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“Community this” and “Community that”

arts education partnership keynote speech

new york city, september 2003

kurt wootton and voices of the artsliteracy project at brown university

This speech was presented by five representatives of the ArtsLiteracy Project:  Kurt Wootton, ArtsLiteracy Project Director; Sandra Goncalves and Alex Heneo, two high school student youth leaders; Angela Richardson, ArtsLit’s Assistant Director; and John Holdridge, ArtsLit’s Resident Artist.  At several points the group spoke in unison (marked by “CHORUS” in the speech’s text).   
Let’s first take a moment to get to know each other.  My name is Kurt Wootton. I’m the director of an organization in the Education Department at Brown University called the ArtsLiteracy Project. The ArtsLiteracy Project is an organization that, through professional development and direct work with students, explores ways to improve student literacy through the performing arts. We do our work in lab schools at Brown University and throughout urban districts in and around Providence, Rhode Island. 

At each table, please spend a moment introducing yourself to those around you, including where you are from and what brings you to this room. 

Why would I begin a keynote speech by having you introduce yourselves to each other? A couple of years ago, I was in an urban classroom in Providence, RI. The students were having a discussion, and one of the students referred to another student across the room as “what’s his face.” It was spring, they had been in class about 130 days together, and they still didn’t know each other’s names. One thing we know about education is that learning and development are highly socialized activities. If this is the case, then we must ask the question, “What kind of learning can take place in an environment where students, and often teachers, don’t even know each other’s names?”

The work of our organization, the ArtsLiteracy Project, starts with building community in the classroom, making it a safe space for kids to really want to perform and improve their reading and writing.  We are in the business of transformation. Transforming students into readers, writers, and performers. Transforming teachers into artists. Transforming artists into educators. As you well know, transformation in any environment doesn’t come easy. In our organization, what we have realized is that the most important thing we can do is to take care of the teachers, artists, and students we work with, and to create a space where transformation can occur.

Just as in this talk, at the ArtsLiteracy Project, we begin modeling community right away in our professional development. As one of our teachers says: 

CHORUS: We teach how we are taught. 

In our professional development we take time for teachers and artists to tell stories about their lives and their work.  We create a community where teachers and artists care about each other and spend time with each other outside of our program. This is how teachers should be treated in their professional lives – they should be given the time and space to know about and care for each other.  And this is how want our teachers to treat our students, to create an environments where everyone is valued and taken care of.

So how do I give a keynote speech on the topic of community? Isn’t the very idea of the traditional keynote, a speech given by one person, counter to the idea of community?  And isn’t the very word, “community” itself problematic, a word that suffers from over-use in all sectors of American society?  A Ghanaian teacher once said to one of my college students:

CHORUS: People in the states say ‘community this’ and ‘community that’ – I’ve never heard the word ‘community’ so many times in my life from people who have no idea what it means.

We as a society seek community.  In saying that, we appear to mean many different things – in a general sense it is something we feel we lack.  And since schools are in many ways microcosms of the larger American society, we seek community in schools, even though teaching and learning traditionally have been highly individualistic. What does the emphasis on standardized test scores tell us about how we view community in our schools?  What do ranking lists that score students in a class from the highest to lowest GPA say about how we want our society to look? At a nearby Providence urban high school, typical of many urban high schools, the dropout rate from freshman to senior year is 45%.
  Nationally, almost a third of teachers leave the field within their first three years and half before their fifth year.
  Clearly something is wrong with school culture – for students and for teachers.  I think this situation speaks to a lack of community and begs to be addressed.  

In this talk, the five of us aim to model what community might look like by invoking the voices of the teachers, artists, youth, and professors we work with in Rhode Island. I’m excited about this meeting. I’m excited about the diversity – and I mean that in the broadest sense, diversity of age, culture, and background — of participants we have here today. Youth will be leading many of the workshops here and their voices will be heard throughout the weekend. It’s a different feel and look than the meeting last spring, and is, I think, pointing schools and organizations in a new direction. 

The two central questions we’ll look at in the next few minutes are:

Why are the arts uniquely positioned to create social opportunities for learning?

and

Why is community important in teaching and learning?

Many of us who run non-profit organizations are struggling with evaluation and all of the demands placed on us to track test scores, grades, and attendance. In all of this evaluation noise, we as an organization asked, “What do we really want to know about our ourselves?”  What we wanted to know were the stories people had to tell us about performance and literacy. We asked our teachers, artists, and students for these stories and we found that many of these stories had quite a bit to say about how we develop community and why this attention to community is important. 

One of these stories was written by Len Newman, an English Language Learning and Special Needs Teacher at Central Falls High School in Central Falls, Rhode Island. Central Falls is a one-square-mile community north of Providence, with primarily an immigrant population. The students come from:

CHORUS: Puerto Rico, Guatemala, Cape Verde, Dominican Republic, Columbia, Venezuela, Honduras, Ecuador.

This is Len Newman’s story told in his words [story is read by John Holdridge]:

Carlos was a real gangster. He was the bad-boy of the neighborhood and well known throughout the community. He was tough and smart and he didn’t take shit from anyone – neither his peers nor adults. He came to us from the Bronx and for the first two years that he attended the high school, Carlos was out of school more than he was there.  He had the dubious distinction of being suspended from school more than any other student, and when he was not out of school because he was suspended, he could be found in the in-school detention space.

All of the teachers dreaded having Carlos in their classes and none of the administration knew what to do with him.  Then one day, there was a knock on our classroom door.  There stood the assistant principal, with Carlos in tow:

“I’ve got a new student for you.”

There he stood in all of his glory 5’3”, and solid as a rock, a big smirk on his face, seemingly licking his chops ready for his next victims.

Richard, my teaching partner, brought him into the class and naively introduced him to the class and naively introduced him to our other students, most of whom were gangsters just like Carlos. 

And so it started.  Within the next week or so we began reading Of Mice and Men and then it was on to Othello.  When Carlos was not out on suspension, he always had something interesting, and more often comical, to add to the class.  Everyone loved him, and as the weeks passed, everyone came to know that Carlos was not only very fun, but a really smart and insightful person who had great depth of feeling and a fine grasp of literature, despite the fact that he only read at about a 5th grade level.

Carlos became a star in our class, but unfortunately his reputation and his behavior in other classes kept him on the suspension list more often than I care to say.

In his fourth month with us, we began to gather our students’ stories and review the texts that we had read in order to make ready for our final performance.  Our artist joined the class and for the next 8 weeks we moved from the page to the stage. We did warm-ups to get the class going and increased the “fun factor” in our class even beyond the limits in normally stood (which was generally pretty high).  Collectively, we built our performance, a retrospective of several of the texts that we had read that year along with poems, tableaus, and improvisations of students’ personal stories.

Midway through the process we suddenly realized that Carlos had not missed a day of class. It seemed miraculous. How could this be?  We checked our attendance records, and sure enough, Carlos had not missed a day of class in nearly 3 weeks.

Later that afternoon, Richard and I were congratulating one another on our great success, crediting the process and the magic that came of performing, when we happened to glance at the daily attendance sheet.  There in the “out of school suspension” section was Carlos’s name, right at the top of the list. Next to his name was the notation that he had already served 7 of his 10 days of out-of-school suspension. How could this be?  There must be a mistake or another student with the same name!

There was no mistake.  Indeed Carlos had been suspended for 10 days. But that didn’t stop our hero. He was sneaking back into school to do the work of performance as a member of our community.

Over the next couple of years we realized that Carlos was not the only gangster in our class who would sneak back from suspension. There was Eddy and Jose and several others. It was a real testament to the work and to the richness it affords our students.

Why did Carlos feel compelled to sneak back into school every day?  And let’s remember to put this story next to that of the urban high school with a 45% dropout rate. What was it about this classroom at Central Falls, and the work that was going on in it, that made it more interesting for Carlos than what was going on outside of school?

Before we get into theories of the arts, we must take a look at the teachers.  Len, in his story, mentions the “fun factor” in the classroom. Len and Richard’s classroom is a room filled with laughter and celebration every day. They take the time to greet each of their students when they come into the room. It is a classroom where the students feel like a family, where they all are taken care of by the teacher and they take care of each other.

During the unit Len describes, the students and teachers were working with an artist from outside the school, Donald King, the Artistic Director of the Providence Black Repertory Company.  In Don, the students found a mentor who came from a similar urban background and who bridged the cultural worlds of school and student by creating a unique space inside their classroom. Collaborations between schools and outside arts organizations can naturally create spaces where work is purposeful and celebrates the possibility of what can happen in classrooms given the right environment.
The other reasons Carlos snuck back into school have to do with the nature of the arts themselves, and this really gets at our question, “Why the arts?” and the reason we positioned our project in the world of performance and theatre.

The ArtsLiteracy Project is a literacy development as well as school reform as well as arts organization. We started the Project seven years ago in the Education Department at Brown University. For many years Brown has been a center for public school reform. Ted Sizer founded the Coalition of Essential Schools at Brown and later the Annenberg Institute of School Reform. Why is it that we looked towards the arts to answer issues of literacy development and school reform? I think the answer to this question connects with Carlos’s need to be a part of the classroom.

1. Purpose

Ted Sizer writes in his book on school reform Horace’s School:

CHORUS: People like to know why they are asked to do things. They value an enterprise where purposes are clear . . . Having a target is a crucial incentive. Knowing your destination helps you find your way.

In all mediums, the arts by their very nature have a unique ability to create real goals for a community to work toward. It is this target, this goal, that is a primary factor in bringing together a community.  Targets in various art forms might include:

CHORUS:

the art exhibit

the photography exhibit

the theatre performance

the dance performance

the concert

Teaching and learning in schools is often content-based, focused on chapters that must be covered in a textbook. Once each chapter is covered, the students take a test or write a paper, receive a grade, and then move onto the next chapter. Students often ask:

CHORUS:

Why do I have to do this?

What is the point of this?

What does this have to do the real world?

The arts are intimately connected to the world beyond the classroom. In a rich classroom arts experience, students are participating in the same kind of work that happens in adult arts environments of professional studios or theatre spaces.   Actors, musicians, and dancers know why they are preparing for a performance and their commitment is derived from this sense of purpose.  The arts classroom final performance or exhibit sends a message to students that they must work together as a group, everyone must participate, and the final product must be of a high quality. So when Carlos returns to the classroom each day, he knows exactly what the class is working toward, what his role is as a performer, and how to contribute to the larger community as well as what to expect from his fellow classmates.

2. Audience
In schools we often ask students to produce work for a grade, for the sole audience of the teacher, or at best, the other students in the classrooms. In the arts we involve larger communities beyond the walls of the classroom.

Before one of our performances, Donald King, the artist mentioned earlier, said to a group of students:

CHORUS: Mother’s Day is coming soon. I want you to think of this performance as a gift for you mothers, as a gift for your community. All of us have to work together to create something larger than ourselves. We all need to dig deep and play a part in that creation.

When students have a real audience they are preparing their art for, they create a self-imposed set of high standards.  They demand a high level of quality from each other. 

3. Creation

The Coalition of Essential Schools has as one of their ten common principles, “student as worker, teacher as coach.” The arts do it even better. We say, “student as artist.” Compare student as worker with student as artist: worker certainly implies an active way of learning, but it sounds somewhat dull, like folding laundry or mopping the floor. Artist means creation, the offering of something new to the world, something the world hasn’t seen before, and that new thing we are offering is unique to us, to our world view and to our passions. Creation is about possibility, imagination, a grand open-endedness. 

The nature of creation also allows students, to use Maxine Greene’s term, to bring their “lived worlds” into the classroom.
 When students are creating in this way, they learn about each other in ways that go much deeper than knowing each other’s names. 

Paolo Freire coined the term “ruptura” to talk about education.
 It is a break from the old and a birth of the new. When we open the room up for students to create, they surprise us. Unlike filling out a worksheet on character motivation or answering an essay question exploring symbolism in Macbeth, when students bring their lived worlds to a text in a rich arts environment, the artistic work they produce has the power to surprise us with the shock of the new.

4. Collaboration

Students have a range of skills, passions, and talents they can bring into the classroom – if we extended the invitation. When space is opened in the classroom for students to bring their set of skills and interests, traditional teacher/student roles are inverted. The teacher becomes a student and the student a teacher.

We see this at our teaching lab school at Brown called Brown Summer High School. Our lab school involves 160 students from the Rhode Island region, teachers from Providence and Providence-area schools, and local professional artists. This past summer we also partnered with teachers, artists, and youth from Kenya, Brazil, India, and England. Classrooms consisted of teaching teams of a local artist, an international artist/teacher, a local teacher, and a local youth leader, all working with 20 students. When we brought various cultures together to collaborate, we saw remarkable changes in the power dynamic in the classroom. Teachers became learners as students shared performance forms from their countries. In this clip you will see two girls from Kenya teaching the rest of the class an African dance and song.

(SHOW VIDEO CLIP HERE)

In the video, two youth from Kenya, Marian and Juliet, shift the traditional role of who is the teacher and who is the learner. In this situation, the girls have something unique to bring from their culture and show a passion for teaching it to the rest of the class. The adult artists and teachers become learners since they have no previous experience with the students’ art form or culture. The students’ culture is not only honored, it becomes part of the fabric of the class and eventually of the final performance. Drumming and dance is how the students collectively decided to begin and end their final performance.

The way the teacher sets up a collaborative environment with the students has the potential to create a shared vision and mutual understanding between teacher and students. The very nature of performance in particular, the process of rehearsal, lends itself to this dialogue.  This summer one of our artists put the structure for the performance on the board. A student responded

CHORUS: “I don’t think that’s an effective way to end the performance, I think we should end with the other piece.”  The teacher responded, “Does the rest of the class agree with that? O.K, we’ll change it.”

Even though the teacher and artist have the ultimate responsibility for the class, such dialogue offers all students legitimate voice in the decision making process. Teacher and artist act as coach.
5. Visibility. 

To illustrate the point of visibility, we will read a story written by one of our students, a sophomore at Central Falls High School [story is read by Sandra Goncalves]:
I remember our actor first stepped into our class. He was so energetic and alive. We were gathered in a circle on stage and there were instruments set aside. I know that this man was up to no good. He wanted to break our silence and the comfort cliques that we were in. For a person like me this was not a very good sign.

For years I’ve been known as the shy kid, the intelligent one that always sits in her little corner. I built this wall around me that seemed so soothing, unaware of the excitement around me. I had given up on becoming an out-spoken person, the leader. But now it was all about to change.

Here I was standing in a circle with some crazy actor making us do all of these chants or “exercises.” He emphasized so much on the word “ensemble.”

“Now we must work as an ensemble in order to feel comfortable with each other. This way things run smoothly and everyone becomes a family.”

At this point everyone was giggling, it was as if we were in the first grade all over again. He would put on the most exaggerated facial expressions every time he said ENSEMBLE. No one could believe that we would be standing here for a month doing these silly activities.

 “Now would everyone honor my gesture and repeat it in unison while saying my name.”

I know that everyone was probably thinking: “How can this help us on stage? This is so stupid and useless.”

But I learned the answer to that sooner that I would have thought.  Who would have known that at the end of that school year not only would I be performing but I would also teach an ArtsLit class.

All of those silly activities that actor made us go through were able to break the shells that everyone had built around themselves. Now I have more friends than I would have asked for and our class left united. We created our own community in which no one is frightened of performing or sharing anything personal. We have truly created a model of what an ArtsLit classroom should look like!

In arts rich classrooms it’s impossible for a student to go unnoticed. In JahnMary’s words, we break the shells students hide in. When we ask students to read a book, or listen to a lecture or discussion, it’s very difficult to tell who is engaged, who is understanding versus who is confused or bored. In the arts, it becomes very evident from the moment a student enters the room who is not engaged.

One of our students said of performance work [story is read by Alex Heneo]:

In the morning, every day, we have to, like do a warm-up. And the teacher, a lot of times she’ll make up like a bunch of stupid words and put together tongue-twisters and everything, or come up with like really silly dances that we have to do. And everybody has to do it. So it’s like, if you’re, if you’re just standin’ there, you’re gonna look stupid. Rather than if you’re doing the little stupid dance, then you look better than standin there looking stupid.

The arts ask students to put themselves out in front of the rest of the class or community. In this way, they demand engagement and participation, but they also require a space where students feel safe enough to take these risks and come out of their shells.  From a literacy perspective, we’re particularly interested in the idea of visibility because students’ reading processes are generally invisible. When a student is reading a book, silently, it’s difficult to tell how they are understanding it or even if they are understanding it. The arts are one way of making these invisible cognitive processes visible. 

Purpose. Creation. Audience. Collaboration. Visibility. These are the reasons we choose the arts, and specifically performance, as a way of getting at issues of literacy development and school reform. Over time, we developed a process called the Performance Cycle. This process serves as a guide for all of our curricular work in schools, professional development, and it even serves as a set of principles for how we run our organization.
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You can see that “Building Community” is a central part of the process. It is important to recognize that “Building Community” doesn’t stand on its own, it is intimately tied to the rest of the process, particularly performing and reflection. 

If any of you have done any kind of performance work with youth, you know that after the final performance, it is that student that was resisting the entire time that is the first to say, “When can we do that again?”  The first public performance or exhibit a group of students produce is often what solidifies the community. So we can’t view community in our classrooms and organizations as something that needs to be built, and then we can move on – community is intimately tied into the entire process of creating art.

So the arts are important for building community. But why does community matter?

In our organization, we think about community on three levels:

a) Community in the classroom

b) Community in professional development

c) Community in the organization

The same philosophy of community governs all three aspects of our organization.

1. Shifting roles.

In our view, youth development means that with mentoring and support, youth are placed in adult roles and given professional responsibilities. 

We have a program called Youth Leaders, represented here by Sandra and Alex. These are students who are in our classrooms at Central Falls. They also work in paid positions after school, both teaching professional development workshops and performing as an ensemble at conferences and community events.  They co-teach with artists and teachers in our lab school in the summer. 

Youth also have a voice in the decisions and vision concerning the overall organization. This summer we had a focus group of our youth leaders after the summer and they gave us advice on how we might improve the summer program. 

Why is it important to place youth in adult roles?  Because they can take on these roles. Because they want to. And because we have a lot to learn from them. The biggest mistake we are making in education at the moment is that we, the adults, are making all the decisions for the students, from a policy level to a classroom level. Youth culture is rapidly changing. There is a great deal of literature about how youth have a need to take risks, to negotiate the world from child to adult. Adult roles through the arts provide the opportunity for youth to take these risks in positive, constructive, and supported ways.

2. Collaborative Cultural Interchange.

We actively seek out diverse participants in every level of our organization, then we create a space where different values, views, and art forms, specific to culture, can be honored and shared. For instance, in the film clip you saw, we partnered an African-American Poet, a Kenyan Filmmaker, a Guatemalan Youth Leader, and a White English Language Learning teacher in a classroom with 20 diverse students, and in that environment, everyone, with the help of a mentor teacher, had to figure out how to utilize everyone’s talents and passions.

3. Reflection

In the Project we create constant opportunities for feedback and reflection – in our organization, our professional development, and our classrooms. Our teachers spend three full days at the end of the summer reflecting on our process and how we can improve as an organization. This year we’re launching a new kind of project evaluation: we ask our partners to tell us a story about their involvement in the project and we’re asking the question, “What do stories reveal about teaching and learning in our organization?”  This reflection is critical to our organization’s responsiveness to the needs of our teachers, artists, and students.

4. Support
How can teachers support their students if they themselves are not working in a supportive environment?  In our work, we try to take care of everything for our teachers and artists – from food at our meetings to mentor teachers in their classrooms, we look out for them in every way we can. At the Project, we also ask and take into account everyone’s opinion.  As in the classroom, the ultimate responsibility rests with our staff, but everyone’s voice matters.  Respect in our organization is modeled and mirrored, and we are rewarded by the high level of respect teachers and artists show for the Project, for each other, and for their students.

At the beginning of our professional development a couple of years ago, one of our teachers seemed agitated and distanced from the rest of the group. During the week she passed me a note that read [read by Angela Richardson]:

Lest you think I’m upset and cranky about things, just keep in mind that I have just come off of my worst year of teaching in many years (bad karma with downtown administration, no contract, low morale, and my own frazzled year with bad books I had to teach etc., not to mention the last week of school, with 2 sets of final performances and having to pack up my classroom, move upstairs, and unpack!)

In spite of all of this, I have only been in this group for 2 1/2 days and I’m already energized and excited about September!

Just thought you’d like to know.

Theresa is a stunning teacher in a Providence middle school. In her comment you can hear how schools are often isolating, unforgiving environments. My parents are both teachers and I remember when my mom first started teaching she would come home crying. In the United States, as I mentioned earlier, we are losing half of new teachers in the first five years of teaching. Place this statistic next to that of urban high school losing 45% of its students and it becomes obvious that we need schools and learning environments that provide a sense of community and support, for teachers and students alike. We need schools with such a sense of community that students, like Carlos, will feel compelled to want to be in them. We need schools that will notice a student like JahnMary and help her break out of her shell.  Let’s listen to all of the voices that are here this weekend and let’s give the Partnership a round of applause for pushing us in this much needed direction.
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