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L4L Summer Institute: Creating Dialogues in a Diverse School Community

The students at Rainier View Elementary in Seattle represent a wide variety of linguistic and cultural backgrounds. Many students are from families who are recent immigrants and are not yet fluent in English. In order to reach out and learn from this community, the students in the L4L program, a group of 24 doctoral students aspiring to be school superintendents, visited families in their homes this summer. With an interpreter, they asked questions to learn about the way that policies, such as school closure, influence their everyday lives and systems of support.

The goal of the week-long summer institute was for the L4L students to investigate how systems-level leaders can better understand the implications of policy decisions in diverse communities. The institute integrated the study of inquiry with the study of linguistic diversity, setting the stage for upcoming coursework in economics and school law. 

In addition to learning to conduct interviews and take field notes, the students ended up having a much deeper emotional effect from the experience, as they reflected in their personal statements submitted after the workshop. 

Tony Byrd

Beverly Elementary School, Edmonds School District, Principal
"Simply put, I leave the week changed . . . First, it made it abundantly clear that if we are going to truly fight for change in our school communities, we must really understand what is happening in those communities in the first place. Second, it deeply challenged my assumptions about what our school communities "need," which has important implications for my role as a school/district leader. Third, I walk from the week wondering how in the world we can pretend to be fighting for social justice if we are not in dialogue with the communities in which we work." 
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Kyle Kinoshita

Meadowdale Elementary School, Edmonds School District, Principal
"I was quietly buoyed by living and breathing examples of passion for schooling, success and involvement by this group whom society rarely gives an opportunity for a voice . . . I recognized the same gut reaction that any mother from any background would have that I see in my line of work.

. . . To sit in a home of another family in this neighborhood whose aspirations must have been so similar to my non-English speaking grandparents was obviously affecting. A subtle kinship existed in my mind as I sat and listened to the Somali mothers’ concerns for their children’s schooling. What ethnological descriptions and characterizations typified what happened to me and my family? Was there any relationship between my family and the two Somali families besides physical proximity? 

I realized that the history of this neighborhood is one of ongoing re-creation of ethnic communities, here whether they choose to be or not. In addition to the physical process of change in this community (most of the buildings we visited were quite new and in good shape compared to when I grew up here) was the cycle of immigrant families establishing a toehold, and working to realize their aspirations of a better life for their children and grandchildren."

Richelle Bouse

Medina Elementary/Bellevue Schools/Olympia, Teacher/Program Coordinator/Commissioner
"I was not looking forward to the week as I was in a very different place, having just gotten married. Now, I think, how could I have been anywhere else? 

. . . This experience was invaluable to me as a leader – but not just in terms of school leadership, in terms of life. The main thing that I will take away from the experience is that I need to question all assumptions. For example, I need to think about how we ‘classify’ people – often, we think about culture, language, or country of origin. I realized that this is short changing so many people when we make assumptions about people by only one variable. But, in education, we do it all the time – we do it for federal reporting practices, accountability, language assistance, and so much more… Anyway, the key for me as a system level leader is to seek to understand the people with whom I work and interact. Seeking to fully understand the people around me sounds like common sense – but it is not always that easy. I know that I will need to question my assumptions, dive into areas that I might think that I know and, more importantly, make the familiar, unfamiliar."

For more information

To learn more about the Leadership for Learning Program at the UW, visit their website at http://depts.washington.edu/k12admin/l4l/
To read a Seattle Times article about the project, visit http://seattlepi.nwsource.com/paynter/238655_paynter31.html
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