DOING SOCIOLOGY: CONNECTING THE CLASSROOM
EXPERIENCE WITH A MULTIETHNIC SCHOOL DISTRICT

This article describes an innovativa undergraduate sociology course in which college
students helped develop and teach multicultural lesson plans to high schoof students
in a district of metropolitan Los Angeles currently undergoing rapid demographic
change. As a response to specific incidents of interethnic conflict in the public schools
as well as to the call for more courses engaging students in sociological participant-
observation research, this project provides one model of undergraduate sducation in
‘which the classroom and the community are linked. The authors describe the origin
and organization of the Pitzer College project in the Alhambra School District and
address a number of structural and substantive challenges that emargs in teaching a

community-based course of this kind.

JOSE CALDERON
Pitzer College

PRAC"I'ICAL AND APPLIED COURSES IN THE
college curriculum are becoming more
prevalent (Neapolitan 1992; Schultz
1992). Some recent articles in Teaching
Sociology have discussed how a rigorous
academic curriculum in the classroom can
be combined with theory and experiential
learning, or “doing sociology” in the com-
“munity (Bricher 1993; Miller 1990; Porter
and Schwartz 1993; Schmid 1992). In the
same context, other articles have focused
‘on how the sociological perspective can go
beyond the classroom to create “transfor-
mative action” and social change (Flint
1993; Schmid 1993).

Although these articles begin to discuss
the relationship between theory and praxis,
they offer few concrete cases in which experi-

 ential learning has led to structural change in
the institutions involved. In this paper we
describe a class at Pitzer College, “The Roots
of Social Conflict in Schools and Communi-
ties,” which connected coursework with ex-
periential learning, In the process, it served as
a catalyst for structural change in chree high
schools in our region that were undergoing
rapid demographic and social changes. At the
same time, we address the tension in finding
a balance between theory and praxis, which
many instructors and students face in experi-
ential courses.

- THE ALHAMBRA SCHOOL
DISTRICT

The field setting for this class, the Alhambra

School District, is located five miles east of

BETTY FARRELL
Pirzer College

downtown Los Angeles in a San Gabriel
Valley suburb. This district is a particularly
interesting field site because it is a micro-
cosm of many of the larger demographic
changes raking place throughout California.
Currently the district serves a diverse stu-
dent population of 20,526, of whom 51
percent are Asian, 39 percent are Latino, and
9 percent are “other,” including An-
glofwhite, African American, and Native
American. The Alhambra School Districr,
which includes the city of Alhambra, partof
San Gabriel, and almost all of the city of
Monterey Park, now has the largest concen-
tration of Chinese students anywhere in the
United States.

The city of Monterey Park illustrates the
larger changes occurring in the school dis-
trict. Until 1960, Monterey Park’s popula-
tion was 85 percent Anglo, 12 percent Lat-
ino, and 3 percent Asian. By the time of the
1980 census, the popularion had changed to
40 percent Asian, 37 percent Latino, and 20
percent Anglo (U.S. Bureau of the Census
1980).! The demographic trends of the
1970s continued through the 1980s: the

! Several external changes that deeply affected the
city and the n:dgion in the 1970s help 1o accounc for
this dramatic demographic shift. Briefly stated, these
include the federal government’s recognition of main-
land China and the exclusion of Taiwan from official
diplomatic status; the emergence of the Pacific Rim as
an interrelated economy, along with more lenient U.S.
immigration policies for this region; incoming immi-
grant Asian families’ dissatisfaction with conditions in
older ethnic neighborhoods in nearby Los Angeles; and
the movement of middlelass Latino families from
East Los Angeles to the San Gabriel Valley suburbs.
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Asian population grew to 56 percent by
1990, Latinos held relatively steady ar 31
percent, and the Anglo population declined
further to 12 percent of the city’s 62,000
residents (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1990).
The neighboring city of Athambra (popula-
tion 71,000) has seen similar demographic
changes, although the proportions of the
three echnic groups—36 percent Asian, 32
percent Latino, and 30 percent Anglo—
were roughly equal by 1991.

As a result of these striking demographic
changes in the two cities and in the school
district, ethnic relations are characterized by
both conflict and cooperation.? Alongside
tensions at the city government level over
urban development issues and the status of
English as the “official” language, numerous
racial incidents have involved Latino, Asian,
and Anglo students in the schools. In 1986
one fight led to the scabbing of a Chinese
youth at Mark Keppel High School in Mon-
terey Park. In 1991 several fights broke out
at San Gabriel High School berween Latino
and Chinese students and berween Viet-
namese and Anglo students. Differences in
disciplinary actions following these inci-
dents led to an escalation of tensions be-
tween Latino and Asian parents and to the
formation of several ethnically based com-
munity coalitions.

In December 1991 a broader coali-
tion—the Multi-Ethnic Task Force (later
renamed the Multicultural Community
Association)—was formed, uniting mem-
bers around 10 different proposals to effect
structural changes in the school district.
These proposals included a review of disci-
plinary procedures, the application of con-
flict resolution programs, the implementa-
tion of a multicultural curriculum, sensi-
tivity training for all school employees, and
the involvement of parents, students, and
teachers in the decision-making process.
The first author, a resident of Monterey
Park and a parent of children in this school
district, was elected a chair of this new
coalition, and thus provided an important

2 Some of the recent literature on the Monterey
Park and Alhambn region includes Calderon (1989,
1990), Fong (1994), Horton (1989, 1992, 1995),
Horton and Calderon (1990), Pardo (1990), Saito
(1993), and Tseng (1994).

link to crucial gatekeepers in the commu-
nity and school system.

“THE ROOTS OF SOCIAL
CONELICT IN SCHOOLS AND
COMMUNITIES”: GOALS AND

RESULTS OF THE COURSE

In this context, the course “The Roots of
Social Conflict in Schools and Communi-
ties” was developed. In January 1993 Piczer
College received a competitive course devel-
opment grant from the Ohio Campus Com-
pact. This grant supported the development
of courses that addressed the connections
berween service, participation in the politi-
cal process, and public policy development.
Over two semesters, we involved 40 stu-
dents in participant-observation research in
the three high schools of the Alhambra
School District.?

We had several goals in designing this
course. At the college level, it helped to
implement a new educarional objective pro-
moting an understanding of “the ethical
implications of knowledge and social ac-
tion”—that is, enhancing a sense of social
responsibility for students, especially in re-
lation to work in surrounding communities.
At the departmental level, it was part of a
pilot program for 2 new sociology require-
ment that would allow majors to engage in
the craft of “doing sociology.” At the under-
graduate course level, the class was designed
to link an internship in the public schools
with the academic study ofP communities
and school systems that have been affected
significantly by the demographic changes
and subsequent interethnic conflicts in the

- Los Angeles metropolitan region. .

? Pigzer College, with a student population of 730,
is a four-year liberal arts college in. the process of
expanding its cfforts to include multicultural under-
standing and community outreach in its curriculum.
As part of its educational objectives, the College is
emphasizing the need for students to appreciate other
cultures through direct involvement in insticutions that
advance the development of a multicultural world.
These objectives have already produced resules: numer-
ous professors and students have taken up the challenge
of involving themselves in communities that are micro-
cosms of the larger demographic changes occurring in
California.



48

TEACHING SOCIOLOGY

In the first semester, 20 Pitzer College
students, in teams of three or four, were
admitted as observers in several classes in
each school.* The selected classes repre-
sented all grade and ability-group levels. All
of the students kept extensive field notes of
their observations; these notes served as the
basis of research papers that they prepared ac
the end of the semester. Following the stand-
ard guidelines of ethnographic research, the
- students were expected to record all observ-
able data rather than focusing on predeter-
mined questions or research areas.” Given
the open-ended nature of their observation
assignment and their placement sites, they
tended to concentrate on the microcosm of
classroom interaction. Through their initial
observations, they were able to identify sev-
eral patterns. ' '

First, 2 number of observers from the
~ college wrote thart the classroom structure
" and the teachers’ interaction styles made a

difference in students’ perceptions about
school and in their achievement levels. Be-
cause Asian students tended to be tracked in
the upper-level classes and Latino students
in che lower-level classes in these high
schools, differences in teachers’ behavior,
use of language, style of teaching, and expec-
tations about students’ abilities had the po-

* Because we learned about the grant funding at
the beginning of the spring semester, we had no tume
: to develop a separate class to focus on the project.
Conscquently 20 students voluntecred from four dif-
ferent classes that we were teaching. With very litde
time for pretrining, we met with students every two
weeks and gave them introductory material from
* Lofland and Lofland’s (l995)&:dyzing$oczhl&nin‘§:
A Guide to Qualitative Observation and Analysis. We
reached an agreement with Alhambra School District
administrators that our students would observe class-
oms in the three high schools in the district. In
return, we promised a report outlining the stu-
dents’ findings.
It was crucial to explain to the district adminis-
trators, who generally had experience only with surveys
“and quantitative evaluation research, that qualitative
researchers strive to develop concepts, insights, and
understandings from patterns that emerge in their field
notes. We stressed thar the strength of this methodol-
ogy is its flexibility and responsiveness to situations;
ideally it allows the researcher to understand how social
realities arise and operate, and how the various expec-
tations and perceptions that people bring to particular
settings shape individuals’ behavior and organizations’
responses.

tential to reinforce group divisions and to
perpetuate different achievement outcomes.

A second pattern observed by our stu-
dents was the racial/ethnic segregation that
shaped interaction inside and outside the
classroom. Several observers noted, for ex-
ample, that the voluntary seating arrange-
ment in many classrooms tended to replicate
the intraethnic friendship networks that ap-
peared in the cafeteria and the schoolyard.
One unintended consequence was that any
collaborative work in the classroom tended
to reinforce these networks because students

~who sat next to each other were often as-

signed to work together. Thus one signifi-
cant opportuniry to bring together different
combinations of students fora common task

was lost.

Finally, our students observed that the
limited resources for the English as a Second
Language (ESL) courses and the resulting
“burn-out” among teachers lowered the mo-
rale in these courses. Because the recent wave
of immigration to the San Gabriel Valley has
contributed so substantially to the rapid
demographic transition of this school dis-
trict, ESL courses offer many first-genera-
tion students an especially important intro-
duction to American society in general, and
specifically to the culture of American high
schools, Therefore these classes seemed to
our student observers to offer an important
bur often missed opportunity to include
significant multicultural education with the
instruction in basic language skills.

Because educational reform was a topic
of great concern to the newly formed Mul-
ticultural Community Association, and be-
cause the first author was cochairing that
group, all of these student observations were
used to develop policy recommendations for
the Alhambra School District. Coalition
members, for example, began to question’
school district officials about the systematic
grouping of Latino students at lower ability
levels; they also began to address the effec-
tiveness of disciplinary programs in the
schools and to argue for the development of
a more multiculturally sensitive curriculum.
These concerns became part of a dis-
trictwide “goals action program,” which was
passed recently by the school board.
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During the summer following the first
phase of this project, the instructors met
once again with Alhambra School District
administrators and agreed that the second
phase would focus on developing and imple-
menting multicultural lesson plans. As a
result, during the following fall semester,
another 20 students were assigned to high
school classes in psychology, world history,
English, journalism, mathematics, art, and
ESL with the goal of developing and teach-
ing their own lesson plans. Encouraged by
school district administrators, principals,
and teachers to move from observers to ac-
tive participants, sophomore- and juniot-
level college students worked closely with
teachers, asking questions and exploring
strategies to shift seating patterns, encourage
cooperative learning, and open the curricu-
lum to more multicultural approaches.

As they developed specific lesson plans,
the students focused on introducing mui-
ticultural teaching strategies into the class-
room. All the lesson plans actively involved
the high school students through group dis-
cussions and writing exercises. In a lesson
plan for a world history class, for example,
students wrote down their initial reaction to
images depicting people of different ethnici-
ties as a means of starting a discussion on
stereotyping. In an English class, students
responded to “Dear Abby/Ann Landers” let-
ters on issues of prejudice and discrimina-
tion. Members of another class compared
themselves to characters on the TV show
Beverly Hills 90210. A student teacher from
the college even devised a multicultural les-
son for a mathematics class by surveying the
students on social issues relevant to their
lives and then using the survey results to
engage them in alesson on circlegraphs. The

lesson ended with adiscussion oftheuseand

misuse of statistics.

At the college, the students participated
in aweekly seminar organized around varied
readings about the region, including educa-
tional stratification, demographic changes,
and the Latino and Asian immigrant expe-
riences. One book, Always Running, chron-
icled the experiences of writer Luis Ro-
driguez, who grew up in San Gabriel, at-
tended Mark Keppel High School (one of

our observation sites), and belonged to a

focal gang. The readings provoked lively
discussions as the students related the mate-
rials to their own lives. The opportunity to
draw connections between families, com-
munities, and schools from their personal-
experiences, their fieldwork, and the course
readings made this sociology seminar par-
ticularly engaging,

The Alhambra Schools Project culmi-
nated in a day-long conference at which our
students shared their experiences as ob-
servers and teachers with an audience of
high school teachers, school district admin-
iscrators, and the press. Although some
teachers and administrators initially had ex-
pressed reservations about the project, they
now complimented the students on their
energy and creativity.

Significant results continue to emerge.
Teachers have reported that some of the high
school students have formed new friend-
ships in and out of class. The lesson plans
still inspire new approaches among some of
the teachers who participated, and they are
being distributed to educators throughout
the school district. Also, 2 number of our
students have decided to make teaching
their career choice. New opportunities for
this type of experiential learning have
opened up as other school districts contace
us about developing a similar program in
their schools. Finally, new types of coali-
tions—such as one formed recently between
Pirzer College, the Alhambra School Dis-
trict, and the Southern California Edison
Company, a corporation willing to support
a multicultural education and conflict reso-
lution program-——have begun to change
some ofﬁhc institutional relationships in our

region.

CONNECTING THEORY TO
EXPERIENCE

One challenge—<entral to the sociological
enterprise, but highlighted especially in this
course—was to complement students’ un-
derstanding of culture as a crucial variable of
social interaction with the equally crucial
but much less visible variable of socsal struc-
rure. In their high school classroom observa-
tions, for example, our undergraduates
could readily identify the cultural barriers of
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language and custom that had led to specific
instances of interethnic conflict in the
schools and to considerable general misun-
‘derstanding in the wider community. They
were zble to develop and teach lesson plans
that effectively challenged racial/ethnic
stereotypes and to engage high school stu-
dents at all levels in a dialogue about the
meanings and consequences of such cultural
stereotyping. Yet when they were faced with
dramatic data from these schools showing
great divergences becween Asian and Latino
students’ achievement levels and college pre-
paratory tracks, our students were over-
whelmed and dismayed by the implications
. of the same cultural explanations that they
‘had earlier adopred rather uncritically to
account for group differences.

In logs recording their responses to read-
ings on the high educational achievement
levels of recent southeast Asian immigrants,
the college students puzzled over the striking
differences in the ethnic group patterns they
had observed in their high schools. Think-
ing culturally, in this case, made our students
uncomfortable because they anticipared thac
discussions about culturally based differ-
ences would only reinforce patterns of in-

¢ A School Board report for the academic year
1990-1991, written by Assistant Superintendent of
Pupil Services Diane Saurenman (1992), showed that
-1atinos have the highest dropout rate of any ethnic
group in the three high schools. In the four years from
1989 to 1992, Latinos accounted for 50 to 55-percent
of the dropouts, as compared with 32 to 46 percent for
the Asian students at bra High School. In those
four years, Latinos made i.t_f 57 to G5 percent of the
dropouts at San Gabriel High School, as compared
with 24 to 36 percent for Astans. In 1990-1992,
Latinos at all three high schools also ranked lowest of
all ethnic groups in completing college preparatory
requirements. At Alhambra High School, only 17 per-
cent of Latino students completed these requirements,
as compared with 38 percent of Asian students and 26
percent ofall others; at Mark Keppel High School, only
3 percent of Latinos completed them, as compared
with 29 percent of Asians and 12 percent of all others.

: Theses figures were also related to postgraduation

aspirations by ethnicity. Between 1989 and 1992, sur-
veys found that 80 percent of Asian graduating seniors
at all three Alhambra District high schools aspired to
attend four-year colleges; only 11 percent of Latinos
had such plans. Instead, the great majority of Latinos
at Alhamgm High School indicated that they would
opt to attend vocational/technical schoals, enlist in the
miliary, or enter the labor force following high school
graduation.

equality. They were concerned that if cul-
tural values were the source of these differ-
ential achievement levels, acknowledging
and describing this phenomenon would
only reify it as a justification for continued
inequality. Wishing to celebrate diverse cul-
tural values as the basis for group empower-
ment, they were dismayed that these same
values might have harmful consequences for
the social structure .

In our weekly seminar discussions, which
focused on the history of racial/ethnic strati-
fication in the United States and on the nature
of structural discrimination, students began
to question some of their own cultural as-
sumptions in favor of more social structural
and institutional analyses of group difference.
Key sociological texts played an important

.role in raising these theoretical issues at vari-

ous points throughout the semester.” Yet only
by observing classroom interaction and by
working directly with high school teachers
and students did our students begin to dis-
cover the social consequences of concrete
structural arrangements such as those in seat-
ing patterns, study group organizations, and
the institutionalized tracking process through
which students are channeled in the educa-
tional system. These insights were tentative,
however; in the course of one semester they

‘only began to challenge the primacy of the

cultural explanations for behaviors that enjoy
so much legitimacy today.

The challenge of making students un-
derstand the complex interplay between cul-

" tural values and social structural conditions

is ar the heart of experiential education. We
believe that this understanding should be-
come a central goal in teaching such courses.
In this case, our students began to recognize
that ateributing ethnic inequality to cultural
differences can lead to the tendency to
blame the victim and can reinforce segrega-

7 As readings in this course, we also used Jonathan
Kozol's (1991) Savage Insqualities, Mike Rosc’s (1989)
Lives on the Baund%]annic Oakes'’s (1985) Keepin,
Track, and Michael W. Apple’s (1993) Official Knowi-
edge. Each of these readings underscored the structural
foundations of inequality in the educational system.
Other books that could be used for this purpose are
Ronald Takaki’s (1993) A Different Mirror, Stephen
Steinberg's (1981) The Etbmic 2/1, and Michael Omi
and Howard Winant’s (1994) ial Formation in the
United States.
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tion and stereotyping. This discovery was
rooted in cheir fieldwork experience, but it
acquired grearer depth and breadch when
complemented by key supporting rexts from
the sociological literature. Through readings
and experience that forced them to recon-
sider their initial single-causal explanations
for differential group patterns in school
achievement (e.g., “bad teachers,” “an irrele-
vant curriculum,” “culeural differences”),
these undergraduates could begin to develop
more complex structural and institutional
explanations for the ways ethnic inequality
can be perpetuated and maintained through
the public school system—an institution in
American society that has long been credited
with offering meritocratic opportunities for
social mobility.

A critique of an exclusively cultural
analysis of group differences developed
quite spontaneously in this class from the
juxtaposition of readings with field experi-
ence. We now recognize many more oppor-
tunities to build the kind of creative tension
berween theoretical concepts and practical
observation that this example illustrates by
assigning more specifically contrasting per-
spectives in the readings and by organizing
more in-class debates in future classes. Al-
though there are many good reasons to use
the seminar to process the fieldwork experi-
ence, we expect that students will benefit
more in the long run by engaging in more
critical dialogues involving theoretical ideas
based on sociological readings and insights
acquired in the field.

SOME DILEMMAS OF
EXPERIENTIAL TEACHING

Although this course was highly successful
from both the students’ and the teachers’
perspectives, we encountered some prob-
lems that may be generalizable to other ex-
periential teaching situations. These prob-
lems are familiar to other qualitative re-
searchers; they may be categorized generally
as issues of establishing access and of devel-
oping continuity.

ESTABLISHING ACCESS

Many immediate advantages accompanied
the kind of direct access to a community

coalition and to a school district allowed by
the first author’s position as chair of the
Multicultural Community Association.
The opportunity to introduce students
into a community setting where serious
educational issues are being debated and
reform measures are proposed is invalu-
able. The first author’s leadership position
in the coalition provided leverage with the
school district administrators, who other-
wise might have been less willing to admit
college students as observers during a pe-
riod of heightened tensions in their
schools. Yet because the students gained
access to a field site through an activist
coalition’s political clout, it was also harder
to separate the project of the college course
from the coalition’s agenda of educational
reform. Administrators, who initially saw
the project in terms of its potential to
evaluarte their programs, were quite reluc-
tant to admit “untrained” ungcrgraduace
observers to their schools. In this case,
some of their concerns were alleviated by
the involvement of two faculty members in
this course, only one of whom was identi-
fied with the community coalition, and by
extensive discussions about the techniques
and goals of participant observation re-
search. By promising the school district
administrators that our students would not
give interviews to the press during their
participant observation research, we also
helped to moderate the concern that this
project would become politicized. Thus,
although we had more initial opportunities
to gain access to this field site than many
other college teachers, our channels of ac-
cess were not always perceived as unbiased
and interest-free.

DEVELOPING CONTINUITY

A project of this kind requires much
groundwork, not only with the school dis-
trict adminiscrators, who were the initial
gatekeepers, but also with the participating
high school teachers. In the firststages of the
project we gave insufficient attention to the
hierarchical structure of the urban public
high school, and particularly to the frustra-
tion felt by many teachers when confronted
with top-down decision making by their
administrators. Several of the teachers in-
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itially chosen by their principals to partici-
pate in this project were less than enthusias-
tic about receiving our students in-their
classrooms. They saw few immediate bene-
fits to working with college students, and
they feared that field notes could be appro-
priated too readily for administrative review.
In the face of such perceptions and potential
opposition by important gatekeepers, the
participant observation experience is seri-
ously compromised.

In the future, we resolve to work more
directly from the beginning with all teachers
involved in this project. Although students
benefit by learning to negotiate with a highly
bureaucratic organization or to cope with
the mistrust and anxiety of gatekeepers at all
levels, we now recognize that we must play
a more visible role as mediators between our
students and the high school teachers. In
many cases, these are teachers who feel be-
sieged by the new demographic pressures,

‘the political demands, and the economic
constraints in their district.

Developing and maintaining a viable
working relationship between our college and
this public school district has also led us to
consider our longer-term commitments more
carefully now than at the beginning of the
project. Recently we have faced the issue of
how and what to give back to the high school
students, teachers, and administrators who
have worked with our students over the past
year. We would like to challenge the percep-
tion thar this project has primarily benefited
the college students. Consequently we have
begun to develop several ancillary projects
that build on our relationship with the school
district, including campus visits to introduce

“more “at-risk” students to a college environ-
ment and a one-on-one tutoring/mentoring
program, located on our campus, for high
school students. Supported by additional
grant money, which was awarded because of
the success of the initial course, we are estab-
lishing a resource center for conflict resolu-
tion studies on our college campus; this will
allow us to gather materials and sponsor
workshops on conflict resolution strategies
and multicultural curricular development for
local high school teachers. Our longer-term
goal, with the support of our college admini-
stration, is to design college faculty intern-

ships with the local public school district,
whichwill complement and enhance the pro-
gram of students’ experiential learning.

CONCLUSION

Our experience in coteaching this course has
been highly positive. The collaborative ef-
fort enriched our rteaching experience; we
also learned much about the culture and
social structure of the American public
school system from our students’ field notes
and discussions, as well as from our own
negotiations with school administrators at
all stages of the project. Occasionally we
found ourselves caught in 2 mediating posi-
tion berween our student participant ob-
servers, who wanted to investigate the
sources of ethnic conflict; the Alhambra

‘School District administrators, who were

concerned about possible negative publicity
associated with “problems” discovered in
their schools; and members of the commu-
nity-based Multicultural Community Asso-
ciation, who were concerned with imple-
menting policy forsocial change. As instruc-
tors, we sensed some competing forces in
this project: concern with preserving an
open and flexible learning environment for
our students, on the one hand, and the
constraints created by politically charged
school and community issues, on the other.

A key lesson that we learned from this
teaching experience is that it is often more
demanding but also more rewarding to prac-
tice the craft of sociology both inside and
outside the classroom, alongside our stu-
dents and in local communities. In many
ways this innovative teaching experience has
brought us—as well as our students—back
to the heart of the sociological enterprise,

- with its roots in praxis as well as in theory.
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