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CHAPTER 3

Democratic Transformation through
University-Assisted Community Schools

LeEe BEnson, Ira HARKAVY, AND JoHN PUCKETT

It is not possible to run a course aright when the goal itself is not
rightly placed.

—Francis Bacon, Novum Organum (1620}

The philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways;
the point is to change it.

—Kar! Marx, Theses on Fenerbach {1845-1846; original emphasis)

In conception, at least, democracy approaches most nearly the ideal of
all social erganization; that in which the individual and the society are

organic to ¢ach other,

—TJohn Dewey, The Ethics of Democracy (1888)

Democracy must begin at home, and its home is the neighbotly
community.

—John Dewey, The Public and Its Problems (1927)

Democracy has been given a mission to the world, and it is of no
uncereain character. I wish to show that the univessity is the prophet of
this democracy, as well as its priest and its philosopher; that in other
words, the university is the Messiah of the democracy, its to-be-expected

deliverer.

--William Rainey Harper, The University and Democracy (1829)

Nothing is mote conducive to innovation in social theory than

collaboration on a complex practical problem,

—Paul Lazarsfeld and Jeffrey G. Reitz,
An Introduction to Applied Sociology (1975)
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"this chapter is based on four propositions. First, the radical democratic

transformation of colleges and universities is crucial to the democratic
4., transformation of America into a genuinely democratic society. In
the opening decade of the twenty-first century, it seems to us nearly axiom-
atic that universities are the most influential institution in advanced socic-
ties. As William Rainey Harper, John Gardner, Ernest Boyer, and Derek Bok,
among others, have noted, universities possess enormous resources (most
significantly human resources), play a leading role in developing and trans-
mitting new discoveries and educating societal leaders, and basically shape the
schooling system.

Second, as it currently operates, the American higher educational sys-
tem does not contribute to the development of democratic communities and
schools. Among other deficiencies, American universities significantly contrib-
ute to a schooling system that is elitist and hierarchical.

Third, as John Dewey emphasized, participatory democratic schooling
is mandatory for a participatory democratic society. Simply put, unless the
schooling system, from pre-K through 20, is transformed into a participa-
tory democratic schooling system, America will continue to fall far short of
functioning as a decent, just, participatory democracy. The transformation
of higher education is crucial to the transformation of the entire schooling
system and the education of creative, caring, contributing democratic citizens.

Fourth, the key question is about implementation, that is, “What is to
be done to create an effective, creative, progressive university civic engage-
ment movement dedicated to the democratic transformation of American
higher education, schooling, and society in general?” Needless to say, this is
an exceedingly complex question, but unless we attempt to answer it—along
with the even harder question of bow to create such a movement for partici-
patory democracy—the university civic engagement movement could become
mired in endless disputation and academic {in the pejorative sense) debate,
mirroring the dominant current academic culture,

In our book, Dewey’s Dream, we proposed, through historical analysis
and illustrations from more than twenty years of work with West Philadel-
phia schools and neighborhaods, that university-assisted community schools
constitute the best practical means for democratically transforming uni-
versities, schools, and communities in order to develop participatory democ-
racy. We discussed how these schools need to be developed democratically,
involving community, school, and university partners within a university’s
local ecological system, as a means to develop neighborly, democratic, face-
to-face communities.}

We also sketched how local efforts of this kind can be—and, in our case,
have been—connected to national and global organizations and emerging
movements. We offered these proposals primarily to stimulate democratic
dialogue and generate counterproposals as to how to develop and advance
a participatory democratic movement in order to develop a participatory
democratic society. In this chapter we build on those arguments and also
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discuss some of the impediments to creating and sustaining effective uni-
versity-assisted community schools. Providing a concrete example from our
work, we suggest how those impediments might be reduced so that universi-
ties can eventually realize what we view as their basic mission of contributing
to an optimally democratic society through research, teaching, learning, and
service,

UNIVERSITIES, DEMOCRATIC SCHOOLING, DEMOCRATIC
COMMUNITIES, AND [DEMOCRATIC SOCIETIES

Plato was the philosopher John Dewey most liked to read. Though Dewey
- admired Plato, their worldviews differed radically. We need only note two basic
: differences: Plato’s worldview was aristocratic and contemplative, whereas
* Dewey’s was democratic and activist. Despite their many differences, Dew 3y
saw the great value of the basic ideas Plato had developed in The Republic
" concerning the complex relationships between education and society. To sum-
marize Dewey’s views on education after 1894, we quote a leading philoso-
' pher of education, Steven M. Cahn. According to Cahn, Dewey believed that

philosophy of education was the most significant phase of philosophy.
Charles Frankel once noted that for Dewey “all philosophy was at
bottom social philesophy implicitly or explicitly.” f would extend this
insight and suggest that for Dewey all social philosophy was at bot-
tom philosophy of education implicitly or explicitly. As he put it, “it
would be difficult to find a single important problem of geveral philo-
sophic inquiry that does not come to a burning focus in matters of
the determination of the proper subject matter of studies, the choice
of methods of teaching, and the problem of social organization and
administration of the schools.” 2

Noting that other philosophers also emphasized the importance of edu-
cation, Cahn quotes Kant’s proposition that “the greatest and most difficult
problem to which man can devote himself is the problem of education.” Cahn
then observes that he knows of

only two major philosophers who exemplified this principle in their
philosophical work: one was Dewey, the other was Plato. He too
found it difficult to discuss any important philosophical problem
without reference to the appropriateness of various subjects of study,
methods of teaching, or strategies of learning. But while Dewey’s
philosophy of education rested on his belief in democracy and the
power of scientific method, Plato’s philosophy of education rest-
“ed on his belief in aristocracy and the power of pure reason. Plato
proposed a planned society, Dewcy a society engaged in continuous
planning. Plato considered dialectical speculation to be the means
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toward the attainment of truth; Dewey maintained that knowledge is
only acquired through intelligent action. . . . Suffice it to say that John
Dewey is the only thinker ever to construct a philosophy of education
comparable in scope and depth to that of Plato.?

Like the ancient Greek philosopher, Dewey theorized that education and
society were dynamically interactive and interdependent. It followed, there-
fore, that if human beings hope to develop and maintain a particular type of
society o social order, they must develop and maintain the particular type of
education system conducive to it; that is to say, if there is no effective demo-
cratic schooling system, there will be no democratic society,

It is eritically important to cmphasize another radical difference between
Plato and Dewey. To implement his aristocratic philosophy of education and
society, Plato created what can arguably, if loosely, be viewed as the world’s
first university: the remarkably influential Academy, whose elitist, idealist
philosophy of education continues to dominate Western schooling systems
to this day. Surprisingly, Dewey never saw what Plato saw so clearly, that
untversities invariably constitute by far the most strategic component of a
society’s schooling system.

Perhaps Dewey’s greatest contribution was his emphasis on the primacy
of the schooling system, not the economic, political, or media systems, during
the twentieth century. Put another way, Dewey powerfully theorized that the
schooling system would function as the strategic subsystem of the increasingly
complex industrial and “postindustrial” societics produced by the post-1800
economic and communication revolutions. To use the term now in vogue,
Dewey predicted that the school-based operations of “civil society” would
become more important than the traditional functions performed by the
state in solving “the difficult problems of life.” Just as Dewey saw citizenship
expanding to take on functions that were beyond the capacity of the state in
an advanced capitalist socicty, he saw an expanded role for the school in pre-
paring citizens to assume these functions,

Extending Dewey's observations, particularly in the twenty-first century,
we contend that it is not the judicial, legislative, and administrative state, but
rather the complex schooling system of American society—from early child-
hood centers to elite research univetsities—that (1) must function as the stra-
tegic subsystem of the society; (2) has performed that function poorly-—in the
past and present—at all levels; (3) must radically improve its performance,
at all levels, if we hope to solve the problems of American life in the twenty-
first century; and {4) can only be radically reformed if questions about its
performance—in the past, present, and likely future—are given the high-
est priority by action-oriented researchers and administrators dedicated to
advancing knowledge for “the relief of man’s estate,”* which Francis Bacon
tong ago specified as the goal of science.

Higher educational institutions are, in our judgment, the strategic agent
for the effective and democratic transformation of a society’s schooling
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; system. Simply put, the path toward effective democratic schooling and large-

scale, significant, ongoing systemic change must run through American h:ghe'r
education, particularly the American research university. The research uni-

- versity’s significance derives in part from its status as a particu.larly‘rfesource—
- rich and powerful local institution. More fundamen.tally, universities have
: arguably become the most influential institutions in the wo‘rld-. In 1990,
' Derek Bok, then president of Harvard, highlighted the growth in importance
~ of universities since World War II:

All advanced nations depend increasingly on three critical elements:
new discoveries, highly trained personnel, and expert knowledge. In
America, universities are primarily responsible for supplying two c?f
these three ingredients and are a major source of the third. Thafz is
why observers ranging from Harvard sociologist Daniel Bell to ed:tq-
rial writers from the Washington Post have described the modern uni-
versity as the central institution in post-industrial society [emphasis

added]. ..

Bok did not explicitly emphasize, however, what we regard as the most

- critical reason for higher education’s leadership role. As stated above, we

: think it axiomatic that the schooling system functions as the core subsystem-—
the strategic subsystem—of modern information societies. More than any

- other subsystem, it now influences the functioning of the societal system as

({4 - 1 »
a whole; it is the subsystem that, on balance, has the greatest “multiplier

- effects, direct and indirect, short- and long-term. We think it equally axiom-

atic that universities function as the primary shapers of the. overall American

-schooling system. The powerful role of research universities stems not only
from their enormous prestige and power—they serve, in effect, as the refer-
ence group that defines and shapes the entire schooling system—Dbut also from
their role in educating teachers. In short, what universities do and bow they
do it, and what they teach and how they teach, have enormously comple)‘c,
enormously far-reaching impacts on the entire schooling system and on soci-
ety in general,

i "i"lhge idea that universitics play the central role in shaping the schf)o]-
ing system, and therefore American democracy, inspirfad Wiﬂiam ‘R?mey
Harper when he served as the first president of the Umveriuz of Chicz%go
{1892-1906). For Harper, the university was the “prophet, Fhe Messiah
of the democracy.” To realize in practice the promise of Amcr'lcan_de.mr-;)c-
racy, Harper worked tirelessly to develop pedagogy as a university discipline
of distinction and to make teaching at all levels a profession “equal t‘o any
other.” In 1896, the year Dewey began the Laboratory School at Chicago,
Harper enthusiastically proclaimed his “desire to do. forl tht“: De’?artment of
Pedigogy what has not been undertaken in any other institution. Even more
telling, when criticized by a university trustee for sponsoting a ;oul:na[ fo‘(‘;used
on pedagogy in precollegiate schools, Harper emphatically proclaimed, “As a
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university we are interested above all else in pedagogy.”® Harper’s devotion to
pedagogy logically derived from two propositions central to his vision for the
University of Chicago in particular and for American universities in gencral:”

1. “Education is the basis of all democratic progress. The problems
of education are, therefore, the problems of democracy.”®

2. More than any other institution, the university determines the
character of the overall schooling system: “Through the school
system, the character of which, in spite of itself, the universi-
ty determines and in a larger measure controls . . . through the
school system every family in this entire broad land of ours is
brought into touch with the university; for from it proceeds the
teachers or the teachers” teachers.”®

The societal, indeed global, reach of universities also makes them par-
ticularly important partners in school-system and community-wide reform. In
this era of global information and communication, local school systems are
powerfully affected by the larger national and global schooling systems. But
local changes cannot be sustained if they remain only local and unconnected
to broader national and global developments. Significant systemic change not
only must, therefore, be locally rooted and generated; it must also be part of
a nationalfglobal movement for change. For that to occur, an agent is needed
that can simuftaneously function on the local, national, and global levels.
Universities are that agent. They are simultaneously the preeminent local
(they are embedded in their communities) and national/global ({they operate
within an increasingly interactive worldwide network} institutions.

William Rainey Harper brought John Dewey from the University of
Michigan to Chicago in 1894. While Dewey was at the University of Chicago,
Harper significantly helped him see the crucial role the schooling system must
play in the development of a democratic American society. Unfortunately,
Dewey’s work on schools suffered severely from his failure to see what Harper
saw so clearly, namely that the research university must constitute the pri-
mary component of a highly integrated (pre-K—post 16) schooling system that
could potentially function as the primary agent of democracy in the world
and in the United States in particular. As we noted earlier, Harper envisioned
the university as the “prophet of democracy, its priest and its philosopher . . .
the Messiah of the democracy, its to-be-expected deliverer.”'?

Democracy is the soul of America—its charter myth, its ultimate end-in-
view. The American university, alas, has never played anything like the mes-
sianic democratic role Harper optimistically envisioned for it, But “the times
they are a-changin’,” and our work since 1985 has been strongly influenced
by our own optimistic belief that Harper’s vision may yet be realized. Does
our optimistic belief show that we simply are suffering from a bad case of the
delusional utopianism long characteristic of American progressives and left-
ists? As we hope to show, this is not the case.

. tening ills a prey.
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Following Donald Kennedy’s provocative lead in his book Academic Dusy,

“we view American higher education today as in the early stages of its third
revolution.” The first revolution, of course, occurred in the late nineteenth

century. Beginning at Johns Hopkins in 1876, the accelerating adoption and

" uniquely American adaptation of the German model somewhat revolutionized

American higher education. By the turn of the century, the American research
university had essentially been created. The second revolution began in 1945

~with Vannevar Bush’s “endless [research] frontier” manifesto and rapidly
- produced the big science, Cold War, entrepreneurial university.'” We believe
-that the third revolution began in 1989. The fall of the Berlin Wall and the

end of the Cold War provided the necessary conditions for the “revolution-

-ary” emergence of the democratic, cosmopolitan, engaged, civic university—

“ the radically new type of “great university” that William Rainey Harper had

-prophesized would advance democratic schooling and achieve the practical
realization of the democratic promise of America for all Americans.

The emergence of the new type of university a century after Harper had

: first envisioned it can be credibly explained as a defensive response to the

increasingly obvious, embarrassing, and immoral contradiction between

 the status, wealth, and power of American higher education—particulatly its

elite research university component—and the pathological state of American

* cities. To paraphrase Oliver Goldsmith’s late eighteenth-century lament for

“The Deserted Village,” while American research universities flourished in
the late twentieth century as never before, “ill-fared the American city, to has-
»13
If American research universities really were so great, why were American
cities so pathological? After the Cold War ended, the contradiction became
increasingly obvious, troubling, indefensible, and immoral. The manrifest con-
tradiction between the power and the performance of American higher edu-
cation sparked the emergence of the traly (not simply rhetorically} engaged
university and the growing acceptance of the proposition that power based on
a great capacity for the integrated production and use of knowledge should
mean responsible performance. In the altermath of the Cold War, accelerating
external and internal pressures forced research universities to recognize {very
reluctantly) that they must—and could-—function as moral/intellectual insti-
tutions simuftaneously engaged in advancing universal knowledge, learning,
and improving the well-being of their local geographic communities (i.e., the
local ecological systems that powerfully affect their own health and function-
ing). We believe that after 1989, the combination of external pressure and
enlightened self-interest spurred American research universities to recognize
that they could, indeed must, function simultaneously as universal and local
institutions of higher education—institutions not only iz but for their local
communities.
*To reduce, if not avoid, misunderstanding, we emphasize that we view
the “third revolution™ as still in its very early stages. As the old academic
joke has it, American universities constitute such remarkably fragmented,
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self-contradictory,

tend to move with all the speed of a runaway glacier. But things are ch
ing in the right direction. One indjcator of positive change is the accel
ing number and variety of universities and colleges (
cumbersome term than

erat-
i.e., “higher eds,” a less
“higher educational institutions” or “postsecondary
institutions”) that now publicly proclaim their desire to colla borate actively
with their neighboring public schools and local communities, Predictably, to
date, public proclamations of collaboration far surpass tangible, interactive,
mutually respectful, and beneficia] collaboration, but progress is being made,

To help accelerate progress to the point where major changes become

firmly institutionalized and produce significant results, we call for action-
oriented acceptance of this radical proposition: all higher eds should explicitly
make solving the problem of the American schooling system a very high insti-
tutional priority; their contributions to its solution should count heavily both
in assessing their institutional performance and in responding to their requests
for renewed or increased resources and financial support. Actively helping to
develop an effective, integrated, genuinely democratic pre-K through higher
education schooling system, we contend, should become 1
American universities and colleges,

Primary mission does not mean sole mission. Obviously,
eds now have—and will continue to have—important missio
laboratively helping to solve the problems of the American
If we had unlimited space, we would try to show in great
other missions would benefit greatly from successful colla

the schooling problem. Here we restrict ourselves to a bare
two corollary propositions:

primary mission of

Ametican higher
ns other than col-
schooling systern,
detail how those
borative work on
bones statement of

1. Solving the overall problem of the schooling system must begin
with changes at the higher education level.

Solving the overall schooling-system problem would, in the long

ran, both directly {e.g., increased governmental and philanthropic

support) and indirectly (e.g., more diverse and able student body

and faculty) give higher eds much greater resources than they now

have to carry out all of their important missions.

2.

We concede that, in the short term, our
require higher eds to experience the trau
cally change academic priorities, structn
these institutions to reallocate a very |
other} resources to the immediate im
schools and communities, GG
orientation, how in the wo

proposed mission change would
ma entailed by any attempt to radj-
tes, and cultures. We are calling on
arge share of their intellectual {among
provement of their neighboring public
iven their ferociously competitive “pure research”

tld can we possibly expect universities to answer
our call positively rather than contemptuously? Until the re
recession began to affect them,
crisis, Why then should self-con

cent economic
higher eds were not experiencing any real

gratulatory, increasingly rich, prestigious,

internally competitive, and conflicted institutions that they

ang-
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ﬁowerful, “successful” American research u'niversiries um?c'rtatke -thet-dlrf;
icult job of trying to transform themselves into engage'd C1v1.(:hln§}mt-:;| I;ocal
‘thar accept reciprocal and mutually respectful collabqratloln w1ptPt el o
chools and communities as a priorit;lr for the new millennium? afrtl(:ti -any
0 light of the worsening global recession, thfey should try to do ;;) 11‘ § r.t(l)_leg
nstitutional reasons, If they succeed, they w1li' be much. bc?ttcr able dt 1an they
are now to achieve their self-professed, trad1tlonai. missions of a v;ncmﬁj
preserving, and transmitting knowledge; and they will help produce tde we ]
‘educated, cultured, truly democrati:,; citizens necessary to develop and main
tai inely democratic society. .
amTaogf:state z’lwo core propositions that undergird our argument: 'We thl.nﬁ
¢ axiomatic that universities—particularly clite‘research um{versntte}sl wit
“highly selective arts and sciences coﬂeges—functmf] as_the pr;ir[nary s ap:‘s
of the overall American schooling system., We thmk. it equa y.axmn?athc
that, in the global era, the schooling system mcream?}gly funFtions :fbt. Se
‘core subsystem—the strategic subsystem—aof mode.rn .mforme.ltlonfsoae ie :
Contrary to the position taken by orthodox. Marxist :deologlstls, or exfatxirlle
‘ple, more than any other subsystem, it now influences the lfunctlomngho fhe
“societal system as a whole. Viewed systemif:ally, the schooling system has
greatest “multiplier” effects, direct and indirect, short flmd long term. .
" To understate the case, developing the democratic, cos.lmopohtan, c1v1(£::
“university dedicated to, actively engaged in, and .pragmatlcal'll)jf ;apaltjleoc;_
“solving the problem of the overall American schooling system will be ex r?h .
dinarily hard. There is a great deal to think about‘and do.. Amcl)ng H-l[a!ny o .re
things, to fully develop that new type of Amerllcan. university wi rcqlil (_:
-countering and displacing the now-dominant big science, Co!fi Wfil_‘, en red
preneurial university strategy with a more CO[l:lpe“lIlg, mo.rally mspmr;g,l alz
~intelligent one, Since 1985, we have been trying to contr:b-ute go_ﬁf:reiely dz
the complex process of developing such a strategy by following bri 1;1; Ea )
- provided by William Rainey Harper, John Dewey,. and many otl.lers. de av“
stood on their shoulders and consciously tried to integrate, realize, and prog
ress beyond their combined visions.

UNIVERSITY-ASSISTED COMMUNITY SCHOOLS
AS A PRACTICAL STRATEGY TO ACHIEVE A
DemMocraTIiC DEVOLUTION REVOLUTION

Since 1985, the University of Pennsylvania has engaged itsle!f W.ith its local
public schools in a comprehensive school-communl‘ty-umvermty partner-
ship that was initially known as the West Phi[adelph.la Improvemegt .COI;'ES
(WEPIC). In its nearly 25 years of operation, the project has eVOlVf: hSlg[[l)l;-Z
cantly, spawning a variety of related projects that engage Penn wit : pu lk
schdols in West Philadelphia. From its inception, we demgnel:d Pe:nn s‘worl

with WEPIC to forge mutually beneficial and respectful umversny-ls'(,ho]:) -
community partnerships. In recent years, we have begun to conceptualize that
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work in much broader terms, namely as part of a radical attempt to advance a
“democratic devolution revolution.” ¥ It is from that lofty perch that an over-
view of Penn’s work—and the work of many other higher educational institu-
tions cngaged with their local public schools—is best comprehended.

For nearly a generation, John Gardner, arguably the leading spokesper-
son for the “New Democratic, Cosmopolitan Civic University™ (our term for
it), thought and wrote about organizational devolution and the university’s
potential role. For him, the effective functioning of organizations required the
planned and deliberate rather than haphazard devolution of functions:

We have in recent decades discovered some important characteris-
tics of the large-scale organized systems—government, private sector,
whatever—under which so much of contemporary life is organized.
One such characteristic—perhaps the most important—is that the
tendency of such systems to centralize must be countered by defiber-
ate dispersion of initiative downward and outward through the sys-
tem. The corporations have been trying to deal with this reality for
almost 25 years and government is now pursuing it. , . . What it
means for government is a substantially greater role for the states
and cities. And none of them are entirely ready for that role. . ..
Local government must enter into collaborative relations with non-
governmental elements, . . . So how can colleges and universities be
of help?'é

Gardner powerfully extended the Harper-Dewey vision by propos-
ing a multisided involvement in “contemporary life” for higher eds, includ-
ing initiating community building, convening public discussions, educating
public-spirited leaders, offering continuing civic and leadership seminars, and
providing a wide range of technical assistance. The effective, compassion-
ate, democratic devolution revolution we call for requires much more than
practicing new forms of interaction among federal, state, and local govern-
ments and among agencies at each level of government; it requires, to use
Gardner’s phrase, “the deliberate dispersion of initiative downward and out-
ward through the system.” For Gardner, government integration by itself does
not make meaningful change. New forms of interaction and alignment among
the public, for-profit, and nonprofit sectors are also mandatory. Government
must function as a collaborating partner, effectively facilitating cooperation
among all sectors of society, including higher educational institutions, to sup-
port and strengthen individuoals, families, and communities.*’

To extend Gardner’s observations about vniversities and colleges {and
similar observations by such highly influential thinkers as Ernest Boyer, Derek
Bok, Lee Shulman, and Alexander Astin), we propose a democratic devolu-
tion revolution.” In our proposed “revolution,” government serves as a pow-
erful catalyst and largely provides the funds needed to create stable, ongoing,
effective partnerships. But government would function only as a second-tier
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deliverer of services, with higher eds, community-based organizations, unions,
churches, other voluntary associations, school children and their parents, and
other community members functioning as the first-tier operational partners.
That is, various levels and departments of government would guarantee aid
and significantly finance welfare services. Local personalized-care services,
however, would actoally be delivered by the third tier (private, nonprofit,
voluntary associations) and fourth tier {personal—family, kin, neighbors,
friends) of society. Government would not be primarily responsible for the
delivery of services; it would instead have macro-fiscal responsibilities, includ-

. ing fully adequate provision of funds.

The strategy we propose requires creatively and intelligently adapting the

work and resources of a wide variety of local institutions (e.g., higher eds,

hospirtals, faith-based organizations) to the particular needs and resources of

" local communities. It assumes, however, that universities and colleges, which
- simultaneously constitute preeminent international, national, and local insti-
- tutions, potentially represent by far the most powerful partners, “anchors,”

and creative catalysts for change and improvement in the quality of life in
American cities and communities.

Of course, for universities and colleges to fulfill their great potential and
really contribute to a democratic devolution revolution, they will have to do

- things very differently than they do now. To begin with, changes in “doing”

will require recognition by higher eds that, as they now function, they-—

sparticularly universities—constituie a major part of the problem, not a sig-

nificant part of the solution. To become part of the solution, higher eds

‘must devote themselves to the difficult task of becoming socially respon-

sible, responsive, civic universities and colleges. To do so, they will have to

- radically change their institutional cultures and structures, democratically
- realign and integrate themselves, and develop a comprehensive, realistic
- strategy.

The major component of the neo-Deweyan strategy now being developed

. and slowly implemented by Penn focuses on developing university-assisted

community schools designed to help educate, engage, activate, and serve

“all members of the community in which the school is located. The strategy

assumes that community schools, like higher eds, can function as focal points

. to help create healthy urban environments, and that both universities and

colleges function best in such environments. More specifically, the strategy
assumes that, like higher eds, public schools can function as environment-
changing institutions and can become the strategic centers of broadly based
partnerships that genuinely engage a wide variety of community organiza-
tions and institutions, Since public schools “belong” to all members of the
community, they should “serve” all members of the community. (No impli-
cation is intended that public schools are the only community places where
learhing and social organization take place; other “learning places” include
libraries, museums, private schools, etc., and ideally, all of these places would
collaborate.)
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We contend that, more than any other institution, public schools are par-
ticularly well snited to function as neighborhood “hubs” or “centers” around
which local partnerships can be generated and developed. When they play that
innovative role, schools function as community institutions par excellence.
They then provide a decentralized, democratic, community-based response to
rapidly changing community problems. In the process, they help young people
learn better, at increasingly higher levels, through action-oriented, collabora-
tive, real-world problem solving.

For public schools to actually function as integrating community institu-
tions, however, local, state, and national governmental and nongovernmental
agencies must be effectively coordinated to help provide the myriad resources
commutity schools need to play the greatly expanded roles we envision them
playing in American society. How to conceive that organizational revolution,
let alone implement it, poses extraordinarily complex intellectual and social
challenges. But as Dewey argued, working to solve complex, real-world prob-
lems is the best way to advance knowledge and learning, as well as the general
capacity of individuals and institutions to do that work.

We argue, therefore, that American universities should give the highest
priority to solving the problems inherent in the cultural and organizational
revolution we have sketched above. If universities were to do so, they would
demonstrate in concrete practice their self-professed theoretical ability to
simultaneously advance knowledge, learning, and societal well-being. They
would then satisfy the critical performance test proposed in 1994 by the
president of the State University of New York at Buffalo, William R. Greiner,
namely that “the great universities of the twenty-first century will be judged
by their ability to help solve our most urgent social problems.”"

Since 19835, to increase Penn’s ability to help solve America’s most
urgent social problems, we have worked to develop and implement the
idea of university-assisted community schools. We emphasize “university-
assisted” because community schools require far more resources than tradi-
tional schools and because we have become convinced that, in relative terms,
universities constitute the strategic sources of broadly based, comprehensive,
sustained support for community schools.

The idea we have been developing at Penn since 1985 essentially extends
and updates John Dewey’s theory that the neighborhood school can function
as the core neighborhood institution—the neighborhood institution that pro-
vides comprehensive services, galvanizes other community institutions and
groups, and helps solve the myriad problems communities confront in a rap-
idly changing world. Dewey recognized that if the neighborhood school were
to function as a genuine community center, it would require additional human
resources and support. But to our knowledge, he never identified universities
as the (or even a) key source of broadly based, sustained, comprehensive sup-
port for community schools.

It is critical to emphasize, however, that the university-assisted commu-
nity schools now being developed have a very long way to go before they
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can effectively mobilize the powerful, untapped resoutces of their communi-
ties, and thereby enable individuals and families to function as community

. problem solvers, as well as deliverers and recipients of caring, compassionate
. local services.

ACADEMICALLY BASED COMMUNITY SERVICE, THE NETTER
CENTER, AND PENN’S DEVELOPMENT OF UNIVERSITY-
AssisTED COMMUNITY SCHOOLS IN WEST PHILADELPHIA

- Following the brilliant leads provided by Harper, Dewey, Gardner, and oth-
-ers, we believe that, as is true of all American universities, Penn’s highest, most
¢ basic, and most enduring responsibility is to help America realize in concrete
““practice the egalitarian promise of the Declaration of Independence: America
~will become an optimally democratic society, the path-breaking democratic
© society in an increasingly interdependent world, the exemplary democratic
" model for the improvement of the human condition. Once that proposition
- is granted, the question then becomes how can Penn best fulfill its democratic
- responsibility? We believe it can best do so by effectively integrating and radi-
. cally improving the entire West Philadelphia schooling system, beginning with
- Penn but including all schools within West Philadelphia, the university’s local

geographic community.
Admittedly, the history of Penn’s work with West Philadelphia public

. schools has been a process of painful organizational learning and conflict;

we cannot overemphasize that we have made many mistakes and our under-
standing and activities have continually changed over time.” Moreover, Penn
is only now beginning to tap its extraordinary resources in ways that could

-mutually benefit both Penn and its neighbors and result in truly radi-

cal school, community, and university change. Significantly, we have come
to see our work as a concrete example of Dewey’s general theory of learn-
ing by means of action-oriented, collaborative, real-world problem solving.
Conceptualizing our work in terms of schools as the strategic components of
complex urban ecological systems represented a major advance for us.

When we first began work on university-community relationships in
1985, we did not envision schools or universities as highly strategic compo-
nents of urban ecological systems. What immediately concerned us was that
West Philadelphia was rapidly and visibly deteriorating, with devastating
consequences for Penn. Given that “present situation™ (as Dewey would have
phrased it), we asked, what should the university do? Committed to under-
graduate teaching, we designed an Honors Seminar aimed at stimulating
undergraduates to think critically about what Penn could and should do to
remedy its “environmental situation.” For a variety of reasons, the president of
the university, Sheldon Hackney, himself a former professor of history, agreed
to join us in hosting that seminar in the spring semester of 1985. The seminar’s
title suggests its general concerns: Urban University-Community Relationships:
Penn—West Philadelphia, Past, Present, and Future as a Case Study.
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When the seminar began, we didn’t know anything about Dewey’s
community school ideas. We literally knew nothing about the history of
community school experiments and had not given any thought to Penn
working with public schools in West Philadelphia. For present purposes, we
need not recite the process of trial, error, and failure that led us—and our
students—to see that Penn’s best strategy to remedy its rapidly deteriorat-
ing environmental situation was to use its enormous internal and external
resources to help radically improve both West Philadelphia public schools and
the neighborhoods in which they are located. Most unwittingly, during the
course of the seminar’s work, we reinvented the community school idea.

Put another way, during the seminar, we developed a strategy based on
this proposition: universities can best improve their local environment if they
mobilize and integrate their great resources, particularly the “human capital”
embodied in their students, to help develop and maintain community schools
that function as focal points for creating healthy urban environments.

As noted above, by their very nature, community schools engage in far
more activities and serve far wider constituencies than do traditional neigh-
borhood schools. To do all that successfully, however, a community school,
serving a specific neighborhood, requires far more resources (broadly con-
ceived) than does a traditional school serving the same neighborhood.

Once that problem was recognized, the service-learning that students had
been performing in West Philadelphia schools helped us to see that the solu-
tion was to actively mobilize the great resources of universities like Penn to
assist the transformation of traditional neighborhood schools into innova-
tive community schools. And once that was seen, the concept of university-
assisted community schools followed logically. From then on, the seminar
concentrated on helping to develop and implement that concept in real-world
practice. In effect, the highly complex problem that the seminar concen-
trated on solving became the problem of effectively mobilizing and integrat-
ing Penn’s resources to help transform the traditional public schools of West
Philadelphia into innovative community schools.

Over time, as students continuaily worked to develop and implement the
concept of university-assisted community schools, the seminar evolved into an
innovative service-learning program. Briefly, the program was based on col-
laborative, action-oriented community problem solving, which provided both
Penn students and teachers, and students in West Philadelphia schools, “with
a real motive behind and a real outcome ahead,” ro quote John Dewey’s
proposition about the conditions most likely to permit effective learning.?!

Observing the work of our students and our partners in West Philadelphia
community schools over a number of years led us to develop a key principle
that has guided their thinking and practice in a wide variety of ways and situ-
ations. That principle can be formulated as follows: at all levels {K through 16
and above), collaborative, community-based, action-oriented service-learning
projects, which by their nature innovatively depart from customary, teacher-
dominated school routines, allow and encourage both teachers and students
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to participate democratically in school and classroom governance and func-
tioning. Put another way, such projects create spaces in which school and
classroom demecracy can grow and flourish,

In our judgment, that general principle can be instrumental in inspiring
and developing effective programs for democratic citizenship in a wide variety
of schools (at all levels) and communities. It warrants careful consideration,
we believe, by everyone engaged in trying to solve the complex problems
inherent in education for democratic citizenship.

Over time, the seminar’s increasingly successful work stimulated an accel-
erating number of “academically based community service” {ABCS) courses
in a wide range of Penn schools and departments, developed and imple-
mented under the auspices of the university’s Nerter Center for Community
Partnerships. (For historical reasons that are unique to Penn, “academically
based community service” is the term the university uses for what elsewhere
is called “service-learning.”) ABCS courses focus on action-oriented, commu-
nity problem solving and the integration of research, teaching, learning, and
service, as well as reflection on the service experience and its larger implica-
tions (e.g., why poverty, racism, and crime exist).

To date, approximately 160 such courses, working with schools and
community organizations to solve strategic community problems, have
been developed at Penn. Fifty-nine courses, across eight schools and twenty-
one departments, involving over 1,500 Penn undergraduate and graduate
students were offered during the 2007-2008 academic year. Over the past
fifteen years, an increasing number of faculty members, from a wide range of
Penn schools and departments, have revised existing courses, or have created
new courses, to offer innovative curticular opportunities for their students to
become active learners, creative real-world problem solvers, and active pro-
ducers (as opposed to passive consumers) of knowledge. That relatively rapid
growth has resulted largely from the organizational innovation described
below.

In July 1992, the president of the university, Sheldon Hackney, cre-
ated the Center for Community Partnerships. {The Center was renamed the
Barbara and Edward Netter Center for Community Partnerships in 2007
in recognition of the generous term and endowment support provided by
Barbara and Edward Netter.) To highlight the importance Hackney attached
to the Center, he located it in the Office of the President and appointed Ira
Harkavy as its director, while Harkavy continued to serve as director of the
Penn Program for Public Service, created in 1988 in the School of Arts and
Sciences, Symbolically and practically, the Center’s creation constituted a
major change in Penn’s relationship with West Philadelphia and the city as
a whole. In principle, by creating the Center, the university formally commit-
ted itself, as a corporate entity, to finding ways to use its enormous resources
(e, student and faculty “human capital™) to help improve the quality of life
in its local community—not only in respect to public schools but also to eco-
nomic and community development in general.
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The Netter Center is based on the assumption that one highly effective
and efficient way for Penn to simultaneously serve its enlightened institu-
tional self-interest and to carry out its academic mission of advancing uni-
versal knowledge and educating students is to function as a truly democratic,
cosmopolitan, engaged, civic university. It assumes that Penn’s research and
teaching should strongly focus on strategic universal problems—such as
schooling, health care, and economic development—as these universal prob-
lems manifest themselves focally in West Philadelphia and the rest of the
city. By focusing on strategic universal problems and effectively integrating
general theory and concrete practice, as Benjamin Franklin advocated in the
eighteenth century, Penn would improve symbiotically both the quality of life
in its ecological community and its academic research and teaching.

The Netter Center is also based on the proposition that when Penn is cre-
atively conceived as a community-engaged civic university, it constitutes, in
the best sense, both a universal and a local institution of higher education.
As we optimistically envisioned it functioning, the Center for Community
Partnerships would constitute a far-reaching innovation in university orga-
nization. To help overcome the remarkably competitive frapmentation that
had developed after 19435, as Penn became a very large research university,
the Center would identify, mobilize, and integrate Penn’s vast resources that
could be used to help transform traditional West Philadelphia public schools
into innovative community schools.

The emphasis on partnerships in the Center’s name was deliberate: it
acknowledged that Penn could not try to go it alone in West Philadelphia as it
had been long accustomed to do. The creation of the Center was also signifi-
cant internally. It meant that, at least in principle, the president of the univer-
sity would have—and use—an organizational vehicle to strongly encourage
all components of the university to seriously consider the roles they could
appropriately play in Penn’s efforts to improve the quality of its off-campus
environment,

Implementation of that strategy accelerated after Judith Rodin became
president in 1994, A native West Philadelphian and Penn graduate, Rodin
was appointed in part because of her deeply felt commitment to improving
Penn’s local environment and to transforming Penn into the leading urban
American university.*

IMPEDIMENTS TO DEVELOPING AND SUSTAINING
UNIVERSITY-ASSISTED COMMUNITY SCHOOLS
IN WEST PHILADELPHIA

Amy Gutmann, Penn’s current president, is a distinguished political philoso-
pher whose scholarly work has explored the role public schools and universi-
ties play in advancing democracy and democratic societies. In her inaugural
address on October 15, 2004, President Gutmann unveiled a comprehen-
sive Penn Compact designed to advance the university “From Excellence
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o Eminence.” Although the compact’s first two principles—increased
‘access to a Penn education and the integration of knowledge—have sig-
‘iificant implications for our discussion, the third principle is particularly

elevant:

The third principle of the Penn Compact is to engage locally and glob-
ally. No one mistakes Penn for an ivory tower. And no one ever will.
Through our collaborative engagement with communities all over the
world, Penn is poised to advance the central values of democracy: life,
liberty, opportunity, and mutual respect. Effective engagement begins
right here at home. We cherish our relationships with our neighbors,
relationships that have strengthened Penn academically while increas-
ing the vitality of West Philadefphia.?

Penn as an institution is now strongly oriented to advancing democratic,
civic work.? Penn, of course, cannot become an institution dedicated to pre-
:paring a moral, engaged democratic citizenry with a set of disconnected pro-
grams, no matter how extensive, Tt must become a central organizing principle
of the institution, embedded in its DINA, so to speak—and that is a primary
. goal of Gutmann’s Penn Compact,

Even with partnerships dating back over twenty years with schools and
commumities in West Philadelphia, a developing and expanding critical mass
of faculty and students involved in academically based community-service
teaching and learning, and visible and sustained support from the Netter
Center and from President Gutmann, serious impediments have prevented
Penn from realizing the potential of university-assisted community schools
in practice. These impediments ha