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Doing Something
Real: Horace

interviews

Debbie Meier on

Community Service

Ikborah Meier began her
teaching career ai a kindergar
ten and i lead Start teacher in

(:hicago, 14,]ladelphia and New
York City. She wa the founder and
teacher-director (if a network of highly
succeful public elementary schools in East
1 larlern. In 1985, she opened Central Park East
Scconclary School, one of the founding memher
of thi (.:<,alition of I:xsential Schools. She was a recipient
of the preitigious MacArthur Fellowship in 1987.She
h.i% authored or co-authored vix books, including /n
%cbi,(ils We Trust and l b. Pou·cy of I bi·ir idiaS.

Betwern 1992 and 1996, fhe served ,10 co-director the·

Coaliti(in (:ampus Project which successfully redc-
%igned two large failing city high schools and created
a dozen new small Coaliticm hclic,(115. Shc wah an

advifir to New York City's AnncnberK Challenge
.ind hininr Fellow .1 thr· Atincnberg Institute at
Brown tjilivfrhity from 1995-1997. Prom 19)97 to
2005, +hi· w.75 thl' fimtidcr and principal of the MA+ion
I lili School in tlic I<„xl,ury ncighl,cirhood of Boston.

c .urrently on the faculty of New York University''s
hteint].irdi Schoc,1 of Education as venior scholar an d

adjunct profc,scir, Meier ix abso on the lioard of (:F.%
,ind other educ.iticin-rclated organizations.

1 10) itcc editor.Iiil D.vidion talked with I)chorah
Meier .ilic,ul her ninviction 111.1 community-ba,·cl
le.at·ning help. provide k, young piciple· and schools
ilic ciften-missing eleingnt of connccticins with the
.idult world.

110,·nce: When there .irc w m.my Mher possibilitic3
h Il 111('Allinglill |Cal·ning ·mil crnmecti<,fiN hetn'fri

Fudcitt, .tild 1('.1211·1·%, why clu ctimining> hovice?
1 )chor.111 Meier: At ( :cnt ral Parl; 1·„AM %<Cond.11'\

ic|loul in tlic, 1980<-when it W.1% 11(it a p.irliculal-ty
H cll lim m 11 1,1· wicicpic.1 pr.ictice-we firit #ta t·ted
i'nnittlimity Nel\·ice lieciuvi We w.int:LI It, provider
mi,i·i' rcmccilti·ated time 1-01· f.lcultv Iii *peild working
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together during the school day. We thought that if
we could uic three hours one morning a week, plus
more after school, that would solve our problem. The
question, of course, was what to do with the kids? We
figured that we could hire one person to send 80 kids
at a time out [o 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 place%, 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 student would wet.

Horace: But the (:PESS staff must have thought that
the tudent would benefit from the experiences they
had, right?

Meier: Ycs, but they didn't benefit in ways that we
were able to imagine at first. Most of the time, we
found placements th,at kid: might find interesting
where there wai. cas>' Iransportation. These were
.lways noriprcifit liccAuse we thought it wai supposed
ti) be community service. But ir wasni ilic· community

,enice part per se that turned out to be important to
mir students. They loved the idea of going around the
city and doing something real. They became less paro-
chial aliciut knowing 1 larlem well but ni,I knowing
the CiTY: ther felt imire beliinging in Manhattan. And
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they benefited from knowing adult 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.
Over the ux years they were with us, all students had
made wime powerful adult relationihips that were
important to them and their future%. They expanded
the company thar they kept and in many cases, this
helped them Ret in college. We acknowledged that we
had to take le,% credit for ourselves for getting them
Intr> college becauu in %(ime cai,e<„ it was wime adult
they'dj met who had gone to Dartmouth or ic,me-
where cixe who took an interest in them and wrote
letter, of reference.

50 when we %taried Mission ] iii], we tried to do
w„mething cimilar with the (ilder kid%. But we found
that it wa% ju%1 plain hard to do in Boion. New
York-Manhattan in any ca*c-i4 a very compact city.
It was much cajer to find things for kids to do and
much caeler ki Ket 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 Hoston hy having simeone· do it (in the Ade.
That was Ii,trder. And the kidx wore younger, so there
were limitation.% on where and how they could travel.
Mt irc of ihe joli turned out to be "Mickey Mouse"
i<,1„ where the kid,i didn't meet grownups or have
rclatic inship% with grownups that were dc,ing things
iii intrinic intrieft. Still, it wa% amazingly popular.

Ha.cd on what I uw at (:1'1·.SiS and Mission ]IiI], and
inhirined hy Icinking ·it the work th,it Dennis Litiky
dne* .11 the Met schot,10, my theory ii thai the most
powirful thing miing in the lives of young people
It,day i, the company of adults, any vense of the adult
world .ind vimc rclatic,mhip With th.it world. Mi„t of
the joh, 111.11 young pe'opIC tend to Act oil their own
.Irc in largely teenage induwries, extrnsions of their
teenage %(icial live.. Ciimmunity based-learning helps
prciducc a lic,re porous line between Nhe world" and
Thcioling. Ynu h.ive to gel rid of Cxcuxes. h makes it
harder to fay to kids thing, like, "Oh, you cani wear
hat+, bic.utw tlicy don I wcar liatf in tlic re.11 world,"
because· 4(inic kiik will come 17.ack and say, "Well,
they dc, where 1 work." It forcen the adulth in the
Thon| mit ti, pretend thal they have secret knowledge
thatrcrt.Iin, 1(, the ,idult wcit·Id.

1 1(,rnce: St) it' j |,·51 .11,out what quilelit x (10 th.in wlit)

allry ilitit,wt with .md l|,C ,·cl,ation,hij„ th,at they
I<,I 113

Meier: 1 „tirry lix, th,In | u%ed 1,1 111.11 9,[ne· expel·i-
in,-r. will lie poilitic.n. 7'here arc twu .eparate th.ues:
Iik·.211' 11 41 111 wrn·k .i nd rcl.iti<) 11 91115,% wit h 111,· utit hicic
woild. C)nc (il the peculiat· things about the way wc've
114;.ini/·Il \Cll<)(i|J iA iii.61 wc often pl.wc Ell)(11% .1 1

distance from adult lives, on the outskins 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 zo 25 and schools are disconnected from other

adult communities. I think it can be dangerou% and

the idea of finding adults who are not their parents or
teachers to be part of kids'lives is significantly important.

Horace: You aid 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 (LPESS, it was startling to us how many kids
brought back stories about work experiences thar
we hadn't thought were very powerful. Mostly it
was about the people. In some cases it was about the
iob, but mostly it was the people. There was a whole
world that kid> 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
wcron't connecting with any of the adults in school.
One of things that we know is that kids who don'r
make connections with any of the adults in schc,01 arc
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 cc,nnection.

There was this wonderful guy who should have been
a social worker-well, maybe he was, really. His
occupatitin was setting stercos up in rich people's
apartments. 1 Ie liked young people. 1 Ic 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. llc'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)

For anc,ther ex.unple f the importance of meaningful
relationships as pxrt of an F.ssential education, read " A
Caring Aduk in a Different Setting" from Horace

volume 19, issue 4:

www.essentialschools.org/pub/ces_docs/resources/
horace/19_4/her,der_letter.html
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Eagle Rock School: * *
An Ethic of Service .- . I *-

by John Guffby A

F.agle Rock School, located in
1:ves Park, (lolorado, is two
wch(,01% in one: a ichool for

high %chi,i,1 agc %tudents and
a profc·Hional development
center for adul,N, particularly
cducaton. Year rounds res,den-

tial and full··chol.irhip fur high
ichoot itudent, 1'.agle Rock cnrolk
young people age. 15-17 from around
the United flairs in an innovative,

nationally recognized learning program.

With a capacity of 96, the vudent body is a
diverM· in many ways, but all students share two
comnicm characteristics: young people who apply to
attend 1.agic Rock have not experienced succe,4 in
traditional academic programs and, for thi most part,
they have given up on the expectation 01 graduating I·.agle Rock is a value-driven schoot, This means that
irnin high %choul. our values, cml,(,died in the seemingly incongruent
[·.agle Rock's mision is stated iii tw{, phranes, (inc saying, "Eight Plus Five F.quals Ten," are the source
pcrtaining tficiur work with young people and the and purpose ot ongoing conversations around curricu-
tither tri our work with educator%. "An I·..16]c Rock 1,jin, daily living, organizational decisions and more.
Etticient 111% the dr41,·c .and if prepared to make a Ihc value of service shows up through the themes
dillcrencc iii ilic world," and, " I·.,261, Rock la.% 1 (service to others), the expectations (participating as
poxitive effect on %chook in the United States." c )ur an engaged global citizen, providing leadership for
cnipli.thi on 5crvier-]carning i escnii.i] ici our dual juvice) and the commitments (serve the Eagle Rock
mi,Gonv. C )ur .ippro,,ch to service-learning embraccs .1 and other coninumilies through the contribution of
r.inge· 01.ictivitic· extending from direct service within my labors, become a steward of the planet, practice
i,lir Schon] community to ilitcKI·ated service/academic citizenship and democratic living). Eagle Rock's
rxperictic·rf reaching far be>.nnd thi' 1.,,gle Rock commitincnt to inkgrating service and cc,mmunity
c.impu. 14'('KI'.im. such .15 1<agl- Sci-ve, chores. kitchen brings these ideas to life.

p.,tri,1, hou,ckeeping, serricc xpeci.il, 1.egacy Proiceis,
many academic cout·Ne activities .ini| most crniiniu- %ervice-Learning in Many Forms
nity·11.1. cd proicch fit within the rubric of "service- At Eagle Rock, students are expected to contribute
Ic.u·ning." At 1<.igle Rock, ,·rvic·c Ic.irning in't a approximately 500 hours of service per year through
valil| .ill)llc prograin; it'+ the 11·,inwwork i,f everything chores, fervice-lcarning courses, independent projects

*4 c'hodl··u·'16 knke prolects. '111 t'hc process
iii xerring, sludeniN help maintain the 5,clic,<)1 as a
functional community within a larger social iysteni.
Scri·ice work als„ appliev to each qudent's perxonal

1··igle I<,ck %cli,x,1 i, 1 (TS Mentor Schoul and p.irt grou th wherein learning is directed first and forcniest
0 [he (7* Sm.A Sl·hond. Proirct. Fur im)1·c im Mentor tinvard the individual's emcitional and psychologicalSchi)*71. .Ind the Sm.all Ncl),1,>IA lirt,ject. please vi,it

l|evel(,pillent.w w w.curnt i,11 sch< 1(11 4.* 11·R.

lipptin unitic, icir errice occur from the time a young
pct„in is being considered frit· admissicin as a prcipective
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student to the time he r,r she graduata and moves on,
we hope, to a life of service. A prospective 5tudentis
one who has made it far enough through the admis-
%.ion, process to warrant a three-day v}sit to the
chool. " Prospectives" join other students in conduct-
ing chore on campus, including serving the commu-
nity mcals. Once admitted t(,the school, student< are
required to participate in a 25 day wilderness experi-
ence. During thi% extended stay in the backcountry,
gudent% arc exp(,%cd daily to the Eagle Rock values of
leadmhip, communication, compas,ion, responsibil-
ity, knowledge hase, healthy life choices, fortitude and
per,everance, and authenticity/overcoming self-deception.
l'he wilderne %crvice project, an integral part of this
program, take:% place jut after students complete their
ihrce day "i<,10," which con,i,ts of living alone in a
%implc %hclter with a mall amount of focid and water
and without communication with any pers,in for 72

houn. Thi 1% a time ici reflect on one's life and what
has bccli learned over the· pa three weeks. Following
thi, extracirdinary folo experience, frudents regroup
for the %crvice project. The wilderne service project
may c.(in%i%1 of building a trail, building a foot bridKe,
restciring native habitat, planting tree* or some other
h.indi-on activity. The intent is LO provide vudents
with an opportunity to give back to the land that
ha% taught them Mi much and to engage in one of the
fundamental F.agle lin,k School values: "Service to
„tlicr." M.iny vuilentf make a strong connection
with the ervice project, a; thih account makes clear:
"After clan of b,ackpacking, searching for water, and
1 72·hour *c,lo, wr werc given nearly three days tci do
service m the· Superstition Mountaini (,f Arizona. We
were workin) in an .re.1 called Revis Ranch, which
11.15 recently bccoine part of tile wildernesh area. It has
ton i if b,irl,cd wire fence cliclosing different areas.
()ur tai%k w.% to taked<,wn as inuch of thi4 fence· ah
we could. Wc wric trying to re•,torc the area back to
ith 11.itur.11 bc.tilty. A r.mger showed ux the imiht efficient
w. vs 011.lking iltiwn the fence· so we wtil[Idn't further
hurt theland. By the rnd of three dayh, we n,mpiled
wh.it we h.zil ct,Ili·:tcd and were able to figure that we
h.aid tdken down :·ciughly 400 yards of fence. We took
liric,re .lid .liter picturn to sce thc· difference we had
in.uir. Bevides learning how m work with different
1(,4,11, dild the· different ways of not getting eaten alive
by the fence, [ learned 11(,w to work with people ot
.ill It·velb. in irt·,11% 01 wi,rk i·thic, kill. and different

pelimialitic.1 Irh Wind ,allout wh.u l w.i di,ing. 1
,(,ll|(1 3·c the Jillcii·11,·c I w.13 m,iking. 1 am planning
.t Irtwil trip !41 1·eviNit thl' .irc.1 I u·.7. Able to help.'

Uprni trillitling tl) C.1111pll, 11CW NtlllCniv Cl1]p|Cte
thril· firNE relli·Ction 11.11'l'r, .lrticul.Hing thi· learning
K.dined Juring illc wildcrileNS trip. At thiv time ille,
.,1x  lic):in mining tow,wil full imegratii,n in the F.agle
Ruck cd,Ii,tiiut,in·. And ..i it w,10 during pri}pictive

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
I)emocratic Governance

Em ironmental Stewardship

5 hpectations

Ikgeloping an expanding knowledge base
Communicating effectively

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

15 Commitments

1.ive in respectful harmony with others
Develop mind, body and spirit
Learn to communicate in speech and writing
5erve the Eagle Rock and other communities
Become a steward of the planet
Make healthy personal choices
Find, nurture, ard develop the artist within
Increase capacity to exercise leadership for justice
Practice citizenship and democratic living
I)evise an enduring moral and ethical code

visit and wilderness, so it is for the veteran: Eagle
Rock students continue to engage daily in experiencesi
that emphaize the value of service. Within a few days
of their return to campus, new students are assigned
to chore teams where they work alongside verer-
ans and staff members to help maintain and run the
campus physical plant. (:hores include the upkeep of
buildings, the operation of the greenhouse and garden,
woodcutting, firewood delivery, ground&keeping,
residential resupply and other functions essential to
the school's operation. While most chores arc 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
el.ihics. Students and initructors wcirk together during
chorcs, collal,cirating on work assignments. develop-
ing .1 xysteni 4,1 accountal,ility· and hupporting one
ant)ther 1.4 a tea m. 1 f 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 1055 1,1 ca mpus privileges or nial e-up work carly
%undav inorning.




