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Deborah Meier began her

teaching career as a kindergar-

ten and Head Start teacher in

Chicago, Philadelphia and New

York City. She was the founder and

teacher-director of a network of highly

successful public elementary schools in East

Harlem. In 1985, she opened Central Park East
Secondary School, one of the founding membcrs

of the Coalition of Essential Schools. She was » I'CL'ipicnl
of the prestigious MacArthur Fellowship in 1987. She
has authored or co-authored six books, including /n
Schools We Trust and The Power of Their Ideas.

Between 1992 and 1996, she served as co-director the
Coalition Campus Project which successfully rede-
signed two large failing city high schools and created
a dozen new small Coalition schools. She was an
advisor to New York City’s Annenberg Challenge
and Senior Fellow at the Annenberg Institute at
Brown University from 1995-1997. From 1997 to
2005, she was the founder and principal of the Mission
Hill School in the Roxbury neighborhood of Boston.

Currently on the faculty of New York University’s
Steinhardt School of Education as senior scholar and
adjunct professor, Meier is also on the board of CES
and other education-related organizations.

Horace editor Jill Davidson talked with Deborah
Meier about her conviction that community-based
learning helps provide to young people and schools
the often-missing element of connections with the
adult world.

Horace: When there are so many other possibilities
for meaningful learning and connections between
students and teachers, why do community service?

Deborah Meier: At Central Park East Secondary
School in the 1980s—when it was not a particularly
well-known or widespread practice—we first started
community service because we wanted to provide

more concentrated time for faculty to spend working

together during the school day. We thought that if

we could use three hours one morning a week, plus
more after school, that would solve our problem. The
qucslinn, of course, was whal Lo du with the l\'ids:‘ We
figured that we could hire one person to send 80 kids
at a time out to community service and that would
pay for four teachers having the morning free. We
thought it would be fun for the kids to go to interest-
ing places, meet interesting adults doing interesting
things, learn something about the city and maybe even
do some good in the world. But the drive behind it
actually was getting faculty the time to work together.
It didn’t have much to do with any specific long-term
benefits we thought the students would get.

Horace: But the CPESS staff must have thought that
the students would benefit from the experiences they
had, right?

Meier: Yes, but they didn’t benefit in ways that we
were able to imagine at first. Most of the time, we
found placements that kids might find interesting
where there was easy transportation. These were
always nonprofits because we thought it was supposed
to be community service. But it wasn’t the community
service part per se that turned out to be important to
our students. They loved the idea of going around the
city and doing something real. They became less paro-
chial about knowing Harlem well but not knowing
the city; they felt more belonging in Manhattan. And
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they benefited from knowing adults who weren’t
there to teach them but took an interest in them.

And to our intrigue and, really, amazement, we
eventually learned that those experiences had been
far more powerful than we had initially realized.
Ower the six years they were with us, all students had
made some powerful adult relationships that were
important to them and their futures. They expanded
the company that they kept and in many cases, this
helped them get in college. We acknowledged that we
had to take less credit for ourselves for getting them
into college because in some cases, it was some adult
they’d met who had gone to Dartmouth or some-
where else who took an interest in them and wrote
letters of reference.

So when we started Mission Hill, we tried to do
something similar with the older kids. But we found
that it was just plain hard to do in Boston. New

York—Manhattan in any case—is a very compact city.

It was much easier to find things for kids to do and
much easier to get them around. Also, we had two
remarkable people who ran the community service
project in New York and we tried to do it on the
cheap in Boston by having someone do it on the side,
That was harder. And the kids were younger, so there
were limitations on where and how they could travel.
More of the jobs turned out to be “Mickey Mouse”
jobs where the kids didn’t meet grownups or have
relationships with grownups that were doing things
of intrinsic interest. Still, it was amazingly popular.

Based on what | saw at CPESS and Mission Hill, and
informed by looking at the work that Dennis Littky
does at the Met schools, my theory is that the most
powerful thing missing in the lives of young people
today is the company of adults, any sense of the adult
world and some relationship with that world. Most of
the jobs that young people tend to get on their own
are in largely teenage industries, extensions of their
teenage social lives. Community based-learning helps
produce a more porous line between “the world” and
schooling. You have to get rid of excuses. It makes it
harder to say to kids things like, “Oh, you can’t wear
hats, because they don’t wear hats in the real world,”
because some kids will come back and say, “Well,
they do where I work.” It forces the adults in the
school not to pretend that they have secret knowledge
that pertains to the adult world.

Horace: So it's less about what students do than who
they interact with and the relationships that they
form.

Meier: | worry less than I used to that some experi-
ences will be pointless. There are two separate issues:
meaningful work and relationships with the outside
world. One of the peculiar things about the way we’ve
organized schools is that we often place schools at a

distance from adult lives, on the outskirts of suburbs
instead of in town, somewhere out there surrounded
by fields. This doesn’t lend itself to students seeing
people working or having connections. We’ve built
schooling so it’s isolated from adult work. It wasn’t so
serious when many adults left school at the age of 13
or 14 and when their family economy was dependent
on their working. But today people are in school from
four to 20 and schools are disconnected from other
adult communities. I think it can be dangerous and
the idea of finding adults who are not their parents or
teachers to be part of kids’ lives is significantly important.

Horace: You said earlier that sometimes kids made
meaning of their experiences in ways that the staff
members in the schools didn’t expect.

Meier: When we did interviews ten years afterward
about CPESS, it was startling to us how many kids
brought back stories about work experiences that

we hadn’t thought were very powerful. Mostly it
was about the people. In some cases it was about the
job, but mostly it was the people. There was a whole
world that kids had engaged in through our school to
which we had not paid much attention.

We tended to pay attention only when we had a
strong incentive. There were some kids with whom
we went out of our way to match with particular
adults who would be powerful because these kids
weren’t connecting with any of the adults in school.
One of things that we know is that kids who don’t
make connections with any of the adults in school are
among the most likely to drop out. Sometimes, rarely,
we consciously looked for summer or community
service experiences with an adult we thought might
make a connection.

There was this wonderful guy who should have been
a social worker—well, maybe he was, really. His
occupation was setting stereos up in rich people’s
apartments. He liked young people. He was a father-
ish big brother figure and he agreed to take a kid with
him, as a shadow. Bob was a talker and kids had a
relationship with him. He’d had an extraordinarily
interesting life and he had done all kinds of interesting
things. To me a person like that is delightful—to

(continued on page 15)
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An Ethic of Service
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! Eagle Rock School, located in

‘ Estes Park, Colorado, is two

schools in one: a school for

high school age students and

a professional development

center for adults, particularly

educators. Year-round, residen-

tial and full-scholarship for high

school studénts, Eagle Rock enrolls
young people ages 15-17 from around
the United States in an innovative,
nationally recognized learning program.
With a capacity of 96, the student body is
diverse in many ways, but all students share two
common characteristics: young people who apply 1o
attend Eagle Rock have not experienced success in
traditional academic programs and, for the most part,
they have given up on the expectation of graduating
from high school.

Eagle Rock’s mission is statcd in two phrases, one
pertaining to our work with young people and the
other to our work with educators. “An Eagle Rock
student has the desire and is prepared to make a
difference in the world,” and, “Eagle Rock has a
positive effect on schools in the United States.” Our
emphasis on service-learning is essential to our dual
missions. Our approach to service-learning embraces a
range of activities extending from direct service within
our school community to integrated service/academic
experiences reaching far beyond the Eagle Rock
campus. Programs such as Eagle Serve, chores, kitchen
patrol, housekeeping, service special, Legacy Projects,
many academic course activities and most commu-
nity-based projects fit within the rubric of “service-
learning.” At Eagle Rock, service learning isn't a
stand-alone program; it’s the framework of everything

1
that we do.

Eagle Rock School is a CES Mentor School and part
of the CES Small Schools Project. For more on Mentor
Schools and the Small Schools Project, please visit
www.essentialschools.org.

Eagle Rock is a value-driven school. This means that
our values, embodied in the seemingly incongruent

saying, “Eight Plus Five Equals Ten,” are the source
and purpose of ongoing conversations around curricu-
lum, daily living, organizational decisions and more.
The value of service shows up through the themes
(service to others), the expectations (participating as
an engaged global citizen, providing leadership for
justice) and the commitments (serve the Eagle Rock
and other communities through the contribution of
my labors, become a steward of the planet, practice
citizenship and democratic living). Eagle Rock’s
commitment to integrating service and community
brings these ideas to life.

Service-Learning in Many Forms

At Eagle Rock, students are expected to contribute

approximately 500 hours of service per year through

chores, service-learning courses, independent projects

and school-wide service prn‘]ccts. In the process

of serving, students help maintain the school as a

functional community within a larger social system.

Service work also applies to each student’s personal

growth wherein learning is directed first and foremost

toward the individual’s emotional and psychological .

development.

Opportunities for service occur from the time a young
: . : 5
person is being considered for admission as a prospective
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we hope, to a life of service. A prospective student is
one who has made it far enough through the admis-
sions process to warrant a three-day visit to the
school. “Prospectives” join other students in conduct-
ing chores on campus, including serving the commu-
nity meals. Once admitted to the school, students are
required to participate in a 25-day wilderness experi-
ence. During this extended stay in the backcountry,
students are exposed daily to the Eagle Rock values of
leadership, communication, compassion, responsibil-
ity, knowledge base, healthy life choices, fortitude and
perseverance, and aulhcmicity/nvcrcnmin;; self-deception.

The wilderness service project, an integral part of this
program, takes place just after students complete their
three-day “solo,” which consists of living alone in a
simple shelter with a small amount of food and water
and without communication with any person for 72
hours. This is a time to reflect on one’s life and what
has been learned over the past three weeks. Following
this extraordinary solo experience, students regroup
for the service project. The wilderness service project
may consist of building a trail, building a foot bridge,
restoring native habitat, planting trees or some other
hands-on activity. The intent is to provide students
with an opportunity to give back to the land that

has taught them so much and to engage in one of the
fundamental Eagle Rock School values: “Service to
others.” Many students make a strong connection
with the service project, as this account makes clear:
“After days of backpacking, searching for water, and
a 72-hour solo, we were given nearly three days to do
service in the Superstition Mountains of Arizona. We
were working in an area called Revis Ranch, which
has recently become part of the wilderness area. It has
tons of barbed wire fence enclosing different areas.
Our task was to take down as much of this fence as
we could. We were trying to restore the area back to
its natural beauty. A ranger showed us the most efficient
ways of taking down the fence so we wouldn’t further
hurt the land. By the end of three days, we compiled
what we had collected and were able to figure that we
had taken down roughly 400 yards of fence. We took
before and after pictures to see the difference we had
made. Besides learning how to work with different
tools, and the different ways of not getting eaten alive
by the fence, I learned how to work with people of
all levels, in terms of work ethic, skill, and different
personalities. I felt good about what I was doing. 1
could see the difference 1 was making. I am planning
a return trip to revisit the area I was able to help.”

Upon returning to campus, new students complete
their first reflection paper, articulating the learning
gained during the wilderness trip. At this time they
also begin moving toward full integration in the Eagle
Rock community. And as it was during prospective
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Eagle Rock School’s Values: 8 + 5= 10

8 Themes

Individual Integrity
Intellectual Discipline
Physical Fitness

Spiritual Development
Aesthetic Expression
Citizenship

Service to Others
Cross-cultural Understanding
Democratic Governance
Environmental Stewardship

5 Expectations

Developing an expanding knowledge base
Communicating effectively

Creating and making healthy life choices
Participating as an engaged global citizen
Providing leadership for justice

10 Commitments

Live in respectful harmony with others
Develop mind, body and spirit

Learn to communicate in speech and writing
Serve the Eagle Rock and other communities
Become a steward of the planet

Make healthy personal choices

Find, nurture, and develop the artist within
Increase capacity to exercise leadership for justice
Practice citizenship and democratic living
Devise an enduring moral and ethical code

visit and wilderness, so it is for the veteran: Eagle
Rock students continue to engage daily in experiences
that emphasize the value of service. Within a few days
of their return to campus, new students are assigned
to chore teams where they work alongside veter-

ans and staff members to help maintain and run the
campus physical plant. Chores include the upkeep of
buildings, the operation of the greenhouse and garden,
woodcutting, firewood delivery, groundskeeping,
residential resupply and other functions essential to
the school’s operation. While most chores are done
four times a week during a 30-minute slot between
second period and lunch, some chores, like woodcut-
ting, take place in a two-hour period once a week after
classes. Students and instructors work together during
chores, collaborating on work assignments, develop-
ing a system of accountability and supporting one
another as a team. If students are late, unprepared or
not participating during chores, they may receive one
or more “dings,” which, as in any other class, can lead
to loss of campus privileges or make-up work early
Sunday morning.






