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You criticize the way the standards movement is being implemented, contending that it's actually more likely to leave behind African-American and other minority children the No Child Left Behind Act is most intended to help. 

Absolutely. And poor white children as well. Even though the law gives lip service to improving the quality of teachers, it seems to place most of the sanctions on the backs of children. And the children most likely to be sanctioned within this accountability movement are those with minority and impoverished backgrounds. Many times they're penalized not because they don't know the material that's being tested, but because they haven't been effectively taught. 

A lot of the teaching practices focus on a pedagogy of poverty. And a lot of the onus has to be put on us at the university level. We are mistakenly communicating the message to our teachers-in-training that there are certain methods you use just because a child is poor and black, or poor and Hispanic, that have everything to do with remediation and very little to do with enrichment activities. We have taught teachers that, when children are poor and/or have a minority background, you use strategies like direct instruction. While many of these strategies have merit, they don't hold for all minority and poor children. Children making up those populations are diverse, but education reformers never acknowledge the diversity. 

Instead, they say, "Remediate, remediate, remediate." Those are the children who are most likely to fall further and further behind, because teachers are spending their whole school day in remedial instruction. 

Federal legislation by its nature doesn't often have a lot of nuance to it. But good legislation includes flexibility on how mandates are applied. You believe the No Child Left Behind Act is so specifically prescriptive that it sometimes makes schools dumb down their curriculum ... 

Absolutely. Another area that rarely gets mentioned is the whole notion of what happens when you pass the test, but your whole school is labeled low-performing. Schools labeled low-performing are typically composed predominantly of ethnic minorities. The message is, "People who look like me--myself included--we can't pass this test." So what does that do to you psychologically? 

The penalties are so severe for missing targets, you contend schools might be tempted to place students who score low into exempt special-ed programs, rather than trying to teach these kids more effectively. 

I do a good number of in-service clinics and consultations with districts, and the stories coming from school personnel have confirmed that it has already started happening. All you have to do in many districts is look at their special-ed referrals and placement data. It peaks right before the tests are scheduled to be taken. The placements are off the charts. 

A recent poll [see story in "What the numbers say"] found the desire to succeed in school is shared equally by children of all ethnic backgrounds--but that minority kids were more likely to say they didn't understand lessons. That seems to indicate motivation isn't the problem; rather, the way minority students are being taught isn't connecting with them in many cases. 

It's about the lack of infusion of cultural knowledge into school curricula--and even in the communications between school personnel and learners. All too often, ethnic minority children in particular are expected to check their cultures at the door--their walk, their talk, their way of dress, their thought processes--and are penalized if they continue to engage in behaviors that are misunderstood and misinterpreted by schools. 

You talk about an educational culture that focuses on doing things directly designed to raise student self-esteem. Rather than doing an activity just to raise self-esteem, you suggest that a challenging academic environment will increase self-esteem. 

I firmly believe that, through a challenging, interactive curriculum, you can do both. You can affirm children's self-esteem as well as teach them effectively. In the reality classroom lessons, that's exactly what we did. As students answered questions, we encouraged them to give each other "dap," where you bump fists together. It's a cultural handshake that's typically not allowed in schools. I'm not sure where the term "dap" comes from--in hip-hop culture, the terms change so rapidly, as soon as I get one down the kids say, "You're late. That's not even used anymore." 

But your point is you need to have the challenging academics and reinforcement. 

Yeah. And the reinforcement should have a cultural basis. In African-American culture, there are many affirmations rooted in African proverbs. I've seen these very successfully used in classrooms. When children come in, they do a choral call-and-response of an African proverb. That's very affirming, it gets students pumped-up, and it also gets everybody into working collectively. 

What are some effective techniques for teaching African-American kids? 

You can infuse pretty much any lesson with culture. I like to look at what's really popular, what's current, what really gets students' attention. Right now, there's a lot of emphasis on African-American hairstyles. In our reality teaching, we used the variety of hair patterns--cornrows, locks, French braids, twists--to introduce the concept of tessellations in math. Every kid was on the edge of his or her seat. It doesn't take a whole lot of ingenuity, but it does take a will to want to educate certain populations with whom you might be less familiar. If I were teaching a classroom of Hispanic learners, I'd have a lot of work to do. I would need to find out as much as I could about Hispanic culture, so I would know how to infuse that into my lessons. And I'd need to find cultural brokers to help me understand what I'd learned and make sure my teaching was socially valid. 

If you come at it in a way that's not patronizing, the kids will help get you hip to the culture. 

No doubt. The kids, the parents. They appreciate your willingness to tap into their culture. That itself is affirming: "You' re willing to find out more about what I like, what I eat, what I wear, the traditions of our family, our learning patterns and our communication styles." If you're a high-quality teacher working with a good number of minority youngsters, "high quality" means that you're culturally competent. In addition to knowing teaching techniques and your content, you have to know your students. 

You emphasize experiential end student-centered activities rather than low-level learning and teacher-centered instruction, la there a way to adapt that style to the current system? 

There are appropriate occasions when you have to use teacher-directed instruction, and there are other occasions that lend themselves so nicely to student-centered instruction. To really appeal to the needs of all students in your classes, you should provide a whole menu of activities rather than focusing solely on teacher-directed instruction for all students. 

Rather than labeling a school a success or failure based on test scores, you advocate an index that takes into consideration curriculum-based and portfolio assessments. Then schools can get credit for good things they do beyond teaching to the tests. 

And if a school's not scoring high on tests, I'd propose looking at the quality of teacher preparation, and the quality of the instructional leaders. All too often, people blame a school's low scores on the fact that it has a large number of poor or minority children. But there's something ethically and morally wrong when a majority of children in a school are not faring well. We need to ask, "What can we do to ensure our students have an equitable education?" 

You've brought African-American K-12 students, parents and pre-service teachers to conferences for "reality classroom" sessions featuring live demonstrations of culturally Inclusive teaching techniques. Where'd the idea originate? 

From watching Survivor and other reality TV shows and thinking, "As a teacher educator, if I were to do reality education, I would bring in children, create a classroom environment and show teachers how to do it." To me, that's keeping it real. It just seemed so simple and natural, I couldn't understand why we haven't been doing this all along. If you really want to teach anyone how to do something, you demonstrate. Yet when we go to conferences and workshops, we usually just tell people how to teach. Rarely do we bring in children or go out into the classroom and say, "Look, this is how you do it." I took kids who are poor, kids who I didn't have a prior relationship with, and I included kids who schools considered difficult to teach/difficult to reach. The 24 kids and parents I took to the Council for Exceptional Children conference in New York City last April completed journals, and that's part of the data I'm analyzing now, along with a videotape of the session. 

How did the full-day session go? 

We started by talking about culturally responsive pedagogy to the 80-some attendees. Then we brought the whole group of students in. We started off by setting classroom rules based on the seven principles of Kwanzaa. They cover things like collective responsibility and having a sense of purpose. They're much more meaningful to the students than, "Keep hands, feet and objects to yourself." From there we went into snippets of lessons in language arts and other subjects. Then the kids would go off with pre-service teachers and finish the lessons out while we worked with another group. We had about 20 undergraduate education students with us. My colleagues always tease me about having an entourage whenever I come to the conferences. At the end of the session, we brought the kids out for a live focus group and let the audience ask them questions. 

Teachers who have seen these presentations have said they'd never considered adapting lessons to the cultures of their students, but now they will. 

Both African-American and white teachers often think, "If I have a good heart and really want what's best for my students, I'm going to teach them." But they don't often factor in that to teach them really does mean to know them. And to know them really does mean to know their culture. The next step for us is to develop more scientific research around these issues. To really get people to buy into culturally responsive teaching, we're going to have to prove its effectiveness through evidence-based research. We now have enthusiasm from teachers, so now we have to see who's willing to implement it and let us do some action research projects in their classrooms. 

Brenda L. Townsend, Ph.D., an education professor at the University of South Florida for 11 years, has gained national attention for the "reality classroom" sessions she's held at educational conferences. Townsend, who specializes in learners with behavior disorders, puts an emphasis on urban special and regular education. The seminars use real schoolchildren to demonstrate effective techniques for infusing lessons with minority culture. The next reality classroom session will be held at the Council for Exceptional Children conference in Seattle this April. For more information, contact Dr. Townsend at 813-974-1385 or btownsen@tempest.coedu.usf.edu.
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