it is cooperative work of ‘a’ public: a mix of people whose interests, backgrounds, and resources may be quite different” (Boyte & Farr, 1997, pp. 50-51).

Within this definition, “public work” can include activities ranging from creating and performing a play to prevent younger kids from taking drugs, to seeking for a new play structure in the park, to fighting against an effort by the city to replace a park with condos.  Public work runs the gamut from collaborative efforts (seeking a grant for a play structure) to efforts that involve conflict between perspectives and levels of power (fighting to save a park from condos).  
Most PA projects fall on the “cooperative” end of this continuum.  According to Boyte and Farr (1997), PA sometimes fosters “unsentimentalized notions of power and interest,” but “mainly strives to pass along the skills and civic capacities for teamwork, rule making, negotiating,” etc. (p. 53).  Projects usually assume that others are ready to cooperate and listen to reason.  The coaches’ manual (Erlanson & Hildreth, 1998), for example, states that participants
learn that schools are not simply run by dictatorial individuals, but involve an interplay of complex relationships, [and] their sense of possibility changes notably.  For the first time they realize . . . that they have, or can tap into, the power to act effectively.” (pp. 120-21).

In America, the PA manual states, “there is no absolute authority who has the ‘final say’ over public matters” (p. 120), deemphasizing the extent to which some groups and institutions do hold substantial power over others.  In part because of its placement within schools, which generally do not welcome conflict or contention, PA frames the public work of citizens as essentially collaborative.  (In fact, contentious projects have led schools to cut PA in the past.)  Like service learning, then, PA runs the risk of miseducating students about the realities of power in society.  
Youth Participatory Action Research


Another popular approach to student community engagement that overlaps with PA is “youth participatory action research” (YPAR).  In YPAR, which includes some PA projects, students develop and carry out research projects based on their own interests and concerns, learning a range of skills and gaining self-confidence.  Usually the outcome of YPAR is a presentation to some empowered body like a school board.  In the literature we have seen, YPAR does not generally move beyond reports and advocacy, and thus seems to depend like the other approaches on consensual, reasoned dialogue (Cammarota & Fine, 2008; London, 2007; Rubin & Jones, 2007; Torre & Fine, 2006).  Participation in public spaces through advocacy may encourage student activism later on (Morrell, 2006), but a research/advocacy project does not necessarily teach specific skills for generating power.  
Youth Organizing

Again overlapping with “public work” and YPAR, “youth organizing” seeks to contest inequality and structural oppression more directly, drawing from the model of community empowerment developed by Saul Alinsky (e.g., Alinsky, 1946; Sherwood & Dressner, 2004) and evolved by subsequent organizers (Chambers & Cowan, 2003; Warren, 2001). 
Central to Alinsky’s vision was his conviction that the privileged and the powerful rarely voluntarily give up much of any real worth.
  Only collective power, he argued, can wrest concessions from those on the top.  While organizing groups do appeal to reason or to empathy, they generally assume that these will not be enough.  Thus, youth “organizing campaigns carry risks for the participants because people with power retaliate and civil disobedience tactics often entail civil consequences.”  As in more contentious PA projects, “youth organizers have ended up in trouble with their teachers and principals and the groups have been banned from meeting in schools” (Sherwood & Dressner, 2004, p. 59).  Organizers after Alinsky (neo-Alinsky organizers) developed his vision into more systematic strategies and skills.  

While community organizing groups often engage in conflict with powerful people and institutions, conflict itself is not the aim.  Instead, by showing that they must be taken seriously, marginalized groups seek to gain a voice in decisions that affect them.  Like Boyte, neo-Alinsky organizers see power as highly relational.  In contrast with PA, however, organizing relationships are generally nurtured between “us” to allow resistance to a “them.”  To this adult model, youth organizers add a range of services to respond to the often challenging and still forming lives of youth (Listen, 2003).

Youth organizers use many techniques similar to those recommended for PA, often teaching skills for democratic engagement, dialogue, data collection, and the like.  To these, however, organizers add strategies for contesting with powerful people.  And while involvement in PA groups is usually limited to initial members, a key aim of youth organizers is to generate power by recruiting many other youth.  While PA projects are usually short term, organizing seeks to create an ongoing organization. To some extent, however, youth organizing is a radicalized form of “public work,” adding strategies for generating collective power. 

The key point, here, is not that a more “organizing-like” approach to youth community engagement is inherently better than activities like PA or YPAR or service learning.  Each has its own benefits and limitations.  As Fine and Torres (2006) note, “participatory work with youth carries questions of ethics, vulnerability, and negotiations of power.”  Thus, “the dynamics vary based on the nature of the work, the situatedness of the struggle, and the launch site” (p. 382).
The Pedagogical Assumptions of Public Achievement and Youth Organizing


In the standard PA model, college student coaches meet once a week, usually after school, with 6-8 k-12 students, and work on a shared “public” project.  Groups are formed in an “issues convention”
 where students brainstorm issues and choose the one that interests them.  


PA is meant to be flexible and responsive to particular students and issue areas.  The coaches’ manual (Erlanson & Hildreth, 1998) emphasizes that it is “not a typical guidebook in the sense that it tells you ‘how to do’ Public Achievement” since there is no “recipe” for public work.  Coaches are advised to “pick and choose” what seems most useful (pp. 2-3).  


In fact, a process of selection from the manual is inevitable, since there is too much material for any group to engage with.  For example, the manual lists eleven core concepts (public work, politics, citizenship, democracy, freedom, public, free spaces, interests, diversity, power, and accountability/responsibility), of thirty-seven “team” skills, and eighteen “coach” skills.  Exercises are included for exploring these different concepts and practicing skills.  


The manual assumes that students will start with an “issue” and core concepts that help them understand what a “good” PA effort should look like.  They are then supposed to do research—reading, interviews, etc.—about their issue.  When they have enough data they should begin to frame a specific project.  More research nails down project specifics.  Only at this point, usually, do students move to action.  Of course, the group may work on different steps at the same time.  Student-driven efforts are supplemented by  coach-provided exercises.  The basic model is: topic + concepts ( research ( planning ( action (see Figure 1).

As part of our research, we collected books, articles, and guides from the Internet that contained guidelines for youth organizing projects.  In every case, despite their focus on more contentious projects, we found that a very similar pedagogical pattern prevailed, one that essentially fit quite well with the one laid out in the PA manual  (Checkoway, 1996; Dingerson & How, 2001; Harmony VISTA, 2005; Lewis, 1998; Youth On Board, 2004).   It was essentially this model that we followed in our first year at PACHS. 

Engaging with Power at PAHS.


At PAHS our team of coaches encouraged students to develop projects that fell closer to the “organizing” side of the spectrum, above.  In the second year we were clearer that this “shift” most centrally involved a requirement that students be engaged somehow in responding to some form of resistance to power.  In the first year, we were much less clear about exactly what this “shift” would entail.  

Because these were required activities within a public school, projects were constrained by the school’s institutional placement and our responsibility to protect students’ safety and futures.  Activities that were likely to lead to retaliation against students were not within the realm of possibility.  Nonetheless, given the school’s openness to being challenged, this left a wide range of possible projects.  PAHS faculty’s desire to encourage more student participation made it a relatively safe place to explore contentious issues.  Again, at the beginning we weren’t sure what would emerge or be possible.
PAHS’s openness to student voice also created ironic challenges.  Since the faculty was already fairly responsive to students, the school itself was not perceived by most as a key source of oppression in their lives.  This contrasted with their experiences in other schools.  In other words, students needed to look beyond their school context for issues.
Social Action in Inner-City Schools as a Required Course: Why Bother?

Nearly all studies of youth organizing examine community-based groups outside of schools.  Schools, especially those populated with marginalized students, naturally recoil from youth organizing.  Students often experience school as an oppressive institution they would like to change.  Schools and teachers have little incentive to enable internal critiques.  And schools rightly fear attacks from outside about the “politicization” or “radicalization” of education.  

So why bother to talk about or study anything like youth organizing in school?  

First, examples exist, however scattered, of teachers and schools that do try to support student social action (see Destigter, 1999; Stovall, 2006; Schultz, 2008; Wade, 2007).  More educators would likely pursue such efforts if they had some sense of how to do it.  With a limited research base, however, they mostly have to start from scratch.  Many unsung educators likely have tried but, as in our own first year, experienced failure and then stopped trying.  

Second, studies indicate that youth organizing efforts can support other areas of students’ lives.  Low-income student participation in civic activism may improve student connectedness to their communities (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002; Hilley, 2004; Strobel, Osberg, & McLaughlin, 2006 ).  And organizing may enhance self-esteem, political efficacy, and academic engagement (see Forum for Youth Investment, 2004; Ginwright & James, 2002; Lewis-Charp, 2003; Morgan & Streb, 2001; Larson & Hanson, 2005; Strobel, Osberg, & McLaughlin, 2006).  


Finally, and most importantly, however, we believe it is critical, especially in impoverished, segregated, inner-city neighborhoods, for a broader range of citizens to learn skills for contesting oppression.  Research indicates that collective success for those on the bottom results from collective and not individual empowerment [citation removed].  Nearly all significant social changes benefiting the less powerful, from disability rights, to welfare rights, to affirmative action, to child labor laws, to the vote for women, to school lunches, and on and on, arrived only after sustained social struggle [citation removed].


Only a very small number of teachers and schools will ever have much interest in pursuing any aspect of “youth organizing.”  Given the lack of knowledge about organizing in low-income communities, however, even small changes could make a difference.  These communities need leaders with effective strategies for promoting collective action (West, 1994).  Because of this broader hope, especially, we champion the unusual idea that social action pedagogy should be required for students in schools and classrooms where this is possible.
Public Achievement High School (PAHS): The Study Context
PAHS was unique in a number of ways.  Lacking traditional “classes,” student-designed, individual projects developed in collaboration with faculty constituted nearly all academic work.  Instead of classrooms, most of the school consisted of one large, L-shaped room where each student had their own computer and desk.  The faculty helped individual students develop and complete projects.  Students advanced through grade levels by completing “learning targets” based on state standards.  Panels made up of faculty, community members, and PAHS students evaluated student presentations, determining which learning targets they had met.  

The staff sought to work together as relative equals, making decisions through a consensus process with two more experienced members acting as official co-directors.  One co-director focused on discipline, emphasizing non-punitive, relevant consequences and counseling.

Demographically, PAHS looked very much like other high-poverty, majority minority inner-city schools.  The school began in 2004-05 with about 65 students in its first year and increased by 20 each year to a total of approximately 100 in 2006-07, and the student-teacher ratio was about 14-1.  About 80% percent of the students were African American, 10% Hispanic, and 10% white.  Approximately 70% received free or reduced lunch.  Discussions with faculty indicated that a significant number of students came to PAHS after having trouble in traditional schools.  In the school’s second and third years, when we coached PA, about 12% of the students rated “proficient” on the state reading test vs. about 40% for the district as a whole.  Scores on other subjects were similar.  The school had the second largest percentage of “special education” students in the district during 2005-06 (31%).  And the mobility rate ranged from 26-30%. 

While we did not systematically study the school outside of the PA group context, everyone agreed that PAHS struggled early on.  Especially during the first year, students were unprepared for PAHS’s approach to school work and discipline.  According to faculty reports and AUTHOR’s observations, during this year it was very loud in the school, with frequent disruptions.  During the second year and especially during the third, a sense of community seemed increasingly to coalesce.  Students were visibly more engaged in their academic work, and the environment became increasingly respectful and quiet.  The suspension rate for the school during 2005-06 (our first year coaching PA) was 56%, the highest among small high schools in the district, but this fell to 26% during 2006-07, reflecting this improvement.

Data Collection and Analysis

This article draws on extensive fieldnotes written up by coaches for each PA group meeting.  Audiotapes of meetings were made when this was possible.  Given limited time and resources, as well as our focus on each group as a unit and not on individual students, fieldnotes were not transcripts.  They sought to capture the general flow of what was said and done during each meeting.  We did not conduct individual interviews with students.  
AUTHOR made comments and suggestions on fieldnotes for the first few sessions of Year One to ensure a level of consistency; PROFESSOR made similar comments during Year Two.  While the fieldnotes varied in terms of their format and detail, they were sufficient for the questions addressed here.  Coaches were also available for clarification when necessary.  Despite limitations, this represents one of the richest collections of data available about how students work together on social action projects in school.
Our analysis was driven by three overarching, emergent questions:

1. How “successful” were PA groups at engaging students in their projects?
2. To what extent did PA groups at PAHS engage in “organizing”-like projects?

3. What specific changes could improve our approach to the PA process?
Because this was an action research project, in less defined form these questions were asked throughout the active life of the project, with tentative answers fed back into our pedagogy.  
The data was analyzed using a “grounded theory” method as we looked for common themes and differences across groups.  Themes and hypotheses also emerged during coaches’ ongoing discussions, as well as from the literature about PA and youth organizing.  As new themes emerged, these were fed back into the analysis in a hermeneutic fashion, moving between broader conclusions and individual segments of data.  AUTHOR2 analyzed the bulk of the Year One data, and AUTHOR3 did most of the analysis for Year Two.  
It is important to acknowledge a possible confounding aspect of this study.  As noted above, we did not systematically examine what was going on in PAHS outside of PA groups.  There was broad agreement that during the second year we coached PA the environment in PAHS improved significantly.  Student disruptions were much reduced, and students were more engaged in their individual projects.  Some improvements in PA during Year Two, therefore, were likely due to these broader changes at PAHS, and there is no way to easily separate out the different influences.  Nonetheless, we believe our study makes a convincing argument about relationships between our pedagogical changes and the aspects of PA that improved.

Preparing for Year One

AUTHOR met one of the founders of PACHS when he came into AUTHOR’s classes to recruit for more traditional after-school PA projects the founder was directing.  When AUTHOR found out that the founder was creating PACHS, AUTHOR asked if he could come into the school to do research on PA.  AUTHOR met with the school’s faculty, and committed to work in the school for at least two years.  

During the year PACHS opened, which we refer to as Year Zero, it faced a range of difficult challenges—issues with student discipline, student struggles with the project-based curriculum, etc.  Because of these issues, AUTHOR decided that it would be too disrupting to conduct formal research at the school.  Instead, he simply volunteered weekly at the school helping out with different activities.  

At the end of Year Zero, AUTHOR met with six different PA groups that had been led by college students from a local university.  He discovered that students had little sense of what they were supposed to be learning in PA.  And their project activities didn’t look much like “public work,” at best approaching forms of “service learning.”  

AUTHOR and PAHS faculty agreed that the Year Zero groups had failed to achieve key goals of PA.  To the extent that groups completed any clear “project” at all—most hadn’t—they seemed to focus on the “action” step, paying little attention to the earlier research and planning steps or to examinations of the broader effects of their actions.  For example, in one of the few projects actually completed students conducted a one-day cleanup at the lake.  The students were proud that they had pulled this off, but they exhibited no sense of how it might relate to questions about why the lakefront got polluted in the first place, or what might be done to prevent it from getting polluted again.  AUTHOR hypothesized, following the PA model, that groups needed to be “slowed down” to focus on analysis and research.  Although AUTHOR had planned only to sit in on PA groups, he agreed to recruit and train graduate students coaches for the next year.  

Planning for Year One with PACHS Faculty


During the summer before Year One, AUTHOR met with a core group of about five PAHS faculty twice a week for more than a month and less frequently for the rest of the summer.  From the eleven “core concepts” of PA in the coaches’ manual, with the encouragement of AUTHOR, the group chose one as central, “self-interest,” following an Alinsky-based model of the world in which self-interests inform participants’ decisions.  Around this center, four other concepts seen as of essentially equal importance were arranged: diversity, democracy, power, and accountability/responsibility.  These seemed more than enough to deal with in a semester.


The planning group also developed a tool for thinking and planning, what they called a “bubble map” to identify causal relationships.  For example, the “problem” of truancy could be placed in a middle bubble, with causes (e.g., boring schools, students sleeping too late) in bubbles on the left side and possible results of truancy (e.g., unemployment) on the other.  The group hoped this tool would help students identify key forces acting for and against change as well as possible intervention points.
PAHS faculty agreed to hold workshops early in the year to teach research skills and to do weekly “check-ins” with each PA group to encourage students to complete assignments.  
Preparing Coaches for Year One


AUTHOR met five times that summer with coaches for an hour and a half, and these meetings were videotaped.  In the first two sessions, AUTHOR presented information on the basic neo-Alinsky model of community organizing, with the hope that this general vision of social action might inform the year’s work in PA.  The second two sessions focused on the emerging model for PA he and PAHS faculty were developing as discussed above.  In the last session the team developed plans for the first couple of meetings with students.  
Analysis of meeting videotapes showed AUTHOR repeatedly emphasizing the importance of “stopping” or “moving” students “back” from “jumping” immediately to a solution.  Coaches were instructed to focus students on doing research to really understand the complexity of their issues.  He presented the bubble map as a key tool for eliciting this complexity.  AUTHOR noted that the students might say, for example, 

let’s have a clothes drive for foster kids.  Well, wait a minute.  Let’s learn more about this issue.  Because you can’t really act on it until you know enough.  We’re trying to provide them with some mental heuristics to get them used to not jumping to the end.
Another key practice was what AUTHOR called weekly “assignments” or sometimes (unfortunately) “homework.”  The general idea, drawn from the PA manual, was that coaches would encourage groups to come up with “jobs” for each other to complete for the next week.  
AUTHOR discussed the tensions of the coach roles as both a “facilitator” and as a “teacher” trying to keep students on task.  He told of a PA group the prior year that reported they
 “just sat around and didn’t do anything.”  We don’t want that to happen.  But on the other hand, they’ve got to do it [themselves].  And if they don’t then we need to come together and say “what do we do to help the students do it,” because it’s not your job to make it happen.  It’s their job.

Much of the language AUTHOR used, however (e.g., “you need to stop students” and “you have to keep the kids accountable”), magnified by the focus on “assignments,” ultimately emphasized “teacher” over “facilitator” roles more than he intended.  AUTHOR reminded coaches that students knew a lot about their communities, but his focus on research and assignments implicitly stressed what students didn’t know and the limits of their analytical abilities.  

AUTHOR spent the first two sessions discussing the Alinsky-based model of organizing but emphasized that students might end up doing projects that looked more like service learning and that this was fine as long as they were engaged in thinking through the process in the way an “organizer” might.  For example, he imagined that groups might want to influence children to not take drugs with a play.  In this case, coaches could help students think about children’s self-interests, what forces led to drug abuse, and whether they really thought a play would change this.  Overall, he said, “we don’t care what they do, we care that they learn what the process is.”    

AUTHOR sought to limit coaches’ expectations.  “If we can get them moved a little bit,” he noted, “that’s an accomplishment.” And he acknowledged limitations of the PA model, especially the limited time in weekly meetings.  In general, AUTHOR described Year One as an effort to test out a particular version of PA while slowly “shift[ing] the culture of the school.”
Pre-PA Workshops with PAHS High School Students

A set of 5 whole-school workshops during the first weeks of school were planned with PAHS faculty to introduce students to PA.  The workshops were oriented mostly around the bubble map.  The first workshop introduced the idea of PA, asking students to discuss problems they’d like addressed.  The second workshop introduced the idea of “causality,” with students breaking up into groups and using the “bubble map” to trace out the causes and effects of an issue assigned to them.  In the third workshop, students were asked to identify forces “for” and “against” changes in the issue they were examining.  On day four, students were to identify what we called “intervention points” in this map.  The “issues convention,” for brainstorming topics for groups was planned for day five.  These workshops took two weeks, and PA started in week three.  

Because these workshops seemed to have little long-term impact on the students, we will not go into detail about them.  The “bubble map” exercise on day two seemed to go the best—students were engaged and seemed to understand how the map worked.  The rest of the workshops were less successful.  PAHS faculty really didn’t have a common understanding of what they were to accomplish since they ended up being planned at the last minute.  In this second year of existence, PAHS was still struggling with student discord.  

The “issues convention,” however, had a significant and negative effect on the rest of the semester.  Coming at the end of the workshop series, students and faculty were tired and a bit frustrated.  Student ideas were called out and quickly written up on the paper at the front without much discussion, and then students simply ranked preferences on index cards.  Students were given the impression that the topics should be broad and general, so they came up with ideas like “teen pregnancy,” “gangs,” “police harassment,” and the like.  As it turned out, the enormity and vagueness of these topics created enormous challenges for their groups.  Because we assumed that the “issues convention” would be fairly simple, we hadn’t really thought it through carefully.

AUTHOR and one of the co-principals of the school placed students in groups based on a balance between the issue they had ranked highest and their relationships with other students.  Most students were in a group with their first or second choice topic area.  
Year One: What Happened?


Most coaches felt that Year One was largely a failure.  Few felt like they accomplished much of what we had intended.  Across the ten groups the story was similar.  Despite the introductory workshops, students arrived in their groups with little sense of what PA was.  And students often stated they had not “chosen” the group’s topic.  Coaches and students had difficulty narrowing down their vague topic areas enough to generate concrete action projects, spending weeks in discussions that went around in circles.  The “bubble-map” process did seem to help groups understand their topics.  But the complexity revealed by these maps could be overwhelming, often adding to group paralysis.  And students almost never completed weekly “assignments.”  

While there were moments of accomplishment, and while group dialogues were often full of student insight, none of the ten groups ended up engaging in the kinds of processes or projects we had envisioned.  Only four of the ten groups actually ended up doing anything concrete at all.
The school overall was still struggling to develop a strong community culture, and disruption sometimes spilled over into groups meetings.  Coaches also often struggled to facilitate respectful conversations between group members.  But these were not experienced by coaches as central to the overall “failure.”  The lack of clear projects was seen as the key barrier.


Our plans to have PAHS faculty support and monitor PA assignments largely came to naught.  As faculty struggled to maintain a focus on academics, they simply did not have the energy to make PA a priority.  A fairly stark disconnect between “academic” projects and PA projects remained an issue for the entire time we worked with the school. 

Below, we discuss the key issues and themes that emerged from the data.

Finding a Topic

In the “issues convention” students came up with a range of topics that coalesced into the following issue areas for groups at the beginning: G1: gangs, G3 & G5: police brutality/harassment, G4: teen pregnancy, G8: homelessness, G9: child abuse, and G10 & G11: foster care.  These groups struggled for an average of about 5 weeks to transform these broad “issue areas” into actual projects.  Students often stated that they were not happy with their topic, but in nearly all cases resisted changing them, as exemplified by this coach comment:

G5:  I thought that perhaps part of the problem was that the kids weren’t interested in the topic.  I asked them if they wanted to do their topic on Drug Abuse or something else.  They were quiet for awhile.  Then one of the boys muttered that it didn’t matter.  Another answered “Drug Abuse,” but the way he said it made me conclude that he really didn’t care either way.  It concerned me that the kids didn’t seem to care much about our topic because I knew it would be rough going for the rest of the project if this were the case.  I asked them if they cared about the topic of Drug Abuse and didn’t get any verbal answers; just shrugs and staring at the carpet.  I explained that we should think of a topic that we really care about, and still the same lethargic response (or lack thereof).

While anxious about time constraints, for the first few weeks coaches generally remained flexible and patient with students throughout the process of choosing a project they wanted to pursue. As weeks passed, however, early excitement turned into frustration:

G7: I’m frustrated because I don’t think the students are going to find anything they want to do with homelessness. I know that they are interested in their own struggles with finding jobs, so I aim to discuss that today.

G9:  I was a bit irritated at this point and explained . . . how I couldn’t force them to come [to PA].  One of the girls stated that [the problem] was the topic of “child abuse.” I again . . . [urged] them to change the topic to something they were interested in …  They eventually decided to stick with child abuse.  But I questioned [them about] whether they would be able to stick with that topic faithfully each week.

Only six groups ended up finding a concrete project to work on, and five accomplished at least part of it.  The projects fell into one of two categories.  G8 and G10 ended up essentially doing “service” projects: a bake sale and giving stationary to homeless kids.  G4, G7, and G11 at least tried to engage in something that looked like “public work”: creating a job board for other students, creating a safe sex poster, and developing a mentoring program for 6th graders.  Despite some satisfaction at completing the first two projects, neither coaches nor students in G4 and G7 really saw them as significant contributions to the “public.”  The job board was not kept up and the poster was never distributed.  Students in G11 could explain how they thought a mentorship project would contribute to a broader public space by supporting children at a crucial point in their development.  But the project fell apart when the key leader was pulled away by a family emergency.  By the middle of the semester, coaches were happy to have any project
	Table 2

Group Topics and Projects

	Group # *
	Initial Topic Area
	Changes in Topic
	Project Planned
	Was Project Implemented?

	2
	Gangs
	1.  Gang violence & Police brutality

2.  Mentoring
	None
	No

	3
	Police Brutality
	NA
	None
	No

	4
	Teen Pregnancy
	
	Poster with safe sex slogan
	Poster completed and posted, not distributed.

	5
	Police Harassment
	NA
	None
	No

	6
	Drug Abuse
	Youth after school activities
	Affordable YMCA Memberships
	No

	7
	Homelessness
	Youth unemployment
	Create job board for PACHS students
	Job board put up, but not maintained.

	8
	Homelessness
	NA
	Bake sale to donate money to Salvation Army
	Yes.

	9
	Child Abuse
	Sex and Drugs
	None
	No

	10
	Foster Care
	NA
	Make and donate stationary gift packages to help children communicate with families during holiday.
	Yes.

	11
	Foster Care
	Mentoring 
	Specific school chosen for mentoring elementary school children.
	Initial meeting with school conducted.  No further action.


Coach Style


Tensions between more directive “teacher” and less directive “facilitator” roles (see Kirshner, 2008) were a key challenge.
  Regardless of their individual “style,” coaches understood that the PA groups were supposed to be student-driven.  Thus, their style of coaching reflected their practical understandings of how to support student-driven activity.  Nearly all coaches settled early on into one role, predominantly, although all embodied both styles at different times.  Four coaches had a more facilitative style, while seven had on a more “teacherly” role (the group with two coaches had one with each style).  
“Teachers” tended to have well structured agendas for their groups, often starting with “warm-up” exercises, and were more directive in trying to move the group forward in different ways.  “Facilitators” tended to treat PA more as an opportunity for dialogue, were less concerned about sticking to an agenda, and more open to tangents from students.  Both facilitators and teachers arrived with at least some sense of what they hoped the group would accomplish on a particular day, but teachers tended to be more directive in making sure this happened.  Facilitators tended to make general suggestions about things their group should do, while teachers often prepared structured activities.  The G7 coach expressed a facilitator attitude, for example, during a discussion of what topic the group should pursue.  He realized that “the most passionate they have ever been is when they were” talking about their struggles to get a job, and decided that “it’s okay to tell them that.”  This exhibited a struggle over being too directive that teacher oriented coaches did not usually have.  In contrast, the teacherly coach for G3 started one session with a set of pre-written questions about students’ neighborhoods.  When she decided she was “not really getting any feedback,” she passed out a copy of a speech by Martin Luther King for discussion.  Regardless of style, coaches did their best to respond to student ideas and desires, and frequently expressed uncertainty in fieldnotes and in dialogue about the best approach.
All coaches struggled to understand when to step in and take over when a group was floundering.  The G11 coach, for example, usually took a facilitator role, but decided he needed to make some calls himself when his group’s mentorship project stalled because students were not able to get in touch with school staff and had given up in frustration.  In most groups there was a constant tension between trying to help students take ownership of their efforts, and doing things for students so that a project wouldn’t completely fall apart.  
In the end, however, it didn’t seem to matter that much which role coaches decided on.  The overall trajectories of groups were quite similar, and there was no clear relationship between the dominant style of the coach and the outcome of the group.    
Attendance

Most groups had only a small nucleus of students (1-3) out of the 6-8 students assigned to them that regularly attended PA, and it was rare for an entire group to attend.  Since PAHS had an extremely high attendance rate for an inner-city school (around 80% during Year One), this was likely because students decided not to come.  In addition, three of the groups had to be almost totally reconstituted after a few weeks as students withdrew from the school and as new students were assigned.  Events in students’ lives that we only sometimes learned about could also disrupt attendance.  For example, G11 was well along on its effort to mentor 6th graders—it had just taken a trip to meet with the school’s principal—when a family emergency took out a key leader, and the project fell apart.  Attendance in the groups fell over the semester, and some groups ended with only one or two students.  At the same time, new students sometimes joined a group because they were interested in what was going on or because a friend was in the group.

Coaches taking a “teacher” role made more of an effort to round students up to come to PA, but even the more facilitative coaches usually ended up tracking down students to encourage them to come.  Coaches often asked students to bring other students to the group.  Students sometimes hid from coaches, often apparently as a game.  Some coaches speculated that being “rounded up” was a way for some students to feel cared for.  All coaches accepted, however, that it was ultimately up to the students to decide whether to attend.  At the same time, students who had to be convinced to come early on sometimes became active participants.
Completing Assignments (Homework)


Students rarely completed their assignments in the week between meetings, and all coaches found this very frustrating at the beginning.  Individually and in dialogue, however, coaches increasingly struggled with the very idea of assignments.  On the one hand, it was difficult to see how much could be accomplished if students didn’t complete work outside the weekly meetings.  On the other hand, coaches increasingly felt a tension between PA as a student-driven effort and the unfortunately (but largely accurately) named “homework” that seemed to recreate a teacher-run classroom.  Coaches struggled to help students to come up with and take ownership of assignments, encouraging them to hold each other accountable.  

One key problem that became clear was that the kind of assignments coaches tended promote involved fairly traditional kinds of textual research—conducting Internet searches or reading an article and reporting on it—which students were generally uninterested in.  More social and interactive forms of data collection—e.g., interviews and site visits—seemed to generate more buy-in.  G5 and G3 got excited, for example, when they had the opportunity to actually interview a police officer.  G3 became engaged when they interviewed a truancy officer (although they were also afraid that this person might recognize them later).   In these cases and others, students could be willing to put in significant effort to prepare for their engagements.  But this work generally took place during group meetings and not through outside “assignments.”
A few times students did complete significant work between meetings.  The G6 coach, for example, was happily surprised when students came prepared with a survey about student interest in YMCA memberships.  And the coach for G11 was surprised when he returned after being at a conference for a week to find that, completely on their own initiative, two key group leaders had dropped their “foster care” topic, taken a bus to the elementary school one had attended, and had begun a dialogue with staff about becoming mentors for 6th graders.  The key characteristic of between-meeting work that was completed was that it had some direct connection to making a project happen.  Research meant to help students develop a project was almost never completed except when research itself was framed as a project of its own. 
Concepts and Skills


The core concepts and the “bubble-map” tool were quickly abandoned by coaches.  A few of the more “teacher” oriented coaches did continue to engage students in assignments meant to help students think about broader social issues (like power) but these did not represent systematic efforts to develop particular skills or understandings.    

Encounters with Institutions


One key challenge for many of the groups involved interactions with representatives of institutions like police, school officials, and the like.  A common pattern was that students would try to make contact with an official, usually through a phone call.  Then the official wouldn’t call right back (or might end up playing phone tag with a student) and students would almost immediately get discouraged and decide that the whole effort was a waste of time.  From our discussions with students, their issues seemed to revolve around feelings of disrespect and that officials didn’t “care.”  Coaches frequently found that their efforts to encourage students to keep trying met with discouraged disinterest.  Instead of seeing interactions with officials as “public” engagements with representatives of an institution, students seemed to treat a failure to respond as a personal affront.  We never addressed this issue systematically, but helping students develop less personal feelings about officials may be a crucial component of more effective engagement.   

Insight and Hopelessness

Students in all groups were frequently insightful and knowledgeable about the causes of and interactions between the range of challenges inner-city youth encounter, even if they didn’t fully understand how the institutions they encountered worked.  They spoke knowledgeably about the foster care system, drug abuse and violence, problems with schools, tensions with the police and truancy officers, and other issues.  They frequently spoke from personal experience.  Michelle Fine and her colleagues (Fine, Burns, Payne, & Torre, 2004) found similar insight in a study of inner-city high school students that revealed “a broad based, sophisticated, and critical understanding of social structures, the stability of inequality, and their ‘place’” (p. 2212).
Regrouping: What Went Wrong?


Over Fall semester, as they tried to facilitate their groups, coaches talked with each other in meetings and more informally about the challenges they encountered, trying to understand what had gone wrong.  This dialogue continued during Spring, when most participated in a seminar to examine the fieldnotes.  Three key challenges, visible above, emerged in these dialogues as most important: groups had enormous difficulty framing concrete projects; weekly assignments were not completed even when they seemed to be developed by students; and coaches faced tensions deciding what role to play at different points.

The challenge of developing a coherent project was the most pressing for most coaches.  It was clear that students would like to do something to change the conditions of their communities, and that this idea excited many of them at the beginning.  But students and coaches struggled to find anything significant they could do.  What actually ended up being reinforced by this process seemed to be students’ (and coaches’) powerlessness.


In terms of assignments, coaches faced a “Catch-22.”  If the students had been deeply engaged, then assignments might have felt more like self-assigned, necessary work.  But most early work was general research in a group’s topic area--Internet- and book-based work that seemed like traditional “school.”  As we read through our fieldnotes, however, we realized how much “work” students had done during the PA meetings, mapping out their problem areas, for example, by making reference to their shared experiential knowledge.  We began to see that by focusing students on school-like “research,” we were not validating their experiential knowledge.  

In terms of coach roles, while we had frequently discussed the need to be flexible, we developed no clear guidelines about when to be more directive and when to should step back.  This led to self-doubt and contributed to paralysis.
A New Approach for Year Two


During Spring research seminar discussions, and over the Summer in meetings with coaches and PAHS faculty we made five key changes for Year Two:  

1. We altered our approach to introductory workshops, focusing on topic selection instead of skills and concepts, giving students examples of “doable” projects from the beginning. 
2. We created a chart to guide coaches about when to be “facilitator” or “teacher.”
3. We deemphasized weekly assignments unless students saw it as necessary, and instead sought to validate students’ experiential knowledge.

4. We promoted more interactive forms of research like interviews and site visits.  

5. We increased the number of students per group from 6-8 to 8-10.

One aspect that did not change—in fact it even intensified to some extent—was our focus on a more “youth organizing” oriented than “public work” approach to PA.  We looked for projects that would give students an opportunity to engage with power, even if in quite limited ways.
The new introductory workshop series focused on how to choose a “good topic,” ending with what we called an “action fair.”  In the fair, we rotated students in small groups through a series of 15 minute topic presentations, introducing them to a range of issues and “doable” projects that we thought might appeal to them.  While students could choose other topics, these were things they could do.  We hoped they would end up adapting and transforming these ideas as they worked.  We also sought to help students choose groups more thoughtfully. 
In a few cases what we presented was somewhat vague but involved links with community groups that agreed to help us come up with something concrete.  Topics included:
1. A voter registration project for an upcoming election (with a community group)

2. A public graffiti art project (with a local youth art center)

3. An effort to support locally grown food (with an urban farm center)
4. A teen pregnancy project of some kind (with local planned parenthood)

5. Negotiation with the school district about ways to improve PACHS school lunches.

6. A police accountability project
Research

As PA started, we tried to minimize traditional research in favor of more interactive tasks.  Instead of starting with research and taking a fairly long time to get to “action,” we aimed to start with activities that at least felt like “action.”  Instead of “topic + concepts ( research ( planning ( action”, we moved to a new model (Figure 3).  Conceptual issues were provided amidst ongoing engagement, and research was done in as active and integrated a way as possible.


[image: image1]Coach Roles
Already in our new approach to topic selection one can see changes in our understanding of the role of the coach.  In addition, AUTHOR drew together insights from Year One and created a chart to guide coaches in their shifts between “teacher” and “facilitator” roles (Table 3).  Table 3 summarized our response to the role challenges of Year One, laying them out in a clear format.  As the column titles noted, students were the “leaders” and “experts,” while coaches “positive authorities” taking responsibility for the safety and social health of the group.

A few key additions are worth emphasizing.  First (in the fourth row on the right), coaches were given advice about how to decide whether to give students “assignments.”  If the information was something the coach wanted students to know, then the coach should get it.  Students “assignments” should only serve needs that seemed authentically identified by students.  This distinction was meant to reduce the extent to which PA “work” felt like “schoolwork.”


Second (in the third row on the left), coaches were told to validate knowledge that students already brought with them, assuming that students already know an answer unless it became clear they don’t.  In the summer training, coaches discussed an interview with Myles Horton (Horton, Bell, Gaventa, & Peters, 1990), where he described how he had used a similar technique as the basis for the Highlander Center.  Partly because of limited time, we did not strictly follow this “student as expert” model, however.  Coaches in Year Two gave students extensive information at the start about issues like voting laws that coaches thought they needed to know.  But we aimed to honor and begin with student knowledge as much as possible.

	Table 3

Balancing Tensions as a Coach in Public Achievement

	
	Students as Leaders/Experts
	Positive Authority

	1
	Their Rules (
Clear expectations of group and coach(
	(Boundaries for Safety

(Give options, not directives

(Clear expectations of group and coach

(Help them to enforce their own rules

	2
	Democratic group control, 

not coach control (
	( Nurture equal opportunity

(open space for the quiet to speak)

( Intervene to help them stay on task

( Give positive recognition

	3

	Questions not answers (
(draw on their knowledge first)
	( Summarize/reframe

their own ideas for them

	4
	They take responsibility (
Accountability to group,

not only coach (
	(Provide resources

(if you want them to know it, you provide it, if they want to know it, they get it)
(“Jump starting”

(stepping in to get things going when the group starts to falter)

	5
	A conversational style (
(speaking “with” not “at”)


	(Give and receive respect

(address disrespectful/disruptive behavior;

be aware of their pride—don’t challenge them in front of others)


Third (in the forth row on the right), we developed the idea of “jump starting,” which became a useful verbal heuristic helping coaches understand when they needed to intervene to keep a project moving.  If a coach perceived group paralysis, then the coach needed to intervene.  Of course, deciding when to intervene was still a challenge.  The phrase “jump starting” encapsulated the idea that interventions were only to help the students get back on track, and should allow the students to reassert responsibility.  For example, calling an official for students might set up a meeting where students could then take the lead in interviewing.  “Jump starting” sought to lowering challenges to a level that students could meet.
Concepts and Skills  
Finally, we essentially gave up on efforts to teach specific concepts or skills for social action within the PA groups.  Instead, coaches planned to introduce only practices and ideas that seemed directly related to their specific project.  Doing a project and teaching general concepts and skills at the same time in this particular situation had proved too much to handle within the one-hour weekly meeting.    
In a very general sense, all of these changes were meant to keep students engaged from the beginning in “action.”  Since students hadn’t volunteered to participate, it turned out to be a mistake to “slow them down.”  Action needed to come before and during “research.”  
Year Two: What Happened?


During Year Two we followed six different groups, three of them coached by graduate students from the prior year, two by new graduate students, and one by a new faculty member.
  The topics chosen by the different groups were as follows: G1: Get Out the Vote; G2: Community Food; G3: Truancy; G4: Graffiti; G5: Police I; G6: Police II.

G1 (Voting) and G4 (Graffiti) started with the most defined projects, and they ended up largely doing what was proposed during the “action fair,” G1 seeking to register voters in a particular area, and G4 creating a public graffiti mural.  G2, focused on community food, never defined a clear project and ended up basically working at a local urban garden.  G3, the truancy group, emerged out of student interests and not the action fair.  This group probably had the most difficulty getting started, and ended up focusing on conducting and presenting research about why students were truant.  The “police” related project we presented at the action fair involved creating a video to help younger students interact better with police.  We had enough interested students to form two groups.  One group ended up doing a skit at a local middle school, while the other ended up engaging in broader education issues about their struggles with police, but both did quite a lot of work engaging with this issue in different ways.

Involving local community organizations to support our efforts had seemed like an obvious way to link students into community resources and knowledge while reducing the pressure on coaches to be experts.  Our experience with these linkages was disappointing, however.  Local community-based organizations are already overworked and understaffed.  None of the organizations we started with ended up fulfilling their commitments.  Only the community food group ended up working with their assigned agency, but the person who had agreed to help us develop a project never had time to work with the students.  While two groups (voting and graffiti) did end up working with local organizations, they were different from those originally planned and linkages were created very informally.  For example, the coach for the voting group saw some college students doing voter registration in our university’s student union, and went up and asked them if his PA group could work with them.  They happily agreed.  Similarly, the coach for the graffiti group was given the name of the head of a youth arts organization, and this person agreed to work with the PA group.  
Overall, our experience was significantly more positive than Year One.  Students generally arrived with a clearer idea of what issue they were trying to address.  There was little evidence, however, that students started with a better understanding of PA in terms of its educational goals (many still believed at the start PA was simply about “helping others”).

Student Engagement from the Beginning

The tone and content of most fieldnotes was strikingly more positive.  For example:
G4: This year began with having a more defined project and plan for making it successful (though not without some struggle . . .).  The students in my group seemed to be there because they really wanted to be, at least more than being in any other PA group. 

G1:  We had accomplished much more than I had anticipated in a short time and I felt excited that they were pushing me to action.  I knew that despite the fact that we didn’t necessarily have a definitive plan or approach in place the group was interested in the issue and ready to act.  We were already moving in the right direction. 

This sense of purpose and direction was generally maintained across the groups over time.  

Meetings were much more likely to involve discussions and debate related directly specific projects.  Groups discussed who to contact as potential allies, what to do if authority figures ignored the group, where to work on projects, which activities seemed most practical, and the like. A typical PA meeting this year was described in these fieldnotes from the graffiti group:

G4: [The coach and group members discussed agenda]  agenda items for this meeting.  The first thing we discussed was how we planned to get permission from authorities to actually do this [put up an art project] and where.  [A student] spoke up and said we should ask the mayor.  I [coach] said that was a good idea but maybe we should think a little smaller first.  S1 [another student] mentioned Michael McGee [City Alderman].  We then brainstormed some ideas for the art project itself.  Ideas and themes brought forth include antiviolence themes, police brutality and accountability (again), student rights (legal), and a very good idea from S2, the high number of young Black men in prison.
Overall, students seemed eager to participate.  

Respecting Student Expertise

During Year Two, groups often drew on students’ experiential knowledge and coaches were more conscious of students’ expertise about their own lives and communities.  Following Table 3, coaches helped organize, clarify, and reframe students’ personal experiences and ideas. For example, a coach from a police accountability group wrote in her field notes:  

G 5: Most of the discussion came directly from the group.  The knowledge they shared (their own experiences, experiences they witnessed in their community, family experiences) played a major role in the group processes and dynamics.

She later wrote that

The students primarily shared experiential knowledge.  As weeks went by, students became more comfortable sharing personal accounts of their own lives (contact with the police), stories involving friends (experiences in their own neighborhoods and when they venture out to suburbs), stories involving family members, and eye-witness accounts in their community.  Overwhelmingly, I would connect information (relate, compare), challenge students, specify ideas, re-cap, and sympathize with students.  My role helped to frame/shape the student’s past/current experiential knowledge.

Moreover, during the relatively few times that students became unfocused (in comparison with Year One), coaches were better able to redirect the discussion back to the issue at hand.  

Active Research 

Most coaches engaged their groups from the beginning in more interactive forms of data collection than in Year One, mostly dropping the old school-like “assignments.”  They made more deliberate efforts to get students involved in activities and research that seemed more meaningful to them and that also moved the project forward.  Techniques like conducting surveys, interviews, and going on tours gave students opportunities to ask questions which were relevant to them.  This approach was perhaps best exemplified by the two groups working on police accountability.  One group collected and used survey data, for example:

G 6: Our first “project” for the semester consisted of students administering a survey to the school to gauge their perceptions of the police. The questions contained within the survey assessed the students’ experiences as they relate to police. In this context, experiential knowledge was the basis upon which we framed the way that we would gain official knowledge (i.e.: touring a police station to get the “real” facts behind how certain things operate in police work, interviewing a retired police detective, etc.). 

In this way, PACHS students’ experiences with the police were evaluated using survey data early on, which prepared them to move more quickly toward other interactive research activities such as interviewing police officers and tours of police precincts.  One police accountability group used its survey results for its dialogue with a retired city police detective:

G 6: Our interview/meeting with the retired police detective was one of the students’ first opportunities to use their experiential knowledge as a framework for gaining “official” knowledge. The way that we structured the meeting consisted of the students sharing their experiences with the detective, and the detective responding to their questions and stories with historical and social contexts and overviews that helped the students understand the factors that may have aided in facilitating those situations (stereotypes, racism, lack of training, etc.).
Early use of interactive research techniques not only helped make PA projects become more relevant to students, but also helped maintain student engagement throughout the semester.  The evidence also suggests that these techniques helped groups frame their experiential knowledge in more meaningful ways so that they could better challenge or integrate the “official” knowledge put forth by institutional or political elites. 
Taking Ownership

Students began with a much clearer idea of what their projects would look like than in Year One, in large part because most were provided with “doable” projects from the beginning.  However, as we had hoped, to one extent or another groups adapted their projects as the semester moved along.  Some of these shifts resulted from challenges they encountered.  The graffiti group, for example, was unable to get permission to put a mural up on city property, and thus had to find a different avenue for their project.  Some shifts came because students asserted their own perspectives about their project.  The police accountability coaches, for example, quickly discovered that their students conceptualized “accountability” somewhat differently than they did.  While coaches had assumed that the focus would be on broad issues like response times and an overall commitment to reducing crime, students shifted the focus of their groups to respect of community members (and themselves) and harassment.  Finally, students made changes through ongoing dialogue as they discovered new information and developed their ideas.  
Students took ownership in more concrete ways as well.  The best example of this was the graffiti group, which took it upon themselves fairly early on to set up a meeting with the new youth arts organization their coach located.  Moreover, this group completed their mural long after the coach had left the group with little adult assistance.  The mural, titled “Liberty for All but Not for Us?” was later displayed, with the coach’s assistance, near the youth organization the group had worked with.  Afterwards, a group member noted that “last year [in PA] we just sat around and talked about [community problems] but this year we’re dealing more with the stuff [protesting through art] we [only] talked about [last year] and taking a stand.” 
Another example of student ownership occurred when the voter registration students decided on their own the importance of “tell[ing] people when to vote, who can vote and where they can vote instead of who to vote for,” and then took the initiative on their own to create a nicely designed pamphlet with this information to be handed out to citizens.  Still another example took place in one of the police accountability groups whose students decided to visit a local middle school to as one student stated, “speak to kids about their legal rights and how to deal with the police,” rather than sticking to their original plan and going into a high crime inner city neighborhood to give a survey of the police’s response to violence in their community.  The coach noted that “the students appeared much more optimistic about presenting to younger kids, because they felt this [presenting to middle school kids] would make a bigger difference.”     

Beyond Research to Concrete Interventions

Partly as a result of the “action fair” and new guidelines for coaches, groups tended to keep their goals small and achievable (a “politicized” graffiti mural, registering voters, discussions with police, etc.) allowing them to experience some success.  This reduced the feelings of hopelessness and powerlessness prominent during Year One.  As one coach asserted, students were kept engaged by “having moderate goals or thinking small.”  

One of the police accountability groups created and presented a video/skit to middle school kids that taught them their rights and how to interact with the police and avoid trouble.  The other police accountability group created a PowerPoint presentation which highlighted the issues that inner-city residents have with the police.  The PowerPoint was then used to challenge a retired police detective about police procedures and behavior.  Later, the detective asked if he could show the PowerPoint to the new recruits he was in charge of training.  This group’s coach wrote, “[T]his, I explained to them, was a concrete way that we were able to affect change. Their excitement and sense of accomplishment cannot be put into words.”  Students from the other police group were scheduled to participate in a radio program run by someone known to their coach, but couldn’t because of a scheduling conflict.
The graffiti group could not locate a site for a permanent mural installation, encountering extensive bureaucratic obstacles, but was able to shift to a “doable” solution, painting their mural on wooden panels that could be displayed in more temporary fashion.  Afterwards the mural went up, a student exclaimed, “last year [in PA] we just sat around and talked about stuff [community problems] but this year we’re dealing more with the stuff [protesting through art] we [only] talked about [last year] and taking a stand.”  Another noted that: “When people drive by or look at something almost every day it sticks in their minds and they have to listen, but when you just tell them how you feel about something, they ignore you!” (G4).
The voting group registered students on campus with a campus student group to help people participate in the political system.  The PAHS students were proud that they registered significantly more college students during the time they worked than the college participants. 

These were not earth shaking projects.  But they did involve students in interventions, however small, in the conditions that affect their communities.  Given the limited time given to PA, we believe these projects point to possibilities for more ambitious projects in the future.

Conclusion


In an article published near the end of our project, Joseph Kahne and Joel Westheimer (2006) identified a catch-22 facing school-based efforts to engage students in civic action.  In their studies, they found two seemingly opposed options.  On the one hand, they found models where students were successful at completing particular projects because project facilitators worked beforehand with stakeholders to ensure that students did encounter significant obstacles.  On the other hand, they found models where students encountered significant barriers that prevented them from accomplishing much.  In the case of the former, while students seemed to develop a significant sense of their own political efficacy, Kahne and Westheimer argued that this came at the cost of any authentic engagement in the realities of power and institutional resistance.  In the case of the latter, because they encountered the kind of authentic obstacles facing almost anyone who is seeking social change, Kahne and Westheimer discovered that the students were better educated about the realities of politics in our society.  At the same time, however, they became increasingly disempowered, cynical, and unlikely to pursue such efforts in the future.  


We believe that our effort during Year Two at least begins to point to ways to overcome this catch-22.  During Year Two we provided students with “doable” projects.  But instead of smoothing the way for contentious efforts, we chose projects that at least initially were not contentious, that engaged students in the power structure in quite limited ways.  At the same time, we sought to provide students with opportunities to engage with power, even if they would not be able to overcome it.  For example, the graffiti group tried and failed to get the alderman for their area to support them, but managed to find a way to complete their project by creating a mobile mural that could be set up temporarily in spaces controlled by sympathetic organizations.  One of the police groups worked on an effort to educate younger children about how to interact with the police, and was given an opportunity to engage in dialogue with a sympathetic former police officer.  At the same time they experienced the refusal of current police to come to the school to have a discussion with them.  And they visited a police station where they were, as a byproduct, able to ask some of their questions and see how some aspects of the insides of the police system operate.  The voting group was able to participate in the voting process even though they could not vote themselves, and seemed to experience this activity as an authentic contribution the “public.”  At the same time, they discussed limitations of the voting system and its history, as well as the ways they were disenfranchised, themselves.  

Looking back, it seems as if we had begun during Year Two to combine the more collaborative “public work” model with more “youth organizing” oriented efforts to engage students with power in authentic, albeit small, ways.  While we did not interview students individually, despite moments of cynicism the level of participation and positive reception of this effort in the Year Two groups indicated that some level of political engagement and hope was being generated at the same time as students received some education about the realities of power.  By combining these two aspects in unique admixtures in different groups during Year Two, it seemed as if we had begun to develop an avenue for giving students some success without lying to them about the realities of power in our society.  We began to create a liminal space between organizing and YPAR and public work.  There are examples from YPAR where students make creative presentations (e.g., Cammarota and Fine, 2008) that may serve the similar purposes, for example when a particular student saw his speaking out as a way of “bearing witness—for the millions of students in special education who ‘can’t speak’” (Torre & Fine, 2008, p. 35).  But YPAR focuses on research, in contrast with our focus on action with research as a tool to serve action—however limited this action might have been.

While we were not able to continue the project into a third year because of a lack of volunteer coaches, we did support PAHS through a second iteration of the “action fair” at the start of Year Three.  During this third year, we developed new projects in collaboration with PAHS faculty that also seemed to have potential for cutting the doable/authentic Gordian Knot identified by Kahne and Westheimer (2006).  For one project, for example, we proposed having students engage with one of the local convenience stores that they frequented and that they felt had created punitive rules for them.  As a small, focused project, it had the potential to engage students with a local institution that had some “power” over them at the same time as they had some “power” themselves to potentially generate a more equal dialogue.  Another project involved an effort to negotiate with the district about rules that constrained the flexibility of the discipline process at PAHS.  This would have given students an opportunity to engage with district officials at the same time as they would have at least some power to make changes internally and perhaps develop more creative responses to existing institutional constraints.  Finally, one project from Year Two that we did not have the opportunity to pursue was an effort to convince the district to allow PAHS to use funding for lunches to procure healthy alternatives to the district’s limited offerings.  The key to all of these efforts would have been engagement with different aspects of “power.”  Students would encounter authentic resistance, while still accomplishing something.
To some extent, the first year at PAHS revealed to us the conundrum Kahne and Westheimer (2006) wrote about, while Year Two gave us an opportunity to experiment with possible solutions to this conundrum.  Instead of moving in a linear way from service learning to the youth organizing, we seemed to begin to find ways to combine different aspects of the points on this spectrum.      
Overall, we believe the most important contribution to emerging discussions about civic engagement made by this article is our reformulated model of youth engagement designed for students who do not volunteer to participate in civic action.  We believe we have shown that it is possible to “require” engagement with aspects of power, while preventing projects from taking on some of the most problematic aspects of traditional schooling by starting with action and letting research and analysis emerge organically.  While we were initially leery of giving students prepackaged projects, we found that making action “doable” from the beginning was, somewhat counter-intuitively, a necessary first step towards getting students to take ownership.  
We conclude with a call for more work in the area of social action in schools.  Again, we argue that capacities for engaging with power and seeking social change are skills desperately needed by students living in impoverished areas.  Especially in the case of inner-city areas of concentrated poverty and racial segregation, individual youth may “escape,” but there is little hope that a large proportion will [citation removed].  As a result, it is incumbent upon schools to find ways to help youth to engage productively in changing aspects of the environment they are likely to be trapped within for the foreseeable future.  Regardless of how difficult it will be to develop coherent and feasible models for teaching skills for action and not just for intellectual critique, the realities of the lives of inner-city youth make these efforts critically important.  And, as indicated by research cited earlier, part of the pay-off is likely to be improved academic achievement in a more traditional sense, as a reduced sense of hopelessness pays off in an increased willingness to engage in self-education for a more hopeful future.  
The literature on youth organizing outside of school has begun to develop, but the literature on the collective empowerment of students in schools is painfully thin.  If schools are not just about learning, but about student success, and if student flourishing in impoverished areas is largely, if not entirely, dependent upon the development of collective power, then how can schools avoid at least exploring how they might contribute to the development of this power?  
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� All names related to the high school are pseudonyms.


� Alinsky (Cited in Reitzes & Reitzes, 1987): “To hell with charity.  The only thing you get is what you're strong enough to get - so you had better organize.”


� In the organizing literature, this would actually be called a “problems” or “topics” convention.  The term “issue” is generally reserved for well-defined projects.  Since we are focusing on PA, we use its terminology.


� Kirshner (2008) actually discusses three different modes of “coaching.”  We only discuss two here.  In part, one might consider our approach in the second year an example of modeling for students.


� Sadly, this answer is obvious in retrospect from a constructivist standpoint.  Dewey, for example, always recommended that any school activity be linked to its own internal motivation while also leading to some distant aim.


� Three coaches were men and three were women.  Two were white, three African American, and one South Asian.
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