Ernesto Cortes, Jr.

Ernesto Cortes, Jr. is the Southwest Regional Director of the Industrial Areas
Foundation, IAF, a non-profit organization founded in Chicago by the late Saul Alinsky.
The southwest region includes over 23 community-based organizations, stretching from
New Orleans to Des Moines to Los Angeles.

A native of San Antonio, Texas, Cortes is a graduate of Central Catholic High
School in San Antonio, and Texas A & M University, where he majored in English and
Economics and graduated at the age of 19. '

Cortes studied Economics at the post-graduate level at the University of Texas at
Austin under Professors Vernon Briggs, Ray Marshall and Dan Morgan. However, his
interest in social justice through community organizing, coupled with the death of his
father, led him away from scholarly endeavors. As a student activist on the board of the
University YMCA, he organized the statewide support group for the farmworkers union,
and initiated the successful statewide caravan in support of striking farmworkers at La
Casita farms in the Rio Grande Valley.

Between 1969 and 1972, Cortes served as deputy director of economic
development and housing for the Mexican American Unity Council in San Antonio,
Texas. During this period he was also on the Board of Managers of the Bexar County
Hospital District.

Cortes’ affiliation with the IAF officially began in June of 1972 after he attended
the organization’s leadership training institute in Chicago. After training, Cortes worked
with IAF leaders in Wisconsin and Indiana for a year developing his skills as a
community organizer. '

In 1974 Cortes moved to San Antonio where he put together a sponsoring

" committee and then organized the San Antonio Communities Organized for Public

Service, COPS, the well-known and highly successful church-based grassroots
organization of San Antonio’s west and south side communities. In 1977 he moved to
Los Angeles, California, where he organized UNO, the United Neighborhoods
Organization, another broad-based, church-sponsored community organization in East
Los Angeles.

In 1978, Cortes founded The Metropolitan Organization, TMO, in Houston. In
1982 he founded Valley Interfaith in the Rio Grande Valley of South Texas. Together
with COPS in San Antonio, these organizations were the beginning of what is now called
the Southwest IAF Network. Cortes was also instrumental in founding and supervising
the other organizations that have since joined the network: El Paso Interreligous
Sponsoring Organization, EPISO; Allied Communities of Tarrant, ACT, in Fort Worth,
Texas; Metro Alliance in San Antonio; Austin Interfaith Sponsoring Committee; Fort
Bend Interfaith; The Border Organization of Eagle Pass and Del Rio, Texas; Dallas Area
Interfaith; Pima County Interfaith Council, PCIC, in Tucson, Arizona; Valley Interfaith



Project in Phoenix, Arizona; East Valley Interfaith Organizing Effort in Tempe, Arizona;
Albuquerque Interfaith in New Mexico; Omaha Together One Community, OTOC, in
Nebraska; The Jeremiah Group in New Orleans, Louisiana; Triangle Interfaith Project in .
- southeast Texas; A Metropolitan Organizing Strategy, AMOS, in Des Moines, Iowa; and
the West Texas Organizing Project. The organizations of the Southwest IAF Network are
estimated to have a combined leadership of over 25, 000 and represent over a quarter of a
million families. :

The IAF organizations work together, on regional as well as state-wide levels, to
revitalize local democracies and thereby bring change to poor and moderate income
communities. The organizations help ordinary people develop the competence,
confidence, and leadership to be, as Thomas Jefferson said, “participators in the affairs of
government”. As leaders in their communities, these ordinary people identify and take
action on issues of importance to their neighborhoods, such as the equalization of funding
for public schools, school restructuring to improve student learning, indigent health care,
job training, and economic development for high wage jobs. ‘

In particular, the leadership of the Texas organizations led to the approval by
Texas voters of $250 million in grants and low-interest loans to build water and sewer
systems in the 400-plus unincorporated rural communities, called colonias, along the
- border. The colonia legislation was initiated and promoted by the Texas IAF Network in
collaboration with the elected leadership of the state, the Texas Water Development
Board, and local providers. The IAF organizations in south Texas have used the state’s
initial investment to leverage another $200 million in local and federal funds, for a
combined investment of over $450 million in 1nfrastructure improvements in the
colonias.

' The IAF’s organizing in Texas has also produced results in the area of jobs and
job training. The San Antonio organizations pioneered a model job training program in
1993: Project QUEST, Quality Employment through Skills Training. Project QUEST
represents a collaboration between the San Antonio IAF organizations, the business
community, the City of San Antonio, the State of Texas, and the San Antonio Works
board. Together these entities pledge high skill, high wage job opportunities, several
million dollars in annual operational funding, and the sweat equity of hundreds of leaders
from San Antonio’s working families, all of which has helped almost 600 previously
unemployed or underemployed adults obtain high-skill, high-wage jobs or prepare to
pursue higher education full-time at the bachelor’s level. The success of Project QUEST
has led other organizations in the network to pursue similar job training strategies:

. Valley Interfaith created the Valley Initiative for Development and Advancement .
(VIDA), Dallas Area Interfaith created Workpaths, ACT in Fort Worth created Synergy,
and the organizations in Tucson, Phoenix, Austin and El Paso are currently developing

© strategies.

'Public school reform has been another successful area for Cortes and the

- organizations of the IAF in the southwest. For Cortes, public education has always been
a particular passion because of the vital role it plays in creating and maintaining a vibrant
civic culture.



In 1984, the organizations in Texas were instrumental in passing state legislation
in support of reforms to jmprove public education and to raise new funds for poor
schools. This legislation increased public funding for schools by $2.8 billion, with poor
school districts receiving the largest increases. ’

In addition, Cortes envisioned and launched an innovative education initiative to
engage communities in public education. The goals of the initiative were to identify and
train parent and community leaders to change the culture of schools, and to build a broad
constituency of support for education reform both locally and statewide. Initially serving
12 school districts and 27 schools in Texas, the initiative has expanded to include
approximately 35 districts and 250 schools in four states, including New Mexico, Arizona
and Louisiana. In Texas, the initiative, called the Alliance Schools, has developed into a
partnership between the network organizations, community and business leaders, school
district officials, the Texas Education Agency, and school campus teachers, staff and
parents. The Alliance Schools’ impact has been evidenced by a substantial and sustained
increase in student achievement, as measured by higher scores on Texas’ standardized
skills assessment test and improved attendance records.

- The successful efforts of the IAF Network have been recognized in numerous
books, including Who Will Tell the People by William Grieder (1992), Community is
Possible by Harry C. Boyte (1984), the State of Families, 3 by Ray Marshall (Family
Service America, 1991), Thinking for a Living by Marc Tucker and Ray Marshall (1992),
and A World of Ideas, II by Bill Moyers (1990). Several recent books highlight the
success of Alliance Schools initiative: Community Organizing for Urban School Reform
by Dennis Shirley (1997) and Teaching the New Basic Skills by Richard Murnane and
Frank Levy (1997). The network’s work also has been featured in several PBS
documentaries, including The World of Ideas series and Surviving the Bottom Line by
Hedrick Smith. Cold Anger, a book by Mary Beth Rogers, provides a history of the IAF
and Cortes’ development as an organizer and leader in the southwest. Cortes and the
work of the network also have been featured in numerous magazines and newspapers
including The Christian Science Monitor, The Texas Observer, Texas Monthly, The
Boston Review, Education Week, and Educational Leadership.

Cortes has been awarded several fellowships in recognition of his

_ accomplishments in the field of community organizing. In 1984 the MacArthur
Foundation named him a fellow. In 1993 he was a fellow at the John F Kennedy School
of Government, Institute of Politics at Harvard University. Most recently he completed a
year-long fellowship as a Martin Luther King Jr. Visiting Professor in the Department of
Urban Studies and Planning at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

Cortes also has received numerous awards for his work, including: The Common
Cause Public Interest Achievement Award (1990); Texas Catholic Conference Award
(1991); Frankie Randolph Social Justice Award (Texas Observer, 1990); Esquire
Register Honoree (1988); Excellence in Organizing Award (IAF, 1990); Tom Harris for -
Community Service Award (Corporate Fund for Children, 1995); George 1. Sanchez



Memorial Award (National Education Association, 1997); Human and Civil Rights
Award (Texas State Teachers Association, 1997). Most recently, Cortes was awarded the
H. J. Heinz Award in the category of Public Pollcy

Cortes currently serves on a variety of commissions and boards, including: the
Aspen Institute Domestic Strategy Group, the Public Education Network, the National
Commission on Civic Renewal, the Task Force on Reconstructing America’s Labor
" Market Institutions, the Brookings Institution Center on Urban and Metropolitan Policy
Advisory Board, the Economic Policy Institute Board of Directors, and the Union
Theology Seminary Board of Directors. He is a past member of the Pew Forum for K-12
Education Reform, Carnegie Task Force on Learning in the Primary Grades, and National
Board for Progressive Teaching Standards, and the National Commission on Teachmg
and America’s Future.

Cortes is married to Oralia Garza and is the father of three children: Ami, Alma
Ester and Jacob Josue. :

(May 1998)
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- based, multiethnic, interfaith orgamuuons :

. communities. These orgammuons are re<

- vides leadership trzumng for .
. ncarly 40 organizations repre-
. senting over 1,000 institutions
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. Public Service (COPS} is the

* the terrain on which IAF and
. COPS operate.
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"NEW WAR ON POVERTY

ORE THAN 50 ycar§ agc:'Saul ’

Alinsky founded the Industrial |

Areas Foundation (IAF). Cur» -t
rently directed by Ed Chambers, JAF is now -

the center of a national network of broad-

in prxmanly poor and modcra core
newing their local democracies:’ fostermg
the competence and confidence of ordinary
citizens so that they can reorganize the re-
lationships of power and polmcs and re-
structure the physical and civic infrastrucrure
of their communities. To that cnd, IA'E_ED-

and one million families, prin-
cpally in New York, Texas, Cal-
ifornia, Arizona, New Mexico, ' f
Nebraska, Maryland, Tennessee, .,
and the United Kingdom. ’
The San Antonio-based .
Communities Organized for

oldest of these 40 IAF institu-
tions. It is also the most estab-
lished, and so provides an™"
especially striking illustration
of IAFs orgmizing techniques.
To explore those techniques, -+ |
though, we need first o under- .. .
stand some fundamenals about {

Why a New Democracy?

The quality of urban life
has deteriorated sharply over
the past 20 years. The problems .
— hunger, homelessness, un-
employment, violence — are
overwhelming and many well-

i} intentioned people have tried to address

them in isolation. Such piecemeal ap-
proaches, though, cannot get ar the mutu-
ally reinforcing and cumulative impact of

these problems. Instead they contribute to
our pohuml mcompema and Iack of pe- )

litical imagination. '

Because our political system has failed
1o address urban decay seriously and effec-
tively, much of our adult population is con-

= vinced that politics Is largely irrelevant o

their lives. And this alienadon has impov-
erished public discourse itself,
At first glance, a discussion about the de-

- cline of ot political instirutions and public
- discourse may seem out of place in a de-
f. scmpnon of more tangible social and eco-

Tiomic decay. Yetone of the mest important
causes of American povesty is the inability
of working people i absorb the o6t of con-
temporary economic and polmcal change
A dynamic economy always imposes such

Y costs, and those who are the least polmcal
- the least articulate, least connected, least

Carrie Laughlin, 2 member of the Texas In-

*% merfaith Education Fund research staff, made
. significant contributions o this artide. -

EETY

The Network of Texas IAF or ¥

. wcﬂ@rgamwd — mva.nably bear an inor-

dinate share of the burden. While the free
market has an important place in soclety, it

mist be keptin irs place by civic institutions.

When those institutions fail to buffer cidi-
zens from the market, the effects showup
ar'thé botrom line: real income in the Unit-.

States has been declining since 1973, wich

* the most serious effects visited on the'in~

comes of the less well-educated.
“The federal government has done lidle
to alleviate these troubles. Federal support

for cities declined dramatically in the 1980s )

while F}mngcs in tax policy overwhelming-

Reweaving the Social Fab
:' Efmeétb_Cortés, L T e

" of income. They are a crushing burden on *
the soul, and people who suffer under their -

we1ght often view themselves as incapable

of participating in the civic culture and po-
litical community. This sense of self makes - -
broad-based institutions extraordinarily dif- -
. ficult to create: But no transformation of the -
- hurman spirit can proceed without the'de- -
“velopment of pmcucal wisdom and mean-
ingful collective action through thc pracucc -
X ncxghbodmods, areite job training

True politics is not about pole, focus ‘

of collaborative politics. -

groups, and television ads. It is about en-

gaging in public discourse and iniviating col- - !

5

2 ikt

held irs first ¢

Iy benefited the rich. In part as 2 consequence

of those polices, the after-tax income of the

* richest one percent of American families

grew 75% during the last decade, while the
bottom 60% of families actually experienced
adedine in income. The purchasing pow-

“er of the minimum wage has plummeted,

* wo, falling from its 1968 peak of $6. 13/hour

{in 1993 dollars) to woday’s $4.25/hour. This
development has pushed more people be-
low the poverty line, and left those above
it without time or energy for their children
or families, let alone their communities.
So the distribution of the costs of change

is a matter of palitics, not simply econorics.

Political and social renewal, however, are
rarely discussed as means for alleviating these -
costs. We focus on results rather than caus-
- es. But while the resolution of broader crises -
does require drterition to immediate issues, -
short-term soluuons will have only limited .
Fsitccess without corresponding long-tcrm
“changes in our social and political institu- -

tons.

Politics, Community, and Organtzation

_ The IAF approach to instirutional change

recognizes that problems such as poverty
and unemployment are not simply marters

lective action guided by thar discourse. In
politics it is not enough to be right, or to

_have a coherent position; one also must be

"reasonable, willing to make concessions, -

" exercise judgment, and find terms tharoth-
ers can accept as well. So politics is about’

relationships that enable people to disagree,
argue, interrup, confront, and negotiate,
and, through this process of conversation
and debate, to forge a consensus or com-
promise that makes it possible for them
act. The practical wisdom revealed in poli-
tics is equivalént to good judgementand
praxis— action which is both intentional

. and reflective: In prixi;, the most important

part of the action is the reflection and eval-

uation afterward. IAF organizations hold
“actions” - public dramas, with masses
of ordinary people moving togetheron a

- particular issue, with a particular focus, and
.sometimes producing an unanticipated re-

action. This reaction in turn provides the

+ grist for the real teaching of politics and in- -

terpretation — how to appreciate the ensu-
ing negotiations, challenge, argument, and
political conversations.

In The Presence of the Past, Sheldon
Wolin describes our birthright as our polit-
ical identicy: Echoing Arstotle’s idea that we

L]

ric

‘
v

are political beings — that a part of us

‘emerges only through participation in pub-

fic life — Wolins empbhasizes our capacity 1o.

‘initiate action in collaboration with other
~ human beings. Such action often has an

element of public drama. But in the IAR,

+ political action is more than drama. It com-- *

“bines the symbolism of active citizenship

with real political efficacy; creating the op- - ¢

pormunity-to restructure schools, revmhze

increase acess to health care, or initiare ﬂood
- contro} programs:”:

ln addmon to- mng;ble improvements in”

" public services, suchi politics recre-

+ates and reorganizes the ways in

which people, networks of rela-

) nonslnps, and insticutions oper-

" ate: it builds real community. As

‘social beings we are defined by

“our relationships to other people

* - family and kin, but also the

- ness of living our lives in a éorm-

+ lack the organizations that zn-
able them to connect :ormlpo—“' :

¢ cial relationships disintegrace. We

= rcsponswe to'ourcomntnit
There is no time arid" encry for
“collaboration, no reciprocity, no
trust — in short, no social cap-
lml .
" Toreverse rhe current disso- -
- lution of community, we need to
" rebuild social capital, to reinvest
~: in the institutions that enable
“people to leamn, to develop lead-
- ership, and to build mlanonshxps,

oo bccome, in Jefferson’s phrase, ‘participa-

tots in the affairs of government.” What AF
has found is that when people leam dmugh
pohm:s to work with each othes, supporting
one another’s projects, a trust emerges that
goes beyond the barriers of race, ethnicity,
income, and geography: we have found that

we can rebuild community by reconstnuct-
ing democracy.

COPS in San Antonlo
For decades the dity of San Antomco ‘man-

. aged” the demands of the poorer sectionsof

the city by successfully splitting the popu- .
lation geographically — makmg secret deals
with one neighborhood in order to prevent
it from joining forces with others. The [AF
developed COPS 1o provide an alternative
strategy and an alternative public space. The

_idea was to give people in Sart Antonio the

opportunity to have conversations away from
the city governmient, to negotiate and de-
liberate with &ach other based on a larger
framework of shared values, vision, and a
commitment to agitation for change.
Aslead izex; I conducted more than
1,000 individual meetings during the ini-

" tial months of the COPS organization.

Through this first round of meetings, we
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! cssfarniliarpcoplcwithwhom e
~wcmgagemﬁndzy—n>dzybusx-f it

* plicated society. But when people -

litical power and participate- 7

effectively in public life, these so- -
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identificd potential leaders and invited them

to participate in a second and third round

of “one-on-ones.” This group was then asked

t0 hold a series of house meetings. As it

. turned out, the leaders in the congregations

were also the leaders in the youth organiza-
tions, PTAs, and unions. And they began
o agicate not only their fellow congregants,
but their neighbors and co-workers.
Congregmorx and umwmg« COPS, like
all IAF orgamzauons, is primarily a federa-
-tion of congregations, connected to institu-

dons of faith and agicated by their traditions,

In this contex; “faith” does not mean a par-
doular system of religious beliefs, but a more

general affirmation that life has meaning, -
Congregations convey traditions which con-,
. nect people in the present and hold them’

accountable to past and future generations.
These institutons— churches, synagogues,
mosques, and temples — are built on net-
works of family and neighborhood. Trag;—
cally, they are virtually the only insdtutions
in sodiety that are fundamentally concerned
with the nature and well-being of families
and communities.

The root of the word rehglon is rv»lzg—
are, which means to bind together thar which
is disconnected. The best elements in our
rehglous teaditions are inclusive — respect-

ing diversity, and conveying a plurahty of

symbols which incorporate the experiences
of diverse peoples. The mixed multinudes in
Sinai and Pentecost are central to the Judeo-
Christian tradition; they represent the con-
sant incorporation of different traditions in
our social and-polidcal fabric,, . .7«
Religious faith, history, and tradidon are

important because they embody the strug- .
- gles of those who have gone before — their

srruggles.both,to understand and to.act.
Others have made efforts, and with mixed
resules, Reflecting on those efforts, one learns
not to rake oneself too seriously, and to rec-

'ognize the limits of what can be accom-

plished in-a lifetime or in a generation.
Moreover, traditions — to the extent that
they are meaningful and useful — provide
a framework for dealing with ambngulty,
irony, and tragedy. S '
In addition o their connection with
communities of faith, IAF organizations

_such as COPS also serv& as “mini-univer-.
sities.” Our organizations have multiple -
agendas, traditions, independent ducs-based,

financing structures, and include a wide va-
riety of individuals. Like universites, broad-
based organizations provide arenas in which
people can engage in constrained conflict,

opening the historical contradictons with-

in and among our traditions to inquity and
reflection.

A common efror in teaching history is - -
to present conflicts as having been fully rec- .

onciled — either through war, the threat of
war, or compromise. In the JAF, we teach
people to understand the strains of con-
troversy within our traditions and history
- strains which must be managed, but are
unlikely ever to be resolved. While repress-

ing controversies can lead to war, acknowl-

" edging and welcoming them within a

framework for debate helps us to temper
conflict ro a managcable level. In short,
COPS provides a civic education, as well as
a phiiosophic one, enabling people to con-
duct their lives eﬁ'ccuvcly and 1o build and
sustain their communides.

Delivering goods. For 20 years, COPS’s
focus has been on developing a strategy to
te-build the infrastructure of its inmer ity

}UNE-SE‘,P.TEMBER 1994

community. With is sister urgaﬁization, the
Metro Alliance, COPS has brought over
$800 million of streexs, parks, housing, side-

walks, libraries, dlinics, streedights, drainage, -

and other infrastructure to the poor neigh-
borhoods of the inner city. San Antonio’s
Community Development Block Grant

" Program (CDBG), orgenized by COPS and

the Metro Alliance into an effective, ac-
countable entity, has been recognized na-

tionwide as a mode] CDBG project.

. The federal government’s CDBG pro-

. gram — instituted in 1974 to replace nu-

merous federal categorical programs with a
single, flexible grant to cities — has been a

- steady; though small and diminishing, source

of funds for the redevelopment of inner cities
across the country. COPS and the Metro

. Alliance have ensured that fundsin San An-

tonio are used carefully and effectively, max

. imizing expenditures for durable capxtal

improvements and minimizing the demands
on' CDBG for ongoing eperating expen-

ditures of city and private agencies. During
the last two decades, only three percent of
San Antonios CDBG funds have been spent
for administration and planmng

COPS leaders organize the annual

‘CDBG process, in which residents of eli-

gible ¢ neighbothoods meet in homes, schodls,
and churches to draw up lists of potential
projects. The cost of the projects is always
three or four times their neighborhood’s
CDBG allocation. So people begm their bar-

‘gaining, trimming some projects and de-

laymgodusmmdmxgeformumalsug)om )

They proceéd from house meetings con-
‘cerned with one street or dra.tnagc issue, to”

nexghborhood meetings proposing a pack-

:age of projects, 10 meetings in each Ciry

dxstnctwshapeapmposzlwtdudlc

‘COPS leadets have incorporated into the
organization’s collective culture the expet-
tise not only to plan projects, but to nego-
tiate and facilitate the bargmmng among
neighborhoods.

By leveraging both pubhc :md pnvatc

moneys, IAF organizations in San Anto-

nio have helped working familiés build

.more than 1,000 units of new housing,

rehabilicate 2, 600 mstmg ones, and pur-
chase 1,300 more. Beyond these new
homes and mfrastructure, however, the

- mst important accomplishment of the IAF
_~ organizations is the:development of non-
.. traditional leaders in\l’listorica.ll}fr disen-

franchised communities.. .~ -
«Leadership. IAF lcadcrs ‘begin their de-
velopment in one-on-one convmuons with
askilled organizer. These conversations rep-
resent an cxchange of views, ;udgcments,
and commitments. IAF organizers see them-

. selves as'teachers, mentors, and agitators

who constandy cultivate leadership for the
organization. Their job is to teach people

" how to form relationships with other lead-
ers, and develop a network, a collective of
relationships able to build the power o en-
able them to act. Leaders initially learn pol-

itics through conversation and negotiation

“with one another — as in the CDBG pro-

cess. As they develop a broader vision of their
self-interest, they begin to recognize their
connections and their rcsponslbdmes weach
other and to the community.

Organizing people around vision and
values allows institutions to address specif-
i concems more effectively. Beginning with

“In his free renderings, Ovid leaps to life.

‘reviewing Slavit's Ovid's Pociry of Exile

' new readers for the poet.”—

" $25.95 hardcovcr

For Passionate Readers

“The Metamorphoses of Ov1d

translated éy Damd R. Slavitt

Dawd Slavm translator of the widely
acchimed Owid’s Poetry cy' Exile, has
fashioned a splendid new English verse
transtation ‘of what is perhaps the best-
known work of one of western civili-
zation’s major poets.

. This is grand stuff.”—Newsweek,

“Brilliant. . . . {Siax;itt‘s] version will win
Bernard

Knox, New Republic
$14.95 paperback

The Pursuit of Love
Irving Singer C
“An ongma-l. and thought-pro.voknlng book on the many '

faces of love,”—Raobert C. Solomon, author of : The
Passions and About Love

“Singer is clearly the Stbph‘;:;l I—faﬁtkmg of the metaphysnc§ and history oflove. .. . He has

“weaved together philosophy, psychology, theology, and the most enticing plots from

European gpera, giving us an engaging picture of the meanings and kinds oﬂovc we pursue,
enjoy—or suffer.” —-Alaa Sob!e author of The Stictare of Love

FWriten by the forcmost au:homy on the concep( of lovc z}us new work is dcmncd to

becomc a classic” —W Jackson Bate, Harvard University

asﬁmhzc&xesclccnon ofthcy&rspm)cas “

A spec 1] y“t' resonant Amerncan plaee”

E@@:ﬁﬂ &t&aahmem&s

The Makmg of an American Urban Nelghborhood
1850 to 1920

Alexander von Hoffman

“Jamaica Plain is among the most visually charming neighborhoods in
Boston: the great-merit of Alcxander von Ioffman’s book is that it reads
“that charm as no other mterpreuvc work on the: nexghhorhood has done.

. It also fixes I P in time, telling its history from pr c-vanl War America to

1920, the verge ‘of the age of the au!omohxle Allin all .arich socmi and
archxtecmrai hlstory of a speclai yet resonant American placc
—Jack Benny, Semor Editor, T}ze Atantic Month!y

$39.95 hardcover :

The Johns l!opkins-l]nlversiif Press
Hamp’den Station, Baltimore, Maryland 21211
To order, call 1-800-537-5487.
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small, winnable issues — fixing a streedight,
putting up a stop sign — they move care-
fully into larger problems — making a schod
a safe and civil place for children to learn.
And then to still larger issues — setring an
agenda for a municipal capital improvemnent
budget, strategizing with corporate leaders
and members of the City Council on eco-
nomic growth policies, developing new ini-
tiatives in job training, health care, and
public education. When ordinary people
become engaged and shift from political
spectatats to political agents, when they be-
gin to play large, public roles, they devel-
op conﬁdeno: in their own competence.

Virginia Ramirez is one of those lead- -

ers. She was angry at the injustice in her

neighborhood — at watching a neighbor

die because she did not have heat in the win- .

ter — bue-was afraid to speak out because
she felt she wasnt educated. COPS waughe-

Mrs. Rammtowpmwhamgerandforgc ,
it into a tool. She leamned o speakpubhdy, .

to lead, to take risks with hersélf, and to
guide others. The IAF pmccsmughthcrm.
develop relaionships within which she could
challenge the indifference and apathy of cor-
porate and governmesit officials. She leamed
how to negotiate with the powerful: 1o com-
promise, to confront when necessary, and

to rebuild collaboration. She gained the con-:

fidence to negotiate with the Cicy Council
and mayor. She went back to school atage
44, carnied her General Equivalency Diplo-
ma; and entered college.

Virginia Ramirez — now prcsndcm of

her parish council anda co-chair of COPS -

'— represents her community ac the nego-

tiating table with San Antonio’s corporate,
financial and municipal government lead-

ers. She is a meritor for young leaders, some..
of whom are the sons-and daughtcrs of-

COPS founders. .

Power and the Iron Rude. Most pcoplc

have an intuitive grasp of Lord Acton’s dic-

tum abour the l:cndcncy of power ta cor-

rupt. To avoid appearing corrupted, they
shy away from power. But powerlessness
also corrupts — pethaps more pervasively
than power itself. So IAF leaders leam quick-
ly that understanding pf)lmcs requires un-
derstanding powcr : :

A central element of that understand-
ing is that there are two kinds of power. Uni-
lateral power tends to be coercive and
domineering. It is the power of one party
treating another as an object to be instruct-
ed and directed. Reladonal power is more
complmed. Developed subject-to-subject,
it is transformative, changing the nature of
the situation and of the self. The IAF has
spent 50 years teaching people to develop

‘, .
After two decades
of neglect, we need.
more publz'c invest--

ment in housing,

education, infras-
tructure, health care,

and job training.

But we also need to
learn-to think dif-
ferently about the

public sector and its
relationship to the

civic culture.

such tclauonzl power, mastmng thc capac-
ity to act, and the reciprocal capacity w al-
low oneself o be acted upon.
Relational power is both coliectively ef-
fective and individually transformative —
think again of Virginia Ramirez. The po-
tential of ordinary peaple fully emerges only
when they are able to translate their selfin-
terests in issues such as family, property, and

education into the common good through

an mcermedxary organization. Each of the
IAF's victories is the fruit of the personal
growth of thousands of leaders — house-
wives, clergy, bus drivers, secretaries, nurs-
es, teachers — who have learned from the
IAF how to pardcipate and negotiate with
the business and political leaders and bu-
reaucrats we normally think of as our soci-
ety's decision- s,

Living by the Iron Rule — “Never do
for others what they can do for themselves”
= COPS and the JAF have won their vic-

tories not by speaking for ordinary people’
butbytza.chingdmhowmsp&k, act,and -

engage in politics for themselves. -

The Role of Govemment -
Reinvigorating urban life requires a new vi-.

sion of civil society, appropriate to contem-

porary challenges. To be sure, government.
has an essendal role to.play in democratic

renewal. After two decades of neglect, we
need more public investment in housing,
education, infrascructure, health care, and
job training. But we also need to learn to
think differendy about the public sector and.
its relationship w the civic culure.
Government can no more create polie-
ical entrepreneurship han it can create
economic cntrcprcnem'sfnp It cannot “em-.

power” people, because power cannot be .
bestowed. Government can facilitate, en-.

courage, and recognize grassroots otganiz-
ing and local initiatives with an instirutional
base rooted in people’s imagination and val-
ues, but it cannot and should not creace

organizations and initiarives, When the gov-

ernment funds local organizing, those “grass- .

roots” efforts will continue only so long as

the public dollars continue to flow. And no .
organization funded by the govi:mment is.
going w.be cruly agxtanonal about usmg«,

aga.mstuxownsmtu.squo)'fammrcown :

ership of broad-based organizations by the
community, those organizations must be
se)f—suppomng, The Iron Rule applies to in-
stitutions as well as ro individuals. |

. ~The IAF has developed an innovarive

pmpoml for a more constructive role for gov--

ernment in fostering effective local inida-
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tives that are grounded in grassroots, demo-
cratc institadons. We propose that the fed-
eral government structure a grant-making
strategy to leverage the commitments of
states, local municipalides, private secror
corporations, and communides. Centered
in the White House, the initiative would

make a significant block of money available

* to communities over and above their cate-

gorical allotments for major public invest-

* ment. Essentially, the federal government

would provide matching grants for local in-
vestments of money, resources, and “sweat
equity.” To be ehg;blc, a city would have o
develop a strategic plan demonstrating of-
fectve collaboragion with a truly broad-based

* organization, and developing innovative

training programs to prepare and employ
the poor and working pdor'in jobs con-

nected to both the private sector and pub-
lic investmient. Additional meney would be
ava.xlab le for strategies grounded in sustain-

able d;:vclopmcnt, and that have environ-
mentally sensitive foundations. But the fuds
must not go.to the broad-based orgamu'
don jeself.

- Granting addmonal money o cides in
which such strategic organizing is waking

place should generate inrerest in other places,
thus facilirating the diffusion of 2 new in-
stirution-building process. It is important,
however, not to repeat the mistakes of past
straegies designed o promore social renewal
= either expanding oo quickly or sprcad-

- ing funding too thinly. An initial targer.of

15020 nmdmlylargcancs, with asmalk:.
er second tier made up ofs sections. of the
largeste urban areas (e.g. boroughs, recog-;
nized communities, unincorporated areas)..
would be optimal. Despite IAFs presence
in some of the largest urban areas of the nas)

_don, it would bea mxstakc m;zddc entire;

cities such as Detroir, New York, Los An-,
geles, or Chmgo before csmbhsimga taoord

of success. As with any. organizing strate;,

gy, itis best to begin with smaller,. more'

winnable issues before maving o the most

complex, comprehensive, and daummg
The Demacratic Promise . -

To rebuild our society, we. must rcbul d
our civic and polirical institutions. Un-
der condmons of social ﬂ-agmemauon, it
is a daunting chaﬂengc People in modemn

"industrial societies are atomized and dis-

connected from each other. And far o
much of the-American search for “fulfill-
ment” is cenrered on the individual, en-

couraging utilitarian and narcissistic -

relationships. Such fragmencation leaves
people increasingly less capable of form-

inga common purpose, much less collab-

orating in its xmplemcnmuon s
. The rehabilitation of our political a.nd
maﬂmre mquuesanewpolmm.md:au—

tions — teaching, mentoring, and building
a.,nio‘rganized constituency with the power

.| ‘and imagination to inidate change. The

work of [AF is to establish a public space in

: | which ordinary people.can learn and de-

‘ vclop the skills of public life, and create the

 institutions of a new democratic politics.
With organized citizens and strong medi-

ating institutions, our communities canad-
dress structural inequalities of the ecortomy
for themselves, restore health and inregri-
ty to our political process, mitigate the dis-
tortions created by organized concefitrations
of wealth, and - in the end — reclaim the.

|, vision and promise of American life. &
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DEMOCRATIC
PROMISE

Thc maldistribution of power in American politics—embedded in the
governing processes, reinforced by inequalities of private wealth, protected by
the existing relationships—is not the last word. In scattered places, a vibrant
minority. still believes in the idea of democracy and acts as though its promise
is still possible to fulfill. Where would one find these faithful? In the most
unlikely places.

Some are in the drug-ridden neighborhoods of Queens and the South

Bronx or the Brownsville section of Brooklyn. Some are in the Mexican--

. American neighborhoods of East Los Angeles. Others live in the west side
wards of San Antonio and the black neighborhoods of Houston and the border
towns strung across south Texas. Some are in Jersey City and Baltimore,
Memphis and Prince Georges County, Maryland, suburb to the nation’s cap-
ital.

- They are not running anyone for public office or even thinking about doing
it. For them, democracy means building their own political organizations,
drawing people together in a relationship that leads to real political.power. In
a sense, they are reinventing demacracy from the ground up, starting in the1r
own neighborhoods.

In Brooklyn, people first came together in 1978 as East Brooklyn Con-
gregations, sponsored by Catholic and Protestant churches, a synagogue and

222
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two homeowners' associations. After years of patient conversations and thou-
sands of meetings, they were, among other things, building homes for real
people. Their Nehemiah project has built two thousand moderately priced

houses in Brooklyn. Their accumulated political clout arranged a patchwork of .

public and private financing that provided low monthly mengage paymeats for

- the buyers.

In Southern California, three allied organizations turmed out seven thou-
sand people to lobby. Sacramento in a successful campaign to push up the

.state’s minimum wage.

In Texas, a statewide network of ten such organizations has won state
legislation for health care for the indigent and $100 million in ﬁnancmg to

build sewer and water systems for nmpovcnshed rmgrant -worker settlements in

the Rio Grande Valley.

In Baltimore, a citizens’ organization called BUILD (Balt:morcdns United
in Leadership Development) canvassed neighborhoods on their political pri-
orities and drafted its own agenda for the city—education, housing, jobs—
then collected endorsements from seventy thousand citizens. One political
candidate embraced BUILD’s agenda as his own and he became the first b!ack
mayor of Baltimore.

These victories and many others, though real and substannal do not quite
capture the essence of what these people are attempting: the reconstruction of

democratic values in their own lives. Jan Wilbur, a leader in a multiracial

Houston organization known as TMO (The Metropolitan QOrganization), ex-
pressed the idea at a meeting of the ten allied Texas groups:
“*While the Founding Fathers spoke those values, they did not live out

" . those values. What we're trying to do has never been done before. We're

trying to make those values that we’ve heard all our lives into somethmg real.
That’s radical and new.’

Father Leo J. Penta, a priest who is active in the East Brooklyn organi-
zation, described the orgamzlng process as “‘weaving a network of new or
renewed relationships’* among alienated and powerless people. The undertak-
ing begins, he said, with ‘‘the wounded and struggling institutions which
mediate relationships: families, congrcgatiohs, churches, workers' organiza-
tions, civic and cultural associations.”’ The objective is ''to establish islands
of political community, spaces of action and freedom in the sea of bureaucrats,
political image mongers and atomized consumers.”*"

" Skeptics, of course, dismiss this sort of politics ashopelessly old-

- fashioned and impractical in the age of mass media and high-tech campaigns.

But what these people from different parts of America have come to under-

~stand is a basic idea nearly lost in American democracy: Politics begins in

personal relationships. Indeed, without that foundation, politics usually dis-

solves into empty manipulation by a remote few. People talking to one an-
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other—arguing and agreeing and developing trust among themselves—is whag

< leads most reliably to their own political empowerment.

That is the core of what’s missing. In an earlier era, the kind of commu-
nity organizing these people have undertaken would have aroused immediate
suspicion and probably hostility from existing political parties. But that no
longer happens. Amold Graf, an organizer who helped to launch several of
these organizations, described the reality: V

““When I'm out organizing in a community, 1 always feel like I'm in a
vacuum. There’s nothing to hook up to. There's no political party or labor
movement. We're trying to imagine what all those organizations would do for
people because none of them exist. People are just out there—lost.

“‘In places like San Antonio or Baltimore, we are as close to being a local
political party as anybody is. We go around organizing people, getting them

- 1o agree on an agenda, registering them to vote, interviewing candidates on

whether they support our agenda. We're not a political party, but that’s whal
political parties used to do.”'

. All of these organizations and a number of others are linked by a national
organization and a common heritage—the inspiration of Saul Alinsky and the
Industrial Areas Foundation. Alinsky created a national team of organizers in

1940 10 help low-income communities discover their own political power. He

is another important model for contemporary citizen politics, like King or
Nader. The community-organizing approach to politics lost favor after the
1960s, partly because the federal government borrowed loosely from Alin-
sky's ideas and corrupted them in the *‘community action’ programs of the

“war on poverty. The notion that the government could Sponsor citizen orga-

nizations in opposition to itself—or that entrenched power would allow them
to succeed—was a doomed concept from the start.

A University of Chicago sociologist, the charismatic Alinsky developed
his own version of *‘rude and crude’* politics during the 1930s and, for several
decades, showed poor people in Chicago and other industrial cities how 1o use
confrontational strength against City Hall and the political establishment.”
Almsky style organizations multiplied for a time but many did not endure,
especia Iy after his death in 1972.

The Industrial Areas Foundation lived on, however, and contrary to pop-
ularimpressions, it has flourished, though its methods are now quite different.
During the two decades when conventional politics was atrophying, the IAF
arganizations began to grow rapidly as its conception of democracy spread to
more and more communities. [AF organizers launched a dozen or so organi-
zations between 1973 and 1985, then doubled that number in the next five

- years. It now has twenty-four organizations in seven states, encompassing

twelve hundred congregations and associations with nearly two million mem-
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bers, plus another five or six communities that are in the formative stages. By
1996, it hopes to be operating in fifteen or sixteen states.?

Alinsky’s radical conviction is still the core premise. He believed that the
ignored and powerless classes of citizens are fully capable of assembl ing their
own power and leading their own politics. But the modem IAF has trans-
formed Alinsky’s fractious style into a deeper and more patient understanding
of human nature. It does not start out with a *‘policy issue’’ or political
purpose. It starts with conversations in people’s homes. It does not spring
itself on a city or town, but begins by establishing relations with the enduring
community institutions that. people rely on—churches and synagogues and’
civic associations, from Catholic bishops to black Baptist ministers. The mod-
ern IAF, unlike Alinsky, espouses a political doctrine that is rooted in the
language of the Gospels.

Edward T. Chambers, an Alinsky protégé who is now IAF executive
director, explained the approach to the Texas Observer:

“Qur culture is very simple. We start with family, a congregation. We
start with the tcachings of the Bible. We start with basic values that are given
us. Then we try to pracuce a genuine democraoy—-not the amﬁcml democracy
of the, sound bite." i

What exactly does that mean? **You believe that men and women are the
most precious treasure this country has,”” Chambers said, “‘and the most
important thing we can do is to develop them, let them grow, let them ﬁower,v
let those talents flourish.”*?

This version of democracy still makes house calls-—thousands of **house
meetings'” held in private homes—where organizers get to know people and
their ideas for the community and, in passing, scout for those who will become -
the community’s leaders. The organization, as it develops, gives the people a
regular place to- meet and discuss their-ideas with others—a place that belongs
to them, not to someone else. Conventional politics no longer tulfills either of
these functions, but then neuher do most’of the prominent organizations in
citizen pohucs b .

In other words, this politics starts with peOple--not scandalous revelations
or legislative crusades, not candidates or government agendas, but ordmary
people. The overriding political objective, whatever else happens, is to change
the people themselves—ito give them a new sense of their own potential.

One Alinsky principle, known to all [AF members as *'the Iron Rule,"" is
frequently invoked during their meetings: *‘Never do anything for someone
that they can do for themselves: Never.”’ The organizations, for instance, are
launched with financial aid from the sponsoring parishes and churches, but the
members must immediately develop their own capacity to be self-sustaining
and financially independent.
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Their concept of the political arena echoes the theology of Paul Tillich—a
realm ruled by both power and love. **The world as it is—that's power,”’ said

. Emesto Cones, Jr., the lead organizer for the [AF Texas network. * “The world

as it should be—that’s love.” )

“A citizen schooled in democracy understands that he or she must live
comfortably with both forces. ‘*We learn that power and love go together,””
Cortes explained, *‘that they are conjugal, that they both come of the need to
form relationships.” In a sénse, that is a more erudite way of saying that

_ self-interest and competing moral claims must become fused in order to pro-

duce effective political action. The definition also provides a way 1o escape the
confinements of * punly“ that the modern political culture has taught citizens
to accept for themselves.”

This language has a resonant quality for contemporary America because,
in general, Americans are obsessed with the question of **relationships.” The
bestselter list is dominated by how-to books on the subject; television talk
shows and popular experts endlessly examine the dimeasions of personal
loneliness, alienation, addiction and the frayed bonds of kinship. The popular
obsession with relationships, however, is usually grounded in a namrow and
egotistical context—repairing one’s relationships with husband or wife or

Jover, with children or parents, even with one’s own true self. -

The IAF theology of politics asks people to think of relationships in a

contéxt larger than themselves. Politics, after all, was originally understood as

a process through which people would work out the terms for living with one

another—the shared rules and agreed-upon commitments of the social order.

A successful family that is bound together by trust and loyalty and mutual
purpose can be thought of as an intense microcosm of a larger society that has

“developed the same capacities. If families are wounded and struggling in

modemn America, $0 100 i$ the political order.

The two realms—the personal and the political—are, in fact mnmately
related, since much of what decimates contemporary family life originates’in
the matters that are decided by the larger political realm. The isolation that
haunts Americans in their social lives is not really very different from the
alienation that also undermines American politics. 1t is possible that Ameri-
cans will be unable to repair their damaged personal relationships thhou(
eventually facing their deteriorated political relancnshxps too.

‘“‘What we're trying to do;’" said Emie Cortes, ''is to draw people out of -
their private pain, out of their cymclsm and passivity, and get them connected
‘with other people in collective action.’ '

"Ona wcckend in June 1990, 150 community leaders from across the state of

Texas met for a day and a half in a San Antonio hotel to discuss and refine
what they called their *‘vision paper’” on public education. The first draft had
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been wntten a year earlier, based mainly on experiences in Fort Worth, Hous-

ton, Austin and other places where |AF groups were working with school
systems and particular schools on various self-improvement projects. The San

Antonio meeting was one in a series of continuing deliberations, intended to
sharpen the document further. :

The meeting had a second purpose, which was to ratlfy plans fcr a huge
statewide convention in October when the Texas IAF network would tum out
ten thousand people and formally declare itself “‘a new power in Texas public
life.”" It hi;d taken sixteen years to reach this point, starting in 1974 with a feisty
San Antonio organization called COPS (Communities Organized for Public
Service). COPS endures and is now the largest and most experienced among the
Texas network’s ten organizations. The rally would also-mark the fiftieth an-
niversary of Saul Alinsky's creation, the Industrial Areas Foundation.

Statewide candidates from both parties would be invited to attend the
celebration and experience an “*accountability night.”* This is an 1AF ritual in’
which the politicians are required to sit and listen, while citizens stand at the
rostrum and do most of the talking. The network’'s agenda, including the
education “‘vision paper’’ and others on jobs and housing, would be made

- public. Both Republican and Democratic candidates would be asked to en-

dorse it. '

“You really feel empowered when you see the politicians come to our
accour{tability night,”” Marilyn Stavinoha of San Antonio explained to some
women from Dallas. *‘Instead of politicians talking to us, we talk to the
politicians. "’

At the planning meeting at San Antonio, community leaders would talk

-eamnestly about these matters for many hours, but not in a manner likely to

excite much outside interest. Democracy at this level is simply not very
newsworthy. It lacks the sense of conflict that makes “*news’” in other political
arenas, the stories of winning and losing. No angry voices are ever raised. The
pecple arrive at a consensus on things, yet there are never any votes taken—no
climactic moments or soaring orations, no drama whatever. That is not what
these people come for nor what they take home.

Before the community leaders convened, Ernie Corm gather«:d the sev-
enteen other 1AF organizers, who are each responsible-to specific communi-
ties, for a premeeting meeting to critique the preparations. Afterward, the
organizers would meet again to critique the meeting’s outcome. In IAF doc-
trine, the organizers submit to a ‘self-conscious process of arduous account-
ability. Where are people? Do they understand? Do they really agree? '

Are the organizers comfortable, Cortes asked, with the quotas assigned to

"each organization for getting people to the October rally? As he.went down the

list, the quotas elicited some groans and sarcastic asides,.but no dissent.
Transporting thousands of citizens across the vast state of Texas is itself a
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formidable task, but JAF would have to fill the arena in San Antonio (or make
it seem full) for its rally in order to make its point.

““The question is how much do we want to put in this,’" Cortes said. *‘It
means raising money. It 'means building momenturn. It means this would be
our big political event of the year, where we literally use all of our political
cépilal to get the candidates to the meeting.”’ An organization-by-organization
tally of what seemed doable produced a total of eighty-eight hundred. **Okay,
that’s short,”” he said, *‘but that will be hard to do.”’ ;

What do the organizers think of the new draft of the **vision paper’’.on
education? Sister Pearl Caésar, a nun who is an organizer for the Metro
Alliance in San Antonio, thought it was very good. “‘It tells you where we
want to go,”” she said. Others were mildly entical. Too wordy, {oo repetitious,.
too specific. .

Cortes cxplained the purpose once again. ‘“The reason we're doing this

document is to have a tool to build a constituency at the local level,” he said. -

“The audience is you, the key leaders in the organizations, educators and
others around the state, legislators and editorial writers. None. of these are
original ideas. It’s a synthesis, but it's an implicit attack on some things.”

Emie Cortes, one might say, is a mellower, Mexican-American version of
Saul Alinsky. He has the same charismatic quality—a mixture of the cerebral

and the tough—but Cortes seems less brusque and manipulative than the.

legendary Alinsky. His manner is more patient with other people and, indeed,
more democratic. A few years ago, Cortes was awarded one of the MacArthur
Foundation’s “*genius’’ fellowships and he has become a minor legend among

- political activists because of his brilliant organizing work in Texas. Slightly

balding and pot-bellied, with stringy gray hair, he often has a scowling ex-

" pression that can seem, oddly, both menacing and sweet.

Emie Cortes likes to think of himself as a teacher. He dropped out of

graduate school at the University of Texas to become a political organizer:

among migrant workers in the Rio Grande Valley, but he lives for ideas as-well

" as action—a rare type in politics who devours books on an awesome scale.

(history, economics, philosophy, politics). Cortes sees the IAF organizations
as a university for the people—a schbol for democracy where they leam how

" the world around them really works.”
‘Politicians in Texas probably see the organization in a less benign way.
- The IAF network is a strange new force in their midst—potentially capable of

disrupting their own power relationships because it includes so many real

" people. Something is being built in Texas politics that does not respond to the

usual alignments of money and influence. The politicians may not understand
the theological talk about *‘love and power’' but, when [AF speaks to power,

“they listen respectfully. After all, those are live voters going to all those IAF

meetings.
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When [AF started in San Antonio in 1974, its style was by necessity
hard-nosed confrontation. Andres Sarabia, a computer technician at the locul

_Air Force base who became the first president of COPS, described the anger

felt by the powerless Mexican-Americans on the west side of town. The city
was run by the-angios on the north side and the west side’s most modest pleas
for public service—street lights or decent drainage—were ignored by City
Hall. *‘I’m not a Republican or a Democrat,”" Sarabia still likes 1o say. “'I'm
Angry with a capital A."®

“*“The issue then was recognition,” Sarabia recalled. **We were consid-
ered Mexicans. There was a statement made: ‘Leave them alone, they're
Mexicans. They’ll be dead in six months because they’ll get dmnk and kill
each other. They can’t organize themselves.™ "'

" To get the establishment’s attention, COPS orgamzed tic-up" actions at
banks and department slores——overwhehmng clerks and tellers with a flood of
Mexican-American customers. **People would try on clothes:and fur coats and
not buy anything—even the sisters,”’ Sarabia remembered. “*They had fun.
People used to have fun at these actions. It struck me as tragxc——hcrc we are
doing this to have fun.’

- The local business elite eventually got the message and, sure enough City
Hall did too, but enly after some brutal conflicts. The people who held power

~accepted that the Mexican-Americans on the west side would have to be given

a share too. Over the years, COPS has won many issues and lost some, but its
presence fundamentally redirected the flow of political power in the city.

As the people won langtblc victories through their new organizational
power, they also recognized the connection with electoral power. The voter
turnout among Mexican-Americans in San Antonio has risen steadily ever
since—a fact that contrasts with those campaigns of empty exhortation

-mounted periedically by national foundations to encourage voting.

“You have to teach people at a very local level that voting makes a
difference right in their own neighborhoods,”” Cortes said. *‘In that sense, we

_are doing what a political pady used to do—giving people a reason to vote."’

In 1981, for the first time, the inner-city wards of San Antonio outvoted the
anglos on the north side.

The other IAF organizations that developed later in Texas were usually
tess confrontational than COPS because the word spread. among Texas poli-
ticians that it was easier.10 talk with these people than ignore them. ‘‘When
somebody is willing to deal with you, for you to be confrontational, you’'re
being a bully,”’ Contes explained. ‘*We're trying to teach people politics.
Politics means negotiating and being reciprocal'and thinking about the other
person.""’

Nevertheless, entrenched political power usuaIIy does not yield recogni-
tion without a fight, whether in San Antonio or East Brcoklyn or El Paso.
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When Emie Cortes was organizing along the border, someone fired a shot into
his home one night. Utility companies warned their employees not to mess

. with these new-fangled political organizations. The Houston Post ran a series

of stories “‘exposing’” the dangers of these agitators.
“We go right for the center of power——govemance—and there’s always

- someone in power who fights you very hard and they get nasty,” Arnie Graf

explained. “*‘Once you fight for three or four years—and I mean really fight
and things get really tense and polarized—then it’s easier to get to the table and
negotiate thmgs Once you have thal ﬁght then they look at how to accom-
modate you.’

Of the 150 commumly leaders who gathercd in San Antonio to dISCUSS the
“‘vision paper'” on education, many had already been through such *‘fights™
to establish their own presence in local politics. Others were still learning the
rudiments of power. The hotel conference room was nearly filled with IAF
people who had come from all over Texas. They are known simply as *‘key
leaders’ in their community organizations—black, white, Mexican- American,
middie class and working class and poor. There appeared to be more women

“than men, with a few priests and nuns and black ministers scattered among
them. After the gréetings, Cortes immediately called a fifteen-minute recess so .
. the groups could caucus their own members. When the meeting resumed, a

roll call of the organizations followed———a procedure that used up most of the

- evening.

City by cnty, town by town, leaders mtroduced their delegations and

* designated members delivered progress reports on local projects. Fort Bend

Interfaith had persuaded local school superintendents to let them do a school-
by-school assessment and so far they had talked with forty principals. El Paso
reported good news (a higher number of students who achieved. a B average)
and bad news (the business community was very slow in ransmg the money
promlsed for scholarships). ) :
Valley Interfaith, representing border towns such as Brownsville and Har-

lingen, had raised more than $10,000 from member dues—twelve dollars a -

family. Dallas Interfaith, still in the formative stages, had signed up ﬁfty -one
sponsoring congregations, with financial commitments of more than $100,000.
Port Arthur, with seven black delegates present, was just beginning the same
arduous groundwork and eager to leamn from the others.

" Jean Marcus gave a more detailed account of the ‘‘parental empower-
‘ment"* project that ACT (Allied Communities of Tarrant) had pursued in Fort
Worth schools for four years. **We've become active on eight campuses,”” she
said. **We have schools with a lot of very low-achieving students and we have
schools with high levels of violence. Without parenlal involvement, we aren't
going to be able to tumn those schools around.”

At the middie school where ACT first concentrated the children’s achxeve-
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ment scores had already risen from last in the school district to third. **We help
the parents to identify their self-interest,”” Marcus explained. **They already
know more than they think they know about what’s wrong with the schools.
As they become more active in the schools, parents become more active in the
community at large."”’

The organization is also a university, as Cortes said, and the next day the
150 leaders were taught a succinct history of public education in America,
from Horace Mann’s "*common school” to the “‘factory model of schools™
that has prevailed in the twentieth century. Sonia Hernandez, a former leader
of COPS and now a national education consultant, was the teacher, providing
a larger framework for people to think about their own schools and the trou-
bling questions abowt whether their own children are being prepared for the
work of the future.

Schools are also about polmcal power, Hermmandez explamed *1f teachers
don't have power,"" she said, '‘guess who else doesn’t have power—parents.
So we wind up infcdnﬁicl.with each other »und neither of us has the power to

. change things.”’

The review of the education document was, above all, orderly and good-
natured. Each delegation was given responsibility for a particular section and
they studied it overnight, then came forward the next day to comment and lead
the discussion. The contents of the **vision paper’* were a collection of old and
new ideas about school reform, ranging from school-based management to
greater parental involvernent to new methods for accountability.

Some. people wanted a stronger *‘mora} statement’’ in the preamble. Oth-
ers worried that the emphasis on ‘‘competitiveness’” sent the wrong message .
to kids. A spirited exchange developed on the nature of work in the future and
whether schools were preparing children for the next generation of jobs.

Father Rosendo Urrabazo, a key leader from San Antonio, brought the

- discussion back to its central purpose—rpolitical action. ‘*“We have people

trained now so they feel comfortable going into City Hall and talking to the
officials,”” he said. **But they don’t feel comfortable going into the schools.
What we did in City Hall, we have to do now in the schools.”’

The only discordant note was quickly smothered by Cortes. A priest rose
to speak in behalf of the **school voucher issue”’—a means of providing public
financing for struggling parochial schools—and one mother seconded his plea.
The public schools are hopeless, she said, and parents need help getting their
kids out of them. Cortes responded with a soliloguy on Thomas Jefferson and
the need for a unifying '‘common culture’ in America—a diversion that
seemed to close the subject.

Qutside in the lobby later, Cortes bluntly warned the priest to back off, lest
he provoke an argument that might break up the multidenominational coali-
tion. ‘'l told the monsignor it was not in his interest to push the voucher
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issue,”” Cortes said, **because we would have to fight him on it. The first thing
we have (o do is demonstrate our commitment to the common school , to
preserve the common culture, or we're going to wind up with a fractured,
two-tiered country and 1hat won "t be good for any of us.’

The *‘voucher issue’ * was not mentioned again. Sirange as il might seem

to anticlerics, an organization that is greatly dependent on the Catholic church
was deliberately deflecting a political issue that is most important to the

church—in order to preserve its broader political purposes. Such trade-offs are -

the natural consequence of collective conversation.
When the education discussion conciuded, Cortes reminded the del egates
*“This paper is not finished. Go back to your communities and review it. Form
“an education committee and critique it and come back to us. Are we on the

. right-track in developing a teaching document for ourselves to use?”’ )
Meetings, then more meetings, hours and hours of talking and listening—
the process of building political relationships can be almost as exhausting as

tending to personal relationships. But the IAF’s procedures for fostering de-
liberation clearly succeed for these citizens. The San Antonio meetings posed
a tantalizing question: Is this what the dialogue of a genuine democracy would
sound like? : )

The discussion certainly did not resemble the fracuous debates of a town

_meeting, where everyone pops off on whatever subject moves them. There

was no debate to speak of. The formal was highly structured and, ultimately,
designed to avoid random digressions and encourage consensus. Emie Cortes
was the principal teacher, but also essentially the leader. One could imagine

that an audience of hyperactive citizens, full of strong opmlons and personal

agendas, might rebel impatiently.

Yet it seemed to work. At least, the process worked for the people who
were in the room, who had come great distances to join this discussion and
_dozens of other meetings like it. What did they get from the exchange? A sense
ol participation and also a sense of sharing in power.

The format, for one thing, is subtly but rigorously all-inclusive. One way
or another, before the discussions were over, hierally all the people in the
room—even the most awkward and shy—were required to be on their feet,
facing the entire assembly to make some small contribution 1o the dialogue, if
only to give their names and express solidarity with what their'own community
leaders had said. For the inexperienced and least amculate the meeting itself
was the teacher. ‘

Beyond the personal transfonnauons the dialogues also ylclded (he feel-

ing that something important had been accomplished. Agreement had been

~reached on important matters. The participants knew that they had collabo-

rated in developing a consensus with very different people from many different,

. places and that the consensus would be put to political use in the future.

1D rasing
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The *‘relationships’” that have formed around a set of political ideas will
be more important than the details, for as thesé people understand, the rela-
tionships are the source of their political power. [t was the desire for this '
consensus, not a thirst for conflict, that brought these people to the meeting.
Year after year, it is why they keep coming back.

On October 28, the months of meetings and countless hours of talk came
together in an impressive demonstration of political purpose. The arena in San
Antonio was filled with ten thousand people, the newspapers reported, and
respectful politicians attended to hear from the people. *'Coalition Jells into
New Force," one headline declared. ‘*Meeting Signals New Texas Politics,”’
said another. : ] '

Clayton Williams, the Republican candidate for governor, did not show
(though he met separately with the network’s leaders). Ann Richards, the
Democratic candidate and the eventual winner, did appear and enthusiastically
endorsed the IAF network’s agenda on education, housing and jobs. Richurds
promised, as govemor to consult them regularly (and, once in office, she
has).. .

Were the hcad ines nght') Was this new political forcc for real? Emie
Cortes demurred shghtly :
~ “'If I believed my press clippings, I'd say we are a major political factor,”
Cortes said, “*Off the record, I'd say we're not quite there yet. But [ believe
we're on the threshold. It's in the interest of the political establishment to let
us look strong, so they don't look too greedy. It's not in their interest to let us
be so strong that we can stop them from doing what they wani to do. We .
haven't got that kind of power yet. But [ think we can get it.”'

The resonant language of love and power, the eamestness and dedication of
the TAF organizations, tempts some (o romanticize these citizens into some-
thing more than they are. The JAF organizations, from ast Brooklyn to East
Los Angeles, are succeeding on their own tenins, but they are still a long, long

‘way from the centers of power. Their politics delivers on its promises to

peopie and that is why these organizations survive and flourish. But there are
still many, many obstacles before them. -

These citizens have not overcome all of the barriers to democracy but, one
by one, they are at least trying to confront some of them in a straightforward
way. They may reasonably be regarded as a living model for the democratic
promise not yet realized in America. It is also not unreasonable to imagine
them as the vanguard, pcrhaps one of many, for the restoration of American
democracy. .

The skeptical questions about a politics that originates with people are.
obvious. Door-to-door politics takes time, for instance, years and years of it,
but established power does not wait for citizens to get themselves in motion.
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This tension is felt by the IAF members themselves: Their organizing pro-

cesses cannot be rushed without subverting the integrity of the human rela- -

tionships, yet political events are deciding important questions right now.
In a society conditioned by technology to expect instant responses, the
IAF methodology assumes that human development requires patience. Their

strategy for gaining political power requires, above all, heroic patience and an _ -

- abiding optimism about the country—a belief that gradually, community by
community, the public’s voice can be reconstructed in American politics.

In the media age, that approach is widely regarded as obsolete—even
reactionary—since it ignores the reality of mass-communications technology
and its supposed blessings. But the IAF groups stubbornly insist that the only
way to overcome the alienation fostered by the modern political culture is by
doing. politics the old way—face to face, precinct by precinet. Bul can the
politics built on personal relationships ever make itself heard in the clamor of
mass communications? The TAF has not, as yet, found a way nor has it reaily
tried, since it does not wish to dilute its deeper purposes by getting drawn into

**sound bite”" politics.

The quality that makes the IAF orgamzatlons so distinctive is their relent-
less attention to the conditions that ordinary people describe in their own lives.
Their authofity is derived from personal experience, not from the policy ex-

* perts of formal politics. Most other varieties of citizen politics start at the other

end of the landscape—attaching to the transient storms of **public opinion”’ or -

“policy debate’’ that play out abstractly on the grand stage of high-level
politics. IAF givés up short-term celebrity on *‘hot issues’” in order to develop
the long~term power of a collective action that is real. ’

In fact, because of its obvious strength, 1AF is frcquemly invited to join
the coalitions assembled by other citizen groups for campaigns on major

national issues, but it nearly always declines, partly because of what [AF .

leaders see as hollowness in many .of those campaigns: Real people are absent
froni the ranks. The IAF leaders are also wary of using their people as fodder

in someone else’s crusade. Other citizen groups typically try to-form working'

alliances with'the politicians in power and generally define their own goals in
terms_of what seems possible within the reality of Washington politics. These
practical compromises, IAF leadcrs believe, effectwely cut out the *‘unrea-
sonable™ voices of people at the community level,

- **We have to build a strong coastitueacy of people who care about thmgs
that are important and who free themselvés, both spiritually and practically,
from either party so that both parties will want them,"” Cortes said.

Like all other citizen politics, the IAF organizations face the daunting
barriers of class conflict and racial differences, but at least they are confronting
those obstqéles in different ways. The organizing successes to date confirm
Saul Alinsky's original conviction—thal the poor and powerless can be drawn
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out of their passive anger and mobilized into effective political action—but it
is not yet clear that the same techniques would succeed with other kinds of
communities. The process, after all, mainly teaches racial minorities or low-
income neighborhoods the sense of political entitlement that already comes
naturally to the white middle class and upper middle class—a belief in one’s
right to be heard on public issues, the self-confidence to speak for oneself.

By itself, the personal enhancement of the disaffected classes is valuable,

‘but insufficient. Alinsky himself conceded, late in life, that *‘even if all the

low income parts of our population were organized—all the blacks, Mexican
Americans, Puérto Ricans, Appalachian poor whites—if through some genius
of organization, they were all united in a coalition, it would not be powerful
enough to get significant, basic, nceded changes.""®

Unless an organization can learn 1o build bridges across the class divide,
it will never attain the kind of political girth that might threaten the status quo.
In various places, IAF organizations are already at work on the bridge build-
ing. Some of the Texas organizations, for-instance, are truly diverse, with
memberships that leap across the usual lines of race and class. Many white
middle-class members, drawn by their Christian or Jewish faith and progres-
sive civic values, have a conscience-driven commitment to their communities
and a sense that this is the only politics that produces anything meaningful.

Cortes does not think the [AF Texas network will achieve full status as a
major power in the state until it succeeds at creating a presence among the
white blue-collar workers in East Texas and elsewhere—people who have
common economic interests but are in social conflict with blacks and Hispan-
ics. The organizers are looking For such openings.

In Phoenix, Anizona, the |AF organization (Valley Interfaith Project) was

.deliberately founded across class lines—bridging both sides of town. It en-
© compasses Hispanic neighborhoods on the south side of the city and white
" working-class and professional neighborhoods on the nodh side. Many white

people are drawn to participate, organizer Peter-Fears explained, by a sense of
the deteriorating quality in their lives—-crime and pollution, overdevelopment,
traffic jarns and the rest. The good life is crumbling and, unless citizens
mobilize themselves, the political order will do nothing 1o stop it

Such organizing ventures will seem wildly idealistic to- cynics who are
familiar with the present context of racial and class antagonism in-American

" politics. Still, American political history suggests that this kind of politics,

difficult as it is, is the only kind that leads to genuine change. Eras of great
reform usually began with the emergence of new political demographics—
either newly arrived immigrants who finally found their voice in American
politics or large sectors of citizens who had been held.down by the system.
Their political strength crystallized when they bonded with others unlike them-
selves wuh shared political goals. .
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In history, it is the least powerful, the outsiders, who have often been the
principal agents for democratic growth. Therefore, if democratic regeneration
is to occur in the years ahead, it is likely to be led by people such as these—
women and men who are now the weakest and most disregarded citizens, the
politically orphaned-—rather than by middle-class reformers with professional
skills. Mexican-Americans or blacks, Asian-Americans or working-class
whites—these are the people most injured by the decay of democratic repre-

sentation and the people who have most to gain by restoring equity to politics. -

It is perhaps the case that the democratic promise waits for them,,

- One other crucial barrier stands in the way of groups like the IAF: They
cannot at present reach beyond their own boundaries. Vibrant democracy has
always been easier to accomplish in localized settings, closest to the people,
but that is not sufficient to address the present breakdown. In order to imagine
a reslored democracy, one has to imagine a politics beyond cities and states
that can speuak convincingly to the national government in Washington.’

In other words, how can people create a political presence that links them
to large and complicated issues like taxation or the savings and loan debacle?
The [AF organizations, like almost everyone else in America, are a long way
from establishing that kind of link to power, though they are taking small,
careful steps toward the higher realms of politics.

_This is absolutely essential. The harsh fact is that the fundamental well-

‘being of San Antonio or East Brooklyn is not determined at City Hall or even

ultimately at the state legislature in Austin or Albany. The fdte of these
communities, their families and parishes, is embedded in a web of distant
governing decisions in Washington where elite influence is concentrated.

In their cautious, deliberate manner, the [AF organizations are trying to
develop channels with which to speak in unison on larger national or regional
questions. For the last couple of years, Andres Sarabia and key leaders from
the other cities have been meeting regularly in Washington with their con-
gressional delegations, exploring the landscape of national legislative politics,
trying out modest proposals and establishing relationships with those in power.

These contacts are only a first step and IAF now intends to"cxpand its
national base more rapidly. Cities in virtually every region of the nation have

urged the organization to come in-and help repair local politics: The pace of |

growth depends partly on recruiting able organizers who truly grasp the human
dimensions of this politics. Arnie Graf, who is recruiting for the expansion,

, explained the strategy:

“*Generally, our hope is that by 1996 we would be in twice the s[ralegl—
cally located states as we are now and that would give us the capacity to

“develop either the regional or national base to look at national policies. If we .
- were in the right fifteen or sixteen states, we wouldn’t have to be in all fifty
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states. That would give us enough clout to be able to affect policies, whether
it was through political parties or corporations.””
With Texas, Arizona and Southern California already well launched, for

instance, when IAF adds a presence in Colorado and New Mexico, it will have

the beginnings of a common regional base—one that can talk collectively to
the region’s congressional delegations and also to economic enterprises based
in the Southwest. At the very least, it will have a platform larger than the
boundaries of communities or even states. Coherent and authentic citizen
politics takes time.

‘What would the IAF communities tatk about if they develop a strong voice
in national politics? Organizers already know the answer, because the same
concemns arise again and again in community dialogues. These are: the tenns
of work and wages, the precariousness of famlly incomes. .

“‘In some areas, where there is no hope, we've brought people a certain

. measure of hope,”” Armie Graf reflected. “*However, we're not bringing them

better incomes. [t’s our feeling it’s all going to be short-lived if we can't do
something about getting people a family wage that's livable. What is the wage
that a family needs to survive and live well? We have to aim at the incomes
of families. We know this about ourselves: We have to look at the large issues
and we can’t do that from a seven-state base.”’

Emie Cortes envisions that, as the Texas network develops a stronger
presence, it can begin addressing large economic issues from the perspective

of workers. Some of the ideas may be small and pedestrian, some may be large
and radical. .

**We can then raise questions about work, which raises questions about
investment patteras,”’ Cortes said. **Can we create some fundamental insti-
tutions that allow reinvestment in communities? If we all come to a conclusion
that the cost of capital is a serious impediment to economic development, then
we're going to have to have a new institution to provide low-cost capital.

- **People also ought to have some say-so aboul. the conditions in which

they work. One of our ambitions down the road is to create some workers'

associations that would deal with issues like job sufety and workmen's com-
pensation. We don’t want to get under the NLRB, but we think we're in a
position to negotiate with corporations about an American peresiroika. We are
talking now to a major company about restructuring work, with schools in the
plant. Workers need to be paid in accordance with the things they control.
They get demoralized when they have no control and produce lousy products )
If you have mlellxgcnl management of the economy, lhf:se things are possi-
ble.”” : :

~ These political ideas are all cast well into the fulure, not tomorrow or next
month, not even next year. But they exist as possibilities—a political program
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that goes to what most people would say is the heart of the matter, work and
family and incomes. The fact that some citizens are getting a handle on politics
in order to force these matters into the political debate is perhaps the most
hopeful evidence of all.

If they succeed, they will inevitably confront the underlying power rela-
tionships in government and, thus, provoke stern resistance. But what makes
these ideas plausible, if they do someday invade the narrow national debate

surrounding government, is that (héy will not enter as abstract policy prescrip-

tions. They will have originated from the experiences of real people and real
people will be gathered behind them.

The tragic quality of comtemporary democracy is that circumstances have

alienated the most conscientious citizens from the principal venue for speaking
to power—elections. Even the most active citizens® groups have lost faith in
the idea that clections are the best means for making government accountable 3
or advancing the public’s aspirations.

American democracy is thus burdened with a heavy irony: The nation is
dlive with positive, creative political energies, yet the democratic device that
grants citizens their sovereignty is moribund. Elections exist like a vacuum jar
at the center of the polilicai disorder; the most interesting and important action
flows outside-and around them. 4

When citizens set out to influence governing decisions, they usually begin
with the assumption that electoral politics is inoperable or a trap. The hree
popular models for citizen politics—Saul Alinsky, Ralph Nader, Martin Luther
King, Jr.—all began by distancing themselves from the most direct and legit-

. imate source of political power. This is a fundamental handicap,

Most of the barriers to electoral politics are well known: the daunting cost

of entry, the disconnectedness of mass-media political messages, the manip-

ulative marketing techniques of campaign strategists and, above all, the gar-

- gantuan flood of money that pays for all these, Mere Eitizens—even if they

recognize a plausible motive for participating in ths countest—will find very
lmlc they could afford to contribute. Pohuul power ‘as Ernie Cortes likes to
say, comes from either * ‘organized money'* or “organized people.” In the
electoral arena, the money is organized, the peoplc are not.

- The citizens who do exert important influence on elections are usually
organized around the most narrow objectives and often then in a defensive
crouch. The National Rifle Association is famous for exerting negative influ-
ence because the issue of gun control arouses deep emotions and class resent-
menis that mobilize its members. The NRA can frighten mcumbenl
representatives, with both its votes and its money, though it cannot legnslate
“much in a positive manner. The antiabortion forces, likewise, rallied crucial
swing voles on the margins of close contests and that was intimidating to many
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clected representatives, until the tide twrned against them. The League of

Conservation Yoters and other environmental groups exert some electoral

influence by targeting their campaign contributions on worthy contestants. The
pro-Israel lobby works its will much more powerfully in the same manner.

The entry points for citizens, in other words, are quite parrow: either
through money, the more the betier in order to compete with other interests,
or through an intensely organized focus on a single issue. Elections do not
work for those who are unwilling or unable to squeeze through those gates. For
those who wish for a broader dialogue between the governed and the gover-
nors, the electoral route seems barren.

All the electoral barriers are real and formidable, yet they do not fully
explain the vacuum. In many instances, it is not simply that active citizens are
shut out, but aiso that they have. dc’liberately chosen to stand apart. The formal
handle exists for citizens who wish to share in the z,ovcmmg power, yet many
shrink from using it. Why do they turn their backs on the lever that is available
and potentially the most powerful?

The blunt answer in some instances, of course, is that, if they participated
in elections, they might lose. For some frail causes, it is wiser to stand aloof,
claiming to represent the people’s unrealized political aspirations, than to
submit those claims to an up-and-down vote by secret ballot. Opinion polls,
whose results are easily manipulated, have become the surrogate elections for '
groups that do not wish their true strength to be tested with the voters.

In other cases, the investment of time and energy in the tedious mechanics
of the electoral process itself often seems counterproductive—not the best use
of people and limited resources. In San Antonio, for instance, COPS put
together the equivalent of a full-scale precinet organization in order to caru-
paign for a citywide referendum on reforming city council districts. [t won the
referendum, but the organization was exhausted by the effort. “*It's very

- mechanical,”” said Arnie Graf, “and it doesn’t get at what politics is really

about. it doesn’t allow people (o talk about the brouder issues.”’

A less tangible, but possibly mofe important factor that separates citizens
from electoral politics is their own sense of purity—the conviction that elec-
tions are corrupting (or at least perceived as corrupt by the general public) and
that righteous causes will lose their glow if they become entangled in [‘h‘é
fortunes of mere politicians. For years, people have implored Ralph Nader (o
run for office—if only to provide a substantive alternative to the dross of party
candidates—abut he never ook the suggestion seriously. Joan Claybrook, pres-
ident of Public Citizen, explained why: : -

“Ralph's presumption is that, if he runs for office, he would lose power.

" pecause he would then become dependént on the political processes and so.
" forth. So he’s willing to rely on less resources and be called a *national nanny’

and lose some battles in order to remain independent.”
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Sister Christine Stephens, an IAF national organizer and a leader in- the

Texas network, expressed a similar reluctance: **We think the work of being

a citizen is too important to be corrupted by [electoral] politics. Once the
person gets in there, they can be corrupted. Even the best people will lose their
soul. The most we can do is keep a countervailing force to keep the balance
even,” R '

Nader, nonetheless, took a first, exploratory step.into electoral politics in

. the early presidential primaries of 1992—offering voters in New Hampshire

and Massachusetts a chance 0 protest the regular order by voting for him. *‘[
am campaigning for an agenda, not for elected office,”” he said. Many more
such ventures, led by many different insurgents, would be needed to restore
the public’s voice in elections.

" Electoral politics, in its present format, reduces the role of citizens by
attaching them to a single candidate’s fortunes, not to a political program they
helped develop. *‘I’m not interested in teaching people how to be appendages
in anybody’s movement,”” Emie Cortes said, ‘‘because, in the final analysis,
a political campaign is a movement. It’s built around a single candndale It will
evaporate when he or she gets elected.””

On a local level, the IAF groups move 'deftly around the edges of elections
with their ‘‘accountability- nights™ and politicians usually get the message:
These are real voters facing them. IAF does not run candidates or endorse
them, but it does register people to vote and those voters do not need a TV
commercial to learn that a candidate has ignored the community’s agenda. If

citizen organizations create a new framework for how people think about

politics, Cortes argues then electoral results will follow, not the other way
around.

. The objections all have practical validity to those citizens strugghng to

’ gencrate an authentic politics. To working politicians, however, the reluctance

of citizens seems overly precious—people who want to have it both ways.
They wish to influence government, but not to get soiled by the muck of
politics. They want to become powerful in the public arena, but without
themselves being responsible for the awesome machinery of government. A
purified citizen who is above electoral politics, one might say, is someone who

* has not yet come to terms with the psychological burdens of accepling re-

sponsibility for the government’s coercive powers.

The disjunction between voters and elections is itself a central element of

the democratic problem—another expression of the damaged relationship be-
tween people and authority. Elections are the most visible, most legitimate
means of maintaining those relationships and the only sure way to establish
accountability to the governed and to develop a general trust in those who are

given the power to govern. People who want responsible government are
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bound to be disappointed so l0ng as they turn away from this central mech-

" anism of power.

A genuine democracy will not likely develop until the two realms are
reconciled—the irregular citizens and ‘the formal structure of power. After all,

" like the two-way mirror, democratic accountability runs both ways—between
those in pawer and those who put them there. This requires a relisble orga-

pizational framework that at present does not exist—a viable political party
that provides the connective tissue between the people and the government.

" Conceivably, the steady development of citizen organizations like [AF
may eventually create a workable substitute and heal this breach. It is not
far-fetched, for instance, to imagine that a decade hence a broad alliance of
citizen-based political organizations may have formed that can effectively
exercise the power of **organized people’” once again in elections. The van-
guard is visible now, In the best circumstances, this enterprise wdl take
time—years of pauent rebuilding by people everywhere.

In the meantime, the machmery of power is held comfortably in other
hands. The principal political institutions’ that dominate conventional pofi-
ucs———the two major parties and the media—once provided the connective
tissue thal linked citizens to government but, in different ways, each has
abandoned that responsibility. It is to those familiar structures.of politics that
we will turn next—the main institutions that surround both the electoral pro-
cess, where the power to govern is legitimized, and the goveming process,
where the power is exercised. Each of these, in different ways, has lost its
connections to ordinary citizens and each has gravitated toward the powerful
elites that dominate thé politics of government.

The models of democratic politics that some citizens at large have already
created may or may not succeed someday in salvaging democracy. But, in the
meantime, they exist as a living rebuke to the impona’n; political institutions
that have failed. :
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“Parental involvement” has become a term of indistinction, rivaling “social capital”
for vagueneés. We know its good; everybody wants it. But what exactly is it? And more
importantly, how do you get it? Does selling popcorn in the cafeteria to raise money for a
new playground qualify? Attending a parent-teacher conference? Or maybe it requires

only insisting that a child complete the day’s homework.

Rice University Professor Dennis Shirley makes an important distinction in his

book Community Organizing for Urban School Reform between accomodationist forms

‘of parental involvement and transformational forms of parental engagement. 'Shirley
defines parental involvement as passive maintenance of the existing school culture. In
contrést, he cites the work of the Texas IAF organizations and the Interfaith Education
Fund in the Alliance Schools Initiative as parental engaéement. Shirley writes, “Parental
engagement views parents as citizens in the fullest sense--change agents who can |

transform inner city schools and neighborhoods.”

Thus the Alliance Schools Initiative, which currently includes over 115 campuses
in Texas, is not just about improving the existing system of public education, but is instead
about changing the culture of schools and of entire neighborhoods. Similarly, the Alliance
Schools Initiative is not just about parental engagement, but is also designed to engage all
of the stakeholders in public education. We are not merély trying to engage parents as
agents of change, but also teachers, principals, and other members of the community. We
are no more interested in educators passively maintaining the existing school culture than

we are in having parents “participate” on those grounds.

In changing the culture of a campus, organizers working with the Alliance Schools

Initiative begin by teaching parents and educators the art of conversation. In contrast,



public schools like most other institutions are focused on communication. The emphasis
on communication, which is the unilateral transmission of information from subject to
object, is a reflection of the bureaucratic, hierarchical culture of the public education
system. Conversation, which involves a i"eciprocal exchange of ideas, debate and
compromise, is relational and operates subject to subject. Conversétions involve leaving
oneself open to change, both acting and beihg acted upon.. Conversation is central to the

organizing strategies utilized in the Alliance Schools Initiative which are described below.

In addition to being the key tool for a relational culture of collective leadership and
accountability in a public school campus, coﬁversation is also the basis for what we call
Civil Society in a community. The concept of Civil Society is an important one with
respect to the Alliance Schools Initiative because in order for a public school to be most
effective, it must have the support and resources of the entire community. The
stékeholders in our public education system go beyond parents and educators; public
education is intimately connected to the economic and societal success of the entire
community. Unfortﬁnately public schools are increasingly hard-pressed to garner suppbrt
from the broader community, whether it be for reform or fiscal support. In many areas
people are actively organizing against public schools, with calls for vouchers and
privatization. People are no longer connected to public schools as one of the central
broad-based institutions in their community, as the institution of the “common school” |
which not only teaches academics but alsb creates strong citizens. And in fact, in many

communities public schools are no longer able to play that role.

Broad suppoﬁ for pubiic schools will be in place only to the extent that there exists
an organized constituency that is connected to the campuées. Therefore one of the most
important aspects of the Alliance Schools Initiative is the building of that constituency.- In
connecting the campuses to the congregations and the broad-based TAF institution, the
Alliance Schools Initiative builds a broad-based constituency which will not only support
the public schools financially, but also tangibly in terms of developing a collective
leadership both within the school and the surrounding community. This constituency will

create the public space for schools to explore innovative teaching strategies and other




reform efforts. However this constituency will also hold the publicl schools accountable

for results.

Unfortunately, séhools can no longer accomplish what is necessary for long-term
student success without the active support of such a constituency. Because, although by
most accounts educational indicators are improving in this country, the requirements for
successful entry into the workplace have been increasing at a still more rapid pace. In
their book Teaching the New Basz'cSkﬂls, Professors Frank Levy and Richard Murnane
describe in detail the frustrations of mid to high-wage employers seeking a “mix of hard
and soft skills” in their potential employees. What Levy and Murnane define as “soft” are
skills such as the ability to work in groups and to make effective oral and wriften
presentations. Interestingly, these are the kinds of skills we teach in the IAF organizations
and the Alliance Schools Initiative; we describe them as part of the skills of public life. It
is particularly difficult for schools to teach these kinds of skills to students when in fact
most of the adults associated with a school may not have the skills themselves. People are
more familiar with the importance of “hard” skills, such as reading, math, analysis, and
problem solving, and rﬁany schools are have improved their capacity for teaching these
fundamentals. However the requirements for these hard skills continue to increase at

levels “much higher than many high school graduates now attain” (Levy and Murnane, 9).

Throughout most of the life experience of today’s adults, post-secondary skills
were not required to get a job with wages sufficient to raise a family. Schools were not
supposed to be preparing more than a small fraction of their students for higher order
learning. Unfortunately, the economy has changed so dramatically during the last two
decades that without these skills, our students are doomed to a life of struggling to keep
their families at or barely above the péverty line. In 1979, a 30-year-old man with a high
school diploma earned an average of $27,700 (1993 dollars). By 1983, a 30-year-old man
with the same educational background eamned an average of only $23,000 (1993 dollars).

By 1993, that wage had fallen to $20,000. As Levy and Murnane point ou;c, the
significance of this decline becomes still more dramatic when coupled with the information

that in 1993, half of all 30-year-old men had not gone beyond high school (3).



Thus the leaders of the IAF organizations and the Alliance Schools Initiative do
not merely see their work with public schools as aAway for children to feel better about
themselves and improve their standardized test scores. Instead, this work is about
securing the economic future of their families and communities. Conversations and -
research actions with employers in our communities indicate that the quality of the
available local labor force is as much of if not more of an incentive for economic
development than tax abatements, union status, wage levels, and other popular notio'ns~
surrounding the creation of good jobs in today’s economy. Several employers in San
Antonio have indicated to our leaders that they currently turn down contracts for more
work becaus¢ they do not have the necessary workforce. In other words, if they could

find people with the right skills they could create more jobs.

Lessons and Future Plans

The Texas IAF organizations and the Interfaith Education’ Fund formally began the
Alliance Schools Initiative in 1991 with less than twenty campuses. However the IAF
organizations had been working on statewide public education issues such as standards
and financing since the early 1980s. Work with individual campuses began in 1987, at the
request of a middle school principal in Fort Worth. As the local IAF organizations
developed relationships with a growing number of campuses around the state, the -
statewide collective Iéadership decided to formalize the strategy as the Alliance Schools
Initiative and invited the Texas Education Agency to join as a partner in 1991. Since that
time, first the Education Commissioner and, beginning in 1993, the State Legislature have
provided supplemental funding for the Alliance Schools to support activities such as
professional development and leadership training for pérents and teachers, as well as

enrichment activities and classroom innovation for students.

Over the last six years, participation has increased to over 115 public school
campuses in Texas, with an additional 40 to 50 campuses in the process of becoming

Alliance Schools. These populations of these schools are predominantly low-income, and




African-American or Hispanic. Within the 139 campuses participating in 1996-1997, over

83% of the students were classified as “economically diéadvantaged.”

The IAF organizations in Arizona, New Mekico and Louisiana have also begun
working with public schools in their communities to develop similar strategies. Teachers,
parents and principals from the campuses outside of Texas haire been participating in the
annual regional education conference organized by the Interfaith Education Fund for two

years.

In large part the expansion of the strategy can be attributed to the increases in
parental engagement, teacher morale, and student success at Alliance School campuses.
Between 1993 and 1997, the original twenty-six Alliance Schools increased the percentage
of students passing the state standardized achievement tests by an average of 26%. _
Increases of 30 to 40 percent are common among individual schools who have been a part
of the initiative since 1993. Between 1996 and 1997, the average percentage of students
at the original Alliance Schools passing the math section of the state test increased by .
8.3%, exceeding the state average increase of 5.9%. Increases within the reading section
were similar at 6.1% for the Alliance Schools compared to a state average increase of

4.4%.

However it is important to recognize that the expansion of the Alliance Schools
Initiative has gone beyond curiosity about success into the deliberate and active
recruitment of new campuses by the principals, teachers and parents whose children attend

school at another point within the same feeder pattern.

For example, success at a middle school prompts teachérs and administrators to
actively recruit the elementary campuses which send students to the middle school. The
development of the Alliance School culture teaches middle school faculty that it would be
valuable to have relationships with the faculty preparing students to enter secondary
school. Parents beginto understand that their children cannot wait until middle school to
be taught by innovative, talented faculty at-acampus that serves as the center of their

community.



The reverse is true as weH, Parents at an Alliance School elementary often see
their children excelling only to lose ground again in secondary school. Asa result, parents
begin to orgaﬁize the next school their child enters, while faculty and administration from
the elementary schools recruit their colleagues farther up the feeder pattern. Within the
Alliance School Initiative, leaders and organizers have come to believe that a feeder
pattern strategy (and ultimately a distxict-wide strategy) is the only way to demonstrate
sustainable, long;tei‘m success over the entire life of a child in publié education. It is also
the only way to create a systematic cultural change in the manner in which public

-education is organized and implemented.

Alliance School leaders working together across grade levels create the
relationships necessary to agitate and challenge one another to learn from a variety.of
expeniences with public education and the broader community. These relationships create
the opportunity for parentsAand educators to learn from one another and think collectively
and creatively about acting on behalf of their children. And finally, these relationships,
connected to the relationships of the local IAF organization, enable the leaders to organize

the broad-based constituency necessary to build the power to act.

The statewide and regional networks of relationships operate in a similar fashion,
_connecting leaders to one another at events such as the annual regional education

~ conference and a week-long training session for Alliance School 1eéders. In terms of -
building a constituency, the statewide network of Aliiance Schools in Texas has been
successful during each Legislative Session since 1993 in securing and increasing the
financial suppért of the State Legislature. The Legislature first committed $1 million to
the effort, then $5 million, and in 1997, $8 million. As outlined above, these funds go
directly to the school campuses to support the innovations they de_velofa through their

work with the IAF organizations and the Interfaith Education Fund organizers.

In addition to expanding to meet the request of an increasing number of public
school campuses both in Texas and around the Southwest, the Interfaith Education Fund

is also preparing to launch a more systematic professional development strategy for




educators connected to the Alliance Schools. As our teachers become skilled both in
terms of classroom strategies and in leadership, many devélop the potential to become
principals. In fact, four teachers from a single Alliance School were promoted to assistant
principal positions in a single year. Anxious to take the Alliance School culture.to their
new campuses, these teachers literally becarnc; educational leaders as they engaged their

senior principals and teaching faculty in the Alliance School process.

While the [EF organizer was able to work closely with these assistant principals as
they entered their new positions, it is unlikely that our current resources could sustain the
work with more than a small number of teachers at any one time. Yet we have come to
recognize that a more systematic approach to this type of professional development would
both provide better suf)port for the faculty and perhaps enable more teachers to advance
along these lines. Therefore IEF is exploring the possibility of organizing training sessions

and retreats specifically for teachers and their leadership development.

These sessions would be similar in design to the Alliance Schools Principals
Institute. Although resources have limited sessions to an annual basis, the Principals
Institute has become a genuine training ground for principals to become educational |
leaders rather than administrators. With a more intensive focus, we believe that the
Principals Institute could become a mechanism by which principals actually become the
primary organizers of their own schools. A reorganized Principals Institute would include
 the opportunity for participants to receive stipends for organizing during the summer

months as a way to further develop their skills and understanding of the process.

In the Alliance Schools, one of the most important questions we ask our teachers
and principals is “What are you learning about learning?”. This question is important
because only if they are learning can they model that behavior for their students. Teaching
and ]eéming must be reciprocal activities if students are to develop the capacity to learh
throughout their lives. In the Alliance Schools we are interested in creating wh_at Seymour
Sarason terms “a productive context for teaching and learning.” The issue is also

important in considering questions of retention. If education is a matter of one-way



communication, teachers and principals are constantly expending energy without being
energized themselves by learning through interaction with students and other adult
stakeholders. This situation often leads to either a departure from the profession or a

minimalist style of teaching and a top-down model of administration.

Conclusion

Our leaders, after years - and in some cases decades - of organizing in communities
throughout the Southwest, have developed an understanding of what we call social
capital. For our purposes, this social capital is the network of relationships not only
among adults (as described by James Coleman) but also among institutions. Social capital
is developed when institutions such as congregations, schools, unions, neighborho;d
“associations, and so forth are not only connected to one another but also organized as a
| powerful network of institutions around the interests of families and communities. In
order to build }lﬁs kind of social capital, there must be patient financial capital available to
invest in the training and development of professional organizers who are also investing in
- the development of cornmuﬁity leaders. At least three to five years are required to

identify, test out and develop the talents of a high-quality professional organizer.

Unfortunately, even social capital is not always enough. If the member institutions
of the Alliance Schools Initiative are going to exercise genuine, sustainable change within |
the public education system, then they also have to be prepared to organize for power, the
Spanish translation of which is poder = the ability to act. This is the work of building z;
broad-based constituency, a constituency of organized people who understand their own

self-interests as well as their birthright as members of a free and democratic society.




Attachment A

The Organizing Process

- In reality the organizing process is multi-dimensional and takes on a plurality of
forms. For example, individual meetings are organized throughout the process as the
organizer works with a potential leader to continue his or her development. House
meetings are organized in differing ways and for different purposes depending on where
the collective leadership is in its development. However all of the steps outlined below are
designed to carry a campus and 5 community closer to the development of a genuine

culture of democratic education or what we call a “Community of Learners.”

Organizers working with the Alliance Schools Iﬁitiative teach leaders and potenti‘al
leaders how to use the art of conversation in individual meetings. The individual
meeting is a “one-on-one” conversation, our most basic and important organizing tool.
These are not interviews, nor are they focused on a specific issue or project. These |
conversations represent an exchange of views, judgments, and commitments. They are

“about uncovering issues, developing relationships and cultivating leaders.

Newly identified leaders at the school and in the community are then asked to
organize house meetings. These meetings may actually take place in someone’s home, or
possibly in the school library or in a nearby church or synagogue. Inviting ten or fifteen
people to the first meeting broadens the conversation and brings some depth to the
developing agenda. Organizers conduct training sessions on how to hold effective house
meetings. We have learned that a house meeting cannot deteriorate intd a “gripe session,”
and we have developed organizing skills to avoid that. The concerns of educators and
families must be transformed into issues, which are then developed into an agenda with a
vision of the future. Through these conversations leaders gain clarity about their vision
and their values. House meetings allow people to discuss the issues of most importance to

them and to learn that they do not face problems in isolation.



Neighborhood walks, or “Walks for Success” as they are often célled, are another
important part of an Alliance School’s culture of conversation. In a Walk for Success,
teachers, parents, church members and administrators spend a Saturday walking the
streets of the neighborhood around the school, knocking on doors and engaging parehts
and other members of the community in conversations about the school. In conversations
of twenty to thirty minutes a two-person teams asks questions such as “What do you think
about the elementary school? Do you have children attending? Do you know any children
who go there? What are your concerns about the school? What do you think are its
strengths?” The strategy behind these meetings is similar to that of a more traditional
“one-on-one” in that the team is trying to surface issues of concern and identify potential
new leaders. At the end of the conversation, the team invites the individual or family to
participate in an upcoming meeting at the school where the community and the campus

will begin to collaborate on taking action on the issues identified through conversation.

10
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CHAPTER 4

THE FIRST PRINCIPLE
AGREE ON THE PROBLEM

THE ESSENTIAL ROLE OF PARENTS

he world is full of challenging problems: eliminating
stopped blower nuts, implementing the Underwriters’
Workbench, getting a sixth-grade girl or boy to turn off the
television and do homework. Neither presidents nor princi-
pals can solve the problems by themselves. Solving each
problem requires the initiative and skills of all frontline

workers, the persons closest to the situation. In the case of

homework, frontline workers include parents. But parents
can’t help to solve a problem they don’t know exists. -

. T. A. Vasquez and her husband, Albert, live around the
corner from the Zavala Elementary School in East Austin,
" Texas. Austin has a reputation for good public schools, but
the reputation comes from other parts of the city. Zavala
serves poor children. The average family income is $12,000,
and until recently the school’s academic reputation was

weak. All four of T. A. and Albert’s children have gone to -
Zavala. Their three oldest children got good grades, but -

none was advised to enter the college-prep track in high
school. The Vasquezes found this puzzling. Now their
youngest daughter, Dorothy, was getting A’s and B’s in the
first grade and seemed to face a similarly puzzling future.
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The missing link was test scores. T.-A. and Albert did not
know that their older children all scored in the bottom quar-
tile on the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAS), the
set of standardized tests taken by all children in Texas public
schools. None of Zavala’s teachers took it upon themselves
to tell T. A. and Albert about these scores. The Vasquez chil-
dren were scoring no lower than other children at Zavala.
Besides, what could be expected of children from poor fami-
lies in which few many parents spoke English or seemed to
care about schooling? - :

The absence of parental involvement with their children’s
academic skills extends beyond the poor neighborhoods of

“East Austin. Similar stories can be told about schools in

every state. Consider again three facts presented in Chapters
1and 2. '

* In 1979, 30-year-old men with a hlgh school diploma
earned a yearly average of $27,500 (in 1993 dollars). By
1993, 30-year-old men with a high school diploma
earned a yearly average of $20,000.

e In 1992, the math and reading test scores of half of all
17—year4olds across the nation were too low to get a job

- in a modern automobile plant.

* In 1995, 65 percent of U.S. parents gave their oldest
child’s school a grade of A or B, an approval rating that
has remained relatively unchanged since the Gallup poll-
sters began asking this question in 1985. More probing
questions detected parental concerns about educational
,quality, but awareness of a skills problem was only begin-
ning to emerge.!

Parents care deeply about their children’s future. Their
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misplaced confidence in their children’s education reflects
out-of-date experience. In the 1970s, when most parents of
today’s high school students were coming of age, a high
school diploma was still a ticket to the U.S. middle class.
Many parents have failed to see the subsequent rise in skill
requirements for a good job. Other parents have seen the
‘rise but only as an indication of a need to attend college.
Few parents have seen it for what it is: an urgent signal of

the need to teach a set of New Basic Skills from kindergarten

through twelfth grade.

Until very recently, this out-of-date knowledge has gone
along with a paralyzing explanation for low U.S. skills. Why
do children in Asia know so much more math and science
than children in the United States? U.S. parents attributed
the achievement gap to differences in ability rather than dif-

4 - ' -
ferences in student effort. By contrast, Asian parents believe

that effort is the more important factor. Attitudes toward
learning translate into attitudes toward schools. Asian par-
ents are relatively dissatisfied with. their schools. They
believe, despite their children’s achievement, that their
schools should require more hard work. U.S. parents were
generally satisfied with their schools, in part because they
believe that making students work harder would not pro-
duce much learning.? " ‘

In the most recent poll data, this explanation—an excuse,
really—is beginnihg to dissolve. A Public Agenda poll con-
ducted in the summer of 1995 indicates that three times as
many parents now believe that good grades come more from

hard work than from being born with strong intellectual |

abilities.? The trick is to translate these attitude shifts into
action. - '
It is not an easy trick to accomplish. Even among parents
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who see the need for higher skills, many feel powerless to
change the schools. These parents have a mirror image in the
many teachers who begin careers resolving to teach effec-
tively, to make a difference in their students’ lives. Over
time, they retreat because they recognize that schools cannot
teach more rigorous skills without strong parental support,
support for the idea that mastery of the New Basic Skills is
more important than winning sports teams and important
enough to turn off the television to do homework.

The details of energizing parents and teachers vary from
one school to the next. But recounting the story of one
school that is struggling to change shows what is involved:
how long it takes, the inevitable false starts, the need for
outside help—not to do things for parents and teachers, but
to help them to learn how to do things for themselves. The
story of Zavala Elementary School in East Austin, Texas,
illustrates what it means to Agree on the Problem.

THE ZAVALA ELEMENTARY SCHOOL IN 1991

Twenty years ago, Austin was known as the capital of Texas
and the home of the University of Texas Longhorns. Today
Austin is also home to Dell Computer and many other high-.
tech firms., With the university and the high-tech firms come
many well-educated parents who understand the importance

of skills,

Most of the high tech rings the perimeter of the city;
Zavala Elementary School is located in the core of East
Austin. The original building and 18 portable classrooms sit
on Robert Martinez Jr. Street between Santa Rita Courts and
Chalmers Courts, two public housing projects. For 60 per-
cent of the Zavala families, Spanish is the first language.
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In 1991 the percentage of Zavala students who passed
the state-mandated TAAS tests was about half the district
average. Among Austin’s .63 elementary schools, Zavala
ranked thirty-third in school attendance. It was a school
where most teachers did not want to be. At year’s end, 16 of
Zavala’s 38 teachers left for other jobs. ‘

T. A. Vasquez, Anna Aquino, Lourdes Zamarron, and
Rachel Gonzalez had watched their older children go
through Zavala. They were disappointed when their children
not admitted to middle-school magnet programs, but they
were not sure of the cause because their children’s grades had
been good. They knew it was not a good sign that teachers
didn’t stay long at Zavala, but they did not know the rea-
sons. As Lourdes Zamarron asked, “Why don’t these teach-
ers want to stay here and teach my child?” T. A. Vasquez
recalled parents’® attitudes in previous years: “I could walk in
here on a PTA night and there’d be maybe five, ten parents
here . .. parents didn’t have an inkling of what was going on
at the school, how their kids were being taught.”

Zavala’s problem was not a lack of money. As part of the
settlement of a school desegregation suit, the Austin school
district had designated Zavala and 15 other low-achieving,
minority elementary schools as “priority schools.” Beginning

in 1987, the 16 priority schools had received an additional

$300,000 per year—enough money to make a difference.
Nor was Zavala’s problem an indifferent principal. Todd
McDowell, a science teacher who had been at Zavala six
years, said: “You would’ve thought [the principal] was a
strong leader. He spent a lot of time [at Zavala], he worked
real hard. But it was subtle the things he didn’t do, and the
things he didn’t do were some of the things that we needed.”
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Samantha Bednarski, a young first-grade teacher in her
fourth year at Zavala, viewed the principal similarly: “a real
nice, easygoing principal . .. very concerned about the His-
panic community. [He] tried to do some different things, but
he didn’t get a lot of support.” ‘

Change had to come to Zavala from the outside.

v

THE TEXAS INDUSTRIAL AREAS FOUNDATION

Short, stout, with long gray hair and a briefcase full of new
books to read, Ernesto Cortes loves ideas and loves to argue.
He has spent his adult life finding ways to help the poor to
help themselves. After graduating from Texas A&M, Cortes
worked in Chicago under the radical community organizer
Saul Alinsky. He then returned to Texas in 1974 to head the
Texas Industrial Areas Foundation (TIAF), an organization
committed to helping poor families to gain the power to
improve their lives. '

From the beginning, TIAF followed the Iron Rule that
Alinsky had preached: Never do for others what they can do
for themselves. A TIAF organizer, supported by local
churches, would begin by identifying issues of common con-
cern—the lack of paved streets, the need for sewers. Next
the organizer would identify neighborhood leaders and help -
the community to build organizations with the political
power to get the problems fixed. In this work, the dusty

streets of East Austin were like the offices of NML and the

Honda factory floor. In each place, progress depended on
broad-scale participation, and participation required. broad-
scale agreement on the nature of the problem. V

When TIAF organizers had focused on schools, they had
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organized around passing bond issues to get more money for

schools serving poor children. They reasoned that lack of
money was a major obstacle to better schools and that a
combination of teachers who loved kids and the smaller
classes money could buy would lead to higher achievement.
Their greatest victory of their first decade was the passage of
Texas House Bill 72, in which the state legislature autho-
‘ rized more than $1 billion in additional funding for schools,

much of which would go to schools serving poor children.
During the late 1980s, events.led Cortes and the TIAF

. community organizers to rethink their approach. The collapse

of the Texas oil industry reduced state tax revenues and led to
. underfunding of the school aid authorized by HB 72. With
less money, TIAF’s goal of better schools through smaller class
size became increasingly less viable. TIAF also saw that few of
the schools that had received extra money under HB 72 had
shown consistent gains in student achievement.

The basis of a different approach came from Allied Com-
munities of Tarrant {ACT), the TIAF group in Fort Worth.
In the early 1980s, ACT had achieved remarkable success in
transforming Morningside Middle School, a low-income,
minority school with low achievement scores. ACT had
focused on building a Morningside parent organization that
could demand change and could work with teachers to
change the school’s culture. During ACTs first four years at
Momi‘ngside, students’ average achievement scores rose
from last among the district’s 20 middle schools to third.*

ACT’s success at Morningside, shrinking funds, and the
realization that money alone did not always create good
schools led Cortes and the TIAF organizers to develop
a school improvement strategy that focused on building
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“communities of learners.” The strategy would have three
components:

Getting parents to recognize that low achievement is the
problem '

Getting parents in a position to participate in school gov-
ernance

Getting the extra money, where needed, to provide a

" quality education

‘Parent-teacher-administrator teams with greater auton-
omy concerning use of resources would play a key role in
bringing about change. But school-based management was
not to be an end in itself: its purpose was to create the incen-
tives and opportunities for frontline workers—teachers and
parents and students—to make and carry out decisions that
would result in greater student achievement.

Ernie Cortes knew that a community would adopt this

- strategy more readily if it knew others were using it too. He

sought to build a network of schools working to change
with TIAF assistance. In 1992 he convinced Skip Meno, the
recently appointed state commissioner of education, to com-
mit the state department of education to join with TIAF to
form the Alliance Schools Network, whose members would
include parents and teachers working with TIAF organizers
to improve individual schools. Starting with 32 schools, the
Alliance has grown to more than 60.

These numbers, displayed on a chart, would make a

. bright picture of success. Behind the picture would be hours

of gritty one-on-one work. NML, Honda, and Diamond-
Star screen for workers who agree that quality improvement
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is their problem. The average U.S. school can’t screen for its

parents. It has to work with those it has—men and women,
half of whom have not gone beyond high school, many of
whom are uncertain that weak skills are a problem. More
often than not, they lack the language to lobby schools to
raise their standards.

AN INITIAL SETBACK

In 1990 Austin Interfaith, TIAF’s group in Austin, chose its
first school project. Blackshear Elementary was a poor,
largely black school located close to two of the churches
supporting Austin Interfaith’s work. The project began with
a mistake. Before choosing Blackshear, Interfaith had talked
to Blackshear’s principal, but only on a superficial level.
They had offered to help with “parental involvement.” The
principal had agreed. Little more was said. '

Interfaith’s lead organizer was Joe Higgs, young, softspo-
ken, polite to all, and dogged. He spent a year trying to
organize Blackshear’s parents to participate in their chil-
dren’s education. Nothing happened. The obstacle was the
principal. To the principal parental involvement meant that
parents would come to PTA meetings and take greater
respon31b1hty for their children’s behavior and homework.
Parental involvement did not mean discussing changes in the
curriculum or how it was taught. With these issues off the
table, it was hard to get Blackshear parents interested, and
education could not improve.

After a year, Interfaith gave up on Blackshear. It had

learned a sobering, but valuable lesson: agreement on the -

problem meant just that—agreement by all participants.
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- Organizing parents around achievement would be impossi-
ble unless the school leadership was committed to change.

CRISIS AT ZAVALA

In December 1990, the Zavala principal resigned. The
school board appointed as acting principal Alejandro Min-
diz-Mélton, Zavala’s assistant principal for the previous five
years. When he was appointed, Al Melton’s résumé provided
few clues that in three years he would appear on “Good
Morning America” as one of three “Heroes in American
Education” chosen by the Reader’s Digest Foundation.
Melton was born in Youngsport, Texas, a ranching com-

- munity 60 miles north of Austin. Because of his father’s

career in the military, his family moved often and he
attended public schools in many parts of the country. After
two years at Santa Monica College in California, he com-
pleted his bachelor’s degree with a major in science educa-
tion at the University of Texas, earning extra money by
working part-time as a teacher’s assistant. He taught for
three years in Killeen, Texas, and moved to the Austin
schools in 1981.

A stocky, informal man of medium height, Melton was
popular with Zavala parents even though he had not grown
up speaking Spanish. He quickly learned the names of stu-
dents and parents and worked hard to improve his Spanish.
Unlike his predecessor, Al Melton realized that improving
education at Zavala required many changes. In his words,
“The staff was dispirited, and there was low achievement,
had been for a long time. We needed to really change, and
we had not been honest with the community or ourselves
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about student performance. Huge percentages of students
were on the honor roll. You know, most kids were taking
" home A’s and B’s on their report cards. We were not accu-
rately reporting student progress to parents. There was
grade inflation.” o ' C

One of the first things Al Melton did was to ask a parent,
Albert Soto, to read aloud at a PTA meeting the achievement
test scores of Zavala’s students. When Soto realized how low
Zavala children were scoring, he became enraged and
accused the teachers of failing to educate his children and
other children in the community.

It was the start of a bumpy ride. Soto immediately with-

drew his three children from Zavala. Other parents were

upset. Teachers were angry and hurt. Claudia Santamaria, a
young bilingual education teacher in her second year at
Zavala at the time, described the teachers’ response to Mr.
Soto. ‘

Mr. Soto pretty much ran the meeting. He kept ralking
about the TAAS tests. ... [He said], “These people are
telling us that our children can’t learn.” '

The teachers were sinking in their seats. This had never
been said. ... The parents started talking out. It was hard;
a lot of the teachers were almost crying, especially the -
teachers who had been at Zavala for a long time. We felt it
was an attack on us. Mr. Soto said that the best teachers.
must be at other schools. We wanted Mr. Melton to get up
to defend us, and it did not happen.

The meeting was about an hour. ... It was depressing,
man.

"Al Melton’s beginning left Joe Higgs and Austin Inter-
faith with a tough decision. Unlike the principal at Black-
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shear, Melton was committed to change at Zavala. But his
first steps had demoralized teachers and worsened relation-
ships between teachers and parents. Melton was willing to
lead, but Higgs was uncertain that Zavala would hold
together long enough for parents to participate. Ultimately,
Higgs was impressed by Melton’s enthusiasm and his will-
ingness to stake his reputation on improving Zavala’s educa-
tion. He asked if Melton would support Interfaith’s efforts
to organize Zavala parents. Melton invited Higgs and Kath-
leen Davis, a lawyer with grown children who had recently
joined the Interfaith staff, to begin talking with Zavala’s par-
ents and teachers. They reached an agreement that later in
the year the faculty would vote on whether to establish a
formal relationship with Austin Interfaith.

Higgs, who spoke Spanish well, spent the fall of 1991
meeting with individual Zavala parents. He was following
TIAF’s first and second steps: Find issues that many parents
care about, and find potential leaders among the parents. In
numerous conversations, he asked parents:

Why didn’t they attend PTA meetings? (The most com-
mon answer: they were useless.)

What did they want from the school? (They were sur-
prised to be asked.) -

What were their greatest needs? (They had many, but
found it difficult initially to articulate them.)

Joe Higgs’s meetings sound like baby steps. But this is
where we are as a nation. Schools can’t get better unless par-
ents want them to get better and know how to participate in
making them better. Higgs and his co-workers understood
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this. They knew there were no quick fixes in developing

-parental commitment for the changes needed to give every
child the skills to get a good job.

ZAVALA GETS HEALTHY

By the end of the fall of 1991, Joe Higgs and Kathleen Davis
had come to know several women who cared deeply about
what happened to their children at Zavala and seemed inter-
ested in helping to organize other parents. T. A. Vasquez was
one of these women. Rachel Gonzalez, Anna Aquino, and
" Lourdes Zamarron were others.

" The meetings also helped to identify three issues of con-
cern to a great many Zavala parents. The first was inade-
quate health care: their children were often ill, and there was
a two-month waiting period for an appointment at the near-

est city health clinic eight blocks away. The second concern

was neighborhood security and crime: the housing projects
in which the majority of Zavala families lived were infested
with drug dealers, and theft and violence were all too com-
mon a part of daily life. The third concern was the lack of
jobs and constructive activities for teenagers and the conse-
quent significance of gangs in their lives. Parents cared about
achievement in a general way; some had heard about Albert
Soto’s meeting. But Zavala was one of the schools described
at the end of Chapter 1 in which education could improve
only if other problems were addressed as well.

During the first half of the 1991-92 school year, ]oe
Higgs also met individually with Claudia Santamaria, Todd
McDowell, and the other Zavala teachers to ask them about

their concerns. The teachers, remembering Mr. Soto’s out-

rage, emphasized the low achievement of Zavala children.
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When asked why it was so low, théy often mentioned the
children’s poor health: 35 percent had not received all of the
state-required immunizations; 14 percent had untreated

~ hearing or vision problems. Poor health, the teachers felt,

contributed to poor attendance. '

In the early spring of 1992, the Zavala teachers, with the
support of the principal, voted to enter a formal relationship
with Austin Interfaith aimed at improving the lives of Zavala’s
children. For Al Melton, it was not a difficult decision:

I'm not exactly sure how [Austin Interfaith} came here.
Someone sent them, I don’t know who, maybe God
because they were a godsend as far as 'm concerned. . ..
What I liked about them was they were not talking about a -
new program Or a new system or a -new curriculum, but
they were really talking about systemic change in the com-
munity, and that’s really where, 1 felt, the change had to
come from. The community had to change for the school to
be successful. And they talked about organizing parents to
be involved in the governance of schools, and I found that
very attractive, and so we entered into-a partnership. It’s
the wisest decision this faculty ever made. We spent many
months discussing it.

For some of Zavala’s teachers the decision was not so
easy. Claudia Santamaria described the teachers’ questions
and fears:

I think it was a lack of knowledge on our part. Who were
they? What did they want? What was in it for them?

Austin Interfaith was so political, and teachers are not
political; they tend to be subservient, flexible, nurturing. .
[Austin Interfaith] would ask, “What’s bad about East
Austin? What’s good about East Austin?” and this [ques-
tioning] intimidated some teachers; it made a lot of waves.
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What if we get fired? What if we get in trouble? It is easier
just to go with the flow. .

It took a lot of talkmg among the staff. It took a lot of
asking ourselves where we wanted to go; where we
were. ... The expectations were so low. Austin Interfaith
turned this around. There were eight or nine of us that had
only been at Zavala for one or two years and we were more
accepting. ... The few teachers who were really against
Austin Interfmth—they are gone.

By the spring of 1992, Higgs and T. A. Vasquez and the
other potential parent leaders had ‘compiled a short list of
issues. First on the list was the health of the children, some-
thing important to parents and teachers alike. Their next
step was to organize a walk through the neighborhood to
develop broader support.

On a warm sunny Saturday morning in May, 20 teams

consisting of Zavala teachers, the potential parent leaders,
and members of congregations supporting Austin Interfaith .

knocked on the door of every apartment and house in the
neighborhood. At each door, they requested a few minutes
to explain the agenda for change. The walk conveyed infor-
mation but it also began to heal the rift between parents and
~ teachers. As Samantha Bednarski, a young first-grade teacher,
put it: “It was really neat as a teacher because when you’re
walking through the projects, all the kids see you and recog-
nize you and they think it’s neat that you want to go to
where they live, and even the little ones are saying hi ..
most of the people who were home were very opento us. ..
* they might have wondered why we were there, but I think,
deep inside, it kind of made them probably feel important

. that we were commg to their house and wantmg to
know their opinions.”
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As T. A. Vasquez saw the walks:’

That's where it started, just by talking to each other. . .
The parents talking with the teachers, the teachers willing
to get out of [the school] and going out to the parents’
homes and visiting with them for five or 10 minutes in the
house. And when the teachers came back from a lot of
those walks, they were saying, “You know, a lot of these
parents, some of their homes are so poor, yet they invited us
into their houses, they wanted to know if we wanted a
Coke or coffee, a donut, a taco, and you could tell they did-
n’t have much, and that made a big impression on the
teachers because some of these teachers, the majority of
these teachers, all they did was just come to the building
and go back home. . .. They were doing their work, . . . but
they didn’t really relate to the people outside until they .
started going on these walks, and it kind of opened.up a lot
of things with the parents starting to feel more comfortable
with the teachers, and the teachers likewise.

Building on the walk’s momentum, Higgs and Davis
began to organize a Rally for Zavala to formalize the part-
nership among parents and teachers. The rally was built
around the goals developed in the fall: improved health care
for Zavala children, better neighborhood security, jobs for
teenagers, and improved student achievement. Three hun-
dred people attended the rally, including Austin’s mayor, the
school board president, the superintendent, and the head of
Austin’s health department. Only 50 of the people were
Zavala parents, most of whom still believed that nothing
would change. Most people at the rally were representatives
of the 25 congregations supporting Austin Interfaith.

The Rally for Zavala failed to energize parents but it
made progress on the issue of health: the mayor committed
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the city government to bring the immunizations of all
Zavala children up to date. He also formalized the goals of
the partnership. ‘

After the rally the Interfaith organizers and the more
interested parents continued to work on the rally’s four
goals. They focused first on security in the housing projects.
Higgs, Davis, and Lourdes Zarharron, a Zavala parent, got
the Austin police.drug task force to target the two housing
‘projects serving Zavala families for several weeks. They dis-
cussed with the director of Austin’s housing the possibility of
identifying the apartments out of which drugs were sold
openly. But as the summer progressed it became clear that
however disturbed the residents were by drug selling, they
were too scared to identify dealers.

Recall that the last of the Five Principles is perseverance.
Perseverance seems vaious but it requires constant rein-
forcement. In August 1992, Austin Interfaith’s artempt to
create a Community of Learners was like NMUs Underwrit-
ers’ Workbench in 1990—a good idea that was two years
old and had borne very little fruit. Earlier, Interfaith had
tried to organize Blackshear Elementary and had given up.
Now, after a year at Zavala, it had only one concrete gain: a
mayor’s promise to bring immunizations up to date. There
were other less tangible gains: a growing trust between
teachers and some parents. But without perseverance—with-
out a deep sense of how long things can take—Joe Higgs
and Kathleen Davis could have given up and quit:

Rather than quit, the Interfaith organizers returned to the
issue of health and the mayor’s promise. Again they encoun-
tered an obstacle: during the summer, the Austin health
department announced that it could not fulfill the mayor’s
commitment on immunizations because the health clinic
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nearest to Zavala needed to be closed for removal of
asbestos and mold. The organizers then asked: Why couldn’t
health services be provided at Zavala? After considerable

“discussion the health department agreed that this was possi-

ble, if approved by the school board.

Parents were afraid to finger drug dealers, but they were
willing to turn out for health care at Zavala. In October, 200
parents came to a meeting to discuss strategies for obtaining
the school board’s permission for a clinic. Teachers also
came to the meting, and for the first time many parents and
teachers saw one another working for the same concrete
goal. After meeting individually with school board members -
and explaining their proposal, the Zavala partnership got
the health services proposal on the agenda for the November
school board meeting. Parents and teachers began prepara-
tions for making the case to the school board.

But the school board grew cautious. Earlier, the board
had appointed a task force to develop a sex education cur-
riculum for the public schools. Some members of this task
force argued that the introduction of school-based health
services would lead to condom distribution and abortion
counseling. Anxious to avoid confrontation on a highly
charged issue, the school board postponed action on the-
Zavala clinic until the December meeting.

Attending Austin school board meetings was something
new for most Zavala parenfs. The meetings are held across
town in the school district’s central offices—the White Cas-
tle, as T. A. Vasquez calls it. Meetings begin at 7:30 BM. and
tend to run into the early houré of the morning. For a

Zavala parent, attending a meeting means arranging for

baby sitting, a fairly long bus ride, and losing much of a
night’s sleep. Despite these obstacles, 60 Zavala parents .
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camé to the December 8 meeting and four delivered short
speeches advocating health services at Zavala Twenty
Zavala teachers came as well. :

In a series of three-minute talks, the four Zavala parents
explained why it was important to have health services at
Zavala. Anna Aquino spoke “about my children and how I
was caught in between the system. I was not on welfare, so
did not have Medicaid and I was a single parent and .
couldn’t afford health care.” '

To address condoms and abortion counseling, Sister
Theresa, a physically imposing, 65-year-old nun, came to the
podium. She told the school board that she knew Zavala
families well after working with them for 15 years. They did
have a great need for health care services at the school, she
said. What the parents wanted were immunizations and care
for hearing and vision. problems. They did not want, nor
would they accept, condom distribution or abortion counsel-
ing. She read a letter from the pastor of the Christ Rey
Church, located a block from Zavala, emphasizing his sup-
port for health services at Zavala. Resistance evaporated. By

a unanimous vote, the school board approved health services
for Zavala,

WHAT ABOUT EVERYPLACE ELSE?

By this point, the Zavala story raises an obvious question:
What about the more than 80,000 schools that don’t have
Joe Higgs? What are the parents in these schools supposed
to do?

Fortunately, the question has an answer. Joe Hnggs, good
as he is, is not unique. At various schools around the coun-
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try, organizations are building parental involvement just as

Austin Interfaith was doing.

Working in a small basement office in Somerville, Massa-
chusetts, furnished with 40- -year-old desks and chairs and
several phones, Dan Rothstein, Ana Rodriguez, Luz San-
tana, and Krystal Robinson design workshops that help low-
income parents become advocates for their children’s educa-
tion. The Right Question Project (RQP), like Austin
Interfaith, begins from the premise that low-income parents
care deeply about their children’s education, but do not
know how to monitor quality or push-for i improvement. As
fAna‘Rodmguez commented, “Many parents, especially
immigrant parents, have no clue about how the system
works. They don’t even know whether they can ask ques-
tions of teachers.”

Unlike most attempts to involve parents with schools, the
Right Question Project does not provide parents with infor-

- mation. Instead the workshops focus on helping parents to

ask and make use of the answers to questions like “What is
my child learning?” “What does my child need to learn?”
“Is the teacher teaching what my child needs to learn?” “Is

~my child learning what he/she needs to learn?” “If the

teacher is teaching what my child needs to learn, what else
can I do?” “If the teacher is not teaching what my child
needs to learn, what do I do?” Recogmzmg that parents can
learn these techniques only if they have seen them practiced,

- the workshops, facilitated by parents, teachers, or commu-

nity organizers trained by the RQP staff, use simulations,
role playing, and discussion to convey the message.

In a workshop on tracking, the facilitator gives some par-
ents a packet that includes a sheet sfating: “The full curricu-
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lum is 100 pages long. Your child will be taught the entire-

100 pages.” Other parents receive a packet with a sheet stat-
ing: “The full curriculum is 100 pages long. Your child will

be taught only the first 50 pages.” The facilitator then asks

volunteers to state what information they received. When
parents who received the information that their child will be
taught only 50 pages learn that other children will be taught
more, they ask: “Why? What does it mean that my child is
taught only .50 pages? Who made that decision?” This exer-
cise is followed by another in which parents are told that
their child received a grade of A. Parents then ask: “What
" does the ‘A’ mean? Does it mean the same for the 100-page

and 50-page curriculums?” The staff of the Right Question

Project know that parents asking hard questions does not
always lead to change. But it is a critical first step.S

The Right Question Project focuses on helping parents to
advocate successfully for their children wherever they go to
school. More numerous are networks that work with groups
of parents on a school-by-school basis. Henry Levin’s Accel-
erated Schools is one of these networks. Robert Slavin’s Suc-
cess for All Schools and James Comer’s School Development

Project are others, as are many community-based organiza-

tions that are part of the National Coalition of Advocates
for Students.

These networks differ in their specifics but they agree on
the parents’ role. Parents in the network schools know their
children’s achievement matters, and they believe their chil-
dren can achieve. They visit their children’s schools and they
know about their children’s schoolwork. They learn about
homework policies, and work with their children to see that
assignments are completed. They work with teachers rather
than revert to mutual suspicion.
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Most of these efforts are relatively new. The quality is
sometimes uneven. But enough activities are underway to -
ensure that parents don’t have to live in East Austm to get
help in improving their children’s education.

FROM HEALTH TO SKILLS

Getting the school-based health services was a milestone in
the relationship between Zavala teachers and parents. As
teachers saw parents taking the bus to come to the school
board meeting, they began to view Zavala families in a dif-
ferent way. Hearing T. A. Vasquez and Anna Aquino speak
articulately to a large group about the importance of health
services at the school gave teachers a new sense of what such
parents might accomplish. As Zavala parents watched the -
teachers come to the school board meeting and stay late into
the night, they began to realize that the teachers cared about
their children. For both groups, the victory was a powerful
indication that by working together they could improve the
lives of Zavala children. .

It was time to address the issue of student achievement.

In January 1993 Austin Interfaith held a workshop for
Zavala parents on the meaning of achievement test scores,
with one session in English and another in Spanish. Fifty
parents attended and came away with three messages:

* In the first grade, Zavala children scored about as well
on the TAAS as other Austin children. These first-grade
scores supported parents’ belief that their children were
capable of learning.

* Each year they were in the school, Zavala students fell
further behind citywide averages. The parents began to
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discuss why this should be so and came up with a range -

of explanations, from Zavala’s curriculum and instruc-
tion to how children spent their time outside school.
» By the fourth grade, Zavala children scored so low on the
" TAAS that they were effectively eliminated from the com-
petitive middle-school program and from Austin’s high-
quality high school magnet programs.

~ Learning these details was harder than learning about
school-based health care. In the words of Lourdes Zamar-
ron, “We did not realize the importance of the test score for

our kids. ... It was an eye-opener for us ... we realized in

this workshop that the report card might tell us one thing,
and the test scores tell us another different story about our
kids.” For T. A. Vasquez, the workshop provided a similar
message: “At that time, I thought things were fine.... If
your kid’s on the A-B honor roll, then everything must be
hunky dory, . . . but we weren’t getting the full picture.”

Joe Higgs, who led the workshop, argued that its timing
- was critical. Had the workshop been held before the health
clinic victory, it would have set parents and teachers against

each other. With the trust established by their success in win- -

ning the health services battle, parents and teachers could
confront the children’s low achievement without blaming
each other. To the contrary, the two groups ended the work-
shop by agreeing that low achievement was a serious prob-
lem that they must solve together.

Backed by parents, Al Melton and the Zavala teachers
took a number of steps to raise student achievement. They
participated in training designed to change the organization
of instruction and take better advantage .of the small class
sizes made possible by priority schools funding. The cooper-

Bt

The First Principle 103

ative-learning training emphasized techniques for grouping
together more able and less able children, for encouraging

- peer tutoring, for designing activities that encouraged chil-

dren to learn from one another, and for making every child
feel responsible for learning. Projects in which children learn

- from each other are typically not undertaken in schools. Yet,

as the example of the Sharpshooters illustrates, the ability to
work productively in groups is one of the New Basic Skills
demanded by high-wage employers.

Zavala introduced a new language arts and mathematics
curriculum that had a track record of improving achieve-

“ment for disadvantaged children. In Austin, this curriculum

had been restricted to children designated as gifted and tal-

-ented, but Melton obtained a waiver, allowing Zavala to use

it with all its children. ,

Melton and the teachers integrated all special-needs chil-
dren into regular classrooms, freeing up resources that had
been restricted to special-needs classes. The move con-
tributed to a spirit that Zavala was committed to raising the
achievement of all its children.

The teachers met to coordinate instruction across grade
levels. The teachers in the upper grades explained the skills
that they felt all the children needed, and the primary-grade
teachers negotiated the grade levels at which each type of
skills would be taught. At a firm like Honda, such conversa-
tions are routine: they are how production associates learn
from each other to improve performance. In the typical U.S.

" school, such conversations are rare; teachers work i in isola-

tion and practice suffers accordingly.

Change continued. In September 1993 Zavala opened an
afterschool program with more than 30 different course
offerings, including a math club, an author’s club, karate,
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sewing, and a very popular magic class. Three hundred of
the 450 students at Zavala participated, and the program
provided a variety of new roles at Zavala for parents.

The crown jewel of these efforts was the Zavala Young
Scientists Program. The best of Austin’s magnet programs is
the LBJ High School Science Academy. For a Zavala child,
getting to the Academy was a very long road. Zavala ended
in the fifth grade. All students were then bussed to sixth
~grade at Murchison Middle School in affluent northwest
Austin. Sixth graders who excelled there could transfer to
the seventh- and eighth-grade science magnet program at
Kealing Junior High School and finish at LBJ. Kealing Junior
High is only one mile from Zavala—a short, easy trip. But
Zavala students did poorly at Murchison, and in the last 10
years only one student had made it to Kealing. ‘ ‘

Todd McDowell, the young science teacher, had an idea
for improving the access of Zavala’s students to the Kealing
magnet program. He proposed that Zavala develop a sixth-
grade science-intensive program that would prepare students
for admission to the Kealing magnet program. As he said:

Since my second year here, I was looking for something . . .
to put Zavala on the map. ... It occurred to me that what
happens to our kids [after] fifth grade is that they go to
northwest Austin, . .. probably the most affluent neighbor-
hood in our city. Our kids are bussed over to that school
for sixth grade, and the actual science program in the city is
right over here around the corner at Kealing, but it starts at
seventh grade. . .. There’s this one-year gap where our kids
go to the other side of the moon, and we lose them. ... So
it occurred to me that if we had a sixth-grade class here of
the kids that were really interested in the stuff, and then got
them . . . qualified to get into Kealing, it would make every-
body's hfe a lot easier and it would be a lot more beneficial
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to the children. So all the kids [in the Zavala sxxth grade
science program] would go to Kealing, and the kids who
didn’t make it into the magnet classes would be put in hon-
oors classes, ... and if they did well, then in- eighth grade
they could apply for the magnet. -

Since the program could serve only some of the SO stu-
'dents in Zavala’s three fifth-grade classes, it was not obvious
that Zavala parents would want it. Al Melton and the Zavala .
teachers asked Austin Interfaith to explore parents’ reactions
to the proposal. Joe Higgs and Kathleen Davis organized sev-
eral meetings at which parents discussed the program and
issues related to admission criteria if the program was devel-
oped. Out of these came strong support for a sixth-grade sci-
ence program. As Rachel Gonzales described the meetings: “I
can almost speak for most of the parents that . . . it was okay
if our child was not selected . . . as long as Zavala gave the
opportunity to one of our childr_en’s classmates.”

Obtaining school board approval for this program was
not easy. The board had a policy of promoting grade 6 to 8
middle schools and the Zavala proposal ran counter to it.
Once again Zavala parents, with the support of Austin Inter-
faith, united to pressure the school board to support a com-
munity goal. Again the bus rides to the school board meet-
ing and the carefull ly orchestrated speeches explaining why
the program was critical to the Zavala community paid off,
and one sixth grade, which became known as the Zavala
Young Scientists Program, started in the fall of 1993,

Once -established, the program attracted outside support:
computers from Dell Computer and funds for extra resources

“from the National Science Foundation. The University of

Texas provides supplies, a mentor for each participating stu-
dent, and field trips to the University. In a high-income sub-
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urb, McDowell’s program would be good but not unusual. In
schools like Zavala, it is very rare: the kind. of program par-
ents don’t think teachers will offer and teachers don’t think
parents care about. In 1994, six of the 17 children in the
Zavala Young Scientists program were admitted to the Keal-
ing magnet program. In 1995, seven were admitted.

LASTING CHANGE AT ZAVALA?

In the retrospective glow of success, change at Zavala does-
n’t seem so hard. Sixteen teachers left Zavala at the end of
1990-91. No one left at the end of the 1993-94 or 1994-95
school years. In 1990-91, Zavala ranked 33 in attendance
among 63 Austin elementary schools. In 1993-94, it tied for
“first in attendance, and in 1994-95 it was undisputed cham-
pion with 97.8 percent attendance. In both these years, the
percentage of Zavala students who passed the TAAS in read-
ing and mathematics was higher than the citywide averages.
In the course of these changes, all of the Five Principles
had been implemented. The story began with the First Prin-
ciple: by parents and teachers and children agreeing that

Zavala was bad and that Zavala could be good. This first

principle was essential; agreement on goals was necessary
. for progress. But progress toward these goals required the
-other principles as well. The new governance structure gave

parents and teachers opportunities to contribute to solu-

tions. Teachers got the training they needed to change how
children spent their time in classrooms. Attendance records,
TAAS scores, and admissions to Kealing were measures of
progress critical to demonstrating that the efforts of parents,
teachers, and students were making a difference. Persever-
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ance and learning from mistakes were necessary to sustain
the change effort in the face of a variety of initial setbacks.
Ten years-ago, Zavala belonged to the Austin school

" department. Today it belongs to the teachers and parents,

too: T. A. Vasquez walks into the teachers’ room, grabs a
cup off the shelf, and pours herself coffee; Rachel Gonzalez
hugs one of the school’s janitors in a chance meeting in a
Zavala hallway; Anna Aquino works with teachers on the
school’s health committee to be sure that all children are
immunized; Lourdes Zamarron interviews candidates for a
teaching position, knowing that only an applicant receiving
the unanimous support of the hiring committee, including
parents, will be hired. :

With this support, teachers can ask more of the children.
City government has to take the school more seriously. But
the most important aspect of parental support is that it did-
n’t exist five years ago. It had to be nurtured to the point
where parents could visit Zavala for positive reasons, not
just because their child was in trouble.

Will Zavala’s improvements last? Al Melton typically
arrives at Zavala at 6:30 A.M. and stays until 7:00 p.M. He
works all day Saturday and often part of Sunday. How long
can he sustain this pace? Most of the parents who were cen-
tral to the changes at Zavala will turn their attention to
other issues after their children move into higher grades. Is it
reasonable to expect Zavala’s progress will continue?

The question has no simple answer, but two initiatives

give some hope of continuity. The first is Austin Interfaith

itself. Joe Higgs and Kathleen Davis are working to build
support for Austin Interfaith into the core activities of its
member parishes. If successful, their work will provide con-
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tinued financial support for full-time organizers to work
with successive generations of Zavala families. It would also
link Zavala with the constituencies of churches and with
' their political clout.

‘The second initiative is the Alliance Schools Network, the
network begun in 1992 by Ernie Cortes, of which Zavala
~ parents and teachers are an active part. Every year, parents
and teachers from the Alliance meet to discuss successes and
setbacks and to reaffirm their commitment to change. The
Alliance meetings are rare events in this country: hundreds
of low-income parents, most of them Afro-American or His-
panic, meeting with public school teachers and administra-
tors to discuss how they can work together to improve their
schools. The meetings along with local forums are attempt-
ing to build institutions that will outlast the individuals in
each school.

Earlier, we described how people are slowly building par-
ent organizations committed to skills for all children well
beyond the state of Texas. This is good news, since roughly
half of the nation’s 17-year-olds now' lack mastery of the
New Basic Skills (Chapter 2). Since the economy’s pressure
will continue, most U.S. schools need to change. But change
is unlikely in any school until the First Principle is applied:
Get the frontline workers—beginning with the parents and
the teachers—to agree on the problem.
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IS IT POSSIBLE TO IMPROVE U.S. SCHOOLS in a political vacuum?
For over a decade, u.s. educators have attempted to do just that. For the
first five years after the publication of A Nation at Risk in 1983, a wave
of reforms raised standards and teachers’ salaries but did lirtle to
change the internal structure of the public school, imagining that “add-
ons” were all that our schools needed to reach their full potential.
When the research results from that first wave were disappointing, a
second wave ensued, which placed an emphasis on “restructuring”
rather than “reform,” intending to change patterns of teaching, curricu-
lum development, governance, and assessment in public schools. Both
waves, however, kept their distance from staggering new social trends:
the greatest surge of income mequahty@;niu s.history, the doubling of
crime rates in the central city;. and he-weakening of the family: Al-
though each wave was marked by the politics of the moment, neither
wave had an explicitly political dimension.

'In 1991 Jonathan Kozol began Savage Inequalities with an indict-
ment of the apolitical, fragmented nature of the efforts to improve pub-
lic schooling in the 1980s. After touring the nation from coast to coast,
Kozol commented:

In many cities, what is termed “restructuring” struck me as very little
more than moving around the same old furniture within the house of
poverty. The perccwed objective was a more “efficient” ghetto school or
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one with greater “input” from the ghetto parents or more. “choices” for
the ghetro children. The fact of ghetto education as a permanent Ameri-
can reality appeared to be accepted.

In Kozol’s account, the maddening reality of school reform in the
1980s—regardless of whichever “wave” of reform’ one intended—was
its staggeringly introspective quality. U.s. educators appeared to believe
that one could abandon the larger deterioration of young people’s lives
in civil society and 31mply focus on changing thexr schools with felici-
tous results. ;

Assume for'a moment that Kozol’s analysis was correct. From one
vantage point, educators were responding as best they could to a diffi-
cult situation. Friends of public schools found themselves placed on the
defensive .in the 1980s, suffering stinging attacks from both the Right
and the Left: Theorenmans on the conservative, liberal, and radlcal ends
of the political spectrum promoted the idea that our inherited public

- school system was so disfunctional that it needed to be scrapped alto-

gether. Privatization, vouchers, and autopsies” of public education were
the tonics that captured policymakers’ imaginations and media- head-
lines. Blended together with a heady mixture of “total quality manage-
ment,” information superhighways, and rote memorization of lists arbi-
trarily codified as “cultural literacy,” the brave new world of education
looked very different from the ragged old rhetoric of common schooling
for children from all social classes and ethnic backgrounds.?

u.s. traditions, like virtually all forms of cultural inheritances, are
based on a complex blend of arguments and agreements that we have
had with one another. In spite of variances, one strong democratic
thread has animated u.s. education for over three centuries. Beginning
in the seventeenth century in New England, and spreading west and

- south throughout the following centuries, Americans have conié almost"““’"w

universally to embrace the idea of public schooling for theit “childtehs"
Opposing tendencies always existed: aristocratic obscurantism, or the

" premise that the poor should be kept ignorant, in seventeenth-century

Virginia; codes that prohibited slaves from learning to read and write in
the antebellum South; ¢ultural expectations that women should know
less than men and that, even if they did know more, it was improper to
show it; segregated schools for African Americans and Mexican Ameri-
cans up to the early 1970s. Many problems have existed along the way,
which have wrecked numerous lives; many blessings have also been con-
ferred, which have uplifted and ennobled others. In spite of many ob-
stacles, the broader national and historical trajectory has been toward
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lnclusmn Both as an aggregate, and within. ethhic 2 groups, along gender

lines, and within social classes, greater ‘percentages of Americans are
graduating from high schools than ever before.? :

“Public schools in the United States weré born out of the convxctlon :
that education is not an individual affair but a public matter, one o 3
deep-import for the cultivation of social order, civic liberty, and demo- - 3

cratic vitality. In spite of phenomenal obstacles—not the least of which
is the lack of any provision for public-education in the Constitution, an
anomaly among industrialized nations—the United States now has over
one million public schools scattered from ‘the Atlantic seaboard to the

" extremities of Alaska and Hawaii. Those schools reflect the ability of -

"local and state governiments to promote their own education with lim-
_ited interventions from the federal government Yet for a variety of rea-

sons, some,valid and many contrwed the vitality of those mstltutxons, .

~and the ideas that undergird them, have been under dssault.’

T]’HS essay-is written to suggest that the “autopsy” of public schools
is premature. Yet it will not do to suggest that the various’ attacks on
pubhc education, in and of themselves, are simply wrong. Rather, one
must demonstrate that public education, even in inner-city neighbor-

hoods, can be a source of academic achievement, community engage- -
ment, and civic renewal. It must be possible to do this not simply con- .

ceptually but descriptively. We must learn about forms of community

self-mobilization and political action that artack not only the despalr, ‘

- that haunts our inner- city schools but that also go beyond the school
itself to address Kozol’s question about the political presence of the

~ ghetto itself. Detailed, empirical description must show that the Umted_
States, which surpasses virtually every mdustnallzed nation in the .

" .world in the richness of its voluntary associations, possesses the civic
-~ force to reclaim its urban spaces.as a result of concerted, tenacious po-
litical action.*

420"4 "

4%
it

"in Texas that have revitalized inner-city public schools in one of the.
- most dynamxc, self-contradlctory, and fascinating of Uss. régional cul-

. tures. The regional contradictions are manifold: the Texas myth of the

frontier and the reality that since 1980, over 8o percent of Texans have )

lived in metropolitan areas; the Texas myth of operiness and the persis:
tent reality of some of the most intensely segregated schools and neigh-

borhoods in the United States; the Texas myth of vast, unbroken prairies -

and the reality that, in 1994, Texas surpassed New: York as the second

" most populated state in the Union. If one adds to the mixture the fact -

that conservative Texas wou Id engender one of the few commumty
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" organizing groups in the early r970s that would not only survive to the

current day but would recruit over 300,000 low-income individuals
through the institutional matrices of their churches, one can appreciate

. just how tantalizing and incomplete the formation of cultural institu-

tions and their.diverse expressions in the Southwest remains—even at
the dawn of a_new century. Perhaps here, in the most unlikely of urban
terrains, seeds for a regeneration of public schooling can be found that
can provide but one source for a broader recovery of national nerve as

'to the purposes and promise of public education.’

In the presentatlon that follows, I focus on parents whose chil dren‘

“-attend inner-city schools and the civic action that those parents have

created to radically improve their children’s education. Parents have not
worked on their own; they have been assisted by prmupals, teachérs,
and local organizations of the Texas Industrial Areas Foundatlon
{T1aF). That community coalition has mcreased students’ academic .
achievement, created innovative school programs, and designed bold

" new forms of urban renewal, This presentation will demonstrate that a

theoretically and pohtlcally sophisticated citizens’ movement can help
make democracy work, can regenerate urban public education, can re-
claim the core civic institutions of our society to compel them to meet:

the needs of low- mcome citizens and their children, and can, in the

process, inspire Americans to reflect anew- about their own potentials
and the benefits, rather than the threats, of soeial sohdarxty with low~
income Amerlcans ’ - :

V bTHE ’TEX'AS ?‘dmchL CONTEXT AND. THE

TEXAS'AINDUSTRI'AL AREAS FOUNDATION

e

After_decades of relative affluenice a

dropped from sixteenth to thifty ﬁfth rno;lg states in per capita in--
come from 198310 1991, largely because of the unpxecedented collapse
of oil prices on the global market and the savings and loan crisis. In

‘Houston, the state’s largest city and the fourth largest in the United' V

States, the percentage of the population living below the poverty level
rose from over one-eighth to over one-fifth between 1980 and 1990.
The state’s failing economy in the late 1980s meant that many Texans
were hard pressed to invest financially in their children’s futures, and
many of the aspirations articulated in education reform bills passed in
the 1980s were diluted to relieve the state’s struggling taxpayers. Even
when communities voted to raise their property-tax rates, the drop in
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property value often’left thé schools pocrer than they had been béfore ™~

the oil bust. At the end of the decade, more than a quarter of all chil-
dren in Texas were growing up in poverty.

The economic distress visited upon Texas in the 1980s was accom-
panied by an intensification of social disintegration. Juvenile crime in-
creased by 53 percent between 1980 and 1990, although the Texas pop-
ulation rose by only 6 percent in the same period. In a survey conducted
in 1991 by the Association of Texas Professional Educators, three-
quarters of the teachers surveyed stated. that violence had increased in
their schools. In major urban centers such as Houston, arrests of juve-
niles committing felomes rose from three thousand in 1985 to over five
thousand in 1943.7

The negative social and economic trends observed in Texas in the
late 1980s were part of a larger national decline of real incomes, the
weakening of the middle class, and the polarization of society into a
two-tiered economy marked by an increasingly affluent elite and a large
disenfranchised segment of the working poor. Economic polarization
has been matched with racial segregation; in urban Texas, “intensely
segregated ” schools with over 9o percent minority enrollment are com-
mon, while schools with a balance of European American and minority
enrollment are rare. While trends toward economic polarization and

" racial segregation in schools have been noted by many observers on a .
national level, the weakening of the middle class in sunbelt states like

Texas was particularly brutal because of the lack of a social infrastruc-
ture typical in northern states. For decades Texas has ranked close to
the bottom of all fifty states in safety-net features such as the level of un-
employment compensation payments, annual expenditures to students,
aid to families with dependent children, and percentage of the popula-
tion eligible for state welfare and actually receiving it. When oil prices

Lzesicoll apsed.in 1983;: :and-the-savings and loan crisis ravaged the .state’s.

*,,econorny, Texans living on the margin discovered just how pumshmg an
economic collapse could be.?

It was thus possible to agree without hyperbole that civic institutions .

and civic culture in the United States in the 1990s were in critical con-
. dition. The “atomization” of society—the rise of a culture of posses-

sive individualism unchecked by a correcting consideration of public -

good——was a condition that many Americans felt typified their society.
"At the same time that civic values appeared to be weakening, a chang-
ing global political ecoriomy dictated that Americans needed to recon-
ceptualize education dramatically to enhance the development of ab-
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stract analytlcal skills in the future workforce that would be of funda-
- mental i 1mp0rtance in a new “information age.”?

The Texas Industrial Areas Foundation

In this context of economic polarization and social mstablllzy, the ‘

Industrial Areas Foundation (1aF), with a heritage of over fifty years
of community organizing and democratic participation in the United
States, developed a vision and strategy of school and ne:ghborhood im-
provement in Texas. The 1A¥’s first organization. in Texas was called.
Communities Organized for Public Service (cops), and its first effort in-
volving education compelled the San Antonio Independent School Dis-

trict to make public its budget action required by Texas state law but

routinely ignored by the district. cops’ second foray into school politics
was to defeat an initiative to commit $1.6 million to a new administra-

tive building at’a time when thousands of chlldrcn in the cnty wete -

spendmg their days in temporary classrooms.'® - g
cops’ first.successes in education taught the Texas IAF (TIAF) that it
could play a positive role in issues affecting public schooling. In the

* early. 1980s, TIAF organizations became active in a movement to in-
crease school funding and played an mstrumenxal role in passing House' _

Bill 72, legislation that increased per pupil funding, improved the

* student-teacher ratio, and increased academic achievement. The major’

contribution ‘of TIAF organizations to public schooling, however, has
not had to do with the passage of legislation but with the mobilization
of parents. TIAF organizations have challenged low-income parents in
Texas to break out of their'disengagement from their children’s school-
ing, to identify common areas of concern, and to work in a tenacious
and focused manner on leveraging change from school boards, city
council members, mayors, the state commissioner of education, and
the governor. In the -pr&ce sTAFshas itself maturéd®from that of an
outsider mobilizing for+chifige™to an insider negotiating with school
districts, business leaders, and foundations to hammer out realistic,

‘winnable strategies for improving education. In several cases, TIAF has

been so successful in understanding the rules of urban politics that it

has in effect turned into a de facto governing institution, used by gov-
ernmental agencies to resolve their own intergovernmental conflicts and

to facilitate solutions acceptable to disparate polities. As a result, TIAF
has expanded its activities:from partnerships with a handful of inner- -

city schools to'a formal relationship with the Texas Education Agency.
By 1992 TIAF had received state funding to enhance the .academic
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programs of twenty specially designated and funded “Alliance Schools”
with which it had developed partnerships.!!

This essay describes T1AF educational collaboratives in Fort Worth,
Austin, and El Paso that exhibit concrete, demonstrable successes in
inner-city schools. The criteria for gauging success are drawn from
quantitative data such as test scores, teacher retention rates, and the
creation of special programs—as well as more elusive but vitally impor-
tant cultural qualities such as school and community spirit. The.method
of organizing for school improvement is parental and community en-
gagement in not just the schoo! as an instructional institution but also
the school as a community center with an explicitly political respon-
sibility and potential. Since that political mission for school reform-is
grounded in a collaboration with religious institutions, we are dealing
with the emergenceé of a novel and hybrid form of community organiza-
- - tion on the u.s. educational landscape. ‘At least four features distinguish

TIAF educational organizing. )

" First, the overall trajectory of parental engagement in TIAF collabo-

. rations is radically different from the prevailing paradigms of parental
involvement. Most paradigms are restricted to roles that parents can
play in supporting their children’s learning: parents learn how to sup-
port the school’s curriculum or how to bake cookies for fund-raising
- for new curtains or computers. Parental engagement in these supportive
- roles is one part of TIAF collaboration, but it is inextricably interwoven
with a larger agenda promoting the cultivation of political leadership in
low-income communities. Political leadership, as understood in TiAF
organizations, consists of a number of factors, including () the ability

. to identify social problems; (2) skill in translating grievances into con-
_ crete political issues; {3} skill in coalition building; (4} implementing
change; and (5) evaluation. That praxis—defined by Ernie Cortés as
ion that is aimed, calculated, and reflected upon”—merits a termi-

volvement and transformational forms of parental engagement. Parental
_involvement—as practiced in most schools and reflected in the research
literature—avoids issues of power and assigns parents a passive role in
the maintenance of school culture. Parental engagement—as practiced
in few schools but certainly in those that are described below—views

parents as citizens, full participants in the codetermination of civic in~

stitutions such as schools, and as change agents who can transform in-

ner-city schools and neighborhoods.'? .
A second distinctive factor characterizing the work of TiIAF organi-
zations in schools concerns the institutional base of TIAF in religious
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f:oggr.egations.’ Prevailing paradigms of parental involvement are atom-
tstic: isolated parents confront the isolated teacher or the bureaucratic
afItufe of the school. Religious institutions—seminal, f¢:)undationalairl:f '
stitutions in the lives of millions of Americans, which render life pur-
poseful and beautiful—aré fully absent from the prevalent disc ’ l-f
parental involvement. e

A third source of distinction for the kind of parental engagement-

- demonstrated by communities working with TIAF organizations has to

do with. the driving philosophy of education that both grounds T1aF col-
Iaborfatlons and gives them their conceptual edge. TiAF collanratives
tfenacmusly advance what I shall term the new progressivism in educa-
tion. New progressivism is multifaceted and is more the result of a se-
ries of recent collaborations and newly discovered theoretical affinities
than a coherent whole that has been articulated by a leading philoso- :
pher of education. As used here, the term designates several dimensions
of public schooling. First, it advances a systematic critique of the fac-
tor?r school, that is, mass public education in the twentieth century,’
which is taken to task for bureaucratic centralization top-down ma:—"
agement, and the.sacriﬁce of teaching and learning to, the followin !of.
f'ules and guidelines that deflect the mission of the school away frgom>
its fundamental educational purpose. Second, it designates the effort to
regenerate schools as places in which pupils can learn subject matter
thoroughly, get to know their teachers well, and acquire habits of mind
condfxc.jive to life-long learning and critical inquiry. Third, the new pro-
%reSSIYISITL suggests that a reconceptualization of human intelligence as
multiple™ rather than monadic, and as dynamic rather than inert, is
central to the transformation of schools from locations in which memo-
nzation and rote learning dominate to sites of intellection and creativ-
ity. Four;?,a the ;::1-:; ;(;x;\:;z % g%a&il‘,?:s deci.k:'atio’n to, t%xe ephancemegt—.:-_ﬂ.w
o5chooléat B participation. Finally, new pro-
gressivisii ‘comprehends the transformation of the factory school re-
sides more in a change of culture than a change of programs. Teachers
gudents, and the community must overcome their tendencies to fatal-’
istn and anti-intellectualism to cultivare the tripartite model of praxis -
advocated by Cortés—problem posing, action oriented, and reflective,!?
f’\ fourth distinguishing feature of Tiar educational organizing is ti}e
notion of social capital. Developed by economist Glenn Loury and elab-

~ orated by sociologist James Coleman, the concept, fundamentally, re-

§ers to the economic value that resides in human relationships, whether
-o;'mal (membc}-shlp in PTAs, labor unions, or religious institutions) or
informal (a business owner who keeps a watchful eye on neighborhood
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“children).'* Coleman, comparing high school graduation rates, found '

Catholic high school rates to be higher than those for students in either
public schools or.nondenominational private high schools. This differ-

ence he related to the strong social ties that undergird the Catholic ex-

perience. He found that clergy, parishioners, teachers, and parents men-
tored young people in a more intensive way than occurred in other

‘schools. In brief, the Catholic students benéfited from greater social

capital.!s
Coleman’s studies were to have a tremendous impact on TIAF organi-

'zatlons school collaboratives. At times it can appear that the entire fo- .

cus of the organizations’ school work is to build social capital, and even
the emphasis on developing commmunity leadership can be seen as an ex-
tension of the drive to cultivate social capital in neighborhoods and

schools where neighbors are isolated from one another, where parents

and teachers do not meet and coordinate mentoring, and where clergy

rarely venture beyond the confines of the church. Such an interpretation

would be misconstrued, however, because it is possible that high levels
of social capital could coexist with low levels of political participation.
Properly understood, however, leadership development and the forma-
tion of social capital are not oppositional but mutually reinforcing. Hu-
man relationships in the family, the congregation, and the school in this
case would ,enhance political'participafion, not eclipse it.

Questions of Method

The following account of TIAF orgamzanons school coll aborations
relies on naturalistic descriptions of schools based upon classroom ob-
servations and interviews with parents, teachers, students, clergy, orga-
nizers, and leaders conducted in schools, churches, and _community

- centers. The descriptions fall into two parts. First, I present three case

studies- of school-change as a result of work with TiAF orgamzatxonsw--Q :

The cases involve one predominantly African American middle,school”
and two predominantly Mexican American elementary schools. In each

- case, I have been particularly interested in describing the politics of

change with some attention given to the turning points that trans-
formed the school from a culture of pessimism and low achievement to
one of parental engagement and improved academic achievement.

The goal of the case studies is to capture the trajectory of TIAF
school organizing as well as the rich variety entailed in changing the
culture of schools. While there are patterns to be detected in each of the
schools—including the use of home visits, walks for success, assem-
blies, coalition building, and so on~—each school is unique in the point
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of departure for organization, the nature of its coalitions, and the de-

gree of its success. The choice of case studies was made to highlight the

complex relatlonshlp of umformlty and variety in TIAF organizations’

school collaborations.

The second part of the description that ensues is not based on single
case_studies but on evidence of systemic change., Two TIAF organiza-
tions in San Antonio have created systemic change throughout their city
by organizing to fund free after-school programs that have completely
transformed the experience of growing up in San Antonio for thou-

sands of low-income children, In 1992 TiAF formed a high-stakes part- -

nership with the Texas Education Agency, the state’s department of
education, to create twenty Alliance Schools with special funds and
waivers to enhance parental engagement and academic achievement.

Thus, both citywide and statew;de changes have resulted from TiAFs

school reform activities. »
Whatever successes are cataloged here should be viewed critically.
The politics of transforming the education of low-income Americans
are complex, and the most victorious transformations of inner-city
schools can be followed by debilitating defeats. Nonetheless, TIAF’s or-

ganizing efforts have resulted in some striking triumphs. Consider the
following case studies to be part of a first effort to describe the role

that community-based organizations can play in changing schools and
opening up a new terrain for research and debate.

FORT WORTH: BREAKING THE MOLD
WITH A FIRST. VICTORY '

‘The Allied Communities of Tarrant {ACT) is a TIAF organization in Fort

Worth, Texas. AcT is chaired by the Reverend Nehemiah Davis of
Mount Pisgah Baptist Church, an African American church with 650

parishionersACT has twenty-two dues-paying-congregations constitut-.

ing a total of 14,000 families. In 1985 and 1986, Davis and ACT orga-
nizers became concerned about a number of low-performing schools in
Fort Worth that were located in the black community. To determine
if there was a contribution they could make, they began a series of
meetings with key community and state leaders. First, they met with
officials from a long-range planning committee of the Texas Education
Agency to learn about the state’s major concerns with school perfor-
mance and the changing needs of the economy. Second, they met with
business leaders in the Chamber of Commerce; Downtown Fort Worth,
Inc; and progressive local foundations {such as the Sid Richardson
Foundation and the Tandy Burnet Foundation). Third, they met with

R
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‘Superintendent Donald Roberts from the Fort Worth Independent
School District to discuss ways in which acT could play a role in im-
proving inner-city schools in Fort Worth.

As a result of these meetings, ACT learned that all of the major play-
ers in education in Fort Worth—the school district, the business com-
munity, and the Texas Education Agency—had clear ideas about stan-
dards, curricula, and instruction, but that none of them felt informed
about truly effective ways to enhance parental engagement in schools.
As a consequence, ACT members felt emboldened to call upon its exper-
tise in community organizing to prepare a document for the school
board of the Fort Worth Independent School District proposing that
ACT provide parental training in low-income communities on.educa-
tional issues. As part of their preparation, they met with the local chap-
ter of the American Civil Liberties Union, to ensure that they would not
in any way be violating the separation between church and state. The
Fort Worth branch of the AcLU assured them that as long as there was
no propagation of religious doctrine in the schools, AcT should feel free
to play a positive role in any way that it chose in improving the schools.
To test the business community’s commltment to their engagement, ACT

requested financial support to cover salaries and expenses for its initia-.

tive. Local foundations and businesses agreed to make the requested
contributions. With clearance from the AcLU and business community
support, ACT submitted a proposal to the school board that outlined a
strategy for engaging the community to enhance educational achieve-
ment and was immediately approved.

The program that act advanced had two facets. First, it sought to
use its institutional base in churches to influence schools throughout the
city to develop an approach that would increase cooperation berween
churches, parents, and educators. Second, it wanted to identify a par-

ticularly. troubled urban school for a majormiﬁ'téf\iéntidgéxﬁs a kind of*

pilot case in which it could gauge its success atvtféiisfb?"?ﬁ’ing a school’s
culture.

In the past, churches in Fort Worth had often publicly recogmzed
young people for exceptional academic achievement during Sunday
morning services. ACT organizers and leaders worked with nearly

. twenty neighborhood churches, ranging from Baptist and Catholic con-
gregations to Pentecostal denominations to broaden their recognition
programs to honor the special strengths of all of the young people-in the
community. Fort Worth clergy and parishioners were receptive and
formed education commiittees in their churches to make certain that the
young people in the congregation received public recognition for their
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‘achievernents at a spec;al recogmtlon program he!d every six weeks To

learn more about the development of the children of their parishioners,
educational committees asked the students to bring their report cards

- to church to identify areas of achievement. That simple act increased

students’ sense that their community held them accountablé for their
school work and enhanced communication about the situation of
young people among teachers, clergy, and parishioners. '
When the new emphasis on recognizing educational progress began,
clergy emphasized many aspects of learning. If children had a grade of
D in a course but had climbed out of failure, they were praised; if chil-
dren missed ten days in a semester but had previously missed twenty,
their rise in attendance was publicly appreciated; if children were un-

churched, clergy and educators invited them to attend any service to be

recognized. “We basically tried to recognize any child who had im-
proved each six weeks,” Reverend C: M. Singleton of the First Mission-
ary Baptist Church recalls. “Sometimes there wasn’t much to recognize
them for in terms of academic achievement, but we might find some-
thing that they had done.well in terms of citizenship, or that their
school attendance had improved.” Many clergy preached sermons em-

- phasizing the importance of caring for the young; others made a special

effort in their services to recognize parents who had visited or assisted
in their children’s'schools; and others began expanding their mission to
visit.the children of their parishioners in school. Reverend Davis at
Mount Pisgah recognized children who read books on their own during
the summer and parents who were particularly active in reading to their

kchildren.

ACT’s community organizing, the involvement of local clergy and rel-

atives, the encouragement of teachers, and the heightened sense of pride

among young people all came together to create a new awareness of the

. challenges and resilience of Fort-Worth’s inner-city -youth. “What that

started to do was change the culture,” organizer Perry Perkins says.
“We figured out a way, if only for attendance or citizenship, to encour-
age all kids.” Significantly, this first action was based in the spiritual

~ bedrock of the African American community—the. church. Once the

community felt a new unity toward the young within its congregations,

“People started saying that ‘we ought to be involved in our schools,” ”

Perkins says. “They now said, ‘it really is the job of the church and the
job of the community to be involved in the schools.””

While act was working with its churches to create and monitor the

new recognition programs, it simultaneously looked for a school to
work with. One school that stood in strong need of assistance was
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‘Morningside Middle School in the Morningside ricighborhod in South

Fort Worth. Morningside was “intensely segregated,” with close to
g0 percent of the pupils African American and another 7 percent
Latino. Of the twenty middle schools in Fort Worth in 1985, Morning-
side had the lowest scores on a criterion-referenced test given through-
out Texas called - the Texas Educational Assessment of Minimum Skills,
or TEAMS test. Half of the over seven hundred children at Morningside
failed the writing component of TEAMS; half of the students failed at
least one subject in the regular academic curriculum. Eighty-five per-
cent of the students participated in free or reduced lunch programs; al-
most all of those came from families with incomes well below the
poverty line. Few of the students came from traditional families with

both parents living at home. The majority lived in single-parent, female-

headed households; many were living with their grandparents or other
extended family members. 6

Odessa Ravin never wanted to be the principal at Morningside
Middle School. She had first begun teaching social studies and English
at Morningside in 1966 but had been sent to a predominantly, white
" school in-1971 to comply with the school district’s desegregation plan.
Simultaneously, the school’s student body was broken up, as white
magnet school students came in and black Morningside students were
* bused to a white middle school ‘where they were tracked to the lower
level. “The community’s view was that ‘they took our school,’” Ravin
recalls, ‘
- Ravin watched in dismay in the 1970s as drugs and gangs became in-
creasingly visible in the Morningside community and morale crumbled.
By the early 1980s, Fort Worth school officials pcrsuaded the federal
government that they had complied with segregation mandates, and
Morningside Middle School reverted back to a-predominantly black
neighborhood schoolﬂalbeltbwnth white and Latinozstudents bused in
for ethnic balance insthe:magnet™program. Ravin believes that the dis-
ruption that the students from the neighborhood had experienced in
predominantly white Wedgewood Middle School, as well as the rise of
gangs and drugs in Morningside, contributed to create an atmosphere
in the middle school entirely unconducive to learning. Indicating just
how tough the job of principal was going to be, Ravin discovered
shortly after her undesired promotion in the summer of 1985 that her
predecessor had had his jaw broken when he tried to break up a fight
involving high-school drop-outs who had attacked a Morningside stu-
dent after a basketball game. '

Ravin was not sure of how to-approach her new job, but she was
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certain of onie thing: she would not be able to'lead Morningside Middle -
School without rallying every conceivable community stakeholder to

improve the school. Recognizing the strength of religious conviction
and church attendance in the African American community, she de-
cided to ask.for help in Morningside’s churches. Shortly after receiving
word that she would take over the middle school, Ravin went to the
Community Baptist Church, a few blocks down Mississippi Street from
the school. Community Baptist was presided over by the-Reverend
Finnie Jenkins, whom she had known ever since she moved to Fort
Worth as a young girl. When the Reverend Jenkins asked her as a visi-
tor to his congregation to stand and be recognized, Ravin decided to
speak out even though she was out of order. She said, “My name is
Odessa Ravin, and P've just been assigned to be.the new principal at
Morningside Middle Schoo And I’ll tell you, that school is out of con-
trol! I need help!” :

Ravin received the rcspcct and solace of Community Bapnsts con-
gregation, but she was not yet clear on how she should engage the com-
munity in the day-to-day work of the school. Then, as if in confirmation
of her worst nightmares, the night before school opened in September
the main office of Morningside was firebombed. The bomb was thrown
into the nurse’s office and the entire front office was blackened and reek-
ing of smoke when children arrived for the first day of school the next
morning.

Although Ravin was shaken, she insisted on holding the ﬁrst day of
school. Until the front office was repaired, she set up her office in the li-
brary and asked counselors to advise students in the cafeteria. When

Ravin held her first parents’ meeting a few days after the firebombing,

only one parent attended, tracking soot.from the main office into the li-
brary. “The place was out of control,” Perry Perkins says. “People said

- you couldn’t do anything at this school.” .. - _.efenoesies

Odessa Ravin was not ready to give up. As part ofhereffort'to alert
the community to the problems in the school, Ravin continued her
outreach to neighborhood churches. She spoke with many area clergy,
and those whose churéhes}gwere members of acT informed organizer
Mignonne Konecny of her quest for help. Inside Morningside, however,
Ravin was so preoccupied with crisis management that she never got a
chance to attend to issues of instruction and learning. “We had a fight
every time classes (’:hanged" * she recalls; in the worst weeks of the year,

the police were called to school to arrest violent and disorderly youths -

on a daily basis.}7

By the fall of 1986, AcT had met with Ravin on several occasions.
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Most of AcT’s member churches in South Fort Worth were in the Morn-
: 1ng51de Middle School attendance zone, and AcT clergy and parish-

ioners had informed its organizers and leaders of Ravin’s request, reach-

ing out to the area’s churches. While AcT had interviewed many
inner-city school principals and. found that they responded positively to
the idea of a collaboration, Ravin impressed ACT leaders and organizers
by her unusual depth of commitment. “Not only did Mrs. Ravin havea

very positive attitude toward parental involvement,” Reverend Davis -

recalled, “but she had already been out visiting churches in the commu-
nity and beating on our doors asking us to get involved.” Ravin’s tenac-
ity and risk taking paid off: fully aware that it would need a victory in
its first foray into school improvement, ACT committed to a formal al-
liance with Ravin and Morningside.

Once AcT had entered into their collaboration with Ravin, the orga-
nization continued to involve community stakeholders in its work. Su-
perintendent Roberts presented facts about the collaboration to the
" school board, and ACT met with the Fort Worth citywide PTA leaders
and business leaders to inform them of their partnership and to ask for

their support. Only after receiving that support did ACT initiate its first

discussions with Morningside parents and teachers.

ACT’s first step, according to Perkins, was to organize
efforts, or walks, where we went door to door visiting the parents of
students at Morningside Middle School.” AcT designed a survey with
questions for its leaders to use during the visits to acquire information
about parents’ sentiments about the school. Parents were asked what
they liked best about the school, which areas they felt needed improve-

ment, and what kinds of work they would be willing to do to improve
the school. AcT relied on its parishioners and clergy to conduct the vis-
. itations, and Ravin encouraged her faculty to participate. Most homes
Visited by an AGT-leddér-and-a-Morningside teacher, whoy .con: .

“visitation

““44{i¢ted the interviews together.

The labor-intensive, face-to-face, dlaloglcal approach of AcT leaders
and Morningside teachers changed the attitude of many parents toward
their children’s school. Reverend Davis recalls that “the parents were al-
ways very surprised to see us and very receptive.” . Many parents were
young, unmarried, and had not completed high school, and Ravin ob-
served that usually “they were threatened by people they felt had a lot
more knowledge than they did.” The fact that teachers and clergy were
now making the effort to visit parents in their homes and seek their
ideas on things that could be done to improve Morningside gave the
parents a different sense of their role in relationship to the schooly
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they changed from being the unsolicited recipients of services to “co-
laborers,” a term Odessa Ravin uses to encourage parental engagement.

Visitations occurred throughout the fall of 1986. At the same time,
Odessa Ravin began internal school discussions with her faculty about
the low academic performance of Morningside students. She refused to
blame the students for their achievement level and insisted that the fac-
ulty take responsibility for ‘their role in students’ low achievement.
Many of her faculty were European American and, in spite of years of
instruction with African’ American children, knew little about black
American life outside of the classroom. Odessa Ravin helped to “train
them in our culture” through everything from bus tours in the Morn-
ingside neighborhood to presentations by black clergy to cultural diver-
sity workshops. As parents began to feel that Morningside genuinely
sought their participation, they began visiting their children’s classes
with increasing regularity. With increased parental visibility, the quality
of education began to rise correspondingly as teachers were less se-
cluded in their classrooms and began to feel more accountable for their
instruction.

Simultaneously, Ravin continued to maintain her visibility in the
churches in her school’s zone. Pastors gave her a forum in their churches
to talk about the problems at Morningside, including the low academic
achievement, the firebombing, and the high .crime in the neighbor-
hood. One of the churches she visited was the First Missionary Baptist
Church, and Reverend Singleton observed that his parishioners were

impressed with Ravin’s forthright presentation of the problems at her -

school. “People were incensed about the firebombing, and they wanted
to react,” he recalls.. To Ravin’s delight, the combined effect of ACT’s vis-
itations and small group meetings and her outreach into churches was
to recruit more and more parents.into the school.

.- During the visitations thfougho
ers urged parents to attendismall?assemblies at Morningside Middle
School to discuss ways that parents could engage with the school. Be-
fore the assemblies, they called parents to remind them of the meetings,
provided transportation for those parents who did not own cars, and
informed parents of follow-up meetings when their work schedules did
not permit them to attend upcoming assemblies.

When the evenings for the small assemblies arrived, between fifty and
one hundred parents came to four separate sessions. ACT had its own
leaders and organizers to lead the sessioris, and to maintain a positive
relationship with the district, a facilitator from central administration
was also invited to participate. The first assemblies were open-ended.
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" “We starred first with sessions where parents could just vent,” Perkins
said. “Parents could just talk about what it was that was bothering
them.” According to Reverend Davis, simply providing parents with a
forum to express their grievances changed many parents’ attitudes to-
ward Morningside, and they found themselves moving from a focus on
blaming the school to addressing their own need to become more in-
volved to help their children learn more effectively.

The increase in parental engagement created new opportunities for

Morningside Middle School, but also new déngers. At this conjuncture,

many principals have often delegated parents busy work—bake sales

for cheerleader uniforms, fund-raising for science equipment, or filing
books in the library—that helps the school but marginalizes parents’
best resources. AcT and Ravin avoided that tendency and instead en-
gaged parents in developing action teams to focus on the core issues
confronting Morningside Middle School. In a school where the prin-
cipal’s office was firebombed and the police were called to the school
several times each week, the sheer sense of'impending danger was inimi-
_cal to children’s concentrated study. The parents formed one action
‘team to focus on issues of school safety. Given the school’s low perfor-
mance on test scores, a second task-force was formed to enhance aca-
demic achievement. Many parents did not understand the actual course
of study for their children in the-school or how their children were as-
sessed. ACT organizers and leaders and Ravin and her faculty conducted
.small group meetings so that parents could understand what their chil-
dren were studying, how they could set up a positive work atmosphere

at home, and how to prepare for tests. At this stage, abstract debates .

~about the legitimacy of the curriculum or the problems of Texas’ stan-
dardized tests were completely avoided; the focus was on helping par-
ents to understand the given realities of the school and how they could
‘assist their, Chlld'en within that framework. A third .action team would
sustain the commumrys newfound momentum and interest in recruit-
ing parents and other neighborhood stakeholders in upgrading the
school. :
All three action teams immediately began work on a whoie range of
issues at Morningside Middle School. One of the first issues that con-
fronted the safety team concerned a neighborhood issue. In close prox-
imity to the school, a convenience store called “Gents” openly sold al-
‘cohol to underaged Morningside students. Under Texas law, no alcohol
should be sold within five hundred feet of a public school. Parents had
observed the problem with the store for years, but did not know about
the violation of state law or how to compel its enforcement. With care-
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ful guidance from AcT, they now learned how to place concerted pres-
sure on their city council representatives through a barrage of telephone
calls and how to circulate petitions among themselves that demanded
the enforcement of the law and that they presented to the Fort Worth

“school board. As a result of the pressure, Texas Alcoholic Beverage

Commission officers shut down the store. It was a victory that brought
tremendous exhilaration to the community. o :
When the excitement over closing down Gents abated, Perry Perkins
asked the parents, “OK, now what did you learn about what was
needed at the school, about acting, and about getting other parents in-
volved?” Using the first “action” around the grocery store as a “teach-
ing tool,” Perkins highlighted the sequence of “planning, acting, and
evaluating” that the .parents had moved through and emphasized that
“the evaluation time is really the most important time because that’s the .
time you learn.” The parents then studied a twenty-page document en-. -
titled The Texas IAF Vision for Public Schools: Communities of Learn- ~
ers, a sophisticated yet accessible TIAF document that fuses democratic
values, marketplace realities, and pedagogical principles into a dense
manifesto of citizenship education for school change and community -

~ development.

By the fall' of 1988, three remarkable events had occurred. Flrst,
Morningside had changed from a school with no parental involvement
to a fulcrum of community activism. Parents had gained such a strong.
sense of ownership that over nine hundred parents attended an assem-
bly with Odessa Ravin and Fort Worth Superintendent Donald Roberts
in August 1987. But more important than that large turnout was the
microlevel shift in the culture of the school, witnessed by the heightened
participation of parents in all aspects of the life of the school, from
classroom instruction to readmg aloud in the library to attendance at
staff developme sessmns1 “Just beirig-abléto talk-toa teachery when-
one had neveérdofie that before, mieant a lot to the parents,” the Rev-
erend Singleton recalls, “and it meant even more when the teachers
made an effort to reach out to talk with them.” Even the teachers most
resistant to change found that they prepared for their classes a little bit
better when they knew that a parent would be observing them. Teresa
Chaney, who had taught at Morningside for nine years, was amazed at
the transformation. “Parental involvement was almost nonexistent be-
fore,” she said. “I've seen more parents this year than in all the years
Pve taught.” '

Second, Mornmgsnde parents won a palpable victory in shutt:ng
down a business with a long pattern of breaking the law by selling
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alcohol to underaged pupils. The old passivity and reluctance to turn
out for meetings in the school had been vanquished, and the neighbor-
hood had mobilized itself to reclaim the right of its young peopleto a
high-quality, democratic education. In the space of two years, over six
hundred meetings had been held with AcT organizers and leaders to
transform the culture of the middle school. For parents accustomed to
. feeling powerless about the high crime rates in their neighborhood, sim-
* ply knowing that they could take one small step to curtail the flagrant
violation of state laws was a tremendous victory. More important, they
had learned skills as organizers that they would be able to utilize in bat-
tling similar problems in the future. The hard-won fruits were a vindi-
cation of ACT’s wager that it could promote parental engagement to
make a difference in urban schools. , :

Third, academic achievement at Morningside skyrocketed. On the
TEAMS test, the school moved from twentieth out of twenty middle
schools to third in Fort Worth. From 1986 to 1988, the percentage of
students passing the written portion of the TEAMS test jumped from so
to 83 percent; the percentage passing the math section rose-from §3
to 86 percent; and the percentage passing the reading, writing, and
math sections climbed from 34 to 71 percent. Previously, half of the
students had been failing one subject; now only 6 percent were in that
category.!®

In recognition of its achievements, Morningside Middle School re-

" ceived banner headlines in the Fort Worth press. It was the recipient of
the Texas Governor’s Excellence Award in 1990, which carried an hon-
orarium of $5 3,000 that the school would use for staff development. As
a result of its successes, Morningside was one of four schools in Texas
in 1990 to win a prestigious Carnegie Initiative Award from ;he Texas
Education Agency. Odessa Ravin credits the school’s risk-taking be-

havior in the past with Matningside’s reception of the award: “Wex
were chosen because of parental involvement, and because we dare to”, =

do things in an area with problems like ours, whereas other people
use their problems as an excuse for not doing things.” Ravin is ex-
plicit about the debt she owes to acT: “I could not have done any of
this without AcT. They empowered me, and they taught me how to
organize.”. ‘ B

Odessa Ravin’s leadership, AcT’s engagement of the community, and
the Carnegie Initiative have dramatically reshaped the internal culture
of Morningside Middle School. Teachers now have .advisory periods
with students at the start of each day that combat anonymity by pro-
viding explicit time for teachers to mentor students about personal
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“issues and their overall academic development. The governance of the

school has been divided into roughly fourteen teams, grouped together
either by the grade of pupils; the location of teachers, or even member-
ship of the students in the school’s band; the key issue is not the point
of departure but that the team function as a cooperative network of
professionals dedicated to improving students’ academic success. The
Carnegie Initiative provides the school with financial support for teach-
ers to have two planning periods a day instead of just-one. Faculty
members use their planning periods to confer with parents and to re-

* write curricula using a dynamic interdisciplinary approach to instruc-

tion. Visitors come to the school and are impressed with the absence of
graffiti, sparklingly clean hallways, and a genuine rarity in inner-city
school restrooms—soap! ‘
What is particularly interesting about Morningside from the per-
spective of educational policy research relates to the peripheral role that
formal staff development issues initially played in turning around the
school. AcT’s collaboration with clergy and Morningside teachers and
parents suggests that the development of social capital between teach-
ers, parents, and clergy engaged in inner-city public schools can achieve
dramatic educational results, and that the lessons from Coleman’s stud-
ies on Catholic schools might just be transferable into inner-city public
school settings. It is especially intriguing to note that AcT was able to be
successful in organizing clergy involvement even though Morningside
students listed over seventy-area churches as their religious institutions

" in surveys conducted during the first visitations. In spite of that geo-

graphical obstacle, the high level of religious participation by African
Americans proved to be a fruitful political point of departure for orga-
nizing for internal school change.

act’s work in Morningside changed the orientation of TIAF to public -

hools. In the past; TiAFiorganizations had-worked only*on:school is-

*Sues that were directly relevant to external issues such as building reno-

vation that did not address the internal culture of the school. The new
levels of parental involvement, and the subsequent rise in test scores,
taught TIAF organizers and leaders that they could make an impact at
the heart of the school rather than just on the periphery. One immediate
upshot of the Morningside victory was that Ernie Cortés approached
the Rockefeller Foundation érl‘_i'iout funding TIAF education organizers,
whose work would be focused not on the plethora of neighborhood

issues that confront urban neighborhoods but rather on strictly educa-

tional matters. Once the Rockefeller Foundation agreed to fund those
positions, TIAF organizations increased their school-based work in
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other cities such -as-San-Antonio, Houston, E! Paso, and Austin. None-- -

of this would have happened without the signal victory at Morningside.

AUSTIN: THE STRUGGLE FOR HEALTH CARE

Zavala Elementary School is located in one of the poorest neighbor-
hoods in Austin, Texas. Ninety-six percent of its 440 students are on
free or reduced lunch programs. The majority of its students live in two
public housing projects adjacent to the school in which the average

family income is under $5,200 per year. One-third of Zavala’s stu-

dents are in bilingual education classes, and 64 percent of all students
are taught in eighteen portable classrooms outside the main building.
Zavala is an inner-city school that for many years never promoted stu-
dents into honor programs in middle or high schools and never sent stu-
dents to one of the jewels of the Austin Indeperident School District, the

Secondary Science Academy. For years, the school had been at the bot-

tomm of district rankings in academic achievement, and it was routine for
roughly half of Zavala’s teachers to transfer to another school at the
end of the year. Participation of under a dozen parents in PTA meetings

was commorn.

In December 1990, Alejandro Mindiz Melton was appointed prin-' ‘

cipal of Zavala. For one year, he carefully monitored the situation
in Zavala and deliberated over ways in which he could improve the
school; simultaneously, he followed initiatives begun by Austin Inter-
faith, the local TiAF organization, in two local elementary schools.
In October 1991, he met with Father John Korcsmar, Oralia Garza
Cortés, and Joe Higgs from Austin Interfaith. Melton was immediately
confronted with and impressed by the seriousness of Interfaith’s lead-
ers. As Korcsmar recalls: '
When I_’. went to Zavala T'was a real stick 'ﬁjhe-niud‘, In my mip_g,_ghe
only pui';;ose of the meeting was to ba 1; 1p gainst a wall and to ask
him if he was really committed to collaborating with us to do things dif-
ferently. We'd been in-other schools where the principals wanted help and
wanted parénts in the school. But when theéy did get parents in the school
they’d lecture them and tell them what they were doing wrong. And that’s

no way to get parents to participate!’

Melton knew that Zavala was troubled; he was pleased to discover or-
ganizers who were interested in radical change in the school’s culture
rather than in adding a prepackaged program to its troubled internal
culture. “I think it’s good when you’re challenged,” he says of Austin
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- Interfaith’s first interview with him. “It. means that people are taking.

you seriously.” Melton had read Saul Alinsky’s Rules for Radicals as a
student at Santa Monica College in California in the 1970s, and he
knew that Austin Interfaith would not promote tepid reforms that
pasted over rather than confronted Zavala’s critical issues.

Austin Interfaith found a principal in Austin’s East Side neighbor-
hood who was willing to confront the problems of his school rathér
than to gloss over the rough edges. “From the beginning Al said, “This
school is in trouble,’” Joe Higgs recalls; “There was no ‘rah-rah.’” Fa-
ther Korcsmar liked Melton’s attitude: “It didn’t faze him to be chal-
lenged,” he observed. In addition, Higgs was pleased with Melton’s
readiness to embrace the values of his school’s Mexican American and
Catholic community. “I could tell he was different,” Higgs remembers,
“since he was a Sephardic Jew who had images of Our Lady of

~Guadalupe up in his office.””

Austin Interfaith was soon to witness something of Mélton’s courage
in tackling Zavala’s problems. Zavala had scored poorly on the Texas
Assessment of Academic Skills (TAAs) test in T991 in spite of the fact
that most Zavala students were on the principal’s honor roll and were
earning As and Bs. Instead of denying the discrepancy between the
teachers’ high evaluations of their students and the state’s low assess-
ment of their skills, Melton took the initiative to invite a disgruntled fa-
ther, Albert Soto, to speak out about the problem at a PTA meeting in
December. 1991. “I thought that was necessary,” Melton states, “to
raise the critical concern of everyone about student achievement.” Soto
took advantage of the situation to invite many parents who were also
disenchanted and used the meeting to demand greater accountability
from the teachers for the education of their pupils. Soto accused the

were. He observed t_hat.so}'m Spanish-speaking parents did not have
er_xough information even to know which grade level their children were
in. Many parents were sympathetic with Soto. “My child was in the
third grade,” parent Lourdes Zamarron recalls, “but no one had told

~me that he was workirig on a first grade level. We hadn’t been made
_aware of things like that.”

Many teachers were shocked by the assertiveness of Soto and other
parents. “He opened a wound,” Claudia Santamaria recalled. “We

‘teachers just sat there shaking.” Others felt that Soto himself was par-

tially to blame. “I had had his child in the first grade,” Samantha Bed-
narski remembers, “and I had never seen that man during the whole
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year.” “He assumed that we knew what the kids® tests scores were,”
Santamaria says, “but in the old days we didn’t know. That wasn’t part
of how we did things.” In spite of her misgivings, Bednarski acknowl-

edges, “He really did what needed to be done and jolted us out of our
- complacency.” “There ‘were hard feelings after that meeting,” Melton
recalls, “but I felt that could provide the opportunity for us to have a
cathartic experience around student achievement. It could reenergize us

to change the school, but to. change the school you have to feel a need

to do that.”

Melton had invited Austin Interfaith leaders to attend that pivoral
PTA meeting, and Oralia Cortés offered the services of her TIAF organi-
zation in improving parental engagement at Zavala. Austin Intecfaith
promised to help the teachers to respond to Soto’s accusations not with
défensiveness but with action. Austin Interfaith organizers and leaders
immediately got the teachers involved in making home visits to parents
to ask them for their perceptions of Zavala and ways in which the
school could improve. The home visits represented a further transfor-
mation in Zavala’s culture. T. A. Vasquez, a Zavala parent, recalls:

The home visits created a different view of the teacher in the eyes of the
parents. Parents thought, “Lock at this: she’s actually coming to my
house, instead of my having to come to the schaol all of the time.” And
the teachers-also were really surprised at how friendly the parents were.
But best of all, the kids were just ecstatic because the teachers were in
their neighborhood, and it was something totally new. :

Following the home visits, Austin Interfaith escalated its presence in the
Zavala neighborhood by sponsoring a large Austin school board ac-
countablhty session at Cristo.Rey, the local parish church, in January
« 1992. Yet in spite of the proximif;
Interfaith organizer JoeHiggs estimates that only about five parents
- from Zavala Elementary attended the assembly, which drew over five
_hundred people from throughout Austin.

Austin Interfaith continued its house meetings and individual meet-
ings with parents and teachers throughout the spring of 1992. In April,
Zavala held its first Walk for Success, followed by another series of
home visits to Zavala parents to solicit their participation in shaping a
new culture in the school. On May 25, Zavala held its first Rally for
Success, and even though over three hundred people attended, only

forty of them were parents. The vast majority were Austin Interfaith

{eaders.
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In spite of the overtures Austin Interfaith made to the parents in the

Walk for Success, many parents were still hesitant to become engaged
in Zavala after six months of constant community organizing in the

neighborhood. “So many parents said that ‘Other parents won’t help, .

this isn’t going to work, and I’ve tried-it before,’” Higgs recalls. “The
parents had given up on"themse'lyes.” In spite of the discouraging re-
sults, Austin Interfaith continued to organize in the neighborhood.
Throughout the spring, Austin Interfaith continued small group
meetings with Zavala’s parents. Parénts spoke of many issues of impor-

tance to them, such as students’ academic achievement, drug dealing in:

the neighborhoodv, and safety. Of all the issues that surfaced, however,
none came up with such frequency or adamance as that of their chil-
dren’s health. During the 1991 school year, only one nurse attended to

the 440 children at Zavala on a quarter-time basis, and she was notem- -

powered to help children with pressing medical needs such as immu-
nizations. Most Zavala parents received very low wages and no health
care benefits, 50 that the only time their children received medical care
was in the case of emergencies. Roughly one-third. of the students had
not received vaccinations against such dangerous and preventable dis-

eases as measles, mumps, rubella, and tuberculosis. In spite of the fact-

that Texas state law requires that all children be immunized against
these contagious diseases before attending school, the law is often
ignored. :

The issue of health care for chlldren became partlcularly acute in the
summer of 1992 when parents learned that the East Austin clinic run by
the Texas Department of Health was scheduled to be closed for repairs
because of a faulty duct system. Since that clinic served over two thou-
sand neighborhood residents each month and was the vehicle for allo-
cating food coupons for a Women, Infant, and Children (ch) nutri-

Department of Health to relocate the clinic in northcast"Austm on a

temporary basis was a terrible setback to many low-income mothers -

without private transportation. Working closely with Austin Interfaith
and Melton, parents began advocating the creation of a clinic in the
school that would provide comprehensive, preventive health care.
Fighting for a clinic in an inner-~city school is a formidable task for
low-income parents, the majority of whom speak Spanish at home and
are not accustomed to challenging the status quo. Nonetheless, with
sufficient support from Melton and Austin Interfaith, Zavala parents
created a proposal for a clinic with an immunization program in their
children’s school. T. A. Vasquez became part of the early organizing
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process. She attended countless meetings with city health officials, indi-
vidual school board members, the Austin Independent School District
superintendent, and Austin mayor, Bruce Todd.

- By August 1992, Zavala parents had persuaded the city council to
fund a health clinic in their school, with salaries allocated for a full-time
nurse and social worker and a part-time medical records clerk. When
the next large assembly was held in Zavala in October, over two hun-
dred parents and teachers attended, along with fifty Austin Interfaith
leaders, “A constituency had been created,” Higgs recalls. In a new-
found show of power, the parents at that meeting were effective in se-
curing a commitment from the Texas Department of Health to provide
children’s health services and wic at Zavala while providing transporta-
tion for more severe, primarily adult services (related to the treatment
of diseases such as tuberculosis and AIDS) to other area clinics.

The major opposition to the parents then came from an unexpected -
quarter: the school board. Resistance to the clinic at Zavala had two
sources. First, school board members objected to the city council’s deci-
sion to fund a clinic in a public school without prior consent from the
board. The issue was not a trivial one, since in the event of an injury in
the clinic, the Austin Independent School District would have to assume
liability. Second, the Austin district at that time had a.task force on sex .
education in which Lydia Perez, a former school board member, held a
great deal of influence. Perez persuaded conservative members of the
task force that opening a clinic'in a school might prepare the way for
condoms and abortion counseling to be provided in schools at a later
date. At a November school board meeting, Perez organized ten speak-
ers who opposed the clinic on grounds that it would open the way for

“distributing information and materials relevant to birth control to stu- __

dents. In spite of the fact that the Austin Independent School District

and onéswas discussing a clinic in an elementary school in which repro-
ductive services were almost entirely irrelevant, a battle between the
parents and the Religious Right now took place, with school board
members uncomfortably hedged in the middle. Debates were sponsored -
on local television channels; radio talk shows gave the story promi--

Some teachers, such as Claudia Santamaria, were discouraged by the
Religious Right’s attacks: “I thought we were in over our heads,” she
recalls. Lourdes Zamarron, a Zavala mother, agreed: “I didn’t think we
were going to get the clinic when all of the opposition began. After ali,

we're on the East Side, and we’re not used to getting anything.”'? -
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The waging of the conflict at this conjuncture is instructive con-
cerning the manner in which community-based organizations mediate
school politics advanced by different political interésts, A variety of
constituencies were now involved in adjudicating the school clinic issue.

"~ First, the mayor and city council had approved funding the clinic, not ‘

anticipating any opposition from the school board. Austin’s mayor, a

services in schools. Second, the school board—which had not been con-
sulted when the city council approved the clinic—felt intimidated by a
vocal minority opposed to reproductive services in the schools. Third,
Zavala parents—many of whose children lacked proper immuniza-
tion—felt themselves pulled into a larger polemical struggle irrelevant
to their fundamental concern for vaccinations and quality health care
for their children. - S V

the health clinic at Zavala. For the meeting, Austin Interfaith organized

children who attended Zavala. When elderly nuns from Cristo Rey,
Zavala’s parish church, came dressed in traditional habits and took the
microphone to proclaim the importance of heéalth services for children,
the conservative opposition dissipated. Yet one complication remained.
A surprise had been smuggled into the last proposal from the Texas
Department of Health-at the last minute, which mentioned staffing
the clinic with a doctor. “When the board discovered this, total chaos
broke out,” Father John Korcsmar recalls. “They just didn’t know what
1o do.” ‘ '

After several moments of tense exchanges among her colleagues,
school board vice-president Kathy Rider stepped down from the po-

_.dium, confessed the confusion of th_e?li’éhrd‘,‘.aﬁdjﬁ‘sked~Zavala,p‘a“f€ﬁt’s='

to caucus to determine whether they needed s doctor. The parents then
decided that they had never asked for a doctor and wanted only that
their original request for a school-based clinic be granted. The school
board then voted unanimously to approve the opening of the clinic,

* without the addition of the doctor.

It was an emotional moment. T. A. Vasquez recalls, “I was crying,
and many other people were crying too. We couldn’t believe it.” Melton
reflects: ~ '

It was a turning point for this community because this was the first time
. that they had organized around an issue which they had identified, faced
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clergy leaders to testify regarding the importance of the clinic for the
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) op-ﬁosifion, persi;ted, énd-wbh:-'l_'hey had learned the basic tools of de-
mocracy and petitioned their government for a redress of their griev-
ances. They petitioned VIgorously, eloquently, and continuously, and se-
cured the services that they wanted.

Immunizations, health screenings, and referrals were given at Zavala
the very next day, with abundant coverage by the media. :
After their victory, the morale of the students and teachers at Zavala
soared. “The teachers now saw the parents in a new light,” Joe Higgs
_recalls. “They hadn’t realized that the parents were so capable.” The
sight of Zavala’s l6w-income parents caucusing to resolve an impasse
between the city council, the Department of Health, and the school

_board demonstrated in the most palpable way to the community the -

. new respect and visibility the parents had won for themselves. For their-
part, parents’ perspectives of the teachers had changed. Zavala teachers

had come to school board meetings until late at night, met with officials
~ from a myriad of city departments, and stood side by side with the par:
ents as they fought to improve their children’s health. For the first time,

Higgs recalls, “Parents begari to see that the teachers really cared about .

the kids.”

Galvanized by their victory, the parents and teachers of Zavala Ele-
mentary were now ready to focus their attention on a second issue that
"had been discussed in many home visits with parents and at the acrimo-
nious PTA meeting in December 1991: academic achievement. Austin
Interfaith organizers and leaders held workshops to address the test
scores on the TAAS test. As a result of the development of social capital
in the school and community, scores at Zavala rose dramatically from
1992 to 1993. For'third and fourth graders, scores climbed from 23 per-
cent to 43 percent in reading, from 40 percent to 92 percent in writing,

=+ and. fromz17:pércent to 5o-percent in math. A$ for:teacher retention,--

Melton closed the gap from a 50 percent turnover rate in 1991 to zero
percent in 1993.

_ While academic scores and teacher retention rates are crucial indica-
tors of school improvement, there are other dramatic indices of cultural
changes at Zavala. First, there is the knowledge of all of the teachers
and parents at the school that all of the children are now fully immu-
nized. The disheartening situation from the spring of 1992, in which a

majority of Zavala children’s elementary health needs had not been at-"

tended to, has been radically transformed. In 1993 Zavala won an
Award for Excellence in Texas School Health from the Texas Health
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Foundation and the Texas Department of Health for its new clinic; in
1994 it won a second award for a dental health program that it in-
stalled in the clinic with assistance from a charity called the Manos de
Cristo. .

Second, one of the simplest and most profound changes in the school
has ensued from the recognition that every effort must be made by the
school to-communicate with parents in the only language that many of
them speak—Spanish. Before 1992, all of the letters sent home to par-
ents were written only in English, and pTa meetings were held in En-
glish with no translation available. “You could always hear the parents
whispering, sQué dice él? ;Qué estd pasando?’” one teacher recalls.
By the end of 1992, Zavala’s monolingualism had been superseded with
all report cards and letters home composed in both Spanish and English -
and regular two-way translations provided at all public meetings. As a
result, the community has responded with hitherto unheard of events,
as when two mothers who speak only Spanish invited all of the Zavala
faculty to their homes for an end-of-the-year party in June 1993.
“These things never happened here before,” Melton says. “It is going to
cost those parents a-lot of money to feed the fifty people on our staff.
It’s a real sacrifice on their part to do this.” Yet the parents are willing
to make the sacrifice because of the commitment that the teachers have

_shown to their children.

A third change in the culture concerns Zavala students perceptions
of themselves. Santamaria explains: ‘

You have to understand that usually whenever you heard anything about
East Austin in the news before, it’s always been about crime, drugs, and
low test scores. And when our fifth graders would go to.visit Murchison,
our partner school in northwest Austin, they would chatter their heads

off in the bus’ go"
They realizedthit tHose other kids have everything—cars, computers,
even polo, and that they had nothing. It’s not fair to match the richest of
the rich with the poorest’of the poor. It really shot our kids down. And
now, finally, we have something. Finally, our students, and especially our
older ones, see that we're in the news for positive things. We have our stu-
dents read every article about us in the paper, and they talk about seeing
Mr. Melton on television. They see that visitors come to the school and
take notes. We never used to have visitors; we’ve had more visitors to the
school this year than ever before. All of this has lifted the spirits of the
parents, too.

193

there, ‘bt were completel Ssilent on the way- backz—m -


http:schogI.iQ

Dennis Shirley

Additional changes in the school culture have come about through the
creation of a vibrant after-school program, which offers a range of ac-
tivities from academic skills to sports and music, and a tutoring pro-
gram that brought more than one hundred regular volunteers to the
school in its first year. o , S

Changes in academic achievement, student health, parental involve-
ment, language usage, and school spirit are major indicators of a
marked change in Zavala’s culture; they have also had a direct impact
upon how teachers instruct at Zavala and how students learn. Accord-
ing to Alejandro Melton, the victory regarding the acquisition of the
clinic empowered Zavala’s parents to fake a fresh look at the educa-
tional standing of their children and the range of services available to
them in the public schools: ' : '

After their success, the parents felt emboldened to make other demands’
on us and on their city for their community. Their level of expectation in-
creased. Now they started asking “Why aren’t our children in honors
programs in secondary schools? What are you doing to prepare our kids
for college preparatory courses? Why can’t our kids participate in the
same after-school programs that they have at other schools?” They

. started focusing.on solutions to community problems instead of just ac-

quiescing to the status quo.

Parental interest led the teachers to reexamine their instructional styles
and curricula and to develop new attitudes and techniques to teach
their students better. “We’ve gotten away. from the stereotypical idea of
minority children that led many of us to water down the curriculum,”
Samantha Bednarski-says, “and we’re using materials from the city’s
gifted and talented schools to teach our kids literacy skills.” Following
“"tHe-éxample of the Walks for Success;“thé-school’s librarian has orga-
nized “Reading Rallies,” in which Zavala’s children parade through the
neighborhood with signs they have written promoting literacy. Melton
believes that providing better instruction in reading and writing to his
students will ensure that his students achieve greater successes in middle
~ school. In addition to the emphasis on literacy, Zavala teachers have at-
tended presentations by Harvard cognitive psychologist Howard Gard-
ner organized by TIAF and are using discretionary funds to transform

their curricula to focus on interdisciplinary topics that will emphasize

conceptual development rather than memorization.
A fifth change in the culture of Zavala Elementary has had to do
with the creation of new programs. In their assessment of their chil-
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dren’s educations, Zavala parents have learned that in the past decade
only one of their graduates had attended a prestigious magnet school in
Austin called the Kealing Junior High School, which prepared students

for the Lyndon Baines Johnson Secondary Science Academy. Their lack
" of representation at Kealing concerned Zavala parents, particularly. be-

cause Kealing is located only eight blocks away from their children’s
school. To rectify that situation and to enhance education in the sci-
ences at Zavala, Melton applied for and received funding from the

National Science Foundation to begin a new program for a-class of

sixth graders called Za&éia Young Scientists. By linking Zavala with’
the University of Texas Science and Technology Center, Melton was
able to win the guidance of first-rate scientists from the state’s flag-

- ship university for his students. As a result of that program, Zavala . -

students receive summer work as laboratory assistants at the University.

- of Texas, and every Zavala student who attends the Secondary Science

Academy and graduaﬁes receives a full scholarship to the University

“of Texas.

Liberal critics .of tracking may wonder at the 'choiceiof, Zavala par-
ents to create a kind of gifted and talented program for their young
people; in point of fact, the Austin superintendent and school board

' raised objections based on their opposition to tracking. So that the pro-
gram is not misunderstood, it is crucial to understand the context in-

fqrming the parents’ support for Zavala Young Scientists. To demon-
strate that Austin complies with federal school desegregation mandates,
most middle school children from the Zavala neighborhood are bused

to a middle school in the northwest of Austin populated by affluent =~

European American children. There they are almost always tracked to

‘the lower levels. Zavala parents understood that if their children were

cver'ég’ig to have a crack at the upper levels some differentiation at the
cq?f’gé:ghgn,{ lementary school-experience could be Beneﬁcial;.Signiﬁ'f;
antlyzthere was no opposition from the parents: “I was so impressed,”
Austin Interfaith leader Oralia Cortés recalls, “with how clearly the
parents understood the need to address the larger public good in their
community. It didn’t matter so much to them that their own children

. could attend Zavala Young Scientists as it did that some children from

their community would have opportunities they had never had before.”
As a result of their readiness to.accept Zavala Young Sciet;tists, eight
graduates from Zavala attended Kealing Junior High School in the fall.
of 1994. - . o - '
In addition to Zavala Young Scientists, another new progtam added
w© Zavala Elementary in October 1993 was an after-school enrichment .

.
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program created through ad\icéaéy with thé Austin City Council. Many

Zavala children have working parents and went home to unsupervised

residences until their parents arrived shortly before dinner. Although
that hazardous situation was disliked by many Zavala parents, their
lack of resources compelled them to accommodate themselves to the sit-
uation as best they could. The new after-school program has relieved
their anxieties and is giving their children an opportunity to enjoy aca-
demic enrichment activities in the late afternoon, activities that are ac-
celerating students’ intellectual development in their regular morning
and afternoon classes. '

The result of so many successes on so many fronts has been an utter
transformation of the internal culture of Zavala Elementary as well as
its relationship with the community. Melton says, “It used to be that we
saw ourselves apart from the community rather than as an integral part
in the community.” The boundaries between school and community
have now become so porous that they have almost dissolved. Zavala

. parents are now deeply involved in advocacy work with Austin Inter-

faith and have broadened their perspectives to reach beyond the imme-
diate needs of their own children. In 1994 those parents worked with
Austin Interfaith to argue for the creation of twenty new free after-
school programs at schools in low-income neighborhoods throughout
Austin, sixteen health clinics at other schools, and five hundred summer
jobs for adolescents, all to be created in iscal year 1995. Austin Inter-

. faith is moving beyond its previous focus on the city’s funds to ensure.

that Travis County, of which-Austin is a part, makes a generous contri-
bution to the creation of those new programs. o

In spite of its many successes, Zavala Elementary continues to face
multiple challenges. Of particular concern are the 64 percent of stu-
dents who receive instruction in eighteen portable classrooms. “It

breaks mytheggt.to see the little ones. going. through-the-rain-to-the

result of Zavala’s many reforms and its students’ improved achieve-
ment, however, Alejandro Melton has won nationwide visibility, which
he intends to use to make further improvements in his school. Melton
has appeared on the nationally syndicated television program, Good

Morning, America, in April 1993 as an exemplary inner-city principal;

he has also received a prestigious American Hero in Education award
from the Reader’s Digest Foundation. With the new momentum in the
school, Zavala parents stand an excellent chance of winning approval
for a new wing for their building.? '
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EL PASO: FROM PARENTAL ENGAGEMENT
TO A NEW SCHOOL ' ,
The El Paso Interreligious Sponsoring Organization (EPISO) is a TiAF
organization in the westernmost extremity of Texas. EPISO’ educa-
tional work originated in two elementary schools, Ysleta and Alamé,
and has recently branched out to include two others, Aoy and Roose-

~ vele. All of the schools are located within a mile of the Mexican border®

and are made up almost exclusively of Hispanic students, the majority
of whom are first generation immigrants. Over 9o percent of the stu-
dents in all of the schools are on free or reduced lunch programs. Their
parents work in factories or as farmworkers, tending huge agricultural
enterprises outside of El Paso that grow onions, chilis, and cotton.
Many mothers are domestic servants. The most recent immigrants live
in overcrowded and unsanitary tenements. All of the schools have a tra-
dition of educating highly transitional populations.2! .-

Of the four schools, Ysleta Elementary, with nine hundred ‘pupils,

has experienced the greatest successes in mobilizing its parents to ad-

vance the interests of their children in the face of bureaucratic indiffer-
ence and duplicity. Yet Ysleta parents have not always had a history of

victories in advocacy work for their school. As recently as 1993, test -~ -

scores of Ysleta students were so low that less than 20 percent of its stu-
dents passed all three sections of the state’s TAAS test, earning it a
“clearly unacceptable” designation by the Texas Education Agency.
In addition, Ysleta parents had long been worried about traffic safety
issues at their school, and the school building was old and in need of -
renovation. :

Ysleta Elementary was an easy school for Er1so to support. Its prin-
cipal, Dolores De Avila, has been active in EPISO since its founding in
1981. Her parish, Santa Lucia, is an EPIso stronghold, and De Avila

~has-stipported EPI50’s bond election works~its various neighborhood

improvement projects, and- its commitment to supplying sanitary water
to residents in the colonias. Her commitment to the 1AF was so deep
that she attended one of its ten-day training sessions even before her
school had an official link with Ep1so. In addition, De Avila had worked
with teachers and parents during the 1991-1992 school year to apply -
for Chapter 1 status for the entire school—which would add a quarter
of a million dollars to Ysleta Elementary’s resources—and teachers had
promoted the idea of increased parental involvement as one strategy for
enhancing education at Ysleta.22 -

The major issue confronting EPISO organizers after they entered into
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of Armes’s letter promising action from March that she displayed on an
overhead transparency. “You could just feel the tension,” Sister Larkin
recalled, “because Armes was nailed and all of those bureaucrats were °
nailed.” Armes, deeply embarrassed, promised that he really would re-
spond this time. ) L
At the end of the meeting, the parents asked their public officials to
* join them in monthly accountability sessions to monitor the progress
 the city would be making in implementing improvements. Parents then
formed a traffic committee and began a door-to-door campaign to
gather petitions to demand improvements. :
One vital element of this organizing effort was the community’s in-
sistence on accountability sessions; this was of key importance because
of the fragmented manner in which civic power is distributed in u.s.
cities. Busy Alameda Avenue was maintained by the Texas State High-
way Department, and some aspects of traffic safety were the responsi-
bility of the school district, while others fell within the city’s purview.
When Ysleta parents met with traffic safety officers from one office, they
typically tried to pass the buck to other public officials.. “Most bureau-
crats obfuscate the rules,” Sister Larkin has observed, “so that regular -
people can’t hold them accountable.” EpPISO organizers educated the
traffic committee to conduct research on the traffic issue in such a way-
that all of the key public officials accepted théir responsibilities to create
a safer community. S : ~ o
The traffic safety problem was larger than just the government bu-
reaucracies. Area homeowners welcomed the prospect of creating one-
way streets on side streets, but business owners felt that rerouting traffic .
would make it more difficult for them to attract customers and would
damage their sales. All of the diverse neighborhood constituencies and
local and state political officials had to be tackled separately to hammer

3 relationship with Ysleta Elementary in the spring of 1992 concérned
traffic safety. Although Ysleta is located adjacent to a bustling business
area at the intersection of Alameda Avenue and Zaragosa Street, city
officials had never provided the minimal traffic safety lights and cross-

" walks that were self-evident measures for the middle-class schools in
the district. Dolores De Avila had placed phone calls to the appropriate
officials for years to improve the traffic situation, but to no avail. Lupe
Meils, an Ysleta mother, had written to J. J. Armes, her city councilman
for the Lower Valley in El Paso, asking for assistance. She received a
written response in March 1992 conveying that the situation would be
rectified but still nothing happened.

Through home visits in the fall of 1992, EP1SO organizer Maribeth
Larkin heard that the traffic safety issue ‘was the major concern of the
community. When a girl attending a nearby parochial school, Mount
Carmel, was hit by a truck on Zaragosa Street, Ysleta parents became

_increasingly alarmed at the lack of response by the city and district to |
- their fears about their children’s safety. Norma Silva, the parent coordi-
‘nator, then called parents to assist her in circulating a petition de{nand-
‘ing that the city and school district take immediate action to rectify the

" hazardous traffic situation. For the parents, the fact that the school was

reaching out to them for the first time to organize concerted acFion to
help with the traffic issue was a breakthrough. “Norma’s receptiveness
made me feel that it was OK to keep working on this,” Meils said, “and
I was discouraged because I wasn’t getting any response from the city.”
~ Silva, Meils, and other volunteers gathered over four hundred signa-
.tures on their petition. To capitalize on the momentum, EPISO convened

. _an assembly in the gymnasium at Ysleta in November 1992 that over

two hundred parents attended to meet with city councilman J. J. Armes,

out acceptable solutions. .~ T 7 A
The strategy of holding monthly accountability sessions paid impres-
sive dividends. Usually, no improvements. were made in the first three
weeks after each meeting. Whenever the deadline dréw near for an ac-
countability session, however, Ysleta parents discovered that a con-
struction crew would arrive at Ysleta to install lights and signs or to
paint crosswalks that would enhance the safety of the children. Public
. officials would then come to the accountability sessions, take credit for
the progress that was being made, and do nothing until-a week before -
the nekt accountability session. At that point, they once again made
sure that they would have some concrete results to present at the up-
coming meeting. ’ o

ared-school board representative Fred Sanchq__g,’ 5
intendent for Building Jim Barnett, and other‘indi
the Traffic and Safety Department of the El Paso Police Department and
the Texas State Highway Department. To prepare for the assembly,
Ep1so worked carefully with parents to help them formulate questions
they wished to address to their civic leaders and to practice asking them
with clarity and force. When the evening arrived, the parents conveyed
a unity that impressed the councilor and §uperintendentL J. J.' Armes still
sought to pacify the parents, however, assuring them that if thf.ﬁy only
directed their complaints through the proper channels that their con-
cerns would be addressed. Anticipating that Armes would attempt to
deflect parental concerns in this way, Lupe Meils had prepared a copy
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"As a result of EPIsO’s organizing, by the time Ysleta Elementary
opened for a new school year in August 1993, the traffic patterns
around the school were totally transformed. For the first time, there
were schoo! crossing zones and a new traffic hght on one of the busiest
corners, A two-way street, Schutz Street, was converted into a one-way
street to cut down on traffic congestion. The school district rerouted
school bus entries so that the children disembarked directly on the school
campus rather than into the street. “We totally changed the external
traffic situation for that campus, and consequently things are a {ot safer
for the children,” Sister Larkin says, “but the most important thing is
that there is a whole new level of ownership that the parents feel.”

As part of the process of working on external safety, the internal dy- ‘

namics of Yslera changed. There had always been a room for parents in

the school, but it was located at a remote area on the third floor of the .
old building. “Parents never felt connected to the rest of the school,”

parent education coordinator Norma Silva recalls. Dolores De Avila
had- visited Hollibrook Elementary School in Spring Branch, Texas, in
the spring of 1992 and had béen impressed with the centrality of its Par-
ents’ Center in the building. De Avila decided to replicate Hollibrook’s
example and moved Ysleta’s Parents’ Center right next to the main
office at the front entrance of the school in September 1992. De Avila
acquired a grant from a local foundation to supply the center with a
comfortable couch, tables and chairs for adult classes, and a rich array
of materials promoting literacy and academic development.??

Even with the Parents’ Center relocated to the front of the school,
some parents were hesitant to become involved. “It took about six
weeks before parents started really saying ‘This is our room,”” Silva re-
calls. “The parents were not always comfortable with other parents.
There used to be a ady who would monopolize the room, so I needed
to educate her abot build: relationships: andﬂtrust with oth-
ers. We have to remember-that 'the parental involvement component is
developmental.” :

To respond to parents’ concerns about their children’s safety, De
Avila worked with the Police Department to designate a special office
for police who are trained in community-based policing. Those officers

not only provide security; they also help parents with income tax forms:

and public service referrals and have befriended many students in the
school. A social worker, a parent liaison, and a parent educator are
now all assigned to Ysleta and are paid for through Chapter I funding.

In October 1993, Superintendent Trujillo visited Ysleta parents to
discuss strategies for enhancing the future of the school. In dialogue
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with the p1rents, “Trujillo extended them the opportumty to relocate to
an entirely new school that he would build in a residential neighbor-
hood far removed from the thoroughfares that run by Ysleta and are
becoming even more heavily traveled as a result of the passage of the
North American Free Trade Agreement. Ysleta parent leaders designed
a survey to solicit parent opinions; parénts held .fourteen house meet-

- ings to discuss the pros and cons of a move; and they took field trips

to the proposed location of the new school and schools recently con-
structed by the district.

In late February, two-thirds of Ysleta parents voted to relocate to a
new building scheduled to be completed in 1996. Trujillo encouraged
the community to draw up a wish list of a I of the features they would
like to see in the new school. The parents have responded by expanding
and renaming their traffic committee the “Parents-in-Action Commit-

.” They have designed and circulated surveys to solicit parent opin-

_ions and have had several meetmgs w1th the superintendent to keep him

informed of their wishes.

As a result of their deliberations with the parents from Ysleta Ele-
meéntary 5chool, Trujillo and Assistant Superintendent for Bulldmg Bar-
nett increased their commitment to the community in the summer of

I

1994. Trujillo and Barnett understood that Ysleta Elementary parents

sought immediate ‘action to improve the. educations of their children
and that it would take several years to build-a new school. As a resul,
Trujillo and Barnett decided to remodel Ysleta Elementary—not just
with their own plan but with constant consultation and joint planning
with the Parents-in-Action Committee. Subsequently the Parents’ Cen-
ter has expanded into a second room, and a Wellness Center providing
health screenings has been mtegrated into the school. The district not
only renovated much of the internal structure of Ysleta Element;{ry but

also-planted fresh grass in the rear of the bulldmg and over a' dozen ™+

o pndigaind
REERFT

palm trees at the school’s front entrance. PR
_The district now is planning to convert Ysleta Elementary into a
child care center and adult education program for the community,

while the elementary school children will be moved to the new site. The

features of the new school are being designed by the Parents-in-Action
Committee. The committee is requesting a Parents’ Center, a room for
community-based police officers, and a Wellness Center that would pro-
vide not just screenings but also immunizations. The Parents-in-Action
Committee is also exploring innovative aspects of middle-class schools

" from their area that they would like their own children to enjoy, such

as a museum wing. As a result of their successful work with the school
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district, parents, teachers, and administrators have forged a new culture” ™

of mutual respect and collaboration,.* We've come a long way in our
relationship with the district,” £pPiso organizer Elsy Fierro-Suttmiller
says, “We’ve all been through a process of growth and negotiation.”
Recent rises in academic achievement at Ysleta Elementary have vali-
dated the parents’ engagement. In 1992 only 27 percent of Ysleta stu-
dents passed the reading portion of the state’s criterion-referenced test;
in 1993 61 percent passed the same portion. When the results were
made available in the summer of 1994, Governor Ann Richards visited

the school to congratulate the parents. She saw a truly transformed -

school, with community police officers referring adults to social service
agencies, a Parents’ Center bursting with materials used in adult educa-
tion classes, and a Wellness Center administering health screenings. She
- saw a school that for years had never been able to gain the clout to pro-
vide minimal traffic safety provisions and now had not only an impres-
sive safety zone but.also a renovated and beautifully landscaped build-
ing. Best of all,; she saw empirical evidence of children’s improved

learning, reflected in test scores. “This program is one of the greatest

things that has happened to public schools,” Richards said.?*

SAN ANTONIO: SYSTEMIC REFORMS

THROUGHOUT THE CITY o

San Antonio is unlike any other city in either Texas or the nation in that
its 1AF organizations are so powerful that they are consulted as a matter
of course by the mayor and city council on virtually every major piece
of legislation that can affect the city. The oldest TIAF organization,

cops, has over two decades of political organizing and coalition build--

ing behind it. Its younger affiliate, the Metro Alliance, was not founded
until 198§ and focuses more intensively on educational issues than
copsxdoesInitheir most important, school-based initiative, cops and .
Metrof»Alhance have institutionalized sweeping reforms that place San
Antonio at the forefront of u.s. cities in terms of the free provision for
after-school programs for the city’s public school children.?’

The issue of quality after-school programs is a major social concern
in the United States. Nearly half of v.s. youths under eighteen are now
growing up in single-parent homes. Only 7 percent of students come
from two-parent homes with only one a wage earner and the other a
homemaker. In spite of dramatic changes in students’ domestic lives,
public schools have been slow to adjust their schedules to their pupils’
needs. Schools with strong after-school programs are much more the
exception than the rule; often, urban schools charge a tuition for after-
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school activities. The result of the lack of public services in this domain

has been a rising number of “latchkey” youth who often live in unsafe .

neighborhoods and either come home to an empty house each day or
hit the streets with no organized activities to promote their skills and
interests.?¢ _ . ,

Seventy percent of students in communities served by cops and
Metro Alliance are either from homes where both parents work or are
raised by just one parent. In addition, many parents have been alarmed
by the rise of gangs and juvenile violence in their neighborhoods, and
especially by the way that gangs have been recruiting younger and
younger children into their activities. Since many working-class parents

£

received little formal education and feel handicapped in terms of their -

own academic abilities, they "expressed a strong desire to have after-
school programs for their children where they could receive tutoring
and academic enrichment programs that would enhance their children’ s

overall cognitive development,

To serve their clientele and the larget publlc interest, cops and the
Metro Alliance orgamzed ‘to urge the city to fund three middle schools
with after-school programs in 1991. When objections were raised

. about the expense of the programs, cors and the Metro Alliance orga-

nized teachers, principals, and parents to conduct research to identify
revenues for the programs. The research team found that the city’s De-
partment of Parks and Recreation had suffered over $5 million in bud-
get cuts in the previous two years.?”

cops and the Metro Alliance then pressured the city to restore

$1 million to the department’s budget and integrated that request into

~ a budget plan they had been developing over years for neighborhood

development in inner-city San Antonio. The plan included a wide range

of issues, including housing, Iobs, and code compllance. To compllcate .

matters, San ‘Antonio has an-tni:
tem; the metropolitan area is divided into eighteen separate mdepcm
dent school districts. cops and Metro Alliance activists thus needed to
meet with many different sets of school administrators. They drew on
their large congregational bases, with twenty-eight churches in cops
and thirty-two in the Metro Alliance, to rally their citizens to these
meetings. Hundreds of “one-on-ones,” small group meetings, and stra-
tegic planning sessions culminated in January 1992 with an assembly at
Holy Redeemer Church:on the East Side in which over two thousand
San: Antonians gathered to address the after-school issue. Mayor Nel-
son Wolff, city council members, and Texas Commlssmner of Educa-
tion Skip Meno attended.?8
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Planning for the January meeting yielded a new coalition of teachers,
principals, parents, and community leaders in San Antonio who under-
stood that they could unite to demand public services from their repre-
sentatives to enhance the quality of life of the city’s children. That co-
alition discovered the scope of the budget cuts suffered by Parks and
Recreation, and they dlso discovered that in spite of those cuts, Parks
and Recreation had funded three after-school programs in middle
schools in the 1991-1992 school year that established a precedent for
free after-school programs. cops activist Maria Diaz recalls “meetings
upon meetings” with city council representatives as cops and Metro

Alliance advocated that the council set a top priority on the creation of

after-school programs. “Of course, the first response was ‘No, there. is
no money,’” she states. Yet because Mayor Wolff had set a high priority
on youth in his electoral campaign, cops and Metro Alliance activists
were able to enlist his aid in finding funds in the city budget. Commu-
nity activists did not just demand money; they also worked with public
officials to find funds that were poorly spent or not spent at all.

- As a result of the advocacy .that preceded the January assembly,
Mayor Wolff and the San Antonio city council agreed to fund the plan
proposed by cops and the Metro Alliance for twenty free after-school
programs in the 1992-1993 school year. The city allocated $14,000

for each site to hire a staff of two after-school coordinators out of its

Parks and Recreation budget. Those positions were matched by a third
position paid for by the school district to provide games and equipment
for the programs. Each school would need to work with cops and
Metro Alliance to recruit parents to provide additional staffing for
the programs, which would vary based on participation from school to
school.

In the first year of its funding, between one-quarter to one—thi(d of all

~-children in each school in San Antonio:with an after-school program

took advantage of the new program. Children were tutored in material
that they had studied during the regular school day and participated in
a host of offerings involving the arts, athletics, and the sciences. There
was such vocal public support for the programs in their first year that
Metro Alliance and cops convened another large assembly of over five
hundred activists in February 1993. Recognizing the-widespread popu-
larity of the after-school program, Mayor Wolff and the city council
created funding for an additional forty schools for the following year.
When the school year opened in August 1993, sixty schools sponsored
free after-school programs for the children of San Antonio for a total
cost of $1.3 million. '
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" According to cops education organizer Joe Rubio, cops and the
Metro Alliance made “sure that the parents were involved in the pro-
cess of deciding what kind of program to have.” Parents and commu-
nity leadérs not only play a major role in recruiting staff, determining
curricula, and monitoring the programs, but they also are highly visible
on a day-to-day basis as they offer courses, provide refreshments, and
“serve as teachers’ aides. Some after-school programs emphasize acade-
mics; others allow children to play in a variety of organized games; and
most are a blend of tutorials and recreation. In all of them, the commu-
nity plays an integral role in directing the program.

- In addition to providing a safe environment for the children, the -
after-school program began to change students’ attitudes toward school
and academic achievement. “Students who previously hadn’t done their
homework began turning it in every day,” according to Julia Lerma,
educational organizer-for Metro Alliance. “As a result, their ‘grades
were improving, and so was their self-esteem.” Laura Villanueva, a .
fifth-grade teacher at Woodrow Wilson Elementary, credits the after-
school program with a sense of greater student and community owner-
ship of the school: “Instead of the school being a place where students
came for eight hours a day and then left, now it is their place, now it is
their home.” ) )

Not only do the children benefit from the after-school program, but
their parents are enthusiastic supporters. Those who have to work until
the evening are relieved to know that their children are not only safe at
school but are learning. As Villanueva testifies:

Time after'time parents would come up to us and were so grateful that

their. children were finally getting the help that they needed to be in a safe
environment and socially interact with other children. They didn’t have

. »-—’L“J-to ‘worry:so much about their-kids bemg at home by.themselves, .~=—x -

Yet it would be a mistake to construe the after-school program just as a
child-care program. As cops activist Maria Diaz states, “Our concern
was that the after-school program shouldn’t feel like a day-care center.
We really wanted it to get the community more involved in the schools.
And it bas led to more parental involvement, and a new kind of devel-
opment in the schools.” Parents who teach in the after-school program -
testify that they have a much greater awareness of the children, teach-
ers, and challenges in the school and are in a better position-to con-
tribute to their children’s educational development. :

The combined efforts of cops and the Metro Alliance have virtually
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- revolutionized the process of growing Up in San Antonio. In the 1993~

1994 school year, the after-school program was installed on sixty cam-
puses at a cost of over $1.3 million; in' 1994~1995 the program rose to
close to one hundred schools. Yet Pearl Ceasar, T1a#’s lead organizer in
San Antonio, sees the major contribution of TIAF in its work with
schools as lying beyond the programmatic. “We’ve moved schools into
the power arena rather than just creating programs,” Ceasar says:*“In
‘fact, our real work isn’t about creating programs, It’s about educating
parents, teachers, and principals to deal with the political realities
of the city in terms of power.” Laura Villanueva agrees: “I've always
prided myself on my work as a teacher. But now I see how much change
we’ve really created, and how much potential we really have. It’s not

* just small changes for a small number of children. We've effected change
for all of San Antonio.”

-ALLIANCE SCHOOLS: REFORMS THROUGHOUT THE STATE

When the Allied Communities of Tarrant County experienced success
in Morningside Middle School in 1988 with the dramatic jump in test
scores, TIAF received its first major validation that increased community
participation could indeed promote academic achievement. That suc-
cess compelled TIAF organizers to reflect on their accomplishments and
to see whether they could be extended in a systematic fashion. “We

_were trying to figure out how to replicate Morningside,” Ernie Cortés

recalled, “but at the same time we didn’t want to get bogged down in

_school-by-school work without having an overall strategy.”

The quest for a more systematic approach led Cortés and his col- .

leagues through a series of developments. One important step was the:

articulation of their philosophy of education in a paper, The Texas IAF
Vision for Public Schools: Communities of Learners. That paper served
several purposes. First, it helped with self-clarification for. TIAworgamz--;
ers and leaders, who recognized the need not just for relentlésssaction
but also for democratic principles to anchor and catalyze their work.
Second, it was written in a way both to reassure anxious-superinten-

“dents. and to intrigue powerful philanthropists, such as those at the

Rockefeller Foundation, who subsequently offered to provide funding
for TIAF educational organizers. Third, it has provided a manifesto for
parents, principals, teachers, and even students- to study and to debate
as they think about reshaping their schools and communities.

In the late 1980s, the TIAF then began a number of meetings with
Texas Commissioner of Schools William Kirby. Ernie Cortés hoped that
he could formalize a partnership with the Texas Education Agency that
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would both release funds to schools in partnerships with TIAF and

enhance the process of innovation in each school by giving it an official
blessing fromr the TEA. The appointee of conservative Governor Bill
Clements, Commissioner Kirby did not make any commitments to
the TIAF.

In November 1990, Ann Richards was elected governor of Texas. A
former public school teacher herself, Richards was eager to improve
Texas’ schools. She quickly appointed former cors chair Sonia Hernan-
dez as the director of education policy in her office and recruited
a new commissioner, Lionel “Skip” Meno, from New York. Meno at-

tended a series of TIAF gatherings in Austin and San Antonio and was .

persuaded that some kind of collaborative should be formed to test the
power of community-based organizations to mcrease parental engage-
ment and to enhance academic achievernent.

On June 6, 1992, the TEA and TIAF designated twenty-one schools

in low-income neighborhoods throughout Texas as Alliance Schools. '

Schools accepted into that network would receive special waivers from
the TEA to overcome impediments to innovation and $10,000 in TEA
funding per school to enhance students’ academic achievement. All of
the twenty-one schools had gone through a rigorous. process of house
meetings, Walks for Success, assemblies, and strategic planning. All of
the schools had previously collaborated with TiAF affiliates and had
made a concerted effort to increase community involvement in the
schools. To bolster those schools, the TEA held a special Capacity En-
hancement Institute on education in the summer of 1992 in which both
TEA educators and TIAF organizers presented workshops to discuss the
philosophies and tools that could enhance the internal development and
external community organizing work of the Alliance Schools.
" The Alliance School initiative was a milestone in TIAF's work in
: schools,sSchool change can be easily blocked-on many levels when it is
undertaken in isolation from broader movements that can support re-
form. The individual parent, teacher, or even principal who attempts to
bring about change faces a breathtaking battery of bureaucratic re-
straints concerning such innocuous issues as the shape of tables in a
school’s cafeteria, to educational matters of major importance that re-
- late to curriculum design and the assessment of children’s learmng
' With the formalization of the relationship between TIAF and the TEA,

11AF schools now had new credibility in their districts. They had funds,”
. and they had waivers that would help them to cut through bureaucratic

guidelines that strangle flexible and child-centered responses to young
people’s manifold needs. Perhaps best of all, the T1AF and the TEA had
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created a network of other educators with whom they could share
ideas, develop common strategies, and fight for change. As a result of
the Alliance School project, the many minefields that obstruct success-
ful school reform could begin to be swept aside, and funds could facili-
te the process of change. ’ ‘

N i\lthoigh it is often hird to judge the success of the. different A”lal:lCC
Schools, which have to deal with many social forces in the cgmmumty,
the TEA has been persuaded that the Alliance Schools are an important
piece of its effort to upgrade education in Texas. According to TEA liai-
son James Johnson, “Alliance Schools are different beca}lse they are
bottom-up, collaborative, there is a focus on paren(tal mj;olvemenz,
there is a statewide organization in the 1AF, and it is an 1r%te‘ellec"tuai
group. Every one of these schools is unique, and it fs very exciting. .To
back up that verbal support, Skip Meno agreed to increase the funding

for the schools in their second year to $15,000 per school.
The Alliance Schools have used much of their funding to promote
university-based teacher education projects. In San A‘nt'omo, Proft':s'
. sors at the University of Texas at San Antonio and Trinity University
work with teachers on curriculum design; in Austin, profetssors from
the University of Texas Science and Technology Center advise teachers

. L
at Zavala Elementary; in Houston, professors from Rice University’s

Center for Education support mathematics and writing‘ projects. Six.ice

research data suggest a correlation between teachers’ hlg.her educ~ano.n

_ and student test scores, the investment in teachers’ ongoing learning is
an essential contribution to students’ academic achievement.?”? ‘

Although the sums allocated to the Alliance Schools are paltry, prin-

" create a fund of over $s50 million for ﬁ've Ahl;ndred A
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lliance Schools in
the coming years. Given the persistence of severe social problems in
low-income neighborhoods, the successes of the Alliance Schools are
important beacons of light in many areas that have been neglected by
policymakers for decades. ' :

RESISTANCE TO CHANGE ‘ ' -
It is important not to overstate the successes of schools that have been
in partnership with TIAF organizations. The presentation of the gains
demonstrated by parental engagement at Morningside, Zavala, and
Ysleta is made to demonstrate the power of parental engagement
through TIAF organizing to improve public education in the inner city.
All of the Alliance Schools cannot demonstrate such impressive changes
in such compressed periods of time. The process of changing school cul-
tures is developmental and requires a fortuitous interplay of many so-
cial forces and actors if it is to be successful. Most school cultures are
resistant to change, even when there is widespread recognition that chil-
dren are poorly served under current conditions, partially because fear
is more likely to breed defensiveness and rigidity than risk-taking be-
haviors. It is therefore important to reflect upon the various factors that
can subvert the process of cultural change promoted by TIAF organizers
and leaders. ' - ‘ C .
Perhaps the biggést problem for TIAF organizers and leaders involves
gauging whether principals truly wish to engage parents in the heart of
the school, or whether, when the moment of reckoning arrives, prin-

cipals will delegate tasks to parents that help with lunchroom super-
vision or returning library books but make no use of their knowledge of
their children and their community. If there is any grievance of TIAF or-
ganizers and leaders that surfaces most frequently, it is that princi
pals state in advance:that.they want high community involvemeént:

cipals nonetheless attribute them with promotin'g major changes within

their schools. Morningside Middle School used its funds to train faculty

in the development of.interdisciplingg){uc_qgrigula. Houston area é1~
* *Zissliance Schools credit Rice Universi_.;)p’éjpfdg; mszwith both deepening:

their faculty’s content area knowledge and-expanding their repertoire of

teaching methods. Zavala’s partnership with the Science and Technol- -

ogy Center at the University of Texas has infused hitherto nonexistent
vitality into its science education curriculum. ' o
TIAF's successes in the arena of school reform are only now begm-
ning. In January 1994, Commissioner of Education.Meno pubhc;y
" committed to push for the creation of one hundred f}llgance-Schools in
the 1994-1995 school year, with a raise in TEA funding to $50,000 per
school. Meno has constantly supported the activists who fuel the Al-

liance Schools, saying, “If you did not exist, it would be necessary for
me to invent you.” Yet Ernie Cortés has even grander plans, hoping to
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their schools but sabotage it when TIAF organizers and leaders actually™
bring the parents into the school. TiAF organizers and leaders have
described principals who schedule meetings for faculty at times that
conflict with meetings the parents have established to further collabora-
tion between teachers and parents. Other principals express interest in
parental concerns but provide no follow-through on grievances ex-
pressed by parents on surveys collected during a Walk for Success.
Sometimes TIAF organization is not able to establish contact with the
parents. Robert Rivera of T™Mo described one inner-city high school in
Houston in which he estimated that only 1o percent of the students’

addresses provided by the school for its first “Walk for Success” were
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students people are trying to assist and the participants in the Walk for -
Success; it also undermines the community’s confidence in the TIAF or-
ganization in the long term. ' »
Resistance to change can come not just from principals but also from
teachers. Some teachers resist any effort to reflect on their work and its
meaning. When Angela Flenory of TMO gave a workshop at an inner-
city high school in the spring of 1994 and asked teachers what they en-
joyed the most about their work, one teacher frankly said, “Nothing,”
and refused to elaborate. One teacher at Ysleta took me aside and said,
“You need to know that Ysleta was a fine elementary school long before
EPISO got here”—an interpretation belied by the school’s low test

scores, lack of parental involvement, and inability to provide safe access

for the children. : ;

Whatever the problems with rallying teacher engagement, the case
studies suggest that the most tenacious opposition to changing the cul-
ture of schools does not come from teachers. If principals are willing to
model calculated risk taking that promotes parental involvement, the
general tendenicy is for teachers to find new levels of dedication and en-
thusiasm for their work. There must, however, be strong leadership to
encourage and nurture the teachers through the process of change as-
they expand their roles from conduits of information to collaborators
with the community.’

Another area of resistance to changing the school’s culture can come
from parents and from clergy. As the case of Zavala suggested, it was
necessary to.build up congiderable momentum over many months be-
fore parents truly became involved in the school. Other parents do not
know how to behave in the school once they do feel welcomed there, At
Morningside some parents hit children or verbally abused them; others

took Odessa Rayi

sought to take over the Parents’ Center and made other parents féel as
if they were intruding into her domain. In these circumstances, schools
need to provide training for parents to curtail destructive behavior and
to maximize their educational role in the school. While many clergy,
and especially those at Morningside, took a strong leadership role in
improving the school, too many clergy restrict their mission to their im-
mediate ‘parishioners and do.not venture into the public schools. Too
many parents and too many clergy affiliated with Alliance Schools are
only involved in an episodic, hit-or-miss fashion that does not cultivate
the textured relationships that develop social capital.
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accurate. Such poor planning not only is a momentary disservice to'the

& elcoming attitude “as~azsign of- weakness and .
. sought special privilegés for their own children. At Ysleta one parent .
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- Even though they have played essential and positive roles in promot-

ing school change in most circumstances,. TIAF organizers and leaders
are of course fallible. Occasionally they have violated the “iron rule”’
?gd maintained control of a program when parents were capable of do-
ing so on their own; at other times they have dropped into the back-
ground p'remamrely when local leadership has not matured sufficiently
to organize parents. The first educational organizer at Morningside
Middle School got deeply involved in an after-school program she es-
tablished, primarily because she loved working with the children, but
F)ecause she was more focused on serving the children than in devélop-
ing parental leadership skills, the program folded when she departed
Although the 1AF practice of switching lead organizers from one city t<;

. another after several years of involvement in a site probably benefits the

lo?g-Ferm vitality of their own organization, it can seem disruptive to
9r{nc1pa!s and teachers whoAcvrave'stabilityvand who harbor initial skep-
ticismn toward outsiders who seek to promote political activism within
the neighborhood and the school. | ‘

Finally, even the successful cases of school reform described are chal-
lenged by the persistence of deeply troﬁbling‘ phenomena and particu-
larly the rise of youth gangs in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Drug

- dealing has escalated in public housing projects adjacent to Zavala Ele-

mentary School, and Zavala parents, fearful of retribution, are trying to
gather the courage to press the police to clean up the projects. Morn-
ingside Middle Schéol has had a particularly difﬁcult‘struggle in recent
years. Powerful youth gangs such as the Bloods and the Crips have
Iargely tai::en control of portions of the Morningside neighborhood, and
some parents are so worried about gang violence that they insist on
picking up their children from school even though they live only four '
blocks away from the campus. ACT has organized.information meetings
with:the Fort Worth-Police Department and:city couneimen
foFm parents about effective ways of battling-gangs’ influence in their
neighborhood. “Morningside is in a much tougher position‘than it has

: ” . . .
.ever been in before, Perry Perkins confesses, “and we’ve really had to.

redouble our efforts.” 30"

WHY IT WORKS

The challenges preventing enduring successes are formidable. Yet the
productivity of TIAF organizations’ collaborations, which has done
much under adverse conditions, demands further work on two fronts
Th-e first of those refers to the continuing political challenges that are:
being mounted by T1AF organizations and met by public officials. For
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e I . T
although it is rarely articulated in a systematic fashion, T1A¥ is advan

ing a mutually reinforcing policy agenda ir'x Texas the.itdshoulé:lvsir:i:ﬁ
improve the educations of the state’s Iow-mcqme children., estain "
the problems described above, TIAF successes in other .areasil su in 2
complex web of policy whose scope is rapidly exp‘andmg t roug ou
Texas’ urban neighborhoods. Low-income schools in San A?tomoh |
now join up with cors and Metro Allian;ct 10 f\dvance ‘fre.ti: a t‘er_-ts:ctizzs
programs——but what is especially promising is tha.t similar m; ia e
have been won in Dallas, Austin, and Hou§ton, inspired by the ;.n ; :10
tonio example. Likewise, within Agstin, sixteen scbc?ois a:iehsxaeit ang;i o
replicate Zavala’s success with acquiring a health Fhmc, and health £ X
have also been held in Houston and San Antonio. TIAF organization

. - - - > s
* have fought for housing, job training, and summer work opportunitie

for youth and have acquired all of these with a mix of public and pri-

- vate funds—all as part of a trajectory that truly does address Kozol's

critique of the apolitical and introspective nature of so much contempo-
m.3! ‘ ;
rar};}ih;):::):ziforresponse to TIAF’s work in schools is more theorenz‘:}
and pertains to research agendas that shquld be p.ursugd to m"lpro‘veU 5
ban education as well as larger issues of democratic rev1tall?auon inu. 5
society. One of the most striking areas for further e?cploranon con;ernh '
the manner in. which TIAF overcomes the separation between churc
‘and state in the area of public education. “We bring the congregitlgn t:z »
agitate the school and the school to agitate tht? copgrega}ggln,s hrr; ‘.
Cortés says. Certainly that was the case at Mommgsnde Ml 1 cho ; .
whose success provided the point of departure for launching the ennr- .
Alliance Schools project, as well as in Zavala Elementary, wfer};‘: pre
sentations from clergy helped to persuade the school board of the im- .
portance of approving a school-based clinic.
TIAF has. $cr

pit public school officials against clergy. Instead, TIAfF orgat?ll'zce;'zhl;e:;:
sought to recognize the intrinsic intctgrlty of both‘the re}:: publi choc
and religious institutions, while using th(? best in I..‘)Ot s;cltors‘ ,comp;
grade the academic achievement and 50?131“c0nd1t:on§ o }?w-m ome
urban youth. According to Ernie Cortés, “There’s enoug h<:(>mC o
ground among our traditions that we can carve, Qut;enogg 'spa” o
create a-public square that has moral trgdxtlonvthat isn’t sectarian. e

““point is an important one, for there is indeed a f?ltermg pr(le?ss in e
undertakings in which organizers c.:arcfully we.:xg}? th;lre at;;e I;dén
and pitfalls of attacking different kinds of social ‘problems. Sec

212

ipulously. avoided. issues of school ja;g)rfg_r,.creatl(.)nlsn;:,,; ‘
) ) ‘.‘" . - n
and sex education that so often capture headlines in the media a

Community Organizing for Parental Engagement o
issues, which could divide low-income African Americans from Latinos,
or Protestants from Catholics, must be avoided if the 1AF is to maintain
its credibility as a broad-based mass organization with deep roots in
low-income communities. S .

Educational activism can serve the internal needs of a church for
recruitment of new parishioners; many parents joined their curreng
churches as a result of the church’s engagement with schools in their
neighborhood. The Reverend Nehemiah Davis in Fort Worth credits his
visitations with act with enriching his own ministry; after using sur-
veys designed by act to elicit parent sentiment about Morningside

Middle School, he posed similar questions to his parishioners at their
homes about Mount Pisgah Baptist Church. Many parents.in Tiaf or- |
ganizations testify that their social activism; channeled through their
churches and the public schools, has deepened their appreciation of
religion,3? C , )

- If churches benefit from their collaboration with the Alliance
Schools, TIAF’s need to identify community leaders has been excellently
served by its institutional base in the churches. For those TiAF organiza-
tions that have been branded as radical in the media, as gp1so was in
the 1980s, the church affiliation has also. been an essential source of
legitimization of the organization’s presence in the community. Even
when organizing in low-income neighborhoods among constituencies
who have little to Jose, many parents and teachers recalled thar their
initial reaction to TIAF organizers was one of fear, driven by the anxiety -
that TIAF organizers might abuse the trust of the community for their
own purposes. Those fears have been allayed as parents have observed
their neighbors and clergy articulating issues that have long irritated
their community. The case of Zavala; where clergy testified that a health
care clinic in an e}gﬁ@gqt@;zzsghool would not become a conduit for the
thcon ol-devices, is instructiveon this point.

distribution ofé‘yi%fﬁ“ tr

Given the quality”of their successes, it is intriguing that TIAF organi-
2ations experience such little resentment from teachers or administra-
tors once they have helped to change the culture of schools. It is useful
at this juncture to reflect on some key internal dynamics of TiAF, both in
terms of its organizational philosophy and political strategies, that ex-
plain that lack of resentment and that have enabled TIAF to be one of
the few community-organizing groups that have not only survived but

have developed an impressive momentum in the last two decades.

‘One key helpmate in TIAF organizing is the famous 1aF “iron rule”

never to help others who can help themselves. Once TIAE has helped a
community to garner its resources, to vocalize its grievances, to broker
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reforms, and to gain political credibility, it usually is not long until or-

ganizers move on to another project. “The iron rule-provides' dignity,
self-respect, and ownership,” Ernie Cor;és says. The pedagogical ana-
logue to TIAF organizations’ movement o_f engagement and removal is
the constructivist principle of “scaffolding” and “fading.” Once orga-
nizers have helped the community to build a “scaffold” for their own
self-mobilization, they will typically “fade” by devoting their attention
to other projects where they are more deeply needed: Lupe Meils, an
activist parent of Ysleta Elementary in El Paso, understands th?s point
when she says, “We're learning for ourselves that we can organize our-
selves. If EPISO was to leave tomorrow, we could take the skills we’ve

learned and go on.” Ysleta principal Dolores-De Avila agrees, “We've

internalized the process.” .
Another reason for the success of TIAF parent organizing concerns its

open-ended, facilitative nature. When TIAF organizers and leaders visit -

homes for one-on-one conversations or as part of the Walks for Success,
they do not approach parents with an agenda to sell, although in cer-
tain cases they do want parents to know about programs that can
benefit their children or themselves. But first and foremost, a successful
home visit is one in which organizers and leaders learn from the com-
munity about its most salient issues. It is important to emphasize that
acquiring that information may- not always be an easy ta;k. Loyv-
income inner-city residents are not accustomed to visits by cor?lmumty
organizers and neighborhood leaders who ask them for their ideas on
better ways in which their children can be served. As a consequence,
parents may need considerable time to reflect upon what they might

truly like for their children. «Considerable time” will vary from neigh-

borhood to neighborhood; when Julia Lerma first began working for
‘Metro Alliance, she spent a full six months just visiting community
“Téaders, local clergy, teachers, and principals before she even begafl fo.r-
mulating an agenda in collaboration with community leaders. While six
months may seem like a long time: for this kind of work, for inner-city

residents it indicates something important in terms of follow-through -

and commitment, which builds a base of trust and solidarity that will
be needed for the political struggles that lie ahead. ‘
Home visits and outreach in general are not just about receiving in-
formation. A major theme-underlying all of that work is leaderszhip c‘ie-
velopment—finding ways in which parents can formulate.and identify
with carefally targeted strategies that will result in concrete benefits for
their children. The solicitation of potential community leaders, and the
coaching that will enable them to meet with public officials in settings
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that range from Luby’s Cafeteria to the San Antonio Convention Cen-
ter, is much of the “bread-and-butter” work of TIAF organizers. Again,
the expenditure of vast quantities of time, including one-on-one prepa-
rations of questions and hours spent in carefully prepared role plays, is

absolutely essential to cultivate the local leaders who can direct and - -

sustain the “actions” that result in funds for staff development, health
care programs, and code compliance and better lighting in the neigh-
borhood surrounding the school. _

If one positive element of TIAF organizing with parents is its open-
endedness in terms of staging the initial dialogues, another strength re- -
sides in the pedagogical .interventions involved in helping the commu-
nity to limit its grievances to focus on one deeply felt and winnable
issue. Organizers are not laissez-faire; they do not promote whatever
concepts the community brings forth. Rather, they use their judgment
to identify more urgent issues that can be addressed with concrete re-

- sults and that can create a dynamic of self-mobilization within a com-

munity. When EP150 first became active in Ysleta, parents had many
grievances. Maribeth Larkin helped the community to choose the most
salient one—traffic and safety—and to'keep that in the foreground for
an entire year. Austin Interfaith organizers and leaders discovered that
the major issue vocalized by parents concerning their community dealt
with the high volume of drug dealing.in two public housing projects
near Zavala Elementary. The organizers and leaders observed that the
community was too afraid of the dealers to confront them. Now that
the community has developed more self-confidence, it may be ready to -
take on that issue. In any event, Austin Interfaith will not go beyond the
community in addressing issues that the community feels it can tackle
successfully at any given time. : '

_ _-A fourth reason for the success of TIAF activities in schools is related

O;thg‘;i’?)_r}g'éniz,ations’ infe’re's't;jn evolving into a-governing.rather-than-a-. - -
protest group. The overall trajectory of each TIAF organization in Texas
is to reach the level of coprs and Metro Alliance in San Antonio, where
virtually no piece of major urban-legislation is passed without prior
consultation and negotiation with TIAF organization leadérs. Clearly,
that level of political power is impossible if organization leaders define
their identities in such a way that collaborative relationships with pow-
erholders are tabooed. Closely related to the interest in governance
is the manner in which differences between racial and ethnic groups -
are minimalizéd in TIAF organizations. The language of universality
and democratic participation is constantly heard at TIAF gatherings,
whereas the language of minority grievances is almost never advanced.
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" " "The net effect is to give TIAF a much stronger interethnic organizing®

base that, in turn, makes it much harder for public officials to dismiss
TIAF organizations as representing a small, literally “ mmorlty sector of
the electorate.

A fifth reason that the alliance between TIAF organizations and pub-
lic schools has been so fruitful is related to the rise in test scores on
Texas’ standardized tests. One of the most successful and appreciated
parts of the work of TIAF organizations concerns workshops that its
leaders and organizers have held that explain to parents just why the
standardized tests are so important and how they can help their chil-
dren to better prepare for the tests. The initial response of many low-
income parents to TIAF workshops on testing has been anger. “Why
didn’t anybody ever tell us parents what these test scores mean?” one
angry Austin parent inquired at a workshop in a new Alliance School in
August 1994. Yet Austin Interfaith organizers Joe Higgs and Kathleen
Davis have not let the anger stay on the issue of test scores. Instead, they
have used that anger as a point of departure for reflecting on cultural-
change within schools, so that the monologue of reports and mandates
from the school is replaced with a culture of dialogue with parents,
teachers, clergy, administrators, and students about issues of instruc-
tion, curriculum design, and assessment.

It would be a major misinterpretation of TIAE work to wager that
one could introduce policy reforms in schools and low-income: neigh-
borhoods without serious parental and community involvement and
produce the same results. San Antonio designated two schools as the re-
cipients of after-school programs in 1983 in a district in which cops
and the Metro Alliance had no member churches, and the lack of an in-
stitutional base in the community led to unstable programs that were
terminated after six months. “One of the reasons that those programs

-have been successful is because we helped_the city to identify communizs
ties close to our churches where the parents would understand thézprois

grams,” organizer Joe Rubio of cops comments. “In the other commu-
nities no one had gone in.and done the legwork required to build
similar relationships.” Likewise, Austin Interfaith worked with princi-
pals from two elementary schools in the 1990-1991 school year who
claimed to want parental engagement, but understood that in a way
that reinforced rather than changed the existing school culture. As a

“résult, Austin Interfaith broke off its relationship with both schools at

the end of the year. Only when the community has a genuine opportu-
nity to participate and to share power can the bureaucratization and
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‘paternalism that create barriers between schools and communities be
prevented. '

Just as it is essential to emphasize the indispensable role of parental
involvement in the preceding case studies, so must one also underline
the key attitudinal and contextual nature of TIAF school organizing.
Consider ‘the example of Zavala Elementary in the spring of 1992,
when an angry parent asked the teachers to explain the discrepancy be-
tween the high assessments Zavala students received from their teachers
with the low results on Texas’ state-mandated tests. It was of the utmost
importance that immediately after the meeting Austin Interfaith orga-
nizers helped Zavala’s defensive teachers reach out to the community to
learn more about community. attitudes toward the school, and that
Zavala teachers felt that the community was genuinely delighted to wel-
come them into their homes. It would be a grave misreading of the
Zavala case to presume that parents or organizers could agitate the al-
ready demoralized staff of an inner-city school and then leave teachers
on their own to find a solution to their dilemma. Such strategies, ap-
plied in isolation from the larger dynamic of constructive community
building and continual follow-through, would consist of an atomistic
and tragic misapplication of the real lessons to be garnered from pa-
rental engagement in schools.

Staff development does not just occur within the school, in the com-
munity, or even in state and regional 1AF meetings. Even before the
approval of the Alliance Schools, Ernie Cortés has been aggressive in
pursuing top-notch school reformers to educate TIAF organizers and

" leaders. TIAF has hosted large conventions and invited in keynote

speakers of international renown to expand the horizons of its organiz-
ers and their Alliance School partners. Cognitive psychologist Howard
Gardner, school reformer Ted Sizer, and child psychologist James Comer
have all'sharedtheir philosophies of education and:policy recommenda-
tions in forums organized by TIAF. The structure of those conferences is
"designed in such a manner that representatives from each Allianceé-
School can question presenters based on their immediate needs—a
structure that enables a dynamic cross-fertilization of experiences and
innovations among Alliance School activists. By bringing in advocates
of school change who have a larger agenda than the creation of func-
tional rather than dysfunctional factory schools, TIAF agitates its part-
ners-to pursue cultural change in schools rather than reinforcing the sta-
-tus quo. While change will be incremental, the conferences prevent the
usurpation of Alliance School work by educational accommodationists
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- -who would stymie-the- larger dynamlc of i mtrospectlon evaluation, and
transformation. )
Not all Alliance School conferences feature academic luminaries
flown in from the nation’s leading universities. Smaller conferences, or-
ganized just for Alliance School principals or education organizers and
accompanied by readings about school. organization, political power,
and curriculum development promote a broadening of participants’
horizons concerning current developments in school reform and neigh-
borhood revitalization. As part of TIAF’'s community-based orientation,
its conferences and seminars never focus simply on matters confined to
the internal organization of the school but expand beyond that institu-
tional base to address neighborhood issues such as crime, code compli-
ance, and health care. A key facet of the art of community organizing
around school issues involves maintaining the proper integration of is-
sues residing inside the school proper and in the:larger community. -
_ There are many technical reasons for the successes of TiAF school
collaboratives. We miss the point, however, if we focus just on better
programs, improved teacher retention rates, or even academic achieve-

ment. The most moving aspect of the partnership between TIAF and -
" schools has to do with the dramatic personal growth of participants in -

the process. The majority of leaders in TIAF organizations are working-
class women who are either Mexican American or African American.
Many of those women remember vividly from their own childhoods the
indignities of another era, in which they and their siblings received cor-
poral punishment at school for speaking Spanish or watched beloved
family members dealing with the scars inflicted by white racists. It is
-therefore a dramatic testimony to those women’s resilience that one
generation later, they have made tremendous strides in recovering the
.dignity of their cultures and their communities. Consider four examples
of parents who have been transformed personallynb stheir-involvement
in TIAF organizations in matters pertaining to‘educations=. * -
Annette Ytuarte is a parent from San Antonio who was labeled a
special education student when she moved from a predominantly Mexi-
can inner-city school to a predominantly Anglo ‘suburban neighbor-
hood in her own childhood. She now feels that her involvement in cops
is one way that she can make sure that her own children do not suffer
the same stigma. “I never imagined myself meeting with the mayor. I

néver imagined myself in the position that I'm in now, as a leader in the-

community;” she says. “But one thing I.do know is that I had a lot of

anger in me. I wasn’t less intelligent than those other kids, but I didn’t -

have the same opportunities they had.” After her marriage, Ytuarte
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moved-back to the same inner-city neighborhood that ske had grown -
up in and sent her children to the same schools, “but this time it was
going to be different,” she says. “Things had not changed, but I was de-
termined to do something, and I also knew that I couldn’t do it alone. I
also knew that a lot people felt the same anger that I did. That is when
I came into cops.” Ytuarte worked hard on the after-school program
and has felt tremendous vindication as the program- has expanded in .
San Antonio.

Terri Morado, now co-chair of the Commlttee on Education for
cops, experienced similar injustices in her childhood. Always an indus- .
trious student, she was accepted to Yale University as a high school se-
nior ‘from San Antonio.in 1972. Her Anglo guidance counselor, how-
ever, advised her against attending, since he was sure that she would
fail.-Morado went to Yale regardless and returned to San Antonio to
work in her home commiunity after graduation. In the summer of 1994,
it was her role to ask the comptroller of the state of Texas at the twenti-
eth anniversary cops convention if he would make every effort to ex- -
pand the Alliance Schools network to one hundred schools i in-1995. He
responded in the affirmative.

Virginia Ramirez, also a cops co- chalr, is another md1v1dual who
has been transformed through her work with TIAF. Ramirez was a high
school drop-out who initially was intimidated in dealing with publlc
officials but became emboldened through the leadership training she ac-
quired in her work with cops. When she was forty-four, she returned to
school to earn her general equivalency degree; she then continued on to
college. Today, she is one of the most respected civic leaders in San An-
tonio, who has had a series of meetings with the mayor, school superin-
tendent, and corporate leaders to articulate cops’ issues. “We’re mak-
ing sure that the system is changed,” she affirms.33 -

Leonora Friend is an educational organizer with Dallas Area Inter-

“~iZifaith who worked for close to four years with ACT at Morningside - =

Middle School in Fort Worth. When Friend’s grandmother—who was a
teacher—was one of the first African Americans to move to the Morn-
ingside neighborhood in 1958, she woke up the first morning after her
arrival to find that a cross had been burned in her front yard during the
night. Friend grew up in the Morningside community and attended .
Morningside Middle School in the 1960s; her daughter attended it in
the 1990s. Friend was recruitéd by ACT, trained as an education orga-
nizer, and worked closely with principal Odessa Ravin, her staff, and
parents to revitalize the school and its community. She played a major
role in forming the school’s action committees, increasing parental
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“engagement, and in creating a ‘Neighborhood Zone with Fort Worth
_police that would secure Morningside students safe transit to and from

the campus. On the basis of her successful work at Morningside, Friend
has recently been assigned as an educational organizer for one of Dal-

. las’ toughest inner-city neighborhoods.

Those parents who are active in the Alliance Schools now have the

‘opportunity to make sure that their own children receive better educa-

tions and become politically involved.. They go on Walks for Success
with their parents, learn about their parents’ meetings with public offi-
cials, and some of them have directly asked their mayors; school super-
intendents, and other public officials to make commitments to improv-
ing public' services in their communities. In San Antonio, elementary
school students from the Alliance Schools have testified before the city
council abour the tragic conditions of their inner-city neighborhoods.

“They’re learning politics at a very early age,” Annette Ytuarte of cors
. affirms. :

. CRITIQUE

It should be clear that TIAF is enriching u.s. education at a critical con-
juncture in the history of the public schools, when many interests are
leading a wholesale attack on public education. Nonetheless, as the
aphorism says, “A great truth wants to be criticized, not idolized.” Let
us therefore set forth some shortcomings of TIAF’s initiatives, followed
by a description of problems that can accompany intensified parental
engagement in schools.?* ' ! ’

A first and major limitation of TIAF organizing occurs at the class-

-room level, where the quality of interaction between teachers and stu-

dents is critical and where TIAF organizers and leaders are on terra
incognita. Most TIAF organizers and leaders are novices unfamiliar with

-the history or philosophies of edicationsithesnuances of instruction and _ .

learning, or the various modalxtlesmf s4siessment. Through seminars,
conferences, and sheer chutzpah, they have acquired a working knowl-
edge of many issues in contemporary education, but that working

~knowledge is thin given the actual richness and diversity of theories and

methods of education. While this shortcoming has not impeded re-
markable changes within the Alliance Schools, much further study of
current research could greatly enrich and advance the work of the Al-

iance Schools.

A second area of critique concerns the much-heralded pragmatism of
Alinsky organizers. While issues-driven organizing doubtless has many
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7 blessmgs in terms of avondmg the quagmlres entailed in hardened 1deo~

logical positions, the focus on concrete, winnable issues confronted by
the community on the neighborhood level can impede a larger effort en-
tailing organizing at a national level to address pressing civic needs. The
three cities that sell the highest quantities of guns in the United States

are San Antonio, Dallas, and Houston. Surveys suggest that the roughly -

18 million Texans own over 6o million guns. In 1994 over rooyo00
Texans were imprisoned, many for offenses involving firearms. Yet in

" spite of the virtual war zone that exists in inner-city neighborhoods,

TIAF has taken no stance on gun control. A price is paid for TIAF's
efficacy.

As an organization, TIAF must avoid strictly partisan politics if it is to
survive as a viable political actor in urban Texas. At the same time that
we respect TIAF's need for autonomy, however, we should not lose sight

. of the need for frankly pattisan politics. Nor should an emphasis on the
self-interestedness of social actors mitigate the few fragile manifesta-
tions of public virtue because of individuals’ comprehension of the -

larger issues at stake. When Mayor Bruce Todd of Austin sought to ex--
pand the notion of school health clinics to include sex education and’

“counseling, he was recognizing the hard fact that many u.s. youth are

both sexually active and ignorant of the consequences of their actions.
Austin Interfaith was loyal to the Zavala Elementary School community
and restricted the mission of the clinics. An impartial spectator, how-
ever, must ask whether the youth in the Austin schools were well served
by that decision. Simply the response that the community and in partic-

- ular the Catholic Church did not want sexual counseling in the schools

does not mean that either the community or the church is willing to ad-
dress the need of Austin adolescents for forthright counseling and ser-
vices that could, if properly conveyed, save the llVCS of youth who could
incur AIDS or other-contagious diseases.

TIAF's pragmatism has led to a muting of the radical propéiiities of
the 1aF that Saul Alinsky boldly touted. Alinsky dared to voice direct
criticisms of capitalism as an economic system; TIAF organizations
avoid such cultural taboos. While that strategy may open TIAF to more
coalitions with corporations and entrepreneurs, it also blunts a radical
critique of the prevailing contemporary spirit of unlirnited acquisitive-
ness and materlahsm, promulgated so persuasnvely through the mass
medla .

* It is not true that T1aF school strategy is simply pragmatic. If it were,
11aF would not engage keynote speakers such as Howard Gardner and
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““Ted Sizer, whose innovations have only recently been piloted in schools:

but whose visions of public education are tenaciously democratic, intel-
lectually multifaceted, and demand risk-taking behavior on behalf of
educators. Rather than lower expectations to the level of the attainable,

TIAF has raised standards and advanced reflection about educational _

achievement that challenges the nostrums of even the most accom-
plished schools. :

Third, there are also problems w:th increasing parental mvclvement
All principals have stories of parents who have illegitimately sought to

advance their children’s private interests at the cost of the community,

or who have demanded high standards of the school for their children’s
academic achievement while providing no supervision or discipline for
their children at home. For principals who already feel beleaguered by
their féculty, their students, their central office, and the Texas Education

'Agency, the prospect of inviting in yet another interest group with its

own agenda can be an intimidating prospect. TIAF needs to be more
specific about the nature of parental engagement that it promotes in its

work in schools if it is to expedite the process of opening up schoo s for
_a climate of radical cultural change: :

These criticisms of TIAF organizations’ work in education are subject
to correcting infliences. Lack of knowledge about education from the
inside out, rather than from the outside in, can be corrected through

_ study, debate, and the experience that comes from hundreds of hours of

observation and intervention in schools. An emphasis on issue-driven
polmcs within the organization can be corrected through partisan poli-
tics by individual members in groups outside of TIAF orgamzanons
boundaries. TIAF organizations make no claims to be totalistic associa-
tions that should overpower the pluralistic nature of their members’
lives; the very fact that TIAF organizations expend tremendous energy

. ,encouragmg and enablingslow=income. citizens to- _\{ote«but do not pre-

scribe how. they should=voteureflects the self-limiting nature of TIAF’s
radicalism.

CONCLUSION
The openness of TIAF orgamzatlons to the radical underpmnmgs of the
U.s. democratic tradition enables them to win a broad-based appeal

that is a major cornerstone of their very real political power. The im-

portance of a broadly based democratic philosophy, grounded in the

" Judeo-Christian heritage and respectful of other religious. orientations,

enables TIAF organizers to speak to all segments of the u.s. polity. From
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* the vdiitagé point 6f Grganizing comiminities to‘improve public schools

this maverick, open-ended, and pragmatic orientation is a highly effec-
tive conduit for catalyzing radical, community-based change in schools.
The complex negotiations between TIAF affiliates and schools,
churches, and public officials have recently come full citcle to transform
the internal structure of TIAF. The executive committee of Metro Al-
liance in San Antonio voted in the spring of 1994 to include Pamela
Walls and Richard Alvarado, the principals of two Alliance Schools, on
its executive board. “We see it as an important step in the development
of joint strategles,” Metro Alliance educational organizer Julia Lerma
says. Metro Alliance will now reflect the nature of its commitment to

public -education in the composition of its governing body—an un-
- precedented event in the history of the 1aF. If the patterns of past years
are followed, the San Antonio TIAF chapters will lead the way in this

important reorganization for other affiliates, thus slowly transforming
the internal culture of T1AF and opening new avenues for the recruit-

ment and development of community leaders. ’

TIAF organizations have developed sufficient momentum in changmg
the culture of schools that many of their successes are irreversible. Some
of the most important of those successes are attitudinal: “I remember
learning at my professors’ feet that educators should never have any-
thing to do with politics,” one Alliance School principal recalls, “but
Pll never be that quiet little principal I was before. Now I’'m a commu-

nity leader.” “Twenty years ago people used to say, “Somos pobres. No

somos nada,” Archbishop Patrick Flores of San Antonio and a member
of the 1aF’s board of trustees says, “but now people have discovered
their self-worth.” Through their engagement, parents are showing that
policymaking can transpire just as effectively at the kitchen table as in
the Oval Office.

- TIAF organizers and leaders now have over a decade ‘ofiinterserorga-
nizing in educational policy matters behind them i1 Téxas*They have
fought for parental engagement, adequate funding, better student-

“teacher ratios, and a new kind of political power based in interdenomi-
" national partnerships for public school reform. They have forged them-
‘'selves into a dynamic new mediating institution that is independent of

governmental bureaucracies and the vagaries of the marketplace. An
early reading of the evidence demonstrates that TIAF organizations have
played a provocative role in renegotiating power relationships to improve
the educations of low-income youth throughout Texas. While the Alli-
ance School projects are still at an early stage of their development, they
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represent a dynamlc source for educat:onal renewal that should attract ‘

widespread attention in the national quest for inhabitable and humane
cities wnth prosperous, stable, and safe schools Is and neighborhoods. ’
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of TIAF to educat:on and commumty deveiopment

4 . .
ommunities Demanding Change
‘Robert H. Wilson and Peter Menzies

FOR DECADES THE BORDER REGION OF SOUTH TEXAS has been
characterized by economic deprivation.! More than a third of the re-
gion’s mostly Hispanic population lives in poverty.? Unemployment
rates in the border counties are typically two to four times higher than
the state average. At the same time, the region has experienced strong
population growth; surging 40.5 percent between 1970 and 1980 be-
fore abating to more modest, yet still robust, levels during the 1980s.%
As a result of these forces—pervasive poverty and rapid population
growth—home-ownership opportunities for low-income families_have:.
been severely limited. Among the few affordable housing optxonsf :
able to the poor is the purchase of a lot in the residential subdmsxons
known as “colonias.” )
The proliferation of these colonias has led to some of the worst hous-
ing conditions in the nation. Colonias lack the basic amenities most u.s.
citizens take for granted: paved roads, street lights, effective drainage
~ systems, garbage collection, and police protection. More critical, how-
ever, to the health of colonia residents and the region in general is the
widespread use of substandard septic tanks and the lack of access to
clean, potable water in ' many homes. In some subdivisions, residents
have little choice but to obtain drinking water from contaminated wells
or irrigation ditches. Nearly all colonia households rely on substandard
septic tanks, latrines, or outhouses to dispose of wastes.*
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