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Project SAIL (Summer Academy for Integrated Learning):

            A College/School Partnership for Middle School Reform
In an integrated learning setting, curriculum is organized around real-life problems and issues significant to young people and adults.  It calls us to apply pertinent content and skills from many subject areas or disciplines. The intent of integrated learning is to help students make sense out of their life experiences and learn how to participate in a democracy (Beane, 1997).   As Beane has suggested, integrated learning means more than integrated curriculum and instruction.  I believe that a truly integrated approach is not only the integration of content and skills but also encompasses:

· Integrating cultures and perspectives into a democratic learning community where all parties are at the table as learners and are sharing their perspectives and knowledge in an equitable way.
·  Building an integrative learning community with pre-service educators, public school educators, teacher educators, community members, and parents.  
· Listening to all voices in order to learn and teach in a thematic, authentic, relational way.
It was out of this challenge to make teaching and learning collaborative and integrated that SAIL was developed.  SAIL (Summer Academy for Integrated Learning) was a pilot program initiated by Otterbein College teacher educators and collaboratively designed with teachers and administrators from the Columbus Public Schools (CPS).  Its intent was to allow for experimentation with middle school philosophies of teaming and developmentally responsive, integrated curriculum for young adolescents in an urban setting.  Therefore, the building of a collaborative community of middle school teachers, administrators, pre-service teachers, teacher educators, students, and local community members was essential to our SAIL project. 

The SAIL Project, a year-long project, began in the fall of 2002 with the recruitment of thirteen Columbus teachers from four Project Grad middle schools.  It was designed in three phases: 
Phase One: Professional Development Courses and Design of SAIL – five months:
· Winter quarter – Responsive Schools for Young Adolescents

· Spring quarter – Curriculum and Instruction in the Middle Grades
Phase Two: SAIL (Summer Academy for Integrated Learning) – three and a half weeks

· Thirteen CPS teachers from four middle schools in Project GRAD

· Eight pre-service teachers from Otterbein’s Middle Childhood program

· Five aides

· Two teacher educators

· Ninety middle school students

Phase Three: Actions Plans and Evaluation – six months

Background
In the planning stages, these goals shaped the development of SAIL:

1. Prior to Ohio initiating Middle Childhood Licensure in 1998, few teacher education programs offered any preparation at all for teaching in the middle school.  Many teachers are teaching in middle school classrooms without specialized training to work with young adolescents and developmentally appropriate curriculum and instruction.  High quality middle schools are linked to strong preparation of middle school teachers (Jackson & Davis, 2000).  It was clear that SAIL would have to provide a strong professional development component.

2. The project strove to look at the impact of implementing components of middle school philosophy on teachers and students in “the lowest performing schools in low-income neighborhoods. Over 90 percent of the students in Project GRAD schools meet the federal poverty guidelines for special assistance.” (http://www.projectgradusa.org/about.jsp?region=national)    Like many teachers in low performing urban schools, the feelings of frustration and discouragement because of their perceived lack of success was beginning to take its toll on some of the best and brightest teachers in the urban settings.   In this environment, many of the teachers from the SAIL project schools strongly believed in the need for reform and eagerly sought out the potential of the SAIL Project.

I feel that my involvement in Project SAIL will enable me to teach urban students in a way that is closer to the ideals of my own teaching philosophy; one in which students will discover and appreciate the inter-relatedness of the core teaching areas. (CPS educator)
I am not achieving the success I want to for my students.  In one class my kids are totally out of control and little learning happens. (CPS educator)
I am eager to implement more creative thinking into the current curriculum.  I feel that with the test pressure, especially in the 6th grade.  I feel like this is lost due to the lack of cooperative grouping with my colleagues. (CPS educator)
3. This project was also responding to the need of providing positive middle school placements in an urban setting for our middle childhood pre-service teachers.  If we hoped to encourage the best and the brightest college students to enter an urban setting, we needed to develop field placements where they could be adequately prepared for urban classrooms.  Through SAIL, our pre-service teachers could work with teachers who were committed to making learning more relevant for urban middle school students.

4. Finally, this project wanted to provide an opportunity for students from poor performing middle schools to look at themselves and their context and find ways to overcome personal barriers to their education. The Education Trust (1996) has documented the fact that in lower economic neighborhoods, lower levels of performance by students and minorities were related to “pervasive poverty, single parent homes, violent neighborhoods, welfare dependency, drug and alcohol use, lead paint…” (p. 6).  Also, many middle school students who participated in the SAIL Project felt discouraged, had developed a sense of learned helplessness, and felt a lack of connection to their schools and communities.  SAIL attempted to combat those attitudes and perceptions:
During school you learn without having fun and some teachers say fun shouldn’t be in school.

…in class hearing boring lectures for hours. 

…school is strict, school is not  interesting

…there is a fight everyday. (CPS students)

We believed that even with these far-reaching goals, SAIL could impact teachers, pre-service teachers, middle school students, and teacher educators.

Phase One:  Professional Development

Dr. John Swaim conducted the first graduate class that addressed young adolescent development and components of developmentally responsive middle schools, such as advisory, flexible scheduling, teaming, and integrated curriculum. 

Following a constructivist viewpoint modeled by John Dewey (1933), the second class focused on the integration of these ideas into a Summer Academy that was designed by the teachers and which supported the philosophies and theories studied in the first class.  

Using the theoretical framework of student-centered integrated learning described by James Beane (2003) and Ed Brazee (1995) and the model provided by Mark Springer (1994) in Watershed, teachers began to ask questions of the students in their own classrooms.  What is important to you? What is important to the world?  What/how would you like to learn more about these areas? 
As a collaborative team, we began to use a backward design of developing curriculum suggested by McTighe and Wiggins (2000) in their book, Understanding by Design.  We thought about the following stages for design: 

1) What were the broad topics we wanted to address?  

2) What were the enduring goals we wanted students to achieve?

3) What skills (according to district benchmarks and/or state standards) would enable students to reach these goals?

4) What activities would allow for us to practice and achieve these skills? 

5) How would we know if the enduring goals and skills had been reached?   

As a result of this process, we found that students wanted to know about themselves: who they are, who they are going to be, and how they can get there. The overarching theme of our curriculum was Our Responsibility to Our World, which was broken down into three weekly themes: Our Responsibility to Know Ourselves, Our Responsibility to Know Our Future, and Our Responsibility to Know Our Community.  Our enduring goals were to encourage students to see themselves as active learners and active citizens in their communities. 

Phase Two: Implementing SAIL
Using the philosophies of good middle schools described in This We Believe (1995), the schedule for the Summer Academy was set up with an advisory period in the first 15 minutes and the last 15 minutes of the day.  Teams of teachers, comprised of two CPS teachers and one college student for every 15 students, taught all classes. We had five on-site aides, and two facilitators, John Swaim and myself.  John and I both tried to take a collaborative approach to our presence there, helping to plan, providing assistance where needed, and facilitating reflective sessions with the teachers and students during lunch.   We wanted to provide support so teachers could focus on students.  

To meet the goals established in the backward design phase, activities were planned that ranged from field trips to the study of a novel about urban adolescents, The Skin I’m In.  We visited a high-ropes course, Ohio State University, local industries, and local community resource centers.  
An important component of the program was A Hero for a Day, which included a personal visit and inspiration by successful African Americans and local heroes, including Sharon Flake (author of The Skin I’m In), Archie Griffin (Ohio State football player),  James Chapmyn (dramatist), Karen Days (family violence prevention counselor), Lonnie Poindexter (local community center director), and Gene Harris (Columbus Public Schools Superintendent). 
Students participated in hands-on activities building personal portfolios reflecting Who I Am , Who I Want To Be, and How Can I Reach My Goals; making life-size figures of themselves highlighting their strengths and skills; and participating in service projects at their own schools to beautify their schools and give back to their community.   This plan was used successfully and kept students, their community, their future, and their hopes and dreams at the center of our work for the three-week Summer Academy. 

Phase Three: Action Plans and Evaluation

Following the Summer Academy, participants created action plans for taking what they had learned back to their home schools.  We again placed pre-service teachers in many of their classrooms, and we will follow with interest the long-term impact of this project.

Much initial evaluation has already taken place, as we have sought feedback from all of the participants and an external evaluator.  This data will inform us as we revise our plans for moving ahead.
Impact on Participants
Teachers experimented with putting student learning at the center of curriculum development.
I am now looking at my students more individually rather than as a class.  I have begun to notice and accept that they are adolescents who are in constant change (CPS educator).
The advisory time allowed me to focus on my students’ unique life experiences and perceptions instead of skill master/non-mastery (CPS educator).
Students are motivated by the opportunity to choose and to discover.  I need to be more patient and allow my students more time to experiment with the curriculum instead of “telling them” (CPS educator).
My experiences have reaffirmed my belief that effective teachers serve their students by providing resources and facilitating discovery.  I believe that students’ confidence in their learning abilities will be reflected in assessment results (CPS educator).

[I would advocate for] An integrated, student-led/teacher guided curriculum.  Students need to have choice and voice towards how the given objectives will be mastered (CPS educator).
I have always known that students are more motivated and involved during hands-on projects and activities.  However, I was unsure if research supported meeting objectives this way.  The SAIL program convinced me that objectives are not only met but maximized and exceeded (CPS educator).
Many teachers came away with a new sense of commitment to their practice and to exploring integrated curriculum and learning communities:
We need to gain some confidence back.  Before this project, I was feeling like a jailer.  I gained confidence and commitment from this program (CPS educator).
Project SAIL helped me to recommit to the teaching philosophy that I began my career with: curriculum should be student-centered, active, and dynamic.  After six years, I had begun to be consumed with the test results (CPS educator).
Middle-childhood pre-service educators came away with a more realistic sense of teaching with a middle school philosophy in an urban setting:

 I don't think that it changed my philosophy as much as it helped to reaffirm much of what I have learned in my collegiate career and from my own personal beliefs and experiences… taking risks in programs, instruction, curriculum, and mentality is one of the most important things that we can do for our students (Otterbein College pre-service teacher).
The individualization of this program was so effective. This is how I always envisioned school as being (Otterbein College pre-service teacher).   
When it comes to curriculum I am a true believer that it is most effective when it is integrative. But I know now that achieving this is not something that will be provided for me… but it is something that I need to take a major part in developing (Otterbein College pre-service educator).
The CPS middle school students came away with a new sense of themselves and their future: 

I learned I can take charge when I
want to…

There are many choices for the
future…

Teachers help you no matter
what…

To always have faith in myself…

How to do things by myself…

Do something with your life…

I learned how to be a better person…

A lot of people care for me…

I learned that if you think big you could live big…

I learned how to respect my community…

I learned to never let anybody take your power…

I learned about when I reach my goal, which is to be a doctor I will give back to my community…

That a lot of people came from a low income family and still made it in life…

Be yourself don’t be anyone else. (CPS students)

Room for Change
Because this program was purely voluntary, we had attendance issues with the students.  Competing summer programs enticed some students away with two meals and payment for attendance, components we chose not to employ.  We wanted students to love learning so we took the bad with the good.  We started with the goal of 120 students, had 90+ students apply, 76 students the first day, and retained 56 students to the end of the three-week program, prompting many of us to ponder:

How can we attract and keep students in this program? (CPS educator).
Even when we thought we were being student-centered and relevant, the students reminded us that we still had more to work on in the future.

Let us pick events.


Laying off with things we don’t
want to do.

Laying off with telling us every
little thing on field trips like the
rules. (CPS students)
Some teachers felt that the program was too restrictive of their freedom to develop ideas and others felt it was too loose.  We realized that we were dealing with teachers who had different needs just as the students had, and yet there was a need for a shared vision for us to accomplish the investigation that many wanted with student-centered, integrated curriculum. 
Some teachers became frustrated with the perceived lack of commitment to the process from other teachers.

Ensure that the participating teachers are truly dedicated to team teaching.  Provide a definition/characteristics in the initial application (CPS educator).
Pre-screen CPS teachers- recruit more and be more selective (CPS educator).
Screening teachers better.  One on one interview (CPS educator).
We tried to ensure that district and state standards were uploaded into the curriculum but many teachers and students had trouble recognizing these in the context of an integrated approach and then assessing them appropriately:
CPS Standards Alignment- This needs to be documented in order to 1) continue the SAIL program with CPS; 2) Use the SAIL program as a force for systemic change in urban schools (CPS educator).
[We can assess]… by means of rubrics, and more informal (but documented) observations.  I am a bit scared of developing rubrics that adequately address the curriculum standards (CPS educator).
We wanted our pre-service teachers to feel a part of the whole process and feel equal in the decision making.  This was harder than we thought and was not successful with some:
I think that the college students should be allowed to be a more involved part of the planning process. Many felt frustrated at being left a little out of the 
loop and at not knowing as much as the other teachers about what was going on. If we are supposed to be thought of as teachers when we are there then we would have liked to have at least been able to have a chance to give our input.
A preliminary summary of findings from our external evaluator suggested:

The teachers validated their philosophies and beliefs about middle school philosophy.  They found students more motivated because they were engaged in relevant curriculum and active learning.  They gave up some control in management (students call freedom) to be more student-centered.  They valued team time, team planning, and wanted more time in future to do this planning Teachers were empowered to teach the way they know (and research states) should teach young adolescents. The relationships with students were seen as important to learning and learning was viewed as more individualized, meeting students’ needs.  There is an indication that structures currently prevalent in school run counter to the above mentioned, such as the over emphasis on testing agenda, the related narrow and "boxed curriculum" and assessment, and in particular the focus on management in school that is more teacher-centered and behaviorist versus community and student empowerment.  The overarching theme seems to show empowerment of students and teachers result in teachers and students indicating that learning is more relevant, more collegial, more connected, more engaging and motivating, more individualized/meeting diverse learners needs, more authentic, more research/middle school-based (External evaluator).
A Personal Journey
In preparation for this project, I began inundating myself with reading about middle school curriculum and urban education.  I read literature on middle school curriculum design by Ed Brazee (1995) and McTighe and Wiggins (2000).  I explored literature on urban education by Rafe Esquith, Gloria Ladson-Billings, Deborah Meier, and Jonathan Kozol.   
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  None of this study prepared me for the work that this project would ask of me.  My lifelong dream of being a conduit to support and empower middle school urban educators to develop curriculum that is integrated and student-centered in low performing schools might have been my vision, but my vision and my experiences were not enough.  What I realized was that, as This We Believe states, we must have a shared vision.  
The most important work we did in SAIL was to form a collaborative community among individual teachers, middle school students, pre-service teachers, and community members.  

Community is always in the making: through dialogue, through doing things together, through shared concern, identifying something that is shared that can move you to some kind of action. (Dewey, 1933; Greene, 1988)  I had to address the process with the deepest respect for teachers and students and who they were.  I had to be a listener and allow their voices to lead the way.  I had to be their servant leader. 

Even though some of the feedback showed areas of weakness and future exploration, there is no doubt in my mind that what we learned through this year-long process was important to middle school students, teachers, pre-service teachers, and teacher educators.  What we learned is essential to further reform and systemic change in urban middle school environments.  

I believe that SAIL was effective and needs to continue to explore what the possibilities can be to further implement middle school philosophy in an urban setting and include pre-service teachers in this process so as to better prepare them for these settings.  I began with my own vision.  During the project, all the participants worked together to develop a shared vision.  Out of that vision of future possibilities can come meaningful change.
This program has the potential of becoming HUGE (and desperately needed) force for systemic change in urban schools in the Columbus area and potentially the nation (CPS educator).

Note: This project was supported by grants from Ingram White Castle Foundation, Martha Holden Jennings foundation, Otterbein College, Columbus City Schools and the GRAD program in the Columbus City Schools also made significant financial contributions.   My thanks to Dr. Holly Thornton, University of North Carolina at Greensboro, who provided the model from which Project SAIL was designed, and to Dr. John Swaim, Otterbein College, who obtained the grants and designed the overall program with me.
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