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Creating a Community of Learners

Among High School Teachers

By SAM WINEBURG AND
PAM GROSSMAN

The notion that someone can
teach for nine months and then
start to learn for two weeks in
the summer is fatally flawed. We
must find ways to break down
the false barriers between
teaching and learning. Mr.
Wineburg and Ms. Grossman
describe one way of doing so.

AREN is a 28-year-old English

teacher in her second year of

teaching. She has come togeth-

er with 15 other teachers in her

Seattle high school to read and
discuss The Sweeter the Juice, by Shirley
Haizlip, the story of a woman struggling
with her racial identity. Karen’s words pro-
vide a sobering introduction to the land-
scape of teaching:

I'had a feeling of frustration as I was
reading it and thinking, “Well, how is
this going to fit into my curriculum?”
But as I was thinking about it, I realized
that I had forgotten how to read for pleas-
ure. We live by the bell, 15 minutes to do
this, a half-hour to do that. I don’t have
time to do this pleasure reading thing!

Karen’s frustration speaks to two trou-

SAM WINEBURG is an associate profes-
sor of educational psychology and an adjunct
associate professor of history at the Universi-
ty of Washington, Seattle, where PAM GROSS-
MAN is an associate professor in the Depart-
ment of Curriculum and Instruction.
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bling aspects of school life. First, the bell
sets the hurried rhythm of the school day.
Second, this day contains no time for con-
tinued study in one’s discipline. Two short
years into teaching, Karen has come to re-
gard reading that is not tied directly to her
teaching as a frill: that “pleasure reading
thing.” The inseparability of teaching and
learning, the notion that one atrophies with-
out the other, is not part of Karen’s — or
of most teachers’ — induction into teach-
ing.

Our project set out to do something
about this situation. Funded by a grant from
the James S. McDonnell Foundation of St.
Louis, our goal is nothing short of chang-
ing the intellectual environment in which
teachers work. In contrast to the quick-fix
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culture of staff development, our project
tries to create an ongoing venue for teach-
ers’ learning — not an isolated feature dur-
ing a summer institute or a one-shot work-
shop whose only trace is a shiny binder.
At the heart of our work is this simple but
indisputable principle: schools cannot be-
come exciting places for children until they
first become exciting places for adults.

The Grammar of
Staff Development

Teachers in our project come together
monthly for an entire day to read and dis-
cuss literary and historical works and to
plan an interdisciplinary humanities cur-
riculum. Substitutes are provided on those
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days so that teachers can focus on their own
reading and reflection. The monthly meet-
ings are supplemented by after-school meet-
ings every other week and by a five-day
retreat in the summer.

Our project stands in contrast to the
two main approaches to staff develop-
ment for high school teachers. The most
common form of staff development — the
district-mandated inservice training day
— provides teachers with new information
to keep them up-to-date. However, any
presentation that speaks equally to the di-
verse interests of the calculus teacher and
the gym teacher, the French teacher and
the physics teacher, will almost certainly
be unable to do more than tinker at the
margins of teaching. Generic workshops
are easy to dismiss because many teach-
ers believe — rightly or wrongly — that
the strategies covered do not apply to their
subject matter. Moreover, the outcomes
of these workshops are usually so short-
lived that they rarely make a difference.
Yet a recent study in four East Coast dis-
tricts found that isolated activities with
little follow-up still dominated the staff
development landscape. One teacher char-
acterized inservice training days as “an
appendix” — something she could “take
or leave without being affected one way
or the other.”

The second main approach to staff de-
velopment is modeled after the summer
institutes sponsored by the National En-
dowment for the Humanities. Individual
teachers travel to college campuses to un-
dertake intensive study of new develop-
ments in historiography or the latest ap-
proaches to the teaching of Shakespeare.
Done well, such experiences energize teach-
ers and send them back to the classroom
with fresh ideas. But this approach also
rests on the questionable assumption that
“changed” individuals can return to un-
changed settings and resist the forces that
work to pull them back to the status quo.

Our project differs from both approach-
es. First, we are in it for the long haul —
three years, not three days. We know that
schools are places bound by tradition and
that real change takes time. Second, we
recognize that approaches aimed at indi-
vidual teachers ignore the social realities
of large high schools, in which individu-
als are organized into subject-matter units.
For this reason, we based the creation of
our community of learners on the high
school department.

For better or worse, departments are

part of the grammar of high school. Even
inaschool set up to be “department-free,”
departments find ways to spontaneously
regenerate, like the arms of a starfish.? De-
partments are more than organizational
structures — they have their own unique
group psychology. Recent work by one of
us has shown that, in their views about the
goals of schooling, tracking, and the or-
ganization of the curriculum, social stud-
ies teachers from different states have more
in common with one another than they have

with colleagues from the math department
in the same school.*

Departments constitute a strategic mid-
point between whole-school change and in-
dividual transformation; department-based
professional development can take advan-
tage of shared interest in a common sub-
ject matter and create a local community
to support teachers’ growth. Further, in or-
der to change students’ experience of lit-
erature or history as they move through
the curriculum, we need to focus on chang-
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ing the vision of the department rather
than the vision of one or two individu-
als.

Departments provide opportunities for
the activation of “distributed cognition”
— a chance for individuals to break out
of their classrooms and come together
over common issues of subject matter and
student learning. Under the best circum-
stances, individual thinking can be expand-
ed upon or challenged by peers who share
a commitment to the goals of the subject.
But departments can constrain cognition
as well as amplify it. While some depart-
ments offer opportunities to examine think-
ing, others stifle it — enforcing a single
view and censoring those who don’t toe
the line. For these reasons we brought to-
gether two different but related departments.
English and history teachers share a com-
mitment to creating a literate citizenry, but
each department views the goals of read-
ing, the nature of student learning, and the
constraints of curriculum in very differ-
ent ways.

Creating Curriculum
And Reading Books

The teachers in our project come to-
gether over a practical goal: the creation
of an interdisciplinary curriculum that draws
on both language arts and history/social
studies. By itself, this goal is not new. What
is new is the context in which this enter-
prise is taken up.

Some teachers in our project have ex-
perienced a model of curriculum devel-
opment in which they study new materi-
al in the summer and quickly write lesson
plans for the fall. We elected to take a dif-
ferent route. Before we could discuss the
substance of the curriculum, we first had
to getto know one another as fellow learn-
ers. To do this, we borrowed the model of
book clubs that meet in people’s homes
and imported it into an urban high school.
As a group we selected pieces of fiction
and history — often related to teachers’ in-
terests in curriculum development — and
used these works to create a sense of shared
intellectual community. We thus laid a foun-
dation of common understanding on which
to build the work of curriculum develop-
ment.

It is not always smooth going when
committed English and history teachers,
joined by representatives from special ed-
ucation and English as a second language,
come together and discuss books like Na-
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than McCall’s Makes You Want to Holler,
Bharati Mukherjee’s Jasmine, or Christo-
pher Browning’s Ordinary Men. Daylong
meetings and after-school follow-ups al-
lowed our group to go beyond “polite dis-
agreement” so that genuine differences
could emerge. Such differences, which rare-
ly come to the surface in short-term proj-
ects, need to be part of the discussion. Oth-
erwise, unrecognized and unspoken as-
sumptions become stumbling blocks that
thwart shared understanding.

For example, in an early meeting, teach-
ers debated the value of using the film Dis-
closure as prelude to having students read
a Supreme Court case on sexual harass-
ment. The teachers disagreed vehemently
about the value of this approach. Initial-
ly, they interpreted the disagreement as an
instance of interpersonal conflict. But af-
ter many similar disagreements, we came
to understand the discussion as emblem-
atic of dramatic differences in teachers’ be-
liefs about how to read texts, about how stu-
dents make meaning from texts, and about
how and when to draw on young people’s
personal experience in teaching the hu-
manities.

Put differently, before we could have
serious discussions about curriculum in-
tegration, we, as a community of readers,
had to experience the give-and-take of
discussing important books. Do we trust
the voice of the narrator when he is a white
man speaking as a Vietnamese woman in
Robert Olin Butler’s Good Scent from a
Strange Mountain? How can we judge the
claim that Nazis administering “head shots”
to innocent women and children on the
Polish front were not barbarians, but rath-
er “ordinary men,” caught up in circum-
stances beyond their control in Christo-
pher Browning’s Ordinary Men: Reserve
Police Battalion 101 and the Final Solu-
tion in Poland? What can we learn about
our own experiences with racism by exam-
ining the experiences of people from an-
other continent in Rian Malan’s My Trai-
tor’s Heart?

By reflecting on our own sometimes
heated, sometimes hilarious, discussions,
we forged a list of “guiding questions”
that captured what we did as readers from
two different disciplines. To what do we
pay attention? What do we ignore? How
does the past influence the present? Only
after addressing such questions could we
move to the next stage: planning the kinds
of intellectual experiences we wanted for
our students.

Making Teaching Public

The books we have read are not the on-
ly texts examined in our group meetings.
Inspired by the work of John Fredriksen
and his colleagues on teachers’ discus-
sions of videotapes of their own class-
rooms, we have integrated “video-texts”
into our all-day meetings.* We began by
examining a classroom discussion on The
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, led by
Fred Hamel, our research assistant, an
English teacher on leave from a neigh-
boring district. In subsequent meetings,
teachers showed portions of videos from
their own classrooms.

While videotapes are features in the
professional socialization of social work-
ers, surgeons, professional athletes, and
broadcast journalists, they are not part of
the culture of preparing teachers. No mat-
ter how safe the atmosphere, the act of
putting a camera in a classroom raises the
specter of evaluation. Moreover, the sheer
novelty of watching oneself on tape can
be unsettling. But we see videos as a key
to overcoming the culture of privatism
that pervades schools. Some teachers in
our group had worked side-by-side for 20
years and had never seen one another teach
until our first video club. Video clubs of-
fer the potential of opening up the act of
teaching to question, comment, and elab-
oration by a group of supportive peers.

A Painfully Necessary Process

As we look toward the second half of
our project, we are well aware of the chal-
lenges before us. Releasing teachers from
the classroom once a month creates bu-
reaucratic hassles, scheduling snafus, and
grading crunches when meetings fall at
the end of the semester. After-school meet-
ings conflict with cheerleading practice,
soccer games, or simply getting home to
make dinner. Some meetings sizzle with
new ideas and stimulating conversation.
Others sputter toward a conclusion. Our
attempt to study this process has taught
us an important lesson: real progress does
not come neatly packaged for display in bar
charts and growth lines. We have learned
that progress is more akin to making mean-
ing from a Faulkner novel, a process filled
with switchbacks and blind curves, ulti-
mately satisfying but long in coming. In
an enterprise as rich and as important as
the humanities, we see no other way.

The project also requires that the group



learn to confront the conflicts that inevi-
tably arise as the community emerges. Peo-
ple must interact directly with colleagues
they may previously have chosen to avoid.
They must confront the different perspec-
tives about subject matter and teaching that
dwell in the same hallway. The process is
not easy or comfortable, but, as one teach-
er put it, it is “painfully necessary.”

Amidst these challenges there are many
signs that make us optimistic. During one
meeting, we engaged in a deep and enthu-
siastic discussion of Mukherjee’s Jasmine.
We confronted our collective ignorance
of Hinduism, and we struggled over the
question of why, with all its problems, the
United States still attracts immigrants from
the world over. At the end of the discus-
sion, one teacher asked wistfully, “How
can I create discussions like these in my
own classroom?” Our own personal experi-
ences as a community of readers helped
provide an image of what might be pos-
sible in the classroom.

Our discussions often spill over into the
ensuing week. After watching the video-
taped discussion of Huck Finn, we debat-
ed the very question of continuing to use
that work in the classroom. We filled one
another’s mailboxes with op-ed pieces and
magazine articles, and echoes of the de-
bate could be heard in the faculty lunch-
room.

We also did not anticipate some of the
effects our project has had on students,
who see their teachers leave the classroom
once a month to model what it means to
be lifelong learners. Students spy copies
of the project books on their teachers’
desks and then hear different versions —
sometimes opposing versions — of these
books from different teachers. More than
once our books have ended up as the sub-
ject of student book reports or even as part
of the regular curriculum. When an Eng-
lish teacher reminded students that they
were to provide a “critical evaluation,” not
a piece of fan mail, for their book reports,
one student teased her, “Just like you Ms.
T, with your books for the McDonnell
Project!”

The Nexus of Teaching
And Learning

The notion that someone can teach for
nine months and then start to learn for two
weeks in the summer is fatally flawed,
somewhat akin to having a marathoner
train all week long but eat only on week-
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ends. We must find ways to break down
the false barriers between teaching and
learning. In other languages the connec-
tion between the two is preserved. In He-
brew, for example, the word for teach-
ing is derived from the root of the verb
“to learn,” leading to the interpretation of
teacher as “expert learner.” Indeed, it is
precisely this insight that came to Karen,
the young English teacher whose words
framed the beginning of this article. Re-
call that Karen had come to regard the act
of reading as that “pleasure reading thing,”
something extraneous to her life as an Eng-
lish teacher. But the second half of Karen’s
comment provides a different view:

What I'm realizing is that I need to
build this reading into my life. The Sweet-
er the Juice was a great start because I
started thinking about things I haven’t
thought about in a long time. And I re-
alized, “You know what — you need to
read just to read. You tell your kids to
do that, and you’re not even doing it
yourself!

We are often asked if our project is fea-

sible in other schools and districts. To be
sure, some of our activities have been sup-
ported by grant money. However, many
districts already devote six or seven days
a year to staff development, each day un-
related to the others. In many places, the
resources exist right now. What is lacking
is the courage to allow teachers the time
and the space to come together to read
good books in a community of their peers.
It is, at once, a simple yet radical idea.
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