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ROBERT &, MARTIN
Oakland University

What Happens When Crash Collides with Dead Poets Sodiety?

Dead Poets Socicty {Weir & Schalman, 10803152

movie set ia the late 1950s. The prodominantly White
enst portrays the classroom sad personal Hves inside an
American vast coast school for bows. The school’s creed
5 iracition, honor, discipline, and excellence™ — while
the file's protagonist encourages s students loward

a philosophy of "Carpe diemn” or “seize the day!” The
school’s environment is well-magicured, the students
are woll-mannered, and the atmosphers is scemingly
welf-controlied. The movie Crash {Haggis, Moresea,
Chendle, Schulman & Yari, 2004), on the other hand,

is set in Zlst century Los Angolos and 1stoud, busy,
urbane, gritty, and simaliancousty phvsically and emo-
tionslly sxplosive. This is summarized in the opening
line. "Sometimes we crash into cach other just so we can
foul 7 The Crash soript and diverse oast propel the viewer
throughout the filar's inereasing racial iension woward
explosive and unexpected ending.

In this paper I will use the Crash snd Dead Poets
Svricty movies as metaphors for the 20th and 2ist con-
turies, This metaphor will be exiended to include my
surrent work and as s theme for my selfostudy. Miller.
East, Fitzeerald, Heston and Veenstra (2002) describe
metaphor as an “esseniial tool for making meaning” {pg.
B1) and a ~safe place for imtrospection” (pa. 84). Eisner
{1591} speaks of the prevision that metaphors offer in
revealing 11fe. Metaphorical process. understanding one
thing in terms of anothes, helps 85 1o see our present in
anew way {Lakeft & Johnson, 1980). The following list
contrasts the major characteristios of the films and the
senturies:

Dead Poots Speiety Crash

1839 2005

Tdeal Trath

Modernism Post-Modernism

- Repressed combmsting ~ Explostve anger
Absolute Perspeciive Multiple Porspectives
- Biack and White - Geey

Homogensous Diverse

Appearances Results
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Thronghout mest of the early 201h contury, Amenoa
held an idealized myth of the ~all-American family™ two
patents, 2.5 children, one car, and a honse with a white
picket fence (Lo, the world as portraved 10 Dead Poeis
Sociziyy. This dominam discourse inchuded 2 homoge-
neots Christian populaiion with prediciable and onderly
fives. Individuals of color and alternative beliefs were
marginatized and or ignored. The 1ssues of the 2istoen-
fory reite Americans 1o condfront our surtent reality
of a diverse soctety and fo re-svaluate the 20th ventary
with 2 now perspeotive {i.c., the world as portraved in
Crosfy. This paradigm transformation has profound
implisations for teacher preparation, teacher sdneators,
apdl those of nseharged with the continning devalopment
of educators.

The foous of this puper is my intellectual (Schon,
1987} and personal tourney as a Black consultant faeili-
tating introspective dinlogues about race Singleton &
Limton, 2006) and presenting Michigan ond Oolkland
County schisvement gap overviews ie predominantly
White cducators. I siaried this jouroey with the gunnda-
ry of translating the achievement disparity literature into
practical and applicable torms for teashers and admin-
istrators. The inflammatory and potontially divisive
conversations about melsl reconcilintion add lavers of
somplexity to this impesding collision. The bifter logacy
of racial strife is not solved in one professional develop-
ent session and people are genenlly not comforiable
with ambiguity, multiple-perspoctives, and aet having
closure (Greene, 1997). I work to Oakland County, north
of the ¢ty center of the Detrolt Michipan metropolian
area. In the state of Michigan public education 15 divided
inte thiee major educational agencies: a) the Michigan
Department of Education, overseeing the cducation sys-
terms for the state; b) Intermediate School Districts {ISD)
or regional service agencics, serviciog school districtsin
a defined geographical area; and ¢ local publie school
districts. At the Daklond ISI, I serve as a Leadership
Consuliant for the 28 school districts in Oakland County.

One of my responsibilities as a Leadorship Consnliam
is {0 assist our sehool districts with meeting the require-
ments of the landmark educational legisiation, The

IN TEACHER ESUCATION



Mo Child Left Behind Act {NCLE). signed into law

in 2002, This legidation requirss cash school to meet
siriet proficieney standardized achioverment levels and
demonstrate annuat growth. A valuable stipulation of
this law is the annual reporting of aggregated and disag-
gregated (i.e., pender, race, special needs) daia. Herein
lies the erux of mnch of the perturbation for many of

the Oaklond County districts: The disnggregated data
for their Black students display an vacomboriable truth
and are provokiog schools to begin sonfronting the issue
of race in education. In Oakland Couaty, Black student
achievement, as measurad by the Michigan Educationa
Assessment Program (MEAP), lags behind the achieve-
mont of White and Asian students by 10% in sady
slementary school and by more than 40% in high school.
Under NCLB, schools ars in danger of being identified
as “failing” i the achisvement ol the disaggregnted
popuiations continnes 1o lag.

In the last five years the Oaldand County commu-
nity has been shifting from a homogenous middle and
upper-middle class srea toward increasing econpmic,
ethmic, and racial diversity (1.e., {ransitioning from Dead
Puoets Sociefy to Crash). The experienced teaching cadre
of Oakland County is overwhelmenely White, female,
arxl unprepared for this trausition. There is 2 growing
culinral chasm between facnifics and shudents and their
famities. A reorientation is needed to onable edusators
o cross this cultural divide to sustain viable congections
{Greene, 1997}, The history of segregation in the metro-
politan Detroit area sompounds the severity of the recent
demopraphic ironds. In many of the districts, the minor
ity stugdents are revent transiors (1-3 vears) prompting
the teachers to complain of their iack of academic prepa-
ration. While this influx of students includes Agian,
Axabie, and Latino sthnicities, the increase in Black stu-
donls induees the most constermation. Daring multiple
consuliing sessions throughout Qakland County I hear
the following comments: " They some with so many defi-
sits,” ~Those students are not ussd to our way of doing
things.” and “These parents do notvalue education in the
MG Way 43 ont other Tamilies ™

Closing this achisvement zap (Fergugon, 2002;
Noguem, Z001; Sen, 2006} for Black sindents s 2 prioe-
ity for the Oakland 18D, Oakiand University, and the
28 Oakland Connty disiricts. A recent allisnee of thess
entities calied the Learning Achkievemeni Coalition of
Oakland (LACO) has been orzanizsd to align rescurces,
iideas, and direction 1o confront this issue. In most of my
temning sessions I am the only Black person in the room
anid when ihere ate other Blucks prosent, they ate usually
femals. The igiornal teuston (Northfield & Longhras,
1587) Linttially expertenced ignited my guest to keep
journal field notes and seelt feedback and pear coaching
{Louie, Drevdabl, Perry & Siockman, 2003).

My initin} impetns for presenting achievement gap
overvisws ang fostering “courzgesus eonversations
abot race”™ (Singleton & Linfon, 2006) alizas with
Latdson-Biflings” (2003} admonitions to challenge the
straetures of racism in schools. Adding the seli-study

FTH INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE ON 5-5TEP f PATHWAYS T0 CHANGE IN

framework broadened my reflective concentration o
undersianding my role in the conied of these transfor-
mative experiences (Kinchelos & Meloren, 30063) and
how thoory emerges from development of my practice
{Freebody, 2003). In this way my intellectual journey
takes on multiple reflective tracks: a) escouraging
QOakland Courty educatiors to examine their beliefs and
practices; b) using my self-study focus to reflect on my
practice; ¢} identilying swmerging theory inmy prastice;
and ¢} appiying theory to my practice (Silverman, 2003}

Bilverman {2005) demonstrates the distinction
between focns and aim 1a gualiiative resenrch (see
Table 1) Emofivnalism examines feelings that prompt a
response. Cemstructivism acoepts that new knowledge,
o responses, are nol passively recerved but actively cre-
ated and re-created.

Table 1
Emsoticnalism Corstructivsm
Foons Meaning Behavic!
Emotion
Alm Authentic Phenormena
Insights Construction

In Table 2, [ expand this theorelionl famework for
the intellectnal journey I experience as I work with the
Oaldand Connty districts. Retamning the Emotionaliam
colwnn ntrospection indotior sand the Construstivism
eolumn Adaptability in dction encapsulates my reflos-
tve journey of analyzing my sognitive process {Crowe &
Whitlock, 1995}

Yoble2?
Introspedtion Adaptabifity
i Action i Action
Quafzative Focus  Meaning . Behavior
Crialitative Alm sight Constructing new
meening
Seif-Srudy Focts Self-examination Refiertion-in-
ftousde etal, 2083 action Schon, 1987)
Seif-meonitoring intuitive decisions
Seif-Srady Al Learning Frame snd reframe
{Loughran, 2007} Horthfield, 1996}
Growth improved
Foneofthe self-praciice
URRnOWnR Improvisation as

*Hevised by R.A. Mariin from Silverman (Z8D5)L

Machmanovieh, 1900} infyition in actien

Machmanoviteh, 1960}

The major chatlenge is the constani reguests from
teachers for practical strategies they can immediately
implement. A major component of dealing with the issue
of mee and the schieveinent dispurity is sducators zoing
through their own mind seif-studies—reflecting on their
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aoiipns, making meaning of their actions, and improv-
ing their interaction with sach individns] student, This
work is infrospective, slow, and difficult; itis also the
sxact opposite of requests such as. “Give me something |
£AB 1Se in my classroom tomorrow!”, or “iast pive us the
sirategies for working with Black bovs!™ ] am respond-
ing to this challonge 1n two ways, based on the expanded
Silvorman Framework. First, 1 have become more explic-
it in telling participants that the Best and most iroportant
step is their individual and colisctive reflection and
malking a2 decision if they believe each child 15 capable
of high achievement. Scoond, at Oakland Schools

we publish a Clusing the Achivvemsen: Gap Toolkit
{Martin, 2007) for sducators to use in favulty meehings,
professional development sessions, and for their own
development. The foundation of the toolkit fs puidance
for facilitated book studies, article revisws, and vigneils
diecussions. If 1s not the guick 11X they soughi, bul some-
thing tangible to grow the conversations throughout the
County and to build individual capaciiy 1n the districts.

S0, WHAT HAPPENS WHEN CRASH COLLIDES
WATH DEAD POETS SOCIETY?
At the ongot of this work I besitated to place myselfas
snacHve participant during the sesstons. My iraining
toaches me 1o approach Iacilitation as a neutral observer,
tracking the direction and pattern of the dialogue.
Therefore, [ iefl many of mv personal experiences and
opinions out of the early sessions. After multiole diseus-
sions with peers (Louie etal 200N came 1o rexlize
that the sensitive topic of race demands 2 sow approach
(Loughran, 2007} with me emotionally engaged, fully
present, and valperable (Northfield & Loughran, 1957).
During these peer review copversations we debriefed
my goals and expectations, and I reflected on my per-
sonal role throughont the session. My ingfial disiance
worked as a defonse mechanism fo prevent participant
commenis from offending me, my affemptio control
the situation. ¥ wanted the educators in the session to
develop intormed empathy for their students (Ladson-
Billings, 1595) and to begin looking through their
students’ eves {Greene, [997). Aftempting io smotion-
ally protect myself only served io stifle participant
risk-taking snd exploration. My collsagues helped me to
trust the process and to embrace the objectives through
sharing mv hife, challenges, and triumphs. Singleton
& Linion (2000) promote a techaigque of writlen racial
autehiographics and an area principal encouraged me
o compose my own. With some besitaney, Terote my
own tackal sutobiseravhy and successfully introdueed 1t
at selected presentations. Passion focls my eommitment
to foliowing this work to maturity, but it also makes it
intensely personal. Through this process of self-sindy T
am attempting o build a bridge of continuity and com-
patibility betwoen sy knowledes, passion and proctice
{Crowe & Whitloek, 1999).

I employ the technigue of reviewing and reflecting
it the partisipunt svalustions {Loughran & Guasione,
1995} and field notes from my various professional

FYH INTERMATIONAL COMPERENCE ON I-3TEP E PATHWAYS TO

development sessions on race and the achievement
gap. In the spirit of making my problesmss transparent
{Northfield, 1996}, 1 will share snonyroons wiiften
comments that are burtful, but impel me to reflect on
reflection-in-action (Schon, 1995) and reconsider my
decisions and responses:

You speak as if theve is a problem here! We do not
horve an achicvemeni gap and the Blacks and Whiles
get adong just fine. {From a 2007 session)

Why are we ialking ahout race? T wonldn't work here
H T was g ravist and didn’t want fo work with these
Eivde {From a 2007 session)

Just ief woe whot strotegies o usel § don't need 1o
refiect.. {From a 2006 session}

These cornmonts reveal a couple of poinis 1o me; a) the
depth of discomfort many Whiies foel when disoussing
race i the contexd of thede work: and b) the amounnt of
preparstory work needed, on my part, to present a holistic
asd comprehensive rmmework of the fuuction of moe in
stodent achievement. My unrealistic sxpostations for the
smount of material I expecied to cover in my presenta-
tions needed adjustment. Evervone is frustrated withowt
ampte process and discussion fime.

Early in this work { experienced clumsiness in dif
fioult cireumsianess. Al one professional development
sesston, » leacher responded in front of o crowd of 50
with, T sounds as if you ewapect me 1o bow down te
these Black kids, {as she repeatedly genuflected for
evervone 1o view) and ¥ won't do 817 Thirty seconds
Iater when I recovered from my shoek, [ mumbled an
meohereat response and moved on with the presentation.
In a subsequent private conversation, this teacher and [
reached a rowtuad snderstanding: but, my public mishan-
dhing of this epispde caused me 1o reflest more deeply
on my feaching and professional development presen-
tations (Dinkelman, 2003). Crowe & Whitlock (199%)
emphasize how refiection adds to the educative power
of experience {Reflection + Experience = Wisdom).
Because of this incident | adjusted my preparation, into-
nation, and professional development presentation style.
Whenever possible T now so-ereate the sessions with
tnpot from the sshool Ieadership team. 1 take the time to
keow the andience and enter the discussion at 2 develop-
mental peist where they are comfortabls, before moving
irsmediately to areas of discomiort. {am loss ambitions
with the amount of eantlent ] expect to cover in sach sos-
sion and allow more space for reflection and 1nteraction.
Mest importantly, I give myself fully to each sossion and
share more of myself

{0 many ways, 1 am a good candidate to fasilitate
these sensitive conversations throughout Oaldand
County. I am old enough and experienced cnough to
have garnersd a resume (teacher assistant prigeipal,
headmaster, principal, consaliant) to warrant an 1ntial
moment of aileation. ] am not an zagry or hostile Black

CHANGE IN TEACHER LDUCATION 226



madn, and I am nof on g mission o impart guill or blame,
v experiences as a trailblazer (the first Black teacher
and sdministrator st Luckett Christian Acaderay; the
only Black teacher (for a fow vears) at Southfiold-
Lathrup High Schook, the first Black Jay lezder ai the
Rochiesier Church of Christ; and the oualy Black male
sonsuitan at the Oalkland ISD combined) enable me to
be comfortable in facilitating 1ntense dintognes with
White educators.

Miller etal. (2002, pp. 86) ask two questionsof a
metaphor that is worth addressing at this poing The first
guestion 18, “What docs this mefaphor hide?” 1 belicve
the Crash Deod Poets Suciety melaphor hides the disap-
pomtiment and heartbreak | sxpericnce while working
with these 1ssues throughout Oakland County, My intel-

setual and personal journev continues as | grapple with

ing open with my emotions while not allowing them

to besome o stumbling block. Conversely, the sneenty §
perecive from student aad parent foous groups motivates
me to continte colliding oo this topio walil momentum i
embedidod and sustained throughout the County is hid-
den alse. The second guestion ts, "What isthis metaphor
missing?” The most important chameters this metaphor
misses ars the students of Oaldand County. This paper
1s about myy selfstady arevnd this work of ractal recon-
siliation and the achievement shsparity. but the work is
ultimately abount the students. Also, this metapher does
not take iato socount the many fine professipnals at
Oakland Schools, Oaklund University nnd the edueators
thronghout Gakland County, that care deeply about this
work, and partaer in moving this issue forward.

SEEK A NEWPATH

When Crash collides with Dead Poets Socicty, my
suggestion is 1o {isten o Ropfime! In his 1975 novel,
Ragtime, Dovtorow iells the interweaving story of three
groups in carly 20th contury America: o) Whites, b}
Jewish immigrants, and ¢ Blacks. In 1998, the mus-
oal version of Ragtime debuted in New York with three
veniral charucters representing the varons groups: &)
Mother, a White and wealthy suburban mom; b) Tateh,
z Latvian Jew, and ¢} Coalhouse, a Biack Harlem
musioins. Mother develops an sasly friendship with
Coathouse as he plays her piano and she begins to appre-
cudte his “new music” and butlds hor Gret fnendship
across ractal lines. Near the end of Ragsime, Coalhonse
urpes his comrades 1o persist in telling their story of
injustice, 1o “make them hear vou™ At the conclusion
of the musical Tateh marrios the widowed Mother and
promises o help forge 4 "new sovial order™ using the
examples of compassion and acceptonce with chuldron
across mulii-oultural lines: Motheds son, Tatel's daugh-
ter, and Coalhouse’s san.

Az Tateh longed for a new soeial order, Oaldand
County is faced with the new order demogtaphic
chanpes bring to sur schnols. Bateson (1990) encourages
s to ep-oreate a new reality, to find our way together,
The path to cuitural anderstanding and racial recon-
ciliation is not perfectly clear to me ~ but [ know what

FTH INTERMATION AL CONF
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does not work! Ignoring differences, pretending o get
slong on the surface. or isolnting our Ives from those
who are different extends the vacial challenses without
hope Tor reselution. There is o part of my facilitation
where I am a "Coalhonse,” teaching new musie o5 the
impact of the achievement disparity throughout the
County. At Oakiand Schools we invest 2 considerable
amoust of time cxposing the superintendents and central
adminisirators io this new music. In my Tateh role as
ambassador to the White educators or "Muother,” L arge
them to re-sonceptualize their work and iniiate a new
reality with their students and families of color. Tatum
(1597} encourages White educators to serve as mentors,
coaches, and advocates. As a Black academic, [ urge
the Black students and families to persist in conneeting
at schoof and fo “make them akland Connty educa-
torg) hear” and anderstand the eoncerns and needs of
Binck students and their lamibies. My cetsider or other
perspeective helps me o serve as bridge tn this unigus
situation - between White academia and mainstream
Blacks. Neither the chaos in Crash nor the delusion i
Dead Pocts Svciety offer a sustamable solution. Jtisin
Ragtime that | find affirmation, forgiveness, connec-
tion, and hope for racial reconciliation aud slosing the
ashievement gap.

“There i3 no need to alter vour voive in onder to please
others, and no seed to alfer it in order o differentiaie
yourself {rom others. Quality arises from, and is recog-
nized by, resonance with inner trath” (Nachmanoviich,
1994, p. 179), Asserting my voice in this selistudy
provess serves as one of the most challenging endeavors
1 have wndertaken. T take solace snd find strength in
knowing that the more I am mysclf, the more nnversally
my message will be accepted (Muchmanoviteh, 19900

As an individual, | am 2 child of Dead Poeis Soriety:
born in 1936, serving a career in education for 29 vears,
vasts me as ie other in varions circumstances: Black
male, intellectual identity, sompassionaie personal-
ity, conservative porsonal values, liberal polities, and
a raciat irailblazer. Because of my counterintuitive
perspeciive, my allegiance leans toward Crash. In other
words, Ilive Dead Poets Society, and 1 speak Crash - but
my heart, aspirations, and future are with Rogtirse.
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