They call us to justice: Listening to the voices of urban adolescents

Paper presented at the Commitment to Justice in Jesuit Higher Education Conference

John Carroll University

October, 2005

Mark Storz

Karen Nestor

     Students in urban middle schools are voices on the margin of society, often dismissed as the most difficult age group to teach.  Popular media and academic publications as well frequently portray middle schools as the “black hole” of education, the place where many students come to a fork in the road that leads them off the path of productive lives and onto a path toward school failure, poverty, and even crime.  The roots of many social problems can be found in this developmental period when too many children, particularly those in urban America’s large cities, decide that the educational system does not serve them well.  Over the past three years we have interviewed over 200 urban middle school students examining their beliefs about the types of teachers and pedagogical practices they believe would enhance their learning and success in school.  The students’ voices provide powerful insights into the educational practices that support their growth as persons and into issues of social justice that are an essential part of Catholic social teaching and the Jesuit commitment to justice.  In fact, as we listened to these young people we were taken aback by the ways in which they call us, as educators and teacher educators, to justice.

     This paper explores urban young adolescents’ perceptions of their educational experiences through a framework based on the key principles of Catholic Social Teaching. Its purpose is to highlight the primacy of student voice in thinking about our work as teachers and teacher educators and to illuminate how the key principles of Catholic Social Teaching can inform our practice as educators committed to educational equity and justice.

The Themes of Catholic Social Teaching

     Catholic Social Teaching refers to the body of teaching on the human person and the human community primarily derived from conciliar and papal documents (Hines, 2001).  First recognized with Leo XIII’s Rerum Novarum, the social thought of the Church rests on two fundamental principles: the dignity of the human person and the social nature of the person. Taken from the theory of natural law and the Thomist tradition, Catholic Social Teaching supports the idea that the good of each individual is inextricably linked with the good of the community (Curran, 2002). Embodied in this notion, and central to this social teaching is the Church’s call for the “preferential option for the poor” which, while a relatively new concept, has been embedded in most of the Church’s social teaching of the past one hundred years and it is rooted directly in the teachings of Christ.  It is a commitment by individuals and the community at every level to actively participate in the struggle to overcome social injustice in an effort to achieve the common good.  As Incandela (2000) states, “we are not a true community if we leave people behind; and the ones we are most likely to leave behind are those with the least ability to keep up on their own” (p. 301). It is here where we see a link with children – the one’s least able “to keep up on their own” – where Catholic Social Teaching and education intersect. While Catholic Social Teaching does not address the inequities in our modern educational system explicitly, its fundamental principles of human dignity, social interaction, and the primacy of the poor, are deeply embedded in the discourse on education, particularly urban education. In addition, the fact that Catholic Social Teaching calls into question the social, economic and political systems which govern and influence education brings its power to bear on the conditions of school. The inherent basic human right to an education, explicitly demanded by some of the documents (see for example Pacem in Terris and Guadium et Spes) continues to elude many of our nation’s children, particularly those in urban areas. As such, Catholic Social Teaching provides an interesting and challenging framework for examining the inequities that exist in our educational system, inequities that are caused by and have profound impact on the political, social and economic sectors of our society.

     In Sharing Catholic Social Teaching: Challenges and Directions (1998) the U.S. Catholic Bishops provide seven key themes that communicate the essence of Catholic Social Teaching: Life and Dignity of the Human Person; Call to Family, Community and Participation; Rights and Responsibilities; Option for the Poor and Vulnerable; The Dignity of Work and the Rights of Workers; Solidarity; and Care for God’s Creation. These themes come from a synthesis of the many papal, conciliar and episcopal documents that have to this point defined the social mission of the Church. They provide us with a framework for understanding the social tradition of the Church and for the application of this tradition in contemporary society. As we listened to students, we saw that they were making connections to several of these themes in a way that deepened our understanding of how the themes apply in the educational setting. 
Justice in Education

     Education is an issue of social justice. Inequities in our educational system are a fact. The consequences of these inequities for achievement and the production of class and racial disparities have been discussed and are well documented (Condron & Roscigno, 2003; Crampton, Thompson, & Vesely, 2004; Lee, 2004; Odden 2003).  The situation plaguing our schools is not new and has been debated in both the public and private sectors. From the perspective of the Catholic Church, the U.S. Bishops have acknowledged the sad state of affairs in a number of their writings.  In 1968 for example, the National Conference of Catholic Bishops (NCCB) in their Statement on the National Race Crisis stated that the educational opportunities available to the poor are “pitifully inadequate,” “a moral imperative,” and a crisis “of a magnitude and peril far transcending any which the Church in America or the nation has previously confronted.” Again in 1986, the Bishops in their letter entitled “Building Peace: A Pastoral Reflection on the Response to ‘The Challenge of Peace’” recognized the inadequacy of the educational system for urban students, supporting public policy for guaranteeing the right of an “adequate education” for urban youth.

     Educational researchers, school administrators at all levels, politicians and policy makers have contemplated and argued about the sources and implications of these inequities and ways to address them. One response to the injustice in our educational system has come from many schools and departments of education in our higher education system who have committed to the preparation of teachers for equity and justice. O’Keefe, Morck, and Scheopner (2005) found in their survey of Jesuit institutions that the mission statements of a majority of programs, if not all, integrate issues of social justice in their vision statements, degrees offered, courses of study, field experiences, centers and programs. Zeichner (2005) has suggested that this commitment to social justice is a national trend among teacher education programs at all types of institutions of higher education.  Yet despite the many proclamations, discussions and initiatives, the inequities continue to plague our urban schools. 

     There is, however, one arena in which discussions of educational inequity rarely take place, in the classroom with the students who experience the inequity on a daily basis. As noted by Otoya-Knapp (2004), many young adolescents experience the consequences of inequity but rarely have the opportunity to think about or make sense of them, and as a result become frustrated without really understanding why. We would suggest that this conversation with young people, the victims of an inequitable system, is a moral imperative and one which can provide valuable insights from the classroom level to the legislature.
Listening to Students

     As part of the Jesuit mission to address issues of social justice, John Carroll University supported the development of the Institute for Educational Renewal (IER), an allied organization that seeks to improve the quality of school life for children in urban schools through professional development for teachers and school-wide initiatives for continuous improvement.  Since 1991, John Carroll faculty members have teamed with IER consultants to create partnerships in individual urban schools that have made a long-term commitment to address collaborative leadership, effective teaching and learning, and positive school culture within each school.  The particular school that led to our work was an inner-city middle school with serious academic and climate difficulties that had been reconfigured to be a Kindergarten through grade 8 school.  We were asked to support their efforts to make this transition and, at the same time, to address the low levels of academic achievement among the student population.  After confronting many obstacles, we theorized that much of the resistance to change was rooted in the system’s and the teachers’ beliefs and attitudes toward the students they served.  At that point, we decided to turn to the students and listen to them for their perspectives on their schooling.

     Through the use of interviews we examined students’ views on their educational experiences, particularly on the type of teachers and pedagogical practices that they perceived to be most beneficial to their achievement and success in school. Because of the insights gained by talking with these students, we extended our interviews to three additional schools. Two of the schools were located in an inner-city area and were part of a large urban school district. The other school was located in a smaller urban district adjacent to the first. Three of the four schools served predominantly African American, low income families.  The fourth school was fairly integrated. In all, over 200 randomly selected 6th, 7th, and 8th grade students were interviewed. Teachers at the schools reported that the students selected represented a cross section of personalities and ability levels, providing us with what we think is a balanced perspective of these students’ experiences, ideas, and beliefs about their education. We jointly conducted the 45-60 minute interviews with each of the groups. An interview protocol that we developed before the interviews asked students about their perceptions of the quality of education they were receiving and about the types of teachers and instructional practices that both helped and hindered their learning. In analyzing the transcripts of the interviews, we found substantial agreement among the students as to what constitutes effective schooling practices. Four significant themes have emerged from our work: (1) the students were aware of issues of equity and fairness that impact the quality of education they receive; (2) the students offered clear insight into developmentally responsive, learner-centered practices that parallel the current literature on best practices; (3) the students recognized the need for their own increased responsibility for learning and for the climate of the school and the community; and (4) the students were able to describe the characteristics of caring teachers who enhance motivation and learning. Taken together, these themes illustrate the students’ beliefs about what constitutes a quality, just and equitable education. Represented in another way, their articulation of their experiences helps to illuminate the essence of Catholic Social Teaching as it applies to education in the United States today. In the next section of the paper we present the students’ voices within a framework of four of the themes of Catholic Social Teaching outlined by the U.S. Bishops. We have not edited the students’ words and all names used are pseudonyms. 
Educational Equity for all Students (Option for the Poor and Vulnerable)

     The Option for the Poor and Vulnerable addresses the divide that exists between the rich and the poor. The economic gap, which has been the focus of much of Catholic Social Teaching from its inception, profoundly contributes to the achievement gap which plagues so many of our students. The educational disparities that exist between urban, rural and suburban students and between White students and students of color are striking. When the U.S. bishops’ moral test of “how our most vulnerable members are faring” is applied to urban education, the outcomes are dismal. In our interviews with young adolescents, we were surprised by the students’ level of awareness of the inequities that exist. We heard a conception of injustice that encompasses, in addition to structural, social and fiscal factors, educational factors related to time, quality of teaching, course content covered, pedagogical practices, preparation for the future, and student morale (see Davidman & Davidman, 1998; Murphy, 1988). The students suggested that the level of the curriculum they were experiencing, the availability of resources, and the quality of their teachers had a negative impact on the effectiveness of the education they were receiving. 

     Jamie is a very thoughtful young African American 8th grade student attending an inner-city middle school. In responding to our question whether he was receiving a good education he related a recent story about taking an entrance exam for a local Catholic high school and what he learned about himself and his school experience. In Jamie’s words: 
I just took the St. Mary’s test a month ago. I took the test and there was a whole bunch of things on it. There were some things on there that we learned and there were some things on there they didn’t talk to that they said I should have already learned. . .And I thought I did a well job. But as the test results came back, I know this one friend, he took the test also. And when we compared our test scores, and he goes to Utica [a suburban district nearby], his test scores were way higher than mine was. See I’m not saying I have the highest but I say that I’m in the top three on all my tests [at his school]. I score above average. On this test I had all lows. I thought that personally I did a bad job. I thought I was sleepy or something. I wasn’t focused enough.
     Jamie seemed to be blaming himself for his poor performance on the exam, a tendency of many young urban adolescents (Quiroz 2001). However, as the story unfolded, Jamie shared a conversation he had with his friend’s father, who happened to be a principal in the suburban district, which provided Jamie an opportunity to consider an alternative explanation. 

     Jamie continued: 
And the principal, not my principal, say it is probably because of the higher standards of teachers of where he [Jamie’s friend] at. They say the urban area teachers teach only school materials and where they should be at a certain time. They don’t teach about like steps or whatever, they teach first if you don’t know multiplication they teach you that. But at Utica, they teach all kinds of things. They teach you like square root and algebra and all kinds of things that they know is on these tests. He showed us his math book and I showed him our math book and our language book and their books are way more advanced than ours. I mean they start off with, first they do multiplication like we do but then they go straight to algebra. We take the basics. They jump into what they need to learn. It is different tactics and stuff that teachers and students use.

     When asked what all of this meant to him, Jamie concluded his story by saying,

 So I think from us being in the urban area they just teaching us different things. They [students in the suburban school] progress and learn more faster than us, probably because of the money situation or probably because we don’t have that many teachers that know all the material without getting out the book. And that’s how he explained the difference to us.
     Jamie appears to recognize the differences in the curriculum and the level of expectations in the two districts. He also alludes to the variations in the quality of instruction as reflected in his comment, “without getting out the book.” A number of students we interviewed spoke about variations in curriculum, level of work, and the repetitive nature of the work. There was a sense that in other school districts the work was more challenging, the teachers’ expectations were higher, and the level of preparedness for grade level work was established. As one 7th grader put it, We in seventh grade and they started giving us multiplication. And they always talking about you all in 7th grade, you need to start acting like you all in the grade. Well teach us like we in 7th grade. Thank you.
     Another student we interviewed, Jasmine, was able to bluntly articulate a perspective on how the city and school district used the available resources. In her words: 
The school district is just awful. I think it started as soon as Mayor Robert Sithe took over our schools. That’s when everything just started getting messed up. He’s supposed to be the head of our schools or whatever. Why we got a new sports stadium when there are no books. There are no stuff we need at school. Don’t nobody want to talk about that. Nobody ever wants to talk about what the school needs. They always want to write about what’s wrong with our schools, but they don’t know. Some of these kids in here got 4.0 averages. They don’t talk about all that. 

     Other students also expressed dismay and disappointment over the quality of their education and seemed to understand the impact of lack of resources. In Shaundra’s words: Everybody wants to have a science lab at this school but don’t have money to do stuff like that. We don’t have a lot of materials to do stuff. We don’t have to waste money on buying fans. Anything creative would help us. It doesn’t have to be this really big thing, anything will help us in science, cause even the littlest things matter. There were no science labs in Shaundra’s school. In fact, in her science classroom the desks were of the type with slanted tops making experiments nearly impossible. Yet students repeatedly spoke about the importance of science and they yearned for opportunities for hands on work.

     We asked Shaundra if not having resources kept her from learning. She responded by saying:  It’s a big problem. Like in art. We don’t do nothing. We just sit there and do homework for other classes cause we got broke up crayons and broke up chalk and stuff. Markers all dry and stuff. We have no money. We are just like so broke.
     There were differences among the students in the way in which they spoke about their teachers. They all had individual teachers who they held in high esteem and who they believed cared for them. However, as they spoke about the quality of their education in general, many students questioned the quality and motives of some teachers. This was of particular concern at one inner city school where teacher turnover during the year of our study was especially problematic. Joanne’s comments reflected many of her peers: 
Teachers don’t want to teach. They just give up. If something don’t go their way they will get up, walk out the class, put on their coat, go jump in their new car they just got, and then just leave. And then they expect everything to be just handy dandy gravy. Then you go out to the suburbs and they will work with you, and then that’s what they always comparing us to. Well, when you go here there is this and there’s that because it’s teachers that care there. I mean probably they get paid more than these teachers here. These teachers saying I wasn’t going to stay here. I don’t understand. 
Embedded within this student’s comments is an implicit reference to differences that exist between her school experience and that of other districts. There is an awareness of the inequity that exists as well as its causes and effects; however, the student is left frustrated due to a clear lack of understanding.

     Joanne continued to display frustration as she and her peers discussed the on-going challenge of teacher retention in their school. This problem was clearly on the minds of the students and they were aware of the impact of this situation on their learning. As Joanne lamented,

And we still ain’t got no teacher. She been gone since last marking period and no principal, nobody never made an effort to get a teacher in that class. We don’t need to keep on changing teachers because that’s being on our nerves. We need a permanent teacher that’s going to sit there and teach, not “ oh well you gong to do this, going to do that, get my money. I’ll be here for three days and then I’m going to leave.” That’s just getting on my nerves. And then they expect us to be oh so smart. How when we don’t have nobody there to teach us.     
Quality Teaching and Learning (Dignity of Learning [Work] and the Rights of the Learner [Worker])
     The U.S bishops emphatically state, “in a market place where too often the quarterly bottom line takes precedence over the rights of workers, we believe that the economy must serve people” (NCCB, 1998, p. 5). This sentiment seems to echo the critique of contemporary schools regarding “teaching to the test” and “annual yearly progress” rather than developmentally and culturally responsive teaching that meets the academic and personal needs of students. Catholic Social Teaching’s stance towards the dignity of work and the rights of workers parallels in many ways Freire’s (1972) criticism of the banking concept of education, a concept also contradicted by the students we interviewed. Fourre (2003) in discussing the dignity of work suggests that “work is not simply a commodity to be exchanged for a wage” (p. 6).  Both Fourre and the U.S. bishops (NCCB, 1998) contend that workers have a right and a responsibility to participate fully in the workplace in a way that reflects their dignity as human persons. In the banking concept of education (Freire, 1972), knowledge is a gift (a.k.a. commodity) bestowed by those who consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to know nothing. Projecting an absolute ignorance onto others, a characteristic of the ideology of oppression, negates education and knowledge as processes of inquiry, and in so doing, negates the dignity of the student. To the contrary, Freire would suggest that learning is an active process, and only when the learner participates fully in that process is one’s dignity as a person fully realized. For the students we interviewed, the dignity of learning and the rights of learners were most clearly embodied in their discussions of teacher expectations and the type of pedagogy that enhanced their learning. These urban youth expressed a desire for challenging work and a disdain for the pedagogical strategies inherent in the banking model of education. 

     Contrary to the literature on the prevalence of low expectations for urban students (Groulx, 2001), many of the young adolescents we talked to consistently applauded teachers who “push us to do our work,” who “expect a lot of me,” who “won’t let us give up.”  On the other hand, students were adamant, and at times even angry, about the low level of work they were experiencing.  Take for example this exchange among seventh grade students:

Student 1: We just read a book then do worksheets.  Read the next thing, then do a worksheet.


Student 2: It gets played out.  It gets boring doing it over and over and over again. 


Student 3: We need more work to do.  Harder work. 

An 8th grade student sounded a similar chord when he told us:

 We need to challenge our grades a bit . . . if we just sit here and do this easy work like they’re giving us now, like most of the teachers are, like the work we did last year, like plusses and whatever. We don’t need that. We need to get a fair break. 

When asked to respond to the things teachers might do that make it harder to learn, a student commented: Doing stuff from last year that we already learned. When we learn the same things and we know it, and we have to learn it over, it makes us slower. This prompted one of her peers to tell us: 

My cousin goes to Southlake [a suburban district] and we call each other every day and they tell me what did you learn. I really can’t tell them nothing, because every time it’s the same thing, and they tell me different stuff every day. When they ask me, ‘Do you learn anything new?’ – and I’m saying,’ No, not really.’

     Many of the students often expressed the desire that teachers would create classrooms that utilized inquiry-based, learner-centered practices. They were able to articulate the benefits of such classrooms as well as the detrimental effects that their absence has on the education of young, urban adolescents.  Without knowing it, these students were offering a poignant critique of the banking model of education. For example, one 8th grader suggested, If school was more interesting, more kids would be in school. They wouldn’t cuss school or skip school or drop out of school.  This comment prompted another student to lament, 

They don’t get no action in this school. We sit there and be bored all day. That’s why I think some kids don’t like coming to school because there don’t be no action. We don’t do nothing. Usually we just read a book then do a worksheet. Read the next thing then do a worksheet. That’s not teaching.”

     For the majority of students we interviewed, learning was enhanced by hands-on, “fun” activities. Students defined teaching and learning as an active process in which they were fully engaged. The following exchange between students serves to illustrate this point:

Student 1: We need to do more hands on things. At the beginning of the year we were learning a lot in science. We did hands on things but then we just stopped doing that and we started taking notes, and we didn’t learn nothing from that because we need to do more hands on things.

Student 2: I would tell teachers to do experiments. I like doing experiments cause I always believe that when we make learning fun, we learn more. We just sit in the classroom and copy notes from the book. I mean, we learning but where is the fun? It’s boring and dull. You want to be engaged, so make learning fun. That’s why people fail if you ask me, cause they don’t have an interest in it.

Student 1: Like I said, if they give you a book and just say do one page and lessons and stuff like that. They tell you to get a piece of paper out and write the lesson, but they’re not really teaching it. The book is really teaching us because when the teacher is teaching you, he’ll stand up and explain what you’re supposed to do and go over things instead of just throwing the book at us and telling you to just do it.

Student 3: You need to be able to learn and have interesting things to do [emphasis the student’s] because if you’re not doing anything, if you’re just sitting there listening, then you don’t really learn. But when you have things to do, then you learn a lot more.
Respect and Personal Responsibility  (Rights and Responsibilities/Solidarity)
     In the school setting, the concepts of  “Rights and Responsibilities” and “Solidarity” are closely linked and were reflected frequently in the students’ statements during the interviews.  The NCCB (1998) underscores the notion that “. . .a healthy community can be achieved only if human rights are protected and responsibilities are met” (p. 5). Similarly they state that the practice of solidarity means that “We are our brothers’ and sisters’ keepers, wherever they live” (p. 6).  McKenna (2002) considers the concept of respect when he writes, “There is a call to live in harmony and peace based on just principles that include a respect for each human person and their own unique cultural roots and dignity” (p.101). McKenna also notes, “The church proclaims the right of all to the common good, personal responsibility as well as social rights” (p. 47).  In middle schools, teachers usually see themselves as the authority figures who  maintain order and impart knowledge to the students in order for the students to achieve academically and personally.  According to Freire (1972) such relationships are motivated by generosity, but unknowingly, this generosity often, if not always, perpetuates injustice since it is not rooted in a clear objective of standing “truly solidary” with the oppressed in a relationship of mutual respect, power, and responsibility. Lipman (1998) notes, “The essential role of marginalized groups, both in and out of schools, [is]to change the equation of existing power relations and to provide alternative, critical perspectives” (p. 288). When we closely examine the students’ comments, we see that they recognize their rights as persons and as learners, but that they also want to accept growing responsibility for their own lives and the community around them. 

     Anyone who works with young adolescents knows that “respect” is an important issue to them.  As one teacher said after hearing quotes from the students, “The problem is that their definition of respect is different from our definition of respect.”  In fact, as the students brought up respect they described it in ways that remind us of the NCCB (1998) statement that “every person . . . has a fundamental right to those things required for human decency” (p. 24). One eighth grader gave an example of the lack of human decency when he said, 
Like I know one teacher.  She kept comparing us to other people.  You keep comparing us to other people, we won’t learn nothing unless YOU learn something new . . . . Like today she compared us to Chinese people – how they know how to speak our language better than we do.  And comparing us to other classes.  We’re not like them classes.  We’re all different people.  We think different.  She’ll threaten us and say, ‘I hope you fail.’  
Students recognize positive respect when teachers take a genuine interest in their lives, like the 6th grader who said, “This one teacher, she was really into neighborhood and community things.  She was riding past, and she’d see us on our bikes, and she’d tell us what’s going on.  She’ll sit down and talk to us.  She’ll let us know how she feels.  She’ll let us tell her how we feel.”  Students also feel respected when teachers hold high expectations for them.  A seventh grade boy said, “Mr. J. when you come in his room you can learn.  He talks about learning.   He wants us to learn.  He approaches us like being able, by talking to us about our work and that’s one of my best classes, because when I come in there I am ready.”

     Students demonstrated a keen sense of the reciprocal nature of respect as a right and a responsibility.  One group described it this way:

Student 1: Not all teachers treat us with respect.  They threaten us – and the way they treat you!  They want us to treat them with respect, but then we don’t get our respect back.

Student 2: It would help us if the teachers show us respect like they want to get respect.  I mean we’re probably not adults, but we want respect just like they want respect. 

Student 3:  One who cares about me.  I give them more respect.  I listen to them and then if I have problems I come and talk to them because people that don’t show respect, I don’t like to talk to them.  

One student provided an accurate description of solidarity when she said, When they give us respect, we give them respect.  We got equal trades.  They do their work.  We do our work.  We do everything for them and they do everything for us.  That’s all it about, is respect, that’s all.

     Throughout the interviews, many students talked about their desire to be given more responsibility for the life of the school in much the same way that John Paul II described, a 

“. . . firm and persevering determination to commit oneself to the common good; that is to say to the good of all and of each individual, because we are all really responsible for all” (as cited in NCCB, 1998, p. 5-6). An eighth grader said, 
We don’t do no extras so I think that’s why kids don’t come to school that much.  Like people should work in the office and stuff . . . .It would be like helping the principal.  Teach people about things.  Yeah, jobs, at other schools they have jobs.” 
 Another added, Be a role model to the little kids.  Like going to their classes, tutor, and teach them.  In another school, a seventh grade girls noted,  
Mr. S. is into that whole service learning part, and he told us that he just don’t want to teach us, but he wants us to actually get out there and use what we’ve learned and helping people.  I like that a lot . . . . I think it’s made it easier for me.  
Another boy went even further when he defined a good education by saying,  He encourages us to do good things in the community.  He says the most important thing you can learn is not about all the dates and stuff, but he teaches us how to be a good person and that’s really cool.

     Perhaps the most salient insights into rights, responsibilities and solidarity came from several students who talked about one particular class that had started the year very badly with a particular teacher, eventually leading to a chaotic climate in the classroom.  The teacher invited a counselor to come in who facilitated a discussion of what had gone wrong in the class.  The students were allowed to air their grievances against the teacher and each other, and the teacher presented her point of view.  Then they developed strategies for changing the situation, and things improved dramatically in the following weeks.  Students from that class described the process in this way:

Student 1:  One of our teachers, she used to be real mean.  She took one day to sit down and talk to us and now she’s nicer.  She looked at our point of view and actually asked us, like, how do we think she teaches?

Student 2: We were shocked that she would actually ask our input on how to teach. 

Student 3: We changed a lot.  We started acting better and listening to what she had to say and she started listening to what we had to say.
In that classroom, the relationships of power and discord were brought out into the open, and students were given the opportunity to share responsibility for outcomes.  

Caring (Life and Dignity of the Human Person)

   The first key theme of Catholic Social Teaching is Life and Dignity of the Human Person; this theme, in fact, became an effective summary of what we heard in the interviews with students. The notion of caring relationships clearly was the overriding idea that the students returned to over and over again in our interviews.  The Bishops’ theme states that “. . .the dignity of the human person is the foundation of a moral vision for society . . . . We believe that every person is precious, that people are more important than things, and that the measure of every institution is whether it threatens or enhances the life and dignity of the human person”  (NCCB, 1998, p. 4). As Hines (2001) notes, “We exist for the purpose of entering into the experience of loving communion” (p. 25). Noddings (1992) uses the concept of caring to describe a particular type of relationship that is integral to the teaching and learning process.  Echoing the U.S. Catholic bishops, she explains caring as an “ethic of relation,” a reciprocal relationship that involves the active participation of both the persons providing and receiving the care. The students could not agree more; as one put it, To get a good education, you need teachers that care and students that care.  Teachers that care about the students, and the students, they care about themselves. Another said, If somebody respects you, you should respect them back, because you should do unto others as how you want to be done unto.

     According to Murrell (2002), “Whether as students or teachers, people do their best work when they are in a community – a social setting where they are valued, where what they do is valued. . . ” (p. 80). Students clearly saw this relationship between caring teachers and academic achievement.  A group of sixth graders said, 

Student 1:Knowing that someone cares about you changes a lot the way you feel.  Someone, their mother might not care about them, so what’s the point to do anything.  But then when somebody do care about you, it makes you change your actions.  It makes you change the way you think things and do them.

Student 2:If you know your teacher actually care, you’ll try your hardest in there so you like make them feel proud of you and have them feel real good about you.  But if you know the teacher don’t really care, or they seem like they don’t care, why would you care?

Student 3: When you get a teacher that cares, you’ll try and do your work and stuff real hard.  If a teacher’s trying to dog you out, some people try to dog them back.  

In relation to academic work, another student said, They [caring teachers] make you keep striving.  They break it down and explain it, and let you do it over. A lack of caring actually causes confusion for some students; as one said, Well my reaction is that if a teacher doesn’t care because I failed one of my classes then I don’t know what [student emphasis] to do.

     According to the students, caring involves the social and personal dimensions of their lives. One described a caring teacher as someone who boosts you up and tells you you can be somebody.  It makes you feel good.  Like one teacher, he always says, ‘you can be somebody.  Don’t be nobody at Burger King flipping burgers.  Be somebody.’  He always boost your confident up.  A classmate added, If they see you’re in a situation where you’re in trouble, they’ll try and help you out. One girl described the value of caring about experiences outside of school when she said, 

I had this one teacher.  She understood because my mom had told her that I might be doing a little difficult because my parents were going through a divorce.  Every day she would ask me how I was doing, how’s the divorce and I’d so ‘oh, it’s so nice asking me.’ Like she didn’t have to but she did anyway so I thought she cared. 

     Students find teachers to be especially caring when they teach them skills for dealing with problems they encounter, like the students who said, 

Student 1: The best teacher I had and I think cared about me the most was in fifth grade.  If two people were talking or arguing or something she would take time out of her schedule and ask them to come upstairs during lunch time instead of saying, ‘Oh well, that’s not my problem.’  She would like go in the middle of it but not take sides and just solve the conflict.  And she really taught us a lot. 

Student 2:  Well I got two teachers from this school like that.  When we had a problem and we try to solve it, and if we don’t, then if she can’t solve it she sends us to the office or guidance, kind of like a conference. 

Student 3: Say if we had a problem with a couple of students, like getting into a fight.  They’d really tell us what we should do about it. 

Student 4:  Tell us like lessons in life.  Like don’t be so focused on boys and stuff.  They told us to pay attention to what they’re saying and focus more on your education.  Whatever you put out in the world comes back to you. 

Student 2: If it wasn’t for these two teachers teaching us, I think half our class would be out of this school.  They always give us advice when we need it, help when we need it.  They care a lot for us. 

Students experience themselves as valuable when teachers share of themselves and listen to students:  

It’s good when we can talk to teachers openly.  If we have a problem, they’ll tell us a certain time we can come back and talk to them.  They’ll tell us what to do or how they feel about it.  I think that’s what a good teacher is, It’s mainly about teachers who care and who will listen to you.

Conclusion

     Great challenges face those who teach in urban schools and those who prepare the teachers who will enter the profession as teachers in urban schools.  Catholic schools, like their public school colleagues, are dealing with the cycle of poverty that has led to many of the social difficulties that make teaching and learning difficult in many urban settings.  The economic gap, which has been the focus of so much of Catholic Social Teaching from its inception, profoundly contributes to the achievement gap which plagues so many of our students. Listening to the students themselves gives educators an opportunity to reflect on current practices through a different lens.  Listening to students within the context of Catholic Social Teaching strengthens our purpose as educators.  Our research has led us to consider our work as teacher educators in new ways in a number of important areas:

· Students’ perspectives confirm various theories and strategies in the literature that contribute to a ‘science of teaching.’  Teachers in urban settings sometimes believe that the theories they have learned do not apply to their own students, yet the students’ voices call for high expectations and positive encouragement for achievement.  They assert that they learn best when they are engaged in active learning within an inviting, supportive, and safe environment. Listening to students helps teachers to discover what students value and need as learners.
· Teacher educators can use this information particularly in their work with teachers in the field who are struggling to maintain a focus on sound pedagogical principles in a political climate that militates against good teaching practices. Student voice has become a powerful tool in our own work in schools as we attempt to give teachers greater focus on the positive gains they can make with their students if they act on what they can learn from their students. The challenge is to maintain dialogue about student voice in teachers’ continuous work together. A number of teachers have engaged in action research projects using student voice as a source of data.  Their results have been helpful in bringing the student perspective to fellow faculty members in order in order to precipitate dialogue and action on important issues. 

· It is clear that students are capable of being active participants in school reform efforts.  Urban students can, in fact, become important collaborators in the effort to prepare highly qualified teachers.  Once teachers hear the actual voices of urban young adolescents, they discover surprising and important information that helps to shape their beliefs and attitudes about teaching and learning in urban schools.  Students clearly hope to have input into the nature of life in their schools beyond planning dances or participating in sports. 

· Ongoing dialogue is essential in teacher preparation and in ongoing professional development regarding the nature of relationships, respect, rights and responsibilities.  Even more importantly, we need to include students in substantive discussion of how to create meaningful relationships within schools, how to define and implement a respectful environment, how to ensure mutual responsibility for teaching and learning.

· The students we talked to appear to understand that they are not faring very well in their schooling experiences, particularly when compared to their peers in more resource-rich environments. They are beginning to see the complexity of their situation and how political, economic and social factors impact their learning. The challenge for educators is to uncover ways to further this understanding and equip young urban adolescents with the tools and skills to address and interrupt these inequities.

     The U.S. Bishops, in writing Sharing Catholic Teaching (1998) assert that an essential aspect of our Catholic identity is to be “agents for bringing about a kingdom of love and justice” (p. 4).  To this end, they argue that Catholic Social Teaching needs to be incorporated more fully and explicitly in educational programs at all levels.  In part we see our work with the urban middle school students we have interviewed as a response to this call. These urban young adolescents help to illuminate the relevance and meaningfulness of these key themes as they are lived out in their educational experiences and in the professional practice of their teachers. The students’ voices are also a challenge for us to act justly and as agents of change to help bring about a more equitable and fair system of education.  For educators at any level and in any setting, the themes provide a way of thinking about our work and the students we interact with on a daily basis.
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