Notes from Salon on 30 November 2011
Todd Welch opened the session by recapping the history and purpose of the salon.  We all have concerns about how our education system is preparing students for today's demands and opportunities.  However, we know the issues are complex, and there are no simple answers.  Our goal is to share ideas among a diverse group of people with the hope that we can better understand the problem, develop new insights, identify some promising opportunities to help, and contribute in some way to new initiatives addressing the problem.  Todd then had everyone introduce themselves.   
Todd asked Anthony Marriccini to walk us through the graphic he developed during the salon on 3 August 2011 as a way of reviewing the group's perspective on the problem.  Anthony talked about how the world has changed, but education is still following pretty much the "mass production" model of education.  This alienates and bores many students, leading to low performance and high dropout rates.  Some possible improvements include project based learning, intergenerational learning, and leveraging technology.   However, there are complex political issues that make change very difficult.   Anthony's recap prompted comments from several people, particularly those who had not been at any previous salon.  
Some mentioned the need to address each child based on their needs and situation.  Many kids today bring baggage around motivation and feeling safe that was not prevalent in earlier times, but cookie cutter education does not deal effectively with these challenges.  Also, too many kids today have no role models of people who have used education to better their lives.  They have a difficult time relating to learning at school.   There were comments that we need to start in the early grades to foster the confidence, creativity, and skills to tackle leadership challenges in later grades.  One new attendee needed a better explanation of what we are all about.  Further comments were similar to issues discussed at the two previous salons (refer to those notes). 

Roland Sigal talked about the need for students at every level to learn about innovation.  Students are more intelligent, creative, and capable today partly because of being savvy with all the powerful technology tools.  The effort should start at early ages when minds are still nimble and formable, and then get expanded and deepened as students get older.  Roland also felt that we must reach the parents to  be successful.   That might mean we need to educate parents to some degree about innovation, or at least the role of innovation and why it is so important today.  Parents in disadvantaged situations may be largely unaware of the global competitive dynamics that are driving the need for innovation.  Finally, Roland suggested that we encourage the Governor to establish a partnership between the Education Department and the Pennsylvania teacher unions to promote our goals of teaching innovation and creativity to all students in the Commonwealth.  
Lincoln Leadership Academy Project
Todd reminded the group that, after two very interesting and productive discussions at the first salons, there were strong sentiments that we would like to somehow get involved in doing something with the issues.   Fortunately, the founders and several staff of Lincoln Leadership Academy Charter School offered a unique opportunity.  They are partnering with Charter Partners Institute (CPI) to incorporate innovation and related leadership skills into their core curriculum.   There is an opportunity for salon participants to assist this initiative as a vehicle to evaluate many of the ideas that we develop.  
Before getting more into the initiative, Mark Lang took a few minutes to preview two online collaboration tools that should help salon participants and others get involved.  First, the CPI website is being redone to host descriptions of each student project along with blogs that the student teams will update regularly to share where they are and what they are working on.  This will be on www.charterpartnersinstitute.org under the "Lincoln Leadership" tab.   Mark hopes to have this new website up next week.  The second tool is intended for educators, salon participants, and others who want to assist the development of the tools and resources.  To provide a high degree of support for collaboration, we will be utilizing a new software product for course management.  It is distinguished by very robust collaboration tools that change the traditional dynamic.  The company and product are GoodSemester.   The website is www.goodsemester.com.  Mark has set up a new "course" on this website named "Lincoln Leadership Junior Seminar Innovation."  This is beta software, so it still has some issues.  However, it should allow us to share documents,  jointly work on documents, ask and answer questions, form subgroups for a given purpose, and similar types of collaboration.   Mark shared instructions on how to sign up with the site and course.  There is nothing there now, but we intend to use this to support a "community of practice" working together on developing the innovation and leadership curriculum and project.  
Lincoln Leadership Academy CEO Sandra Figueroa-Torres explained that she had been involved in a variety of public school settings as a teacher and administrator.  She experienced all the issues we had been discussing first hand, but every time she would try to make a change the system would resist.  This led her to start a new charter school.  While extremely challenging, she has been able to follow her own vision in setting up the environment for learning, hiring teachers with the right commitment and interest, and establishing goals to achieve 100% graduation and 100% moving forward into some level of post-secondary education.  In particular, she believes that schools need to prepare future leaders, not just students who can pass exams.  

We talked about Lincoln Leadership Academy and the charter school alternative.  We learned that charter schools are public schools funded by tax dollars provided by the sending school district as a portion of their per pupil cost.  These schools have more flexibility in some ways, particularly in hiring.  However, they must meet state requirements for standardized tests and approved teaching standards, as well as the adequate yearly progress (AYP) requirements in the No Child Left Behind federal law.  We heard from someone who participated in the original legislation for charter schools that they were intended to be laboratories that could try new approaches which would then been moved to the regular schools if successful.   However, over time, school districts have come to see charter schools largely as competitors since they take tax dollars away from the districts.  Results of charter schools have been mixed, leading to a call for more supervision and accountability.  
Lincoln Leadership Academy (LLACS) is in its third year.   It now serves students in grades 6‑11.  Charter Partners Institute is partnering with the school in a pilot with the eleventh grade to incorporate 21st Century innovation and leadership skills into the core curriculum for all students.  All eleventh graders participate through a required course called Junior Seminar, which devotes about 50% of the time to this leadership activity and the rest to related career and testing skills development.  The learning is based around projects where students identify an issue in the school or community they believe they could solve in a better way than current approaches.  The students form teams, develop strategies, and implement them throughout their junior year and as their graduation project in their senior year.  Teachers Stephen  Rivera and Nikki Smith talked about how this course is going.   A few students are well along in their projects.  Most are still coalescing around the right issue and team.  A few have not really engaged in the way we planned, but those are students who generally are not engaged in any classroom activities at the school.  
There were many questions about the project and the school in general.  The group wanted to know the biggest issue that was holding back change in the regular public schools.  From the perspective of the LLACS team, it was system issues that get in the way of easy and rapid change, including long chains of command, slow decision making, detailed rules and policies, union contracts, and a general culture to hunker down rather than explore alternatives.  At LLACS they can, and often have, made major shifts in direction in mid-year on short notice when they saw something was not working.  They also talked about the importance of building relationships with the students where teachers know, interact with, and care for the students in a way that is not common in the more sterile environment of regular schools.  

Pressed to explain more about how LLACS gets their kids from disadvantaged situations to open up, we heard that teachers consistently challenge all students to do their very best and meet high expectations.   Students quickly see that this challenge from each and every teacher will not go away, and that the teachers are demanding only because they want the kids to succeed.  It was noted that all students and teachers recite the Lincoln Leadership Values every morning and also the Lincoln Leadership Creed at the end of every day.
Todd Welch talked about conclusions he has developed from his experiences on his Trust Tour.  In talking with many people from all walks of life, he finds that the development of trust is most dependent on a safe environment.   Only when people feel safe in their environment and with a given individual will they develop trust.  This relates to LLACS because one of the key roles of the school is to provide a safe environment for the students.  Many students don't want to leave school because they feel safer there than any other place available to them.  

It was suggested that parents are an important part of student success that is often left out of the equation.  At LLACS, teachers call the parents of their students on a regular basis.   A special effort is made when students are falling behind or otherwise not performing.  However, the goal is to call all parents on a regular basis so that relationships can be established.  Parents of this constituency have often been intimidated by school officials in the past.  They may not speak the English language, or they just don't understand why things are happening in a given manner.  It is also important to keep the parents in the role of parent.  LLACS staff communicate that they will come along side the parents to assist, leaving the primary role with the parents.  
How Salon Participants Can Help

Todd steered the conversation back to a more practical direction:  how can salon participants help the LLACS partnership with Charter Partners Institute be successful.  He asked the LLACS team to identify some problems they are having.  Two issues were initially suggested.  First, there are a few students who are not really engaging in the project at this point.  They are the same students who are largely disengaged from all their schoolwork, but we still want to bring them along.  Second, the innovation process at the core of the learning is so foreign to both teachers and students that they have a very difficult time imagining what it will be and what will come out.  We need to find a way to convey understanding to people who have not had the opportunity to see the approach in practice.  These issues are so complex that no one really had any specific suggestions to offer.  However, this conversation led to a broader discussion of what salon participants think they can provide.

One suggestion was for salon participants to provide resources when needed.  This might be helping to connect students or teachers with the right contact to assist with a given issue.  The salon provides a rich network with diverse people who have many relationships and broad expertise among them.  Everyone indicated they are willing to assist either personally as a mentor or to introduce to the right contact or mentor for a given need.  We need to find a way to facilitate this because participants will have contacts and expertise that is beyond what is obvious from their job and resume.  
Another suggestion was to help expose students to business.  Many of these kids come from the urban setting in Allentown.  That immediate urban landscape is all they really know, and thus all they relate to when identifying ideas and problems.   This can explain why they may be prone to work on social issues rather than forming a business with their solution.  One person shared the story of a program set up for similar kids that took them to construction sites to understand the construction industry, which was unknown to most of them.   Several years later, a few of the students now run their own construction companies.  The key was getting them exposure to businesses and opportunities where they could do well but are unknown to them.  

To get students thinking, we should consider a course or program on curiosity.  For example, one could take a class on a field trip around the school or somewhere nearby, and point out various things in the world around them they have previously ignored.  A puddle of water, for example, can lead to a discussion about how it got there, how it might benefit or harm particular people or institutions, etc.  The goal is just to stimulate observation and asking questions behind the observations.  

One person suggested that students could be engaged to develop the school's website as a marketing tool.  This could provide good experience for the students and help to market the school and/or the project.  

Another suggestion was to identify opportunities for institutional support.  For example, LLACS leaders recently met with LCCC, and discovered a lot of opportunities to work together.  Salon participants could help identify other institutions that could be helpful and make a connection for LLACS.  

It was felt that salon participants may be able to support educators.  This could involve expertise, referrals, access to a needed place or equipment, or some other resource that will make their job easier.  

There was a suggestion to involve parents in the projects.  This gets back to the issue of involving parents on a regular basis with their kids.  LLACS reported that they usually have very good attendance by parents for special parent events.  Salon participants might have ideas or knowledge to support more parent involvement.  This might be some institution or program that is relevant but unknown to LLACS, for example.  

We heard a comment about the physical environment.  We are talking about fostering free thinking and collaboration.  However, the school environment can be pretty stifling for both of those things.  The LLACS team mentioned that the number of students in the classroom (over 30 in one class) does interfere.  When we want to talk to a given student, the only opportunity may be going outside into the hall.  But there may be other activity in the hall.  Further, one group of students acting up can be contagious in a constricted space.  We did bring all the students to Charter Farms in October to get them started on their ideas and teams.   In that case the environment was very helpful.  At the same time, if we want to be effective with the new approach, it probably needs to work in the traditional school environment because that is what we have in most schools.  

As a step forward, there was a suggestion that the LLACS team develop a list of needs that can be shared with everyone.   That way participants can respond as they are able.  This could be one use of the GoodSemester system.  On the other hand, participants were encouraged to follow the projects on the website and discussions on GoodSemester so they can stay informed, and they may think of ways to help with a resource or connection or some other way that the team did not think to put on the needs list.  We can try to work both ways.  

There was also some discussion about the focus of this group and what we might try to do.  It was noted, for example, that there are three broad constituencies within education for the innovative learning:  primary school students, secondary school students, and post-secondary school students.  The LLACS partnership focuses on secondary schools.   However, the approach and much of the curriculum will be applicable for other constituencies.   We may need to decide where this group wants to work or at least focus.  
We also were asked to consider formally supporting charter schools, for example, in an advocacy role to influence state legislation now under review.   However, we received strong advice to not get involved in any way that would be considered political advocacy if we want to maintain credibility as a neutral expert.  

Conclusion

Todd thanked everyone for the spirited discussion and great ideas.  He indicated that the next salon meeting is set for Wednesday, February 1, again starting with an informal gathering at 5:30 pm.  

There was one logistical suggestion.  In the future, any participants who are attending for the first time should be given a full briefing before the meeting on the salon and what has happened to date.  It is otherwise difficult for new people to join the conversation mid-stream, and new people will tend to go over issues that have already been discussed.  
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