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CREATINC ScHooL CoMMuNtlEs

DEBORAH \/. ME]ER

hat is the naturc of a comnunity that effectivcly cducates ili members: This

isanitsuceq al ly cr i t ical  for sccular as wcl las- ievish educat ion. Notonly

does !he vi tal i ty otJewish educat ior,  but of  al l  cducat ion lor democfat ic l i fc

depend upon horv rvc arrswef lhrs question

So i ts odd horv rarely anyonc borhers to locus on $c cf fect ivcncss o1 schools in

bui ld jns .on1n|ur ir : ies, \ {hcn talk lre aLr(,ur publ,c edLrcat ion ln larsc meantre rhis nray

be because schools rcrc nor crrated or thc assurnftLon thal rh€) rere ivherc stndcnts

wefe going to g€t their  €f icct ivc cclucaLlon not onl l '  r r  mantrs oi  comnunal l i le,

but also on al l  other maLters large and sDa11 lducaLos and schools i lc,c a s,del ine

Thc feal educat ion iook placc vmcwhere else, in !he ncishb.rrhood iani ly,  rvorkplacc

and placc oi  fel jg loui  nrstrucr ion

Thrs hrsrory helps explain why i t  is so problematic to vrcw schoois as being in the

business, f i rst  and k,renost,  of  educat ing our ic l lo\  c ir iz€ns to b€ powcrful  atd

ef iect ive part ic ipanis in a dcmoirat ic societ) ' .  But that is the special  funcl ion of pub|c

educat ion, indeed, i ts centrr l  mission.

But this miqrion and h€re's the parador, r€q(ires the eriltcncc of a comnuniry

:nd cannot be accomplishcd ln lsolat ion frol1r such af rntergenerat iona] communjty l l

1, . ,  ,J -JJ) r l -ere gooo 
-  
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obsraclcs ro dorns rhr\  a lor example, such a cornmuniry nlust ask

and !enrat iv€ly afs$er the quest ion, "Vhat does a denrocrnt ic community needto

rcach rrs youngr" Vhat are th€ part icular habits,  rhe r i tuals,  thc ways of thinking

shat ive at CentralPark East Schools cal l  the 6abit ,  of  heart  and n1ind ' )  that

citizens ol a democratic society must agree upon, or at least must agree are essennal to

1m talking not Just aborrt vhat rvc nced ro know and know how to do, but what

ve are in the habit  ot  knowing and donrs, which is quitc a di i terent natter.  I  think a

lot about the role of habits.  fof  instance, I 'n iust now completrng an eleven day tr ip.

I find I oft€n have to look lor my keys as I ru$ about And too often I cant flnd

them Oi course I know hov, to put my keys a$,ay in thc risht plnc€. I couid surely

pass a tcst on plr t l ing ones keys in the r ight place. I 'm just not in $c habit  ot  doing

so. especially ir tirlles of strels. Civ€n a changcd context, I Iose my leasni'ell

grounded habits The sanre is tmc on a nuch larger scale for a dcmocratic society,

especially onc that is under stress and undcrgoing rapid changes in contcxt. \{/e may

knori' how to votc and weish thc pros and cons of cand,dates, just as ve may know

how to like apart sentences intcllcctually \X/e might even slrcceed in leaching our

students to know how ro do these thlngs. But that will nol necessarily lcad to our

sctting in the habit. And thats l'hat a denocratic soclety necd! to le.rn hov,to

thlnk M,el l  on i ts leet even when thc soing scts rough and the sctt lng unianl l iar

A , . . , ' "  Parkl . ' r  . "  1 '  "  -  r r r  -  ' "1 i r  d -r '  ' r '  " " r ' rd
f l . .  , ' , , ] -n. '  ^o b" on' . ' r  "  L. l )

nonerh€l€ss Thc-v .rc:



CREATINC SCHOOL coMMuNtTl IS

1 Askins how we knou. rvhat we know Vhar is thc cvidcncc that wc arc

rcl) , lns on. '  \ /hat nral(es i t  conrpel l ,nsr How credible is i t :

2.  Not ic ins how what we see and hear looks and sounds di f ferent

depending upon our point of  v icw' At bcst,  l t  includes thc habrt  oi  stepping

into the shoes oi others, including shoes that can somctinres makc us quitc

uncomtortablc

3. Seeking or l  patterns Vhere have I  seen drrs beiofe: Hov might i t

.or , rc-r  r  . \  o \cr  \  . .  W' 
'  .  . " ,  

' ,

4.  Always asking "rvhat r f"  arcl  supposLng thar Supposc Ccorgc

Vashington hadntbeen born, orK,ng Ccorgc hadrr bccn nrrd'  ks a klndof

hislor ical  science l lc l ron I l  vou coLrld gc'  back in tune ard change one l i t t le

thin8, misht l t  makc a di f fcrcnce: Misht thcn the same bc truc ot thc present

and tuture?

5. Ahvays asking ourselvcs, " \vho carclr"  Vhat drf icrcncc docs i t  makcr

\Vhy bother v'ith ir,'

The curr iculun ol  our schools is a mediLlr  for helprng to reinforce these habits of

mrnd \(e have burl t  the currLculum rvjLh such habrrs rn mrnd, so drat younssters can

grapple wi ih imporlant topics, f€ inrcrprcr ins thcnr rc cxpcncncine them, plnying

with them overand over in e.Jer changingvays.

I  som€times think I 'd senle ior rusr one of thcsc 6ablts approaching thc rvor ld and
q, lel1oiv beingr 'as r1" I  mrght be ivrong and they mighr be r ight.  I  want to be open

to .hc possibi l i ty dra. sonrcthing cvcn nry \ \ ,orn opponcnt n (ayins rnishr add to my

understandins. 1t !  a habir  we sonerimes cal l  skept ic isn. I 'm incl ined to b€l ieve that
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without beinsjorned to a recond hablt it could be very stcrilc ro I'd join it quickl_v to
thc habit  of  cmpathy -  i r ragining lhat onc! own comfoft  depends on rhe confort  of
oih€rs. Havins thc !ncscapable labi t  ol  srepping into thc shocs of othes would nake
it hardcf for us to solve the rvorld! probTcms with only ourselves in nind Finally. I
vould add a third habit to sl(cplicislll and empathy shecr wondcr and iascination \\'iLh
rhe \ror ld Cctt lng lnto the habi!  oi  seeins thc world as an amazing and inter.es'ng
placc is the glue that holds i t  al l  togcthcr t 'erhaps this is what.reatcs hopct I  haven't
yet lound a e,ay to sct lt down to less than tbese thrcc Butlow I'd love a debaLe ovcr
rhe habits of c i t izenship, rather than ovcr rhc thousands of l i t t le sLi l ls and pieccs of
knol'ledge all rhe prc*i{tious task forces are so busy arsuing about. Such a debate is
sorely lackins in the endless discussions ol  educat ioral  soals and obj€ctN'€s rhat wc nrc

T.." ,  
ed - . . r . ,nsh\*,d, , l , r  eoro ' l .F lJn\ , r , ,  \ ,  r  , ' .deo 

'1" a
l lqrO r , . '  I  d '  rx .o do .ornerhrre . . r  ' " .  r . . , . r  dr , r 'gueour\ ,o .ur l - . ,1.r-r t (

chi ldren instead. l t  turned out to sat i+y my desire for doing sonethins rnrportant and
seriouq, at lcast for awhi le Besides i r  was a grcat and uncxpcdcd iov Bur I  needed a
l i t t le cxtra cash to supplenl€nt ouf family inconrc Vhat cou)d be easter I  thought,
than nrbst i ture reaching rn ncarbl ,  Cf icago publ ic schools:  I  spcnr nro dtf f  cul t  but
aho exrraordi far i lv intcresr irg years subbtng rh,ough Chrcagos Sourh Side schoots
Thcn 1 got an opportur i !y Lo re.ch nn)fnins kindogarrer across rhe sLreet hom where
$,e lned, and rvhere ny oivn chi ldrcn uere starrng school I  acccptcd, rhinking i r
world bc somervhat more borins, bat a lot  casicr r l : r  :ubb,ng BuL I  ru.nccl  oui  io bc
wrong on both counts l t  u,as ncr$cr casv nor borng lr  r  as Lhc most rr tc l lectual ly
excir i r lg pcf iod ol  rrry young l i fe I  \ i ,ar abunr i rrrh rdcas abour cvcrythrng h rhe
world, the classroon wac my idcal Iab, and I \ras rarural lv a bort  t<, ,ry nonteaching
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Y€t, despitc my enthusiasn, thesc initial ycars of subbing, likc my first experiences
as a kindergarten teacher, suggesred two .hings to me, first, that our public lchools
\vcre .he most disrcspectful places I had evcr expcrienced. Teachers, parcnts, and kids
werc subject to nunlbing abuses, mostly peuy. Second, thcy seemed Lo have becn
purpos€ly desiened to be as uninterestrng as posstble. Aft€r k ids sot out of
kindersartcn w€ se€med to have satd to ourselves, How can wc make sure that we
don't  distract c l , i ldrcn, don' t  let  then engagc by accide t  in son1ething that mighr
real ly rntercst thcml How can rve crcarc as bafe an environment as we can, so that the
only thing the young can pay attent ion (o rE us rhcir  rcachersl  and the "basic
essent ials 'wc are obl iged to inrpart ]  Bu vhy ive wanr to rmpaft  rhese 'basics" to
them is,  natural ly,  undiscussablc AIso undiscussable is whcrher their  boredom is
healthy to the dcvcloprnent ol sound hab,ts oi rvork and heart Vc unforrunately
assunre that this is jusl $,hat musi be.

I  had, in contrast,  a counterproposit ion, based on my own cducat ionalhistory and
nry early years as a kindcritarten teacher iiwe could create placeq that were rcspecrful
to all their menrbcrs and also interestirs, all the way lrom kinderllaften rhrough t2th

srade (and perhaps through lifc rtself), then maybe we would have solved the
problens laclng democracy That was a nicc way to think abour it at firct, because it
made it sccm both simple and yct cxtremely ambitioust It turncd ou. iha! '!ust"

crearing those t\{o conditions - a respecthrl and jntcrcsting environment was
enormously dtfficult.

\V/-c, . '^(  d o\"  
' , -F 

\ ' r .  - i , ( !F,-ro ' ,  -e-Fo, r , .  *en.,"  
'o -d( ing

W o'd, ."  * l -ool '  , .  t .  l .  c  r r : r - r - , r rne r  " .c. .
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Firt oi all, it turns out that )rou ar€ not likely to leel valued and rcspected ii you

are treated like an anonymous sratistic. I-luman beings likc to bc known - by namc,

for starters. No good organization allows its membcrs to leel the t'ay too nanv kids,

par€nc and teachcrs feel ln our schools like interchangcablc parls But to crcatc a

community in which everyonc is known and valucd means dealing with thc question

of size and scale. Sincc 1950 the size of Anericans schools has ntore than doublcd

Vc have huge schoolbuildings This is bad cnough, but to makc matterE worse, rve

have designed what goes oi in thesc large buildings to nrake sure rhai it is cxtrcmel!'

hard f<,r anyone to be kno$,n well. Younsstcr( change classes evcry fony ro fort)'-iivc

rninutes, and change courses cvery scmesrer. Thc chance ol developing a stable

rclationship b€tween a student and an adult is thus remoie, exccPt f.)r n small group of

th€ molt academically elite. \\/hile youngsters luccesslully overconc this anonyniiy

to create peer subcultures, they do not nanage to creatc onc thal includes adlrlts

lnstead, they create tight agc grade peer cul.urcs th:rr provide thenr $'ith needed saiety

and comfort  A good school would offcr then a sharcd comrnunity that al  lcast part

of the tinre joins studcrts, teachers and famillcs toge(her onc rhat bridges the age

gaps rather than compounds !hcm

Thc second quahry of a good learning settins is rhat there is somcthing important

going on therc - fhe only thing of importanc€ going or !r  nrosl  schools is thc

fcpuiation ol i!s aihlctic tcams. I Aink, somciine!, that v'€ havc glorified sports in our

high schools becalrse there is nothing else to slorify there There k fo other

agreemenr rhat crosscs lhe entire school and connnunity about whals impo$ant,

whats conrpel l lng. A good placc ot learning necds clear and compel l ing dcvot ion to a

set ot valu€s that explains and givcs cohcrence to rvhat thc cenLral mission ot thc

school ls.

And third,  in a good sch.x)1, al l  the const l tuenrs have a voicc, and an inf luence on

the l i fe of the (chool.  l t  mattcrs uhat each r lembcr says People l isten to cach orh€r '

demonstrat ing dai ly thc inportance of thci f  ideas and their  capacrly to express
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themrelves clcarly, pcrsuasiv€ly Cornmunrcations and langrrage arts are not the names
of school sLrbjects but a daily fealiLv.

fina11y, and perhaps most inpor.antl,v a good school is a community that includes
expert(  and novices, adults and chi ldren \ f lc lcam hori ,  to do somerhins b),  jo inins a
club that nrclrrdes members who alrcad_v knou ho\r to do it and havc a passion fof ir
We learn i t  f fonr thc hcart .  I t  is th.ough such a comnrunlry.hat one creates a picture

of \ \ ,hat i t  mish. be l ik€ to becomc an crpcrr You ! ,alk into a music school and rt  ts
f i l led with nrusic and musicians You \alk i . ro a so!ce. camp and t  is f i l led wirh
socccr You knov that (hese are placcs s hcrc the people e ho orsanizcd thcm have a
passion lor whal y{)u arc thcrc to l€arn \bu learn bv r  tcanously experiencing whar j t

i !  l ike to do i .  w€l l ,  ) 'ou join rhose who alrcadl harc rhe knor ' .how Hov does a
soccer player move rvhen hc blocks a shot:  \ fhar does her body look l ike q'hen she
nroves dorvn $c f ic ld:  Vhen we go ro murrc school u,c don t  jusr learn ro play rhc
cladnei or the piano We Icanr ho\a.!o rhink and be a musician. W-c jorn a club thar
invi t€s us inro i ls c irc le

Ir  
ro7 L J,r< ' . ' .ord.a)oppol , r r \  o,r , rn.rr l r " , , l  I  r id,  , r  ' r " f . l ,  rs der-

f th ' tn,c obe+ledro,ra rap.hlr ,  u lool  or  or  e.or r  A.  per -r . rJerr  r r  f -
Hadem oifered me the chance, though I didn't believe him ar fi.!t. But I took a
gamble, got some friends involved, aild ve starrcd Central Park East. Four years latel'
the demand was so grcat wc 

'tarted 
Central Park East II Trvo ycars latcr, we started

Rlvcl East, and in 1985 \\'e staned rhe CPE Sccondary School. Ve never got any
ollicial slarus, much less official autonomy, for the thrcc elenrentary schook, but we
acred on thr "as if' principle. Ve pretended And, in fad. if you were to go ro the
Ccntral Board ol Educatlon ln Ncw York and ask roda', lor jnJormation about any of



CREATINC SCHOOL COMMUNITIES

the Cenral Park East elementary schools, they would say thev don't exist Central

Park East schools, with thc exc€puon of ih€ hish school, are ligment\ ol our

imagrnation. But ovcr the tventy two years that they have roM' exisred and thrived,

they feel like real schools to their constituenG. Our graduates are now among our

tcache$, and thcir children amons our youngcst students

Vhat t'e have discovered in thcse schools is $a! if \\'e 3ct the r€lationshiP, dght

the results can be quite amazing. Ten ycars after wc gradua.ed our first sixth gradcrs

rve did some calculating Ovcr 90o/o of our elementary scho.rl students went on to

graduate hom high school and over 6701, went on to college Now thati almosi

double the city wide rare. For rhe hlgh school, the figures are even bctter nore than

900/o who siart oLLr high school sraduate, and mo5t oi thesc go on to four vcar

col leges.

Nlany things havc gone into this success Morc than anvthing else' creatins such

powerful comml,nitie, dependcd upon talk. \X/hat is most striking about all rhese

school! is the amolLnt of talk that goes lnto creatlng and sustainins rh€ln It take( the

very special talk of peoplc who knori' each other and carc abounvhat thev are savins

But !u.h Lalkins iakcs t ime Timc br talkrng bctween reachers and students and

t ime for talk ins anong the staf l ,  and ben'ccn school and ianl l l  So wc destgned our

schedulcs for this klnd oi  rrne. In our hLgh school i ( , r  eramplc we bui l t  in six hours a

week during school hours for tcacher ralL oi  ' r r jou! sorts Plus at least one r€lr€at a

year,  day lons seminars, preschool sessrons and ioluntan mcct lngs before and ai ter

of l ic ial  school hours. Vc also bui l t  in f ivc hours a wcck n th€ hish school tor each

adult  to meet \ \ , i th a group of l0 l5stLrdenls, \rrh"homthc-vwouldbemcct ingtor

nt least two y€nrs five hours a rveek frx lalkrng rhrnss over, tackling all rhe loosc ends

of our rntel lectual and moral l ivcs. Andthcn vc bui l t  ln a mi lr in lun of tvo lamilv

coniercnces annually, cach lasting no lcss than '1-i minutes, afd often nuch lotger At

these meetings, every family member $'c can rnduc€ to join us comcs, together \{ i th
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the student and the sftrdenri reacher or advisor They come together to examine his or

hcr work and to discuss, arguc, arguc, arguc and pla,r toscihcr. And rhcn rvc built in

tin€ for outsiders to come and observe us, to look over our t'ork, and we buillin time

to listcn to thcir criticism of it and to rcflcct tosethcr about thcir vicwpoints.

\ \ / /€ \d 'e m"d( .a l ( r r"  arrd rer. . . ' r r r .  dh."r  , .J11' ' .  1 'Lour orror(o"r  o l

\  y '  
' . .  " .e 

. ' - , ' , . . .  rh" '  hool  lo i lo , r .  u.  rool  lec \  zer,  dr , . rm

5criously,  kccp i t  s inple In the interel t  ol  s inpl ic i ty,  thc cl()ser you can get to honre

schooling, the better. Not the stnrcture of the school, but th€ students and what you

want to teach thenr arc what nced to be complex Thc lradi t jonal school rcverses this

The siruci l i fe and orgai izat ion of thc tradl t lonal school is so conrpler that only a ful l

time prosrammer knovs rvhat, and horv and why it liti toseth€r Such schoolr have

simplificd drc curriculum and our conccption of childrcn. Ve havc turncd thc

cuniculum into a string c,t biG and pieces, and rneanned childr€n! progress in mast€ry

by mult jplc choice tests of rhc var jou5 birs.  \X/c have, in short ,  made chl ldren and

teachers as nearly as poxible inLerchangeable so that we can all live \\'ithin the

con1plex structure that we so I]leticulously designed.

In contrast,  the CPE schools are designed to be as searnlex and sinple as r i 'e could

make them, so that every uninterchangeable adult would bc rcquired to cxcrcisc thc

most cornple;r jLrdgments over our equally unique children. Even in the high school,

nrost ttudcnts dcal M,ith only threc or foLr diftcrcnt adults cach ycar, and rcmain $,ith

the same team ior sev€fal  years Teachers work in smal l  chrsten and can chanee

vir tual ly any part  ot  therr schedulc at a nonent!  not ice withour checking wi lb higher

authorir ies. Thi!  s impl ic i ty al lows us to focus our energies not in copins lv i th lhc

sysren, bur rarher in coping with ouf . rrnery natufes and Lhe cornpler i ty of u 'hat we are
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tryins to achieve. Thoushtful students must grow out of thol{,.htful schools Thcre

isn'r a shortcut for this. ThoughtfLLlness lakes tinc time rpent on substance, not

Such teachers must know each orher not jLtst in teacher lounses, but as

colleagues. Thcy must be able to dlstlnguish bet\reen rvho talks well and who teaches

u.ell Thcy nust knorv how to disagree and hou, to arsuer and they rnust learn how to

\  ra sp .  re,  .o I  rn rro,  * .  
'o 

.u. l  d lop re

Becansc of al l  f i is dialosuc, lhe kind of community CPE and i ts now dozens and

dozens of cousins havc bui l t  provides chi idren $' i th the cxpcricnce of a r ichly shared

culture, v,hcre adults and young people rvork at answering the question vhat are we

all here lor anyhorvr

Ve knou, that the young lcarn most of rvhat they know by bcins inmersed in a

cultrLrc created by ;ts norc experienccd members. How did we forget that whcn rve

invented schools lor orr )roulh lcss than a cenlury aso2 \Ve are depriving ourselves of

the most powerfLLl pedagogical tool rvhen we c]€ate institutions in \\rhich the novice

docs not belong to the samc comnunity as thc expert .  The mantra that i t  lakes a

wlrole vi l lage to raise a chi ld x a cl icbl  by norf  l lut  a vi l lage rhat studics together

must also celebratc and mourn togcihcr I  lmagine somctlmes wha( i t  vould bc l ike in

New Yorks bre hish schools , i  dro real lv dld cclcb,. te,  and €special l ) '  i l  thev did

moufl1 together.  l t  i<[ ]d be a perpcrual place of mouff ing r t  every human tragedv

were takcn scr iously in rnosr of the schools ro r  hlch " 'e rorv send our voung

A ncv, k ind ol  school requrres a di i icrcnr norron of lcadcrshrp Rarh€r than sceins

lcaders as administrarors, removcd h om the schools cenLral  mission of lenrning, the

lcaden in smai self governed schools arc rnodels of thc habrLs necessary for tea.hins

and leaLnins. This shl f t  in undclstanding lcadcnhLp opens up ncw possibi l i t i€s fof

\ fho lnight aspire to bc pr incipals of our schools.  Whcn feople say to 
'nc, 

"Bul,
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Debblc, thcre aren't enough people who rvant to be your kind of principal," I remind

Lhern that we cannot know, because thc kind of people I  an describing never appl i€d

for the job of pr incipal.  Veve already r i .eeded out the p€oplc vho could be such

leaders.

\ t re wi l l  improvc thc edlr .at ion oi  rhe )  oung \  he. $,e create leafning communit i€s

ior a1l  the part ies involved. nor iust for thc chi ldrci  Thi!  \s i l l  nrean communit ies that

acccptrcsponsrbi l i tykntheirownbehi\LorandrheiroNn(ork.  Or lythenvi l l  i t

seen reasonable to ask, so rvhatt  so rnportant about r  har s e re dorng: and u,hy are

we doing i t  ar) ,how? and a,e i rc doing ir  r i ,e l l . .  From schools rhar ask luch . tucsi ions,

and from schools that arc rn thc posit ion to ans\\ ,er Euch quesrions, wi l l  conre the

needed quest ioners, the young peoplc nho wi l l  crcatc the pr.rssibl l l t res that Le ahead

for dcmocracy - .4*

Ms. Deborah V. Meier ;s the Jowtu oJ a wtauk oJ rrbiic elonenary schools o' Ead Hanen

Nro 1'or . Si,r also srn,ed as co-director ad prncipal oJCottral Park Easr Stcawlary Scboal


