Building the Bridge with Teachers:

Addressing the Effects of Poverty on Student Achievement

Focusing on direct collaboration with teachers, from 2006-2010,
The Baltimore Bridges Network supported over 300 teachers as change agents.
Below is a summary report of this project. 
Judith Brooks Smith
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"Bridge-building requires someone to lay the first plank.  Schools are often structured around the notion that the child should lay the first, the second, and virtually every plank after that.  This is defeating for many youngsters.  It seems clear enough to me that the teacher must be the architect and the contractor who builds the bridge.  She must know the child in order to know where to put the first plank.  She must also know the world, have a broad sense of where the bridge is headed, and have confidence that she and the students together can get there.  And she must stay in touch with the child as the bridge takes shape…” William Ayers (1993) To Teach: The Journey of a Teacher.   
“To be successful we are must understand that the endpoint is competency in core academic areas as well as social and emotional literacy,” states Dr. Brian Mondell, whose current assignment is in an alternative learning center in Baltimore, Maryland. In this assignment he collaborates with the principal, Dr. Dawn Downing, to establish a cutting-edge behavioral management educational program, referred to as “Champions of Positive Change.”

Across town, at Forest Park High School High School, reading teacher, Lynn Eareckson, states,” Our children need us, their teachers, to be their voice, their activist, their counselor, their protector, and their encouragement.” Lynn and principal, Loretta Breese, are launching a school partnership with The Association for the Study of African American Life and History (ASALH).  

At Maree Garnett Farring Elementary School, third grade teacher, Ben Posner reflects, “As a Caucasian educator of middle class means, I now have the ability to understand better my students and their needs. I can understand why a third grader is tired from a night of babysitting her little siblings or why a child who arrives to school at 9:30 might do so with severe hunger pains.” With enthusiasm Ben teaches students who come from diverse cultural, socio-economic, and linguistic backgrounds. His principal, Linda Brewster, recognizes the dynamics of her school and provides her staff with diversity training, including understanding students from poverty.

Lynn, Brian, and Ben are members of the Baltimore City Public School System’s Bridges Network, a cohort of teachers who choose to come together quarterly to dialog and learn more about how to reach and teach the children placed in their care. 

The concept of teachers as change agents is not new. It was the premise of the late Paulo Freire’s text, Teachers as Cultural Workers: Letters to Those Who Dare Teach. He states that teachers need to ask about the relationship between cultural identities, which cuts across social classes, subjects of education (the teacher and the learner), and educational practice. Michael Fullen (“Why Teachers Must Become Change gents,” Educational Leadership, 1993) states that teachers must combine a sense of moral purpose with the skills of change “agentry” and that people behave their way into new visions and ideas, not just think their way through change. 
The Baltimore Bridges Network (BNN) was established on the premise that teachers must be equal partners in this change process.  Focusing on the individual and collective perspectives of teachers, the Bridges Network provides educators direct access to community, district, state, and national resources. Resources are viewed as broader than fiscal, though adequate funding is a basic need. Resources encompass definitions, such as those offered by Dr. Ruby Payne, founder of aha! Process, Inc. The Bridges Network is a resource for teachers to gain broader understanding of developing relationships and infusing the skills of their craft, to transform classrooms into inviting places of learning and investigation. 

Examining the Need: Statistical Profile The Baltimore City School System

The federally-mandated No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (Public Law 107-110 Reauthorization of Elementary and Secondary Act) requires states to determine which schools and districts are making Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) and to identify which co-groups are obtaining the Annual Measurable Outcomes (AMO). No Child Left Behind requires that reports be grouped by students’ race/ethnicity, socioeconomic, special education, and limited-English proficiency status. 

The Baltimore Bridges Network was established, first, to provide a community of teachers and administrators the forum and framework for understanding and working with different demographic groups identified in No Child Left Behind. Second, the Bridges Network was established to coordinate the district’s initiatives in support of the Maryland State By-Law, Education That Is Multicultural (ETM). The ETM By-law identifies diversity factors and establishes the need to consider these factors in all aspects of academic programs across the state, as they relate to curriculum, instruction, professional development, instructional resources, and assessments. Malcum Dates, Coordinator of Multicultural Education in the Baltimore City Public School System (BCPSS), works to see that this infusion takes place within the district’s initiatives.

In the Baltimore City Public School System there are 192 schools organized across nine areas. With a recent focus on early learning years, some ninety-five percent of the BCPSS students now enter first grade approaching or fully ready to tackle the challenges expected of them, as defined by the Maryland Model for School Readiness. However, as students progress through the grades, the attendance rate decreases from 95.4% at the elementary level to 85.6% at the high school level, with a 10% high school truancy rate.  Some 16% of the elementary and 38.5% of the secondary students in BCPSS are overage for their grade level. The graduation rate in BCPSS has seen an increase to reach 60% in 2007.


Gradual progress is occurring related to student achievement. Between 44% (Grade 8) and 74% (Grade 4) of students reached the Annual Measurable Outcome in reading in 2007, an increase from 33% (L) to 60% (H) in 2003. Between 24% (Grade 8) and 73% (Grade 4) of students reached the Annual Measurable Outcome in mathematics in 2007, showing an increase from 11% (L) to 48% (H) as reported in 2003.


Four schools in the BCPSS are identified as Persistently Dangerous (two others in Probationary Status and thirteen on a Watch List) based on expulsion data. This concern reflects a societal issue within the city and also needs the resources accrued by a broader collaboration.

The students within the school district come from a variety of backgrounds. Statistically, most are of African descent and receive free or reduced meals due to low household incomes. 

	Disaggregated by:
	Count


	Percent



	American Indian
	218


	0.3



	Asian


	573


	0.7



	African American


	72887


	89.0



	European American


	6248


	7.6



	Hispanic/Latino


	2002


	2.4



	Male


	41015


	50.1



	Female


	40913


	49.9



	FARMS


	60503


	70.0



	SPED


	13031


	15.4



	EOY 2006-07


	87626


	

	Enrollment 10/15/07


	84409


	


The BCPSS employs staff from diverse racial, ethnic, and language backgrounds, including teachers recruited from abroad. Over the last three years, there have been very active and successful recruiting efforts aimed at highly qualified teachers from the Philippines. Baltimore City recruits and hires up to 650 teachers each year to replace those leaving the system through retirement, resignation, or non-renewal. 

As most school districts involved in the reform process, systemic efforts have focused on curriculum revisions with close alignment to standards (using Understanding by Design), a focus on differentiated instruction, a system of ongoing assessments, and Response to Intervention initiatives in reading, mathematics, and behavior. 

The Bridges Network adds another lens to inspect cultural variables beyond the academics. Through its eyes the district is studying the myriad of cultural dynamics that occur across the district. Teachers affiliated with the Network are becoming the “architects and the contractors” who build the cultural and academic bridge within each classroom.

Background for Building the Baltimore Bridges Network

The Baltimore City Public School System began a focus on understanding the effects of poverty four years ago as part of a systemic plan to address student performance on standards-based assessments, as required for No Child Left Behind. The district had at least a 78% poverty rate in many of its schools. One of the diversity factors identified in the State's by-law, Education That Is Multicultural, is socio-economic status. 

Over the last four years the BCPSS has provided professional development and technical assistance in the classroom for over 3000 BCPSS educators (of approximately 8000) related to understanding poverty and diversity. This support is provided in a variety of forums throughout the organization, to include senior and central office staff, administrators, teachers, psychologists, counselors and social workers, school board members, parents, and community partners. 

The focus has been on Dr. Ruby Payne's Framework for Understanding Poverty, Bridges Out of Poverty, Learning Structures, Meeting Standards and Raising Test Scores, and Emotional Safety and Discipline. This “understanding of poverty” has extended, at least at an awareness level, into additional district initiatives: special education, alternative education, non-public partnership, curriculum development, leadership development, character education, safe and drug free schools programs, and gifted education. 

The core of the original efforts was on understanding the impact that poverty plays on academic achievement and implementing strategies to assist students from poverty to connect with cognition. Dr. Payne draws from the studies of Dr. Reuven Feuerstein. Simplistically, cognitive processes are highly modifiable and the learning potential of individuals can be altered through educational interventions. (Changing Children’s Minds: Feuerstein’s Revolution in the Teaching of Intelligence, Howard Sharron) A second premise is that education and relationships are the links for students to access more opportunities and advantages. (Understanding Poverty, Ruby Payne) The approach of the Bridges Network includes this foundation and challenges community members and educators to adopt strategies that fit their needs.
In April 2007, 175 educators, mainly teachers, gathered for an evening meal and to consider the concept of a network to focus on connecting issues of multiculturalism to achievement. The meeting was held as a part of the district’s plan to implement the State’s by-law, Education That is Multicultural. With the focus on No Child Left Behind, the By-law was recently modified to include the achievement needs of underperforming groups of students, based on data from the State’s assessment program.

This assembly would prove to be different from district diversity training that focused solely on poverty. Over the next three sessions, this core of teachers grew to over 200, to become the Baltimore Bridges Network. The focus also expanded to examine two other cultural factors that affect student learning - gender and race. 

The Bridges Network was initiated for teachers as they help students most in need of academic and behavior improvement. The vision of the Bridges Network is to establish communication for teachers across schools in order to identify and share research-based initiatives and to provide teachers with a multi-faceted support system. Its mission is to provide resources for instruction and professional development to accelerate student achievement across cultures. Currently, there are 74 schools represented in the Bridges Network. Schools become members by indicating an interest and by having one or more teachers attend the professional development sessions related to understanding poverty. 

A guiding force behind the Bridges Network is the Bridge Steering Committee, composed of twenty-one staff members in BCPSS and representatives from local colleges and universities, national, civic, and community organizations, and the Maryland State Department of Education. The Steering Committee serves to establish external partnerships, make recommendations, assist with communication to the broader community, establish a clearinghouse for direction and support, and develop an evaluation design for the initiative and oversee its implementation. The committee also provides resources to help Network members understand the histories and cultures of the students of Baltimore City. The Network and Steering Committee meet quarterly throughout the school year. Each meeting has a focus that builds on the established foundation.  

Five sub-committees and two interest groups have been established within the Network. Bridges Network teachers and Steering Committee members organize to collaborate across these themes. Boys to Men, Passages for Girls, African American Heritage, Understanding Poverty, and Touching Technology are the standing sub-committees; interest groups include Latino Links and Teacher to Teacher. 

At the initial meetings Network teachers and Steering Committee members established priorities for each of the sub-committees. Network and Committee activities for the year focus on these priorities. Centrally, the Network leadership is building the capacity to support five “anchor” schools around each theme and establish teams of teachers to collaborate with building administrators and steering committee members to customize the program for the schools.  The Alternative Learning Center and Maree Garnett Farring Elementary Schools will anchor the Understanding Poverty initiative.

Summer 2007, reading for Bridges Network members began with two texts; identifying and supporting gifted students form poverty (Removing the Mask, Giftedness in Poverty, Paul Slocum and Ruby Payne) and implementing instruction to address the needs of boys (Hear Our Cry: Boys in Crisis, Paul Slocum). Dr. Payne addressed all BCPSS administrators in August 2006. Dr. Slocum was a guest presenter at a fall 2007 symposium for BCPSS teachers. Network, steering committee members, and other educators had the opportunity to dialog with him related to the needs of boys in the classroom and identifying and developing the potential giftedness of students form poverty.  

At the fall 2007, Bridges Network meeting, the focus continued on understanding and supporting the needs of boys and young men, especially those of African heritage. The session began with Griot, Stanley “Bunjo” Butler, self-proclaimed as “The West Baltimore talkin’ Drum.” Griot Bunjo is a librarian and Bridges Steering Committee member. Teacher Lynn Eareckson reflected that Bunjo challenged Network members with his story of a tiny bird, which she interpreted to be “a child’s spirit we hold in our hands to cripple, kill, or set free.”  

Dr. Raymond Winbush, Director of The Institute for Urban research at Morgan State University, in Baltimore, Maryland and author of The Warrior Method: A Parents’ Guide to Rearing Healthy Black Boys, is also a member of the Bridges Steering Committee. At the fall meeting he provided members with an overview of his research and findings that shape the positive development of boys of African descent. Network members received a copy of his book. Dialog continues via the district’s Teachers - Student Support System (the district’s Blackboard intranet) and during the follow-up meetings.  

In a quiet neighborhood in Northwest Baltimore, Principal Carla Jackson, provides the vision and leadership at Grove Park K-8 School, a high performing school. Mrs. Jackson recognizes the connection between culture and learning and has been providing for her staff on-going professional development for several years with Dr. Slocum, focusing on achievement strategies for boys.  Grove Park is an anchor school to implement the Boys to Men initiative as part of their Bridges program.
[image: image4.jpg]-

RS




[image: image5.jpg]




Dr. Winbush focused on the 




Griot Stanly “Bunjo” Butler delivers  


needs of African-American boys.



a message of choice.

Each Network school is a member of The Association for the Study of African American Life and History (ASALH). Ms Barbra Dunn, Executive Director for Membership for ASALH, is a member of the Bridges Steering Committee. ASALH organization was founded by Dr. Carter G. Woodson in 1915 and establishes an annual Black History theme and publishes learning resource materials to teach the theme. The focus for December and February Network meetings is to prepare and launch the annual theme, this year by providing each Network member with a copy of The Mis-Education of the Negro, by Dr. Woodson. This text, first published in 1933, celebrates its 75th year in 2008. Dr. Woodson envisioned an organization of “scholars, teachers, and intellectuals who would unearth, write, and disseminate the truth about the African and African American past.” Realizing the crucial role that teachers play, Dr. Woodson also took the advice of educator Mary McLeod Bethune and established publications and resources advice for teachers. (Back Cover The Mis-Education of the Negro, ASALH 2005). This practice continues today.

Bridges members receive the resources for their schools and share ways in which they use them in their buildings. Lynn Eareckson attended the 92nd Convention of ASALH in October 2007. Her role is to receive training on the ASALH resources, specifically the Black History Bulletins, and share at upcoming Network meetings. Lynn stated that through equity, one can “put forth a lesson that causes the teacher and student to examine, question, utilize, investigate, treat and yield a harvest that is both inclusive and contemporary.” Additionally, in collaboration with her principal, Mrs. Loretta Breese, Lynn is establishing a KIAMSHA Youth Group at Forest Park High School. KIAMSHA, meaning “That Which Awakens Me”, is designed to provide youth with empowerment skills, enrich their minds positively, and prevent self-destruction. Forest Park High School will serve as the anchor for the African American Heritage program for the Bridges Network.

The Spring Network meeting addresses the needs of girls. The text of study is Dare to Be Queen, a “Wholistic” and Comprehensive Curriculum for Girls. This curriculum is designed to “engage and empower” girls and addresses areas such as “honesty, courage, self-worth, sexual abstinence, ‘fatherlessness’, discipline, friendship, Rap & Hip Hop, family dynamics, healing and forgiveness, anger management, and health & physical fitness.”  Co-author Mischa P. Green provides the Network with its implementation. Two additional anchor sites to support the Passages for Girls (and Touching Technology) will be identified by fall 2008, as the Bridges program grows to capacity.

The final meeting of the school year allows for Bridges Network teachers and steering committee members to share progress and establish the focus for the next year. Members evaluate the effectiveness of their work, including the Web-based communication site and system established to maintain on-going dialog among the membership. 

KI
Evaluation of the Work of the Bridges Network and Steering Committee

Dr. Anila Asghar, Assistant Professor, Johns Hopkins University School of Education, Department of Teacher Preparation, in collaboration with the steering committee is designing the evaluation for the initiative. The design has three phases: establishment of the network and the empirical data surrounding its induction; process data of the implementation of activities surrounding the network; summative data related to the effectiveness of the design and implementation. 
Drawing on the logical framework model (W.K. Kellogg Foundation, 2004), the assessment and evaluation plan looks at the impact and effectiveness of the Baltimore Bridges program initiated within the BCPSS.  The logical framework approach to evaluation was adapted to develop clear links between the framework underpinning the Bridges initiative; program goals; strategies designed for implementing the program; implementation methods and processes and outcomes (Chen, 1990; Owen & Rogers, 1999).  The program aims at raising the quality of teaching and learning for the BCPSS students through providing central and site-based professional development opportunities for teachers and administrators.  
The goals and competencies outlined in the document, Guide to Accelerating Student Achievement Across Cultures (MSDE, revised draft 2007) serve as the goals and guiding principles for the Bridges initiative.  The following goals illuminate the program’s focus on promoting diversity and providing quality learning opportunities and supports to all students.

1. Participating in Intercultural Communication

Goal: Adopt a global perspective that promotes the valuing of cultural, ethnic, and linguistic diversity.
2. Reducing Prejudice


Goal: Eliminate racism and other forms of prejudice and discrimination within the learning environment.
3. Establishing Culturally Supportive Learning Environments


Goal: Determine and implement appropriate strategies that allow all students to learn (MSDE, 2005).
4. Designing and Implementing Curriculum and Instruction for Education That Is Multicultural and Accelerating Multicultural Education


Goal: Establish and maintain high expectations for achievement for all students

5. Designing Tests, Measurements, and Assessments for Achievement Equity


Goal: Utilize tests, measurements, and assessments to access information and prepare for instruction and learning (MSDE, 2005).
Inputs

The following inputs have been designed to meet the aforementioned goals and objectives.

· Establishing a steering committee to provide guidance and make recommendations for the initiative 

· Convening steering committee meetings to provide a venue for internal and external stakeholders to collaborate 

· Forming the Baltimore Bridges Network, a working group of teachers devoted to the effort of improving teaching and learning within the Baltimore City School System

· Providing professional development programs for teachers and administrators focusing on the achievement of each diverse NCLB co-group. 

· Collaborating with school administrators related to their needs for multicultural strategies toward achievement

· Identifying and determining allocation of resources

· Networking with individuals from various organizations, such as ASALH, Urban Leadership Institute, Maryland State Department of Education, Community College of Baltimore, Coppin State University, Johns Hopkins University, Morgan State University, The Urban League, the Enoch Pratt Free Library of Baltimore, and the BCPSS Parent and Community Advisory Board to concentrate on minority student achievement and culturally supportive education.
Activities

The following activities are being planned or conducted in accordance with the goals and the inputs
· Acquiring and developing training materials and resources for teachers and administrators

· Conducting professional development workshops for teachers and administrators focusing on the goals for multicultural education

· Conducting seminars and talks by experts for teachers and administrators related to understanding poverty, achievement needs for boys and girls, and cultural identity and achievement 

· Assessing teachers’ professional needs and students’ learning needs (personal, cognitive, and social – MSDE, 2005)

· Establishing baseline data on student academic achievement, academic self-concept, and self-esteem; teacher qualifications and competencies

· Establishing anchor schools to serve as resources and models for the district

· Implementing a system across the district to assess individual learning preferences of students 

Outputs

The following major outputs are envisioned each arising from a series of targeted activities.

· School policies and plans for implementing the multicultural education model focusing on achievement needs for students of color from poverty

· Lesson plans and innovative classroom strategies for promoting academic achievement through culturally supportive pedagogy and learning

· Assessment strategies and instruments for measuring student learning 

· Strong linkages between the BCPSS and other organizations promoting minority achievement and multicultural education

· Enhanced student academic, personal, and social achievement (evaluated through experimental studies, case studies, and action research)

· Improvement in scores on the Maryland School Assessments and High School Assessments 

Results of One Year’s Efforts

This professional development effort and other systemic initiatives have resulted in an increase in student achievement and a systemic dialog around issues of poverty within the district. The BCPSS is institutionalizing the learned strategies by including them in the Master Plan, the guiding document submitted to the Maryland State Department of Education. 

Process outcomes include the following: 

-The establishment of the Bridges Network, Steering Committee and “anchor” schools, to focus in-depth on each subcommittee's area: Boys to Men, African American Heritage, and Understanding Poverty.

-Teacher-to-Teacher dialogs through Network meetings and technology: posting successful teacher tips and strategies that are specific to the BCPSS curriculum.

-Curriculum development, reviews, and feedback by Bridges members; recommendations are used to revise and refine curriculum based on Understanding by Design, Understanding Poverty, and differentiated instruction.

-Collaboration of district staff across content areas and departments related to understanding poverty, accelerating student achievement, and infusing character education and multicultural education.   

-Video-streams of BCPSS teachers implementing lessons based on Ruby Payne’s understanding poverty, learning structures, and other strategies that address mediated instruction. 

Conclusions 

Teacher Ben Posner writes: 

Of all the things that Baltimore City has ever done for the teachers in our district, the Baltimore Bridges Network is definitely one of the best ideas that has ever come into fruition.  Workshops on the work of Ruby Payne and their impact on instruction, information from Paul Slocomb on boys and on giftedness, and the fascinating work of Dr. Raymond Winbush have all had direct impacts on my role as a classroom teacher.

All of this work has focused my attention to not just teaching the children, but helping me to understand them better. When you understand someone better, they are better able to teach you, just as you are better able to teach them.  

As Dr. James Comer once said, and Ruby Payne often quotes, “No significant learning occurs without a significant relationship,” and understanding my children better has definitely allowed me to build those significant relationships and has hopefully lead to some very significant learning experiences for my students.

Psychologist and teacher Dr. Brian Mondell reflects:

Cognizant of the critical immediacy for a plan to address the unmet needs of our students, my connection to the inauguration of the building of the Bridges Network was natural and logical and my support of the Bridges Network remains unwavering.  

The Bridges Network has afforded me knowledge, tools, mentors, and personal contacts that I need to bridge the gap and build effective relationships with students and their parents or guardians as well as other educators.   Only together can we ensure that our young people will be successful in school as well as in society.  

Teacher Lynn Eareckson concludes:

In closing, I present you, Dr. Carter G. Woodson, scholar, historian, and teacher who explains with great care how our systemic levels of rationale and logic have been pervaded by generations of mis-education, applied by both well-meaning and deliberately malicious persons in authoritative positions of one kind or another and by one race or another. 

If we are honest with ourselves and, in his words, are given the respect they deserve, we may just come out of this very dark night of ignorance and delusion with a few more stars than were there before.

The BCPSS Bridges Network is an effort to institutionalize the learned strategies of multiculturalism, by including these tenets in the district’s guiding documents and practices. It is one strand of a district’s effort to address teachers as change agents and major players to improve student learning. The Network provides teachers a forum for collaboration as they administer their craft. 

The Network is providing the district with model schools in which the culture of the students is the foundation for instruction to positively propel student attitudes, behavior, and achievement. Institutions and organizations of local, state, and national stature provide research-based implementation practices. The systemic outcome of these efforts will be judged in the immediate years to follow. Based on anecdotal accounts, the individual affect on the teachers in the Bridges Network is seen today.
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