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Urban Education
Fall 2016
W/F 2:00-3:15pm
Stein 307
Jack Schneider
Stein 432
jschneid@holycross.edu
Office hours: W 10-11am; F 10-11:30; T/Th by appointment
	Course Description


This course is designed to help you understand what makes city schools different from their suburban or rural counterparts.  Of course, there is much that makes them the same.  In terms of curricula, teacher quality, and funding, schools tend to be largely similar.  A student who pays attention and works hard at a city school will likely learn just as much as his or her peers in other kinds of schools.  Yet there is much that makes urban schools distinct.  They offer unique opportunities.  They face unique challenges.
At the end of this course, you will not be an expert in urban education.  But if you pay attention and work hard, you will leave this course ready to have thoughtful, well-evidenced, nuanced conversations about a subject of great civic importance.
	Course Expectations


1. Readings: Do the assigned readings prior to class discussions and be prepared to ask and answer questions in class.  As a rule of thumb, shorter readings should be read more slowly and more carefully than longer ones.  Please know that it is very obvious when you have not done the work and you will not learn as much if you have not prepared for class.
2. Participation in class: Participation in discussions, group work, and email is important in this class—both for the purpose of deepening your understanding of central ideas and for practicing key skills.  Useful contributions take a number of forms—building on the comments of others, bringing new points to light, raising questions, carefully listening—but are common in that they foster an environment of discovery.  In short, your participation is not merely as an individual, but as a member of a whole; bear that in mind.  Physical and mental attendance is a requirement.
3. Writing: We will focus a great deal on writing in this class, and you will be asked to complete several different kinds of assignments over the semester.  You are responsible for fully understanding the Guidelines for Analytical Writing at the end of the syllabus.
* While you will not be explicitly evaluated on these course expectations, failure to meet them will adversely affect your ability to fully contribute as a member of the class and, consequently, will impact your grade.  Meeting 75% of expectations, in other words, roughly translates to a C.
	Grading and Assignments


Your course grade will be broken down into the following categories:

1. Weekly blog posts: 25%

2. Interpretive essay: 25%

3. Op-ed: 15%

4. Final project: 35%

All assignments, unless otherwise noted, should be single-spaced and uploaded to Moodle as Word documents.  Label all documents: Your last name + Abbreviated name of assignment
*Late work for all assignments will be graded down one-third of a grade (i.e. A(A-) for each day past due.  Pro tip: learn to start early, finish early, and keep revising right up to the deadline.
1. Weekly blog post
    Due: Each Friday by 9am EST (Weeks 2-8)
The purpose of these blog posts is twofold.  First, the assignment is designed to keep you thinking about the course readings and discussions.  Urban education is a complex subfield and the more you think about it, the more your views will evolve.  Second, the posts are designed to stimulate thought for others.  That means that you should be reading other people’s postings, considering them, and commenting on them.

One half of the class will post in the first week.  The other half will comment.  Posts should be roughly 500 words in length.  Comments should be roughly 100 words in length.  Comments should not merely say “I liked your post, especially the part where…”  In the next week, we will switch (i.e. posters from previous week will comment).  This pattern of switching will continue until you have completed three posts and three comments.
None of this needs to be carefully polished, but your writing should substantively use readings from the week—as evidence, as a springboard for a new idea, as a punching bag, etc.  Each post should be focused on the themes from the readings.
You will be evaluated on a 1-6 scale on the following:

· Your post meets the word requirement

· Your post substantively draws upon at least one reading
· Your post offers a distinct take from the posts of your classmates (some overlap is acceptable, but you do need to keep an eye on what others write)

· Your post relies on evidence to support claims; in other words, provide an example of whatever it is that you’re talking about (but do not conduct outside research)

· Your post reflects the quality of writing outlined in the “Guidelines” section at end of syllabus (pay particular attention to points 1-4)
· Your post is respectful

2. Interpretive essay 

    Due: Oct. 28 by class time
What do we know about the students in urban schools?  That’s the big question that you will be tackling in this essay.  Your assignment is not to answer this question completely, from every possible angle.  Instead, your assignment is to reflect on what you know and then select your most interesting and original point to focus on.  Then, develop a clear (rather than vague) and specific (rather than general) analysis.

Whatever you do, do not simply execute a brain dump.  Do not list facts and figures.  Do not summarize the readings.  If you do that, you will have failed.  After all, this is an interpretive essay.  So what is your interpretation?  What is the big, important, essential truth that you think you’ve identified?  How can you distill all that you know into a single main point?     
Your essay should be roughly 1500 words in length and should draw on a minimum of four course readings.  You will be evaluated on the criteria laid out in the “Guidelines” section at the end of the syllabus. 
4. Op-ed

    Due: Nov. 16 by class time

For this assignment, write a double-spaced 700-800 word op-ed (check out the op-ed page of the New York Times or the “Commentary” section of Education Week if you aren’t familiar with the genre) about urban education.  You should begin your op-ed with this fill-in-the-blank sentence: “Here’s what most Americans don’t know about city schools:_______________________​​​____.”
What goes in the blank?  Well, that’s up to you.  By this point in the course, you will have read everything on the syllabus.  And you should know a great deal about urban schools.  So, what’s the thing you wish most people knew?  What’s the fact that would surprise people?  What would shift the conversation about urban schools in the right direction?  What do we all collectively need to know in order to create great city schools?

You do not need to cite any readings for this.  You do need to draw upon evidence, though.  After all, you will be making assertions, and you never want to make unfounded assertions.  Take a look at other op-eds and see how authors use evidence.  Pro tip: hyperlinks.
We will discuss in class what the general format of an op-ed looks like.  But the main thing to remember is that op-eds really only make one big point.  This is not a book.  Or even a lengthy report.  This is a quick and precise piece of writing designed to inform the average person who is skimming the newspaper right before he or she heads off to work.  You are competing with the crossword puzzle and the sports section, so be clear and engaging.
This op-ed will receive a letter grade for the quality of writing, the internal consistency of the argument, and the degree to which you met the requirements of the assignment. 
4. Final project

    Presentations Dec. 7 + 9; Projects due during exam period 
In this project, you will be working to build a “dream” urban school.  You can choose to start from scratch, or you can choose to take over an existing school. 
A. Your first task is to pick a location and understand it.  What city will you be working in?  If you are assisting an existing school, which one is it?  If you are building a new school, where will it go?  How will students be assigned to this school?  You will need to place the school on a map, sketch out the demography of its student body, outline the resources available, and explain the policy context that surrounds it—current performance, district initiatives, state mandates, etc.
B. Your next task is to identify the school’s most urgent needs.  If this is an existing school, you will want to look at both the school and the neighborhood.  If this is a new school, you will want to look at the neighborhood, but also at other schools with similar demography.  Your goal here is to address whatever the most serious weaknesses are. 
C. You will next want to identify the school’s unleveraged potential.  What strengths does this school have to build on?  What is its untapped upside?  What resources does the neighborhood offer?  What are its hidden strengths?  Remember that not all differences are deficits.
D. You will then want to spend some time thinking outside the box.  Sure, you’ve thought about weaknesses and strengths.  And you may even have come up with some smart and creative ways of addressing them.  But what if you had the freedom to really do something original?  What would it be?  If you could free yourself from tradition, from state and district regulations, etc., what would you do to create a dream school that everyone wants to attend?  

E. After you’ve done all this, you want to come up with a mission statement.  Then outline what you plan to accomplish in 1, 5, and 10 years, with regard to your mission.  How will your various strategies work together?  What resources—people, materials, policies, etc.—will you need?  How will you track progress?  What will indicate success or failure? 
F. Your final product will be a report on your public school that includes (at the minimum) the following sections: school mission, neighborhood context, urgent needs, strengths and untapped potential, innovation plan, five year vision, ten year vision.  You will also want more than just text in this report.  Maps, graphs, charts, and images will all help readers understand your school and your vision.  The text of the report should be roughly 3,000 words in length (single-space all text in the report).  It should be 10-15 pages long and highly visual.  It should be constructed as a professional looking pdf with a cover page, executive summary, and appendix (more sections!).
You will be making final presentations to the class.  But you will only have five minutes.  So you will not be presenting your entire report.  Instead, you will be presenting your big vision.  What is an urban dream school?  Show us a picture or two.  Tell us what makes it distinctive.  Tell us what your school will do.  These presentations will count for 10% of the total project grade.
	Course Texts


All of your readings for this course are available on Moodle.  You should either print them out or use a software program that allows you to annotate your readings.  Further, you should bring your annotated readings—hard copy or digital—to the class meeting for which they are due.
	Classes and Readings


Week 1: (8/31 + 9/2): Urban Schools Are Failing, Right?
Wed:
- Introduction to course
Fri:  
- TUDA report

- OECD report


- NCES Urban Schools


- Jacob, “The Challenge of Staffing Urban Schools with Effective Teachers,” The Future of 

  Children (2007), pages 130-133
Week 2: (9/7 + 9/9): Why Are There More People of Color in Cities?
Wed: 
- Lepore, “The Uprooted,” The New Yorker (2010)
- Bajari and Kahn, “Why Do Blacks Live in the Cities?” (2001) pages 1-4, 19-23

- Semuels, “White Flight Never Ended,” The Atlantic (2015)
Fri: 
- Waldinger, “Immigration and Urban Change,” Annual Review of Sociology (1989)
Week 3: (9/14 + 9/16): Why Is There More Poverty in Cities?
Wed:
- Teitz and Chapple, “The Causes of Inner-City Poverty,” Cityscape (1998)
Fri:
- Curley, “Theories of Urban Poverty and Implications for Housing Policy” Journal of 
  Sociology and Social Welfare (2005)  
Week 4: (9/21 + 9/23): What Explains Demographic Concentration?
Wed:
- Boustan, “Racial Residential Segregation in American Cities,” Oxford Handbook of 
  Urban Economics and Planning (2011)
Fri: 
- Sharkey, “The Intergenerational Transmission of Context,” American Journal of 
  Sociology (2008)
Week 5: (9/28 + 9/30): Why Are Schools More Segregated Than Cities?
Wed:
- Orfield and Yun, Resegregation in American Schools (1999)

- Owens, “Inequality in Children’s Contexts,” American Sociological Review, read pages 

  1-5, 17-19

Fri: 
- Cohen, “New York City Tackles School Segregation,” The American Prospect (2015)
- AUDIO: Episode 562 of This American Life: 
  www.thisamericanlife.org/radio-archives/episode/562/the-problem-we-all-live-with 
Week 6: (10/5 + 10/7): Why Is School Readiness Lower in Cities?
Wed: 
- Sharkey and Elwert, “The Legacy of Disadvantage,” American Journal of Sociology (2011)

Fri: 
- AUDIO: “Act One: Harlem Renaissance,” from episode 364 of This American Life (2008): 
  www.thisamericanlife.org/radio-archives/episode/364/going-big?act=1#play 

- Murphy Paul, “Why Parenting Is More Important Than Schools,” Time (2012)
Week 7: Fall Break
Week 8: (10/19 + 10/21): Why Are Urban Students Less Likely to Be Engaged?
Wed:
- “The Nature and Conditions of Engagement,” Engaging Schools (2003)
Fri:
- Valdes, “The World Outside and Inside Schools,” Educational Researcher (1998)
Week 9: (10/26 + 10/28): Why Do Urban Students Score Lower on Tests?
Wed: 
- Reardon, “The Widening Income Achievement Gap,” Educational Leadership (2013)

- Willingham, “Why Does Family Wealth Affect Learning?” American Educator (2012)
- Egalite, “How Family Background Influences Student Achievement,” Education Next (2016)
Fri: 
- Barton and Coley, The Black-White Achievement Gap (2010)


- Interpretive Essays due
Week 10: (11/2 + 11/4): What Do Schools Do about Lower Levels of Performance?
Wed: 
- Oakes, Keeping Track, chapter 1 (2005)

- Barshay, “The Upside of Academic Tracking,” The Atlantic (2016)

- Peterson, “Direct Instruction: Effective for What and for Whom?” Ed. Leadership (1979)
- McIntyre, “What Happens When Students Create Their Own Curriculum?” The Atlantic (2015)
Fri:
- Ravitch, “NCLB: Measure and Punish,” from The Death and Life of the Great American     

  School System (2010)

- Comer et al., “The School Development Program,” Rallying the Whole Village (1996)
Week 11: (11/9 + 11/11): What Do Schools Do about Lower Levels of Compliance?
Wed: 
- Noguera, “Schools, Prisons, and Social Implications of Punishment,” Theory into   

  Practice (2003)

- Westervelt, “An Alternative to Suspension and Expulsion,” NPR News
Fri: 
- Goldstein, “Boston’s High-Quality Charters Make No Excuses” Flypaper
  (2014)
- Carr, “How Strict Is Too Strict?” The Atlantic (2014)
- Garland, “The End of ‘No Excuses’ Education Reform?” The Hechinger Report (2016)

- Meier, “Central Park East: An Alternative Story,” The Power of Their Ideas (1995)
Week 12: (11/16 + 11/18): Policy Questions
Wed: 
- Choice readings (for those of you looking ahead in the syllabus, you may wish to begin 

   compiling readings at the beginning of the semester; there is no need to wait until week 12 to   

   search for readings in topics of interest to you)

- Op-eds due
Fri: 
- Choice readings
Week 13: Thanksgiving Break
Week 14: (11/30 + 12/2): Prepare for final projects
Wed:
- In-class work on final projects 

Fri:
- In-class work on final projects 

Week 15: (12/7 + 12/9): Project Presentations
Wed:
- Presentations

Fri:
- Presentations
	Guidelines


Guidelines for Critical Reading 
As a critical reader of a particular text (a book, article, speech, proposal), you should to use the following questions as a framework to guide you as you read: 

1. What’s the point?  This is the analysis issue.  What, in other words, is the author’s angle?  What is he or she trying to show us or teach us?
2. Who says so?  This is the validity issue.  Upon what, in other words, are the author’s claims based?  Do you believe him/her?  Have other possible explanations been addressed?
3. What’s new?  This is the value-added issue.  What, in other words, does the author contribute that we don’t already know?  
4. Who cares?  This is the significance issue (the most important issue of all).  In other words: is the text worth reading?  Does it contribute something important?  

If this is the way critical readers are going to approach a text, then as an analytical writer you need to guide readers toward the desired answers to each of these questions…

Guidelines for Analytical Writing 

In writing papers for this (or any) course, keep in mind the following things that good writers do:  

1. Pick an important issue.  Why should anyone care about this topic?  Pick an issue that matters and that you really care about.  In short, make sure that your analysis meets the “so what?” test.  
2. Provide analysis.  A good paper is more than a catalogue of facts, concepts, experiences, or references; it is more than a description of the content of a set of readings.  A good paper is a logical and coherent analysis of a key issue.  This means that your paper should aim to explain rather than describe.  Your reader should learn something from your essay.
3. Keep focused.  Don’t lose track of the point you are trying to make.  Make sure the reader knows where you are heading and why.  Cut out anything extraneous to your main point.  Do not try to make more than just one key point in a short essay.  (Several smaller points, connected to the main point, is perfectly reasonable.)  Your reader should never ask: “what does this have to do with the main argument?”
4. Aim for clarity.  Don’t assume that the reader knows what you’re talking about.  Instead, make your points clearly enough that even a lazy reader will get the point.  Keeping focused and avoiding distracting clutter will help, as will writing clear sentences and deploying effective “signposts.”  Your reader should never ask “why are you saying this right now?”
5. Recognize complexity and acknowledge multiple viewpoints.  You should not reduce issues to either/or, black/white, good/bad.  Papers should show that you understand and appreciate more than one perspective on an issue.  This should be clear in your main argument (which should be nuanced) and in your discussion throughout the paper (in which you might use phrases like “though it is true that X, it is nevertheless the case that Y”).

6. Provide depth, insight, and connections.  The best papers are ones that go beyond making obvious points, superficial comparisons, and simplistic assertions.  They dig below the surface of the issue at hand, demonstrating a deeper level of understanding and an ability to make interesting connections.  A great essay makes the reader go: “wow, I had never thought about that connection…”
7. Draw on course materials. Your papers should give evidence that you are taking this course.  You do not need to agree with any of the readings or presentations, but your paper should show you have considered the course materials thoughtfully.  Sometimes that means simply incorporating key ideas into your discussion.  Sometimes it means using particular pieces of evidence.  But whatever the case, the reader should never ask: “what does this have to do with the class?”
8. Support your analysis with evidence.  You need to do more than simply state your ideas, however informed and useful these may be.  You also need to provide evidence that reassures the reader that you know what you are talking about.  This does not require lengthy elaborations.  In fact, the best use of evidence is often quite concise (consider the difference between footnoting a study and summarizing its core findings—a big difference!).

9. Do not overuse quotation.  In a short paper, long quotations (more than a sentence or two in length) are generally not appropriate.  Even in longer papers, quotations should be used sparingly.  In general, your papers are more effective if written primarily in your own words, using ideas from the literature but framing them in your own way to serve your own analytical purposes.  Footnote instead of summarizing, unless the summary is really important.
10. Cite your sources.  You need to identify for the reader where particular ideas or examples come from.  This can be done through in-text citation: give the author’s last name, publication year, and (in the case of quotations) page number in parentheses at the end of the sentence or paragraph where the idea is presented—e.g., (Schneider, 2011, p. 22); provide the full citations in a list of references at the end of the paper.  You can also identify sources with footnotes or endnotes: give the full citation for the first reference to a text and a short citation for subsequent citations to the same text.  Google “Chicago style citations” if you are unclear on format.
11. Take care in the quality of your prose.  Confusing prose usually signals confusion in a person’s thinking.  After all, one key purpose of writing is to put down your ideas in a way that permits you and others to reflect on them critically, to see if they stand up to analysis.  Take the time to reflect on your own ideas on paper and revise them as needed.  And remember: a paper written in a clear and effective style makes a more convincing argument than one written in a murky manner.  Pro tip: read your paper several times through, asking: “what am I saying here?”  
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