How one school almost succeeded 

San Francisco efforts seemed to work -- until the principal left
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The leaders of James Lick Middle School in San Francisco were serious in 1999 when they said their top priority would be reducing disproportionate discipline numbers for the school's African American students.

Those students made up less than one-third of the school, but represented more than half the discipline referrals.
 

The school embarked on unusual, soul-searching reforms that affected every adult in the building. Slowly, with plenty of emotional stops and starts, they started seeing some change in the discipline patterns -- a rare achievement.

Looking at the data as the project began, the highest number of disciplinary referrals for African American students came from students defying authority, said Heidi Hess, a former teacher at the school who helped lead the project. 

"It started with, defiance is culturally constructed, and so can we talk about that? What do we think is defiance, what do kids think is defiance?" she said.

Such conversations moved on to a laser focus on numbers -- improving data collection for the reasons students were sent to the office, making sure records were more accurate, complete and accessible, and that no office visits were "off the books" and unrecorded.

"Collecting the data was an incredible time commitment and had to be totally supported by the leadership ... . It totally took the dean and principal really standing by that to even have the data to have the conversation."

Then the school began holding a monthly staff meeting that dealt solely with discipline. They role-played discipline problems they faced in class to see whether others had ideas for strategies. They checked such issues as whether any other teachers were having success with students they had dismissed as impossible problem students. 

The school office printed out records for each teacher of what referrals they had written that month, to see whether they could find any patterns, forcing teachers to consider the issue as a personal one instead of a broad systematic issue. One teacher, for example, had written up the same boy 17 times, Hess said.

Teachers chose a strategy and a child to work on each week, and their colleagues sent slips of green paper out every week asking how their plans were succeeding. One teacher said it helped just to have the paper on her desk, reminding her of the way she wanted to conduct herself in class.

"It was definitely just a very pervasive part of the culture. It wasn't avoidable," Hess said. 

The school's focus was unusual:what adults could do to control student behavior, rather than what students could do. That's the same approach the Seattle Public Schools said it wants to adopt, describing the discipline gap as an "adult problem" rather than the children's.

James Lick teachers talked early on about why they believed different students got in trouble -- that it was poverty, for example, or a lack of home training. The response, Hess said, was that it was fine to believe that, but "what are you going to do about it?"

Teachers asked how they could keep classroom problems from escalating into discipline referrals, which caused rifts among teachers who believed the problem was with children's behavior and that nothing could be done about it. 

Teachers would be asked to consider questions such as, "Are there behaviors you think really push your buttons?" "Is there a particular student really getting on your last nerve?"

The intention wasn't to excuse or permit bad behavior, Hess said, but to understand what was causing bad behavior and to do what they could to scale it down. The same held true for misinterpretations of student behavior that some say are more prevalent among African American students, such as mistaking "play-fighting" for real fighting, she said.

"I can decide there's no play-fighting in my classroom, and whether it's play-fighting or not, I can decide not to tolerate it. But if that means four African American students spend more time out of class than in class, there's something I need to do as a teacher that will make them not play-fight in my class, in addition to having the rule."

The work was the hardest and most personal she had seen teachers do, she said, and it did provide some successes.

But there were failures and resistance as well -- Hess thinks because the teachers were on their own in the classroom, with no coaching on how to perform, and because there were no penalties for failure -- and closing the gap was not part of the teachers' evaluation.

The gap had narrowed by about 5 percent when the school's principal left and the program lost steam, Hess said.

"When we did absolutely nothing, last year, the numbers went shooting back up."

