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sibility for personal action, which might involve risk or sacrifice but
might still seemn insignificant in the eyes of society, make a difference?
I think it does, if that dialog is authentic, powerful, trusting, and
theught-provoking enough to resonate, if it changes the perception of
reality from static entity into something that can be (ransformed, if that
dialeg has the power to continue into homes, into the community, into
a school across the ocean. It makes enough of a difference to keep doing
it. But without dialog, without truly listening or connecting, we might
not have known that.
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CHAPTER 6

Powerlessness
and silesice go
togetiter. We . ..
should use our
priviteged
positions not
as a shelter
fron the
waorld's
reqlity, but
as a
platform from
which to speak. A voice is a gift. It
should be cherished and used.
—Margaret Atwood




§ a second-grade teacher, I receive samples of glossy weekly publica.

tions far children, proniising to be on grade level and tied to curricy-

hum framewarks. in August 2004 [ received one with photos that
showed the presidential candidales and told the namcs of their dogs. Weighing
brdget cuts and educationa! value, I hadn't ardered them.

With Election Day only weeks away, | struggled fo find a developmentally
appropriate, authentic, and mieaningful way lo teach my students about the
clection process. I thought about the voting debacle in the 2000 presidential
clection. Fear paralyzes, it hrope inspires actian. I decided fo teach the history
of the struggle for veting equality, starting with abolitionists and women suf:
fragists such as Frederick Iouglass, Elizabetht Cady Stantor, and Sojourner
Truth, We moved on to the civil rights movement to learn about the march to
Selma and Sheyann Webb, a third-grade girl who marched and sang for vot-
ing righis there,

When I teach history or civics, 1 bry to teach it so children will care.
Many seven-year-olds are too young to understand the complexity of all the
presidential campaign issties, but I don’t want them o think it is about the
ntame of a candidate’s dog. They are old enough to understand that thou-
sands of people fought for the right to vote for years and that many died in
that struggle because the vote is powerful and because exercising it en masse
daes threaten the status quo. When these kids grow up, 1 betieve they not
only will register to vole when they furn eighicen, but will be more active in
the demiocratic process than the kids who just learned the name of Bush's
dog.

After discussivig what we could do in relation to the upcoming clection and
the iniportance of the right to vote, my class decided to organize a voter rogis-
tration drive. One morning before school, my students buzzed around under
their big “"Voter Registration Drive” bavner. They excitedly asked afl approach-
ing adults if they were registered.

A woman came up to me with an intense look on her face. I wondered if
she'd been asked four times, “Tiis is a subversive activity, you know.” Her fin-
ger pushed the stack of voter registration cards. I felt defensive for @ moment,
thinking, “Wait, we get an okay from the secretary of stale to do this.” Then
I felt protective of the dozens of completed registration cards and wanted to
puli trern closer.

“Da you kraw what would Rappen If every scheol did this?” she asked.
1 was still trying to read whether her expression was hostile or supportive.
She teaned toward mie and swid, “It would change the entire countryt” She
gave the registration cards a satisfled pat, said, “Thanks,” end watked
away.

leapning through aobivism

1 thought about the literal meaning of subwvert, “to tura from beneath.”
The veter registration drives of the civil rights mevement certainly were sub-
versive, it was this? These children will grow up with the staggering weight
of & Iuge national debt and the ramifications of a preemptive war aiid occt-
pation. This election was aboul these children, and they had a right to speak
up about it. [ looked at the handmade signs hanging crockedly around their
necks, with their slegans: *Voting is your right. It's your responsibility.” Tom’s
said, “It’s froe. It's easy. Ifs your destiny!”

Rachel approached me and said, “Ms. Cowhey, I think we should sing
now. You know, iike they did.” She cocked her head knowingly, i reference to
the civil rights organizers. We gathered and began to sivig “Oh Freedon.” A
Blind wonan walked info tie lobby just hen, with her guide doy. She did not
see the bauners, table, or registration cards, or the children of ali shades, with
sertous faces or prowd siriles, but she heard Uieir voices. She stopped and sang
with ws, Peapie came out of the busy office to listen. Everyone in the lobby
stood stll. The children ended their repertoire with a Jave Sapp song called
“Vote for Me.” And for a few ininutes, struck by the power of the children’s
brave voices, the grown-ups stopped and listened,

Learning through activism is powerful because the need to use vital aca-
demic skills for social justice motivates their acquisition. These skills
include reading, writing (reports, letters of thanks or inquiry, news arli-
cles, speeches, etc.), speaking, singing, listening, researching (asking
good questions, finding people with answers), gathering and represent-
ing data, noting observations, making posters and banners, raising
money, getting to know political leaders and how 10 access them, or
more specific skills, such as how to organize a voier registration drive.
The most important skill that can and must be developed through
activism is critical thinking.

[earning through activism also helps children develop a sense of
social justice, a sense of fairness and equity that begins with personal
and community experience and extends globatly and historicatly. It also
empowers children and their families in concrete, authentic, replicable
ways, It Is not just about feeling good in the moment. Learning through
activism recognizes and honors “everyday activists,” which in turn cul-
tivates more activism among students,
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civil rights activist and freedom singer who became a founding member
of Sweet Honey in the Rock, an African American female a cappelia
group. 1 enjoy using the interviews conducted by childeen in the book
O, Freedom! Kids Talk About the Civil Rights Maventent with the People
Who Made It Happen by King and Osborne. They also tearned about the
jimportant role of music in the civil rights mevement, for inspiration,
courage, and solidarity. They learned to sing several songs from that
movement, including their favorite, Jane Sapp’s “Vote for Me.” Students
made their own posters and banners to hang in the school and neigh-
porkood. They wrote announcements for the school newsletier, to pub-
licize the drive.

One goal of the project was 1o Increase student arnd family under-
standing of the right to vote, which is too often taken for granted and
ignored. T focused on teaching the history of the struggle for the right
to vote, with the realization that without the abolition of slavery,
women’s suffrage, the opporlunity for immigrants to gain citizenship,
the civil rights movement, and the Voting Rights Act, three-quarters of
our class (gitls, African Americans, immigrants, and Native Americans)
would have been denjed the right to vote as adults. Students were indig-
nant about the injustice of that and were eager to educate others.

we also wanted to educate voters about their rights, so they weuld
not be turned away fram the polls. We did this by inviting an attorney
to explain the Help America Yote Act. We learned how to register voters
from the registrar, and iz furn taught others. We publicized the deadline
for voter registration and informed people who needed to reregister (i.c.,
those who had moved or had not responded to the city census}. We also
educated people about how to ask for and use a provisional baliot, i
there was & probiem.

Students who were not citizens got interested in how Lo become cit-
izens. One student wrote a note to his mother, an attorney, asking her te
explain how classmates adopted from other countries become Cilizens.

We got voter Tegistration materials from the city registrar. Qur class
parent volunteers sent home & notice to the families and scheduled the
family volunteers, We ran the voter registration drive at a table in the
school lobby for a half hour on each of three mornings and alternoons,
as staff and parents were coming and going. Each tabie had an average
of four parent volunteers. A total of twenty parents volunteered; some
volunteered two of more times. One parent would supervise a group of
children wearing sandwich-board posters outside the school, inviting
people inside 1o register, Guz principai, and other adults who dizect traf-
fic in the parking lo, also wore posters.
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students politely approached adul(s to ask if they were registered to
vote. If niot, students asked if they were U.5. citizens, older than cight-
een. If they were, they invited them to come to the table to jearn how
to register to vote. In addition to the twenly-two students from oy
class, three other first- and second-grade sisters volunteered regularly at
the tables.

Juan's mother, Eneida Garcia, works at Casa Latina, a tocal organiza-
tion that advocates for Lating community members, Between getting
four boys out to school each moming and working full time, Eneida was
unable to volunteer at the table, but she recruited Evelyn, a volunteer
from Casa Latina, who came each morning. It was especiaily important
for us to have a bilingual volunteer and registration materials in
Spanish. One parent volunteer was so enthusiastic that she ook voter
registration forms to work and signed up thzee coworkers,

We wanted to reach parents of students at our school, as welf as Cit-
izens of Northampton and surrounding conmimunities. We were particu-
larly hoping to register peapte of color and others who may have felt
disenfranchised. We made posters in Spanish and English and posted
them around the school, at the two apartment complexes across the
street from the school, and at neighborhood stores. Of the thirty-six vos-
ers registered, about half were peaple of celor and/for bilingual,

Some additiona? people took forms home to register a relative,
neighbor, or cowarker, but we did not count those unless they returned
a completed form to us, More of those forms wete probably mailed in.
Hundreds of aduits who were already registered to vote thanked our stu-
dents for reminding them how important it is to vote. Qne student,
whose mother had not registered to vote in twenty years, convinced hey
that this was the year to register and vote again. Dozens of people
thanked us for holding the drive right in the school, because it was so
convenient.

After completing the dilve, the students rode the <ty bus down-
town to deliver the completed voter registration cards to the registrars
office at city hall. Students were asked to prepare an exhibit for the
mayer's office and wrote captions for a collection of drawings they had
done titled “How to Register Voters,” The registrar of voters, the mayor,
and her staff were supportive, The evening before Election Day, students
organized a reception at city hall 1o open the exhibit, followed by a can-
dlelight vigil on the steps to encourage voter participation, The local
director of the American Friends Service Committee assisted with the
candlelight vigil, one of more than clghty nationwide that night, by
providing candles and sending out a press release. About fifty people

Figure 6.2a and b Excerpis from the voler registration guide written

by students

(Get your Toble get vp W
reqistration  Fax
cards ond ones &

Ti's good to mardh and sing. You ¢an
make o little parade aboud voting.
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participated in the vigil, After the election, the students analyzed the
results using the local newspaper, with a particular focus on understang.
ing the arithmetic of the Electoral Coliege.

Anathier goal of the voting rights project was to empower students
and their families as active citizens participating in the democratie
process by inviting iots of parental participation for the vater registra.
tion drive (volunleering at the tables), the field trip to city hail 10 meet
the registrar and visit the mayor's office, the art exhibit reception and
candielight vigil. Most students ang many parents have never been 1o
the mayor’s office, Alter visiting there twice, having their artwork cxhih.
ited there, organizing a vigil there, and receiving letters from the mayor
and her staff, my students feel like they belong there, that they have
access.

In addition to increasing interest in the election here in the United
States, this project increased student interest in elections worldwide,
That September and October, we had a Swiss teacher working in our
classroom for three weeks and a British teacher in our classroom for a
week. Cur stadents were very Interested to learn more about voting
righls and participation in those countries. One of our students was

Austraiian, and we learned from her mother that voting in Australia is
compulsory. Those who fail to vole are actually fined.

Ripple Effacts

Lacal news coverage of our votler registration drive got our students
interested in newspaper reporting. With the volunieer help of parent
and journalist Jo Glading-DiLorenzo, several other parents, and a grand-
mother, we launched a class newspaper calied The Peace Class News {see
appendix), The first issue had a stary about the voter registration drive.
The second had a story about the candielight vigii on Election Lve, Our
third issue had stories about the contested elections in Ukraine and the
recount in Washington State, Students’ work on the voter registration
drive got them “tuned in” to voting and elections int an effective and
ongoing way.
A favorite line from Jane Sapp's song “Vote for Me,” sums it up when

t hear my students sing, “Voting is more than a right, you see, Voting is
your responsibility to ME” My students are passionate abiout voting rights.

Many patents Lok me stories of how their second graders would potlitely
ask adult friends and relatives if they were registered to vote and if they
were pianning to vote—ready to meet any negative replies witl: instruc-
tions for how to register and a pep talk on the importance of voting.

Our voter registration drive was strict}yI non!narlisan.l z\t ll;.;iu:?ﬁi,
ents’ vi ws most often misror the political \’IL?WS'O.f their [ aren s.
e eouraact silies to engage in discussion of political topics vx.rth
; EI?COtlf_ﬂged fal[?[ m our discussion of current events in our :nr')mu.lg
HWHFhINf‘-’“-' 'mclear that many of the students were engaging in
mt’etmgs-. l'l‘ ‘; a;' ussions al home. Stadents did come to understand
T amh Lt 1_5: rood to engage in political debates with others, no
o ammul?h' lll:eobne clse how 1o vote, and that all peaple _have the
i?;itc?: kl:epsl(;mir votes and their potitical opiniens private if they so
T
Chog:e;lents and their families came away from this pro]‘ejt \:'ith tll:fi
ot i vant, These students are
be]'ﬂ?_f e 5_"‘?“‘1;: ‘:;l:r(:z era;:ida:ﬁl:::io;‘;‘:s ‘They understand it is 1hci-r
. a't fmcstc; keep informed, think critically about issues, and par-
?_u})‘ . Ucl:f\f:l; in the elecloral process, that democracy s not a specl;:
lc‘l’“)‘;:‘ Many parents said they wished they had learned soclal stu
o ke el students.
505 chctl]ml:vl;::lilllilees): ::)e;eci::ﬂnunily members also came away ‘very
inlpfgzs:(:}at,how effective our second graders v:icrc. In r::fellil::)b;(z::(,
mented that the budget override vole inn our city w‘as' feared DY
ious spring, That story was very motivaling > ¢he
P preW(c)iurt.tood the difference even one vole could have i an
dem?’ WI’I? lxm ed- nts also felt very empowered at how much they were
e o e v *el- ear:ol(ls. They ali said they would vote wher? thc.ly
Zme toei(idairif)::hyand many were looking ferward to pa{rlic‘ipaﬂng in
rer i [ i itical camypaigning in the future. .
vom:[r‘ ]:Zfésiri}altl?;;: rall‘:lstil;?r l;;l:ill?es lear:iledglessons aboult ci;izezs:ltlclg,
. voti s that will not easily fade or be forg )
(ljemoc“:i?aut ?::\lfevcoi:::;gg;ilgi;::l;;livcs forever. These children lezm);d :}c::
e jcan history and civics, and r
o impofmm rl'\elsz?r;;fe:: 2:121 ‘:\enc]s;}rtf;? but alsz how to make an eff‘ec-
e l-.dlecm ‘Lo M}Olitely approach an adult and engage in ?[feclwc
ti_"e e oo eal: to re-porters and write their own news stories, how
dmlolgl; ltlc?‘izégisgoliticians and attorneys, and how to targhet and re?)c(::
- i jes i nity. Although they may
PaffiCUIa}' ?0“15“;';@1::13: ltl;mc;:nt)?‘flr]:}llln tlfcir owWIl eXperience wha.t is
Thil"k o l't‘m t]leave the ;kilis, maotivation, and confidence to be acl.w‘c
I)_U:‘Slblc- ““'3?’ 10“'[ voter registration drive was one of six school proj-
sz'em o L.t to win an award from the national League of \fy’om.en
:’th i‘: t::;c?z:l;e];iing parental and community involvement in the
oters

national election.
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l-'world recyeling

One year my first and second graders were working on a science and
technology unit about materals that can be recycled. We read Just g
Dream by Chris Van Allsberg, a picture book about a futuristic dream
through which a boy learns the importance of taking care of the envi-
ronment.
We read other books about environmental activism, including Hey,
Get Off Our Train by John Burningham, a great participatory read-aloud
picture book, suitable even for preschoolers. The dreamy #ilustrations
are delightful. Chiidren Jove to joiny in on the refrain. It is dedicated to
rain-ferest activist Chico Mendes. His name, and the habitat-ioss issue,
led us t¢ a book about the rain forest, The Grear Kapak Tree: A Tale of the
Amazon Rain Lorest by Lynane Cherry, in which rain-forest animals
attempt to persuade a tree cutter not to cut down their home. Cherry
has another great book about water pollution, which I use for this unie
as well as for studying the water cycle, A River Ran Wild: An
Environmental History, alse mentioned in Chapter 4. It focuses on the
story of the Nashua River in New Hampshire and Massachusetts and
hew the river changed over hundreds of years, the eventual death of the
tiver through pollution, and how it was revived and reclaimed through
environmental activism and the passage of the Clean Water Act. $he’s
Wearing a Dead Bird on Her Head! by Kathryn Lasky features Harriet
Hemenway and Minna Hall, rather proper ladies who became passion-
ate activists for the protection of birds and helped found the Audubon
Socicty.

My goal for this unit was 1o change student as well as family behav-
ior in relation to reducing, recycling, and Teusing, However, 1 did not
want all the families to end up cursing me for nurtiring new obsessions
in their children. [ learned from my son that first graders are capable of
quoting their teachers verbatim in the most annaying way, repeating,
“But Miss Blahblah said . . " Over the years, good-natured parents have
informed me that [ have unwittingly hecome an authority on subjects
ranging from hand-washing protocols to sugar content in breakfast
foods.

[ had one student in particular, an intellectual, articulate boy named
Jolm, who would argue until he was blue in the face but do very ittle,
John was in the habit of bossing his parents around, telling them, for
example, “Carry my backpack!” | decided that role playing might be an
effective way to go. To prepare, I spent a coupie of days picking through

a,&_blaok ahts and beddhtsts
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homework assignments about how the students could elp their fami-
lies reduce, reuse, and recycle. Here are some of their ideas:

“Carry our compast to our neighbors’ compost pile”

“My brother can reuse some of my stuffs, like Step 1 books and
baby toys.”

“We can reuse plastic containers i lunch boxes.”

“In the food store, do not ask for something that Is wrapped in
nonrecyciable material.”

“We recycle clothes when we give our clothes to the Jesses
House.” (Jesse's House is o local shelter for homeless fainilies,)

"We can wash out Ziplec bags more.”

We went downtown to visit the mayor to discuss Jocal landfill and
recycling matters with her. We met with a recycling expert while we
were there. The children were shocked to iearn that although Styrofoam
often has a recycle symbol on it, it does not get recycled in our city.

Orze morning Maureen and her twip daughters, Eileen and Kaitlyn,
came in from the free breakfast program in the cafeteria and said they
were disturbed to notice that the school had started using Styrofoam
trays instead of the regular plastic ones. They also noticed how many
plastic utensils were belng thrown away. We decided to ask Mr. Beneit,
cur custodian, to give our class a “waste Lour” of our school, He showed
us the trash Dumpster and the paper-recycling Dumpster and ralked
about how much waste our school produced each day. Fileen and
Kailiyn decided to gather data about waste in the breakfast program,
‘They enlisted Maureen’s help and recorded how many trash barrels of
waste were produced each moming, Then they estimated how wuch
using washable plastic trays and metal utensils and recycling plastic
cereal bowls could reduce trash.

They wrote letters to the assistant superintendent, who was in
charge of district purchasing, to find out what the school spends on
waste disposal and recycling, They also wrote to the director of food
services for the district to find out the costs of items such as Styrofoam
trays and plastic utensils. They asked Mr, Martinez, a parent and class-
room aide, if he would chat with the cafeteria workers 1o find out how
the dishwasher worked in refation to plastic trays and metal utensils.

We were nearing the end of the school year and still had nios received
a response from the director of food services. The children asked me to
<all him. When 1did, he apelogized, saying he'd never received the let-
ter, but he offered to come visit the class to discuss the issues.

1_\.; . black ants and buddhists

While all of the first and second graders in our class that year had
done the role playing, the family bomework, and the field trip, this par-
ticular “recycling group” of about eight sccond graders, including
Lileen, Kaitlyn, Sorny, John, Beth, arxd Nancy, had chosen (o pursue the
cafeteria investigation by gathering and charting the data, writing addi-
tional letters, and so forth. On the day of the visit, Nancy and the other
menbers of the recycling group pushed two rectangular tables together
1o make a conference table, arranging little chaixs all around it. They set
up two easels to hold their charts and posters, They reviewed their ques-
tions and recommendations. A call came from the office, saying that Mr.
Fenwick had arrived. [ sent another student down to greet him.

Nancy gathered her group around and saicl quite seriously, “Look,
even though we know we're right, we shouldn™ scare him.” The other
students nodded in solemn agreement. A moment later, Mr. Fenwick
filtedt the classroom door, | gulped. He was the size of a refrigerator,
Nancy calinly walked over, shook his hand, then held il as she walked
him over to the table and offered him a tiny chair beside the easels.

Nancy and the other students presented their data, asked their ques-
tions, listened to his answers, and presented their suggestions, Mr.,
Fenwick was not disrespectful, but he was brusque as he said that chil-
dren are not careful in the cafeteria, that they dump metal utensiis in
the trash, that it is too expensive 10 keep replacing them. My students
silently bristled at the stereotype that all children are careless about
throwing their metal utensils in the trash, but Nancy promptly offered
to organize a silverware drive at the school. He declined her offer. He
said that if they used plastic Junch trays and metal utensils in the break-
fast prograny, they'd have to pay semeone to put them in the dish-
washer and take them back out again. Beth pointed out that that could
be a job for a parent who needed work, Besides, he sald, he'd just pur-
chased 10,600 Styrofoam trays.

In the end, Mr. Fenwick did not promise to make any of the changes
the children suggested, but he said he’d consider them., When he ieft,
Beth said, “You know, Ms. Cowhey, next time your kids do this, we have
to try to think of even more what-ifs, like what if he says this or that.”
They did not feel defeated. In September, I had a new group of students.
Mr. Fenwick gol a new job somewhere else, The district never switched
back to metal utensils or plastic trays.

A part of me felt disappointed. [ wanted M. Fenwick to say, “Gosh,
you're right! I'll return all those Styrofoam trays today! We'll go back to
using plastic trays and we'll hire a parent to operate that dishwasher
again.” I guess I expected him to be kind to my students because they
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were 5o sincere, and had worked so hard researching this and . . . § hate
to say it, because they were cute. He treated them brusquely, fike . . .
adults. Well, [ supposed, it was good that le didn trezt thent like chil-
dren. He didn’t condescend or tell them they were cute, They didn’t cry
or even take it personally. My students assumed that of course my next
class of students and ! would pick up the torch and continue the battie
against Styrofoam trays the next year. The reality is that we didn’t. The
reality Is that school years, no matter how packed they are or long they
feel, uitimately come to an end. If 'm not looping, a new year Brings
new children and new interests and new projects.

So was it worth it? Yes. James Baldwin wrote, “Not everything that
is faced can be changed. But nothing can be changed unless it is faced.”
My initial goal was to change student, and ideally, family, behavior in
relation 1o rethinking, reducing, reusing, and recycling. By the end of
the year, these kids were routinely rinsing yogurt cups and juice boxes
to take Lthem home to recycle, Parents repiaced plastic spoons it lunch
boxes with metal enes that kids brought home to wash, Parents wera
buying snack and lunch jtems in bulk, with less packaging. Many fami-
lies told me stories about starting thelr own compaost piles or arranging
1o contribute regulazly to a neighbor’s, as wall as stories about children
taking a much more active role in tecycling and composting.

Were the efforts of the recyeling group for naught? No. Our school
fras heen participating in a composling program for about five years
now, I think it started because someone at the vocational high school
got a demonstration grant, not because of our efforts. Beth Bellavangce-
Grace, 4 parent from my class who works at our schoal a8 an aide, organ-
ized a schoolwide recycling program. Now we recycle paper, mitk and
juice cartons, yogurt cups, water bottles, soda cans, cell phones, and
primier ink cattridges. Although my future classes never didl resume the
badtle against Styrofosm food trays, my <urrent students participate in
composting and recycling, just as part of responsible citizenship in our
school community.

Nancy and Beth demonstrated important lessons that day about
gaining confidence by respecting and Caring for your adversaries,
instead of fearing or trying to intimidate them. That recycling group
learned a lot about how 1o gather data through observation, inguiry,
and correspondence, They learned how 10 represent data and articulate
their arguments. They fearned how to listen to an opponent, and they
learned the value of thorough [preparation. Although they didn’t win
the specific issue they tackled, they helped make our school a more
environmentally conscious place in the long run. They are at the mid-

dle school now, but the new second graders who sit in their tiny chairs
today sland up responsibly 10 recycle our paper and milk carlons every
day like it is the most natural routine in the world.

Sometimes children use skills developed through activism, such as per-
suasive letter writing, poster making, petition writing, and negotiation,
to resolve conflicts on the playground.

One year 1 had a class with a lot of athletic kids who were vexy pas-
sionate about football. A group of students played football every day at
IeCess. {hevitably, they came in angry and upset about osing, accusa-
tions of unfair team composition, geltting injured, and getting screamed
at for making mistakes or not knowing the rules. At ene point, the boys
"in charge” of the game had decided, “Anyone can play, butl you have
to know ail the rules.” Several girls and a boy who had just come from
India felt excluded because they did not know the rules, although they
were willing to learn. We discussed not excluding others and how the
kids who knew the rules could explain them at the beginning of each
game, After having invested a lot of instructional time to problem-solve
this particular issue, I finally said they had to take a break from playit?f;
football, and we Dbrainstormed other things they could do at recess.
These ideas included wall ball, which could alse be contentious.

Jack decided to write a nonfiction piece, which he published as a

poster:

Ideas for Making Recess Easier and More Fun

Suggestion

Teach the person the game if
they don't know it.

Observation

Peopie are sometimes getting
yelled at when they are
learning a game,

Some people aren't allowed to
join a game.

In wall bali, some peopie catch
the bail a lot.

Let the person join the game
and then rule 1.

If you catch the ball a lot, back
up to let the other people
catch the ball.

Try to talk 1o the other person

People are mad or sad during or
and compromise.

at the end of recess.

Jack presented his poster and hung it up in the classroon.
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One day Ben brought in a petition he had written at home,

Dear Ms. Cowhey,

I'want to know why we can't piay footbail. We are not hav-
ing too much fun, it's gelting boring playing wall-ball, and we
never get te work out how to inciude people in foothall. Coutd
You give us another chance? | promise that we will include Ppeo-
pie, have fair teams and not have too much fighting. if you
decide after this note (hat we still can’t play football, 1 wilt feel
very sad. Could you please read this out foud and see who else
wants to sign it?

Love,

Ben

I read Ben’s pelition out joud at the morning meeting, and eleven
other students signed it. 1 thep asked students 10 remember why foot-
ball playing had been slopped. They were quick to offer, “There was
some pushing, and fights about fair teams and winning. Some felt jeft
out and excluded. It was hard to get into the game, People got hur,
There were fights about rules and penalties. Talking about teams was dis-
tracting during work times in class, There was jots of crying because of
injuries and hurt feelings.”

Ramadan said, “Now | remember why we don’t play {octball.” I said
we needed o try again to think of some solutiens to respond to the peti-
tion, One suggestion was to make copiles of Jack’s poster and send them
home for students to discuss with thelr famillies, and to review the
poster before going outside. [ had recently returned from a trip to visit

schools in Lngland and told the children what those playgrounds
looked like. My students asked me to develop and bring in those pic-
tures 5o Lhey could get ideas for fun things to add to our Playground for
[CCEsS,

I'told the chiidren that T was not an expert on football because girls
were not encouraged to play it when 1 was little and no one in my fam-
ily played it, waiched it, or went to games. Because of my lack of expert-
ise, it was hard for me to understand, let alone resolve, some of their
complicated arguments aboyut riles and penalties. | reminded them that
this was the playground, not the Super Bowl, and that we didn's have to
play by strict and complex NFEL rules. Perhaps we could find a simpler
wiy to play so more people could learn: and fewer playtimes would be
lost to arguing. We wrote a letter to ask our physical education teacher
to teach us a simpler version. | went with my class 1o the next few PE.
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classes to learn, and that was the foothail they played for the rest of the
Year.;\no‘fher year there was a dispute between some of my first«grac'jc hoys.
and girls over “ihe platform,” This was a flat concrete slab abou.t [{ve [fel
¢ ua?e raised about eight inches [rom the biacktop. A group of gl.ﬂh bq?‘m
tol use ’the platform to play “baby” (4 version of playing house) in which
some girls were parents and the rest were Dabies who crawled aroxlx‘nc‘l,-
;'cl) n fgmup of boys decided they wanted 1o use the platform teo. This
e : = . 5
tew into a daily contest between the girls and boys. '“.10 girls chalmle
?ncreasingly upset. They said the Boys weren’t really playing on ;l]m P .d.l-
, i i ing it. The girls
ere i there to keep the girls from using i
foany; they were just sitting ’
wanted ni' to “make a rule” that the hoys couldn’l chase them off,
1 said that I didn’t pasticularly have jurisdiction over the platform,
bul that Ms. Agna, our principal, might, | said they wrulc]l alll l?i;eoz:l[:
, i Brsuasi r to Ms. Agna, clearly layiz
i te a persuasive letter . :
opportunity to wri : B T ao st
i rt of their proposed solution,
their arguments in suppor . tio e Bl wiote
ing thei cnits in detail, describing their play,
letters developing their argumen ‘
advantages of the concrete platform over the wet grass fo.r the .crav‘vh::g:
squired by their pretend play, and so forths. During our discussions, the
girlls argued that the boys should be prohibited from using that s::ﬁc,
al perhaps the platform could be
i i secl that perhaps the plat
ut in their letters, they propo at ot
bmod for “playing baby” and “relaxing” on alternate days. liufboys
e i i 0 refax on the platform,
iefel jus ng they iiked to retax
wrote briefer letters, just sayi ¢ platiorm,
i gicular re s why they needed that precise space.
without any particular reason thay precise space. |
i al the draft notebooks of the girls a
noticed the boys looking over he giilsat thel
i ing their arguments and proposals ¢
tables, and then developing O s
. Agna would bother Lo read y leg
stressed to them that Ms e e
'S Eventually they submitted the .
because she's a busy person. : feteer
Agna read them, then came and met with the class Lo determine an

equitable soh:tion.

thinking cpivically about cquses

The guestion is not “Can you make a difference?” Yotf wiready do
make a difference. It's just @ matler of what kind of a difference you

ing your life on this planet. .
want to make, during fe sttty

i ; ping

One day Terrance, one of my second graders, brought in a news clltp]bug,
: ! . . "

about American schoolchijdren who were holding a penny drive to buy
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the freedom of Sudanese siaves. My students were shocked 10 learn that
stavery still existed in the world. We looked at a map and found Sudan
on the continent of Africa. They thought they might want to collect
penmnies. 1 told them that there was historic precedent for this, Muslims
used to buy Lhe freedom of slaves as a form of zakah (charity) during the
holy season of Ramadan. Quakers used to sometimes buy slaves, such as
Sojourner Truth, and release them. Nancy asked me to read the article
again. It mentioned Lhat some people had been captured as slaves two
or three times. She said it would be sad if we bought freedom for a slave
and then he or she got captured again, Then Beth asked who would get
all those pennies. Would we be giving our money to slave traders? One
student, sounding a bit like a parent, sald that perhaps we shouldn't
give money to the stave traders, or "we would only be encouraging
then.” Beth concluded, “It's bad if Alricans buy slaves. it would be even
worse if a bunch of Americans started buying them tco.”

The pews article discussion got these first and second graders to
think about the ecorramic principle of supply and demand, as it applied
ta slavery. They were not able to think of a solution to the problem of
slavery in Sudan, but they decided that giving meney to slave traders
couid make the problem worse, so they did not participate in the penny
drive.

This is an important point for activists of ali ages. A critically think-
ing activist doesn't jump on every bandwagon that rolls into town;
Realistically, no one can do everything, Critically speaking, not every-
thing out there is worth daing, That is not to say that the things 1
decide against doing are “bad” things. Maybe the causc is just but the
method Is ineffective. Maybe the motivation for the project is dubious.
Maybe the idea is good, but I have too many unanswered questions
&bout how the organization operates or who it is affiliated with to feel
comfortable working with it. Maybe the project is importang, but the
issue itsell is too disturbing and developmentally inappropriate for the
age of my students,

With something of a reputation as an actlvist teacher,  receive Jots
of suggestions, requests, invitations, and ideas about all Kinds of proj-
ects, causes, and campaigns to work on with my students. ] can't do
them all, and I shouldn't do them all. Sometimes jt is hard to sort out
or pull back, especially if 1 have begun the project in some way.

One May our class received a short-rofice invitation from the
mayor’s office to meet with Tony Lake, former national securily adviser
to President Clinten, abowt a children’s campaign to eradicate land
mines. It sounded official and important, and 1 was flatlered that we
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were invited. Frankly, those factors distracted my crilica]""hinkmg
process; | jumped on the logistical details, assuming that of course jt
would be good to go. Because of constraints imposed by the pubye bus
schedule, the school lunch schieduie, and the short time frame, | couidn’t
take the entire class to the 1:00 .y, meeting. 1 wrote a letter to the fayy.
ilies with a copy of the fnvitation and said they would be welcane 1o
pick their children up early from class o take them to the meeting, as
representatives of our class and reporters for Peace Class News,

About five families said they would take their children. Before they
left, [ did a short Jesson about the issue of land mines, using a children’s
book by UNICEF called A Life Like Mine: How Children Live Around the
World. I told them I first began to learn aboul the land mine issue when
I saw an exhibit about it at the United Nations in 2001, and that | won-
dered why the United States had refused to sign the internationa} treaty
to ban the use of land mines.

As it turned out, Tony Lake was unable to attend the meeting, but
the Peace Class representatives met with Perry Baltiznore I1i, a represen-
tative of CHAMP (Children Against Mines Program) and Rosie, a mine-
sniffing dog. They were given folders with literature and an informa-
tional CI? and asked to collect quasters that would be used to purchase
and train a mine-sniffing dog named Massachusetts,

When they returned to school the next day, my student reporters
gave me the packet of information and told us about the meeting with
great enthusiasm. Sophie had asked Mr. Baltimore why kids were raising
money for mine-sniffing dogs if the United States hadn't signed the
world Lrealy to ban the use of land mines, Mr. Baltimore said that Mr.
Lake had gotten legislation passed banaing the manufacture of Jand
mines In the United States. {in fact, the United States still owns one of
the largest stockpiles of land mines in the world.) Mr. Baltimore said
that the United States wouldn't sign the treaty because “land mines are
strategicaily necessary in some circumstances.” [ was starting to feel
uneasy, like maybe I had imade a mistake and rushed into this too fast.

I read through the material and previewed the informational video.
The next day we watched it in class, Using our bias-detection skills, we
noticed most of the people interviewed were White men in suits. Mary
of them had American flags hanging behind them. Only one was not
American; he was from the United Nations. We noted that one man was
fiom the U.S, State Department Office of Humanitarian De-mining,
which is one of the primary sponsors of CHAMY. We noticed that Jody
Williams, the American woman who Jfounded the Internationat
Campaign to Ban Landmines and won the 1997 Nobel Peace Prize, was
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not interviewed or even mentioned. There was a brief clip of Princess
Diana visiting a minefleld, but she was not interviewed or quoted.

I observed my students’ reaction 1o the video: some were visibly
Irightened by the explosions and saddened by the land mine injuries,
Our discussion demonstrated that some children were especiatly anx-
icus about land mined African, Asian, and Central American countries
where they were born or 1o which family members traveted, fearful for
their safety, Feeting stupid and guilty for having proceeded that far
already, [ decided the topic of land mines was develepmentally inappro-
priate and downright disturbing for some second graders. | also had a
lot of questions about CHAMP, its sponsors, agenda, and purpose. We
discussed this as a class and decided not to pursue this quarter-coliect-
Ing campaign because of the developmental inappropriateness of the
topic for elemnentary students and because we didn’t feel tike we'd got-
tent a good enough answer yet to Sophie’s question,

One of Sophie’s moms, Jo Glading-Dil.orenzo, a professional jour-
nalist and publisher of our Peace Class News, was with us in class when
we watched the CHAMP video and was there for that discussion. She
and I talked about it when the kids went to lunich, As adult activists, we
wanted to pursue it further to get at the underlying contradictions, but
it was clear that pursuing it as a class would disturb some children. On
the other hand, there were some children, like Jo's daughter, Soptiie,
who wanted to find out mare ahout CHAMP and why the U.S. State

Department was spensoring this project, After many conversations,

much debate, and soul-searching, we made a deliberate compromise. jo
volunteered to work with a small group of interested students to do
some investigative reporting about CHAMP. 1 wouldn't teach about it
any further as a topic, and we wouldn’t participate in the campaign.
Through our Interaction with CHAMY, my students fearned that
activists have to think critically, that smart activists don't jump on every
cause. They learned te: use their bias-detection skills to help them think
about who is missing, who is talking and who is not, who is providing
information and who is not, what Information is given and what infor-
mation is not. Rather than just learn to passively name continents on a
world map, they learned to critically read maps and graphs, and to inter-
pret the data on them while considering the source. Because thelr com-
prehension skills have been developed through the use of schema, they
make connections between what they know and the new information
being presented, Because they are used to going to city hall and meet-
ing with community and political leaders, familiar and unfamiliar
adults, they are empowered and confident enough to ask those adults
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challenging questions. Because their crilicul‘ ?hinking s .buenusgl.::
sciously nurtured, they are in the habit of no-tlcmg and plfrs:;@g Cerm;
dictions. They ask more guestions, by ¢-mait, by 1L:110r, dI.‘l in p i.mé
when the answers they're given don't m‘ake sense, They g;m e?(p(ejrrzws_
in investigative reporting and learn the importance of:?d nl]g 111lhe v
ing a plan in writing as their research: helps them clarify wher &
smr}.;}ll&of these are vital academic skills. Aithough Childrefl wil]lnot mals(;
ter them in second grade, they are not ic?o young to hegm. to can;saim
use these skills. Will all of this raise thmr. math and reading .scfor- o
standardized tests? 1t sure can’t hurt, Will it make thjem moire 11103;; o;
articulate, active, and participatory citiz‘cn’s who know lﬁ:ﬁzk?
their own voices? 1 think so. Is it subversive? What do you ?
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