
Urban Education 

 
Dr. Beth Rubin 
15: 310: 542: 01 

Spring 2012 
 

 
Office:   10 Seminary Place, Room 15A    
Office hours: Monday and Thursday, 2-4 p.m., and by appointment 
Contact: beth.rubin@gse.rutgers.edu 
Class held in:  
 
I. Overview 
This course is an introduction to urban education in the United States. It is designed to deepen 
students’ understandings of the complexity and challenge of providing quality education for 
students in urban schools. It also aims to inspire students with examples of innovative and 
successful educational programs in urban settings. In the course we will examine urban education 
from a variety of disciplinary and theoretical perspectives; we will consider various structural and 
pedagogical approaches to improving urban schooling; and we will apply relevant social theory to 
an explanation of the current state of public education in urban areas. A dual emphasis will be 
placed on macro and micro levels of analysis. Investigations conducted by students in local urban 
schools and communities will shine a spotlight on the particular issues facing New Jersey’s urban 
schools. 
 
Students in the class will engage critically with challenging texts, participate in seminar-style 
discussions, present their ideas through a range of written assignments, and conduct research in 
urban schools and communities to consider the following key questions: 
 
1. How do urban contexts shape urban schools? How are urban schools part of the larger political, 
economic 
2. What is the role of schooling in both producing and reducing racial and economic inequalities? 
3. How do youth develop as learners in urban settings, and what practices and opportunities push 
this development in a positive direction? 
 
II. Objectives 
My objective with this course is for students to develop both theoretical and practical 
understandings of urban schools and the teaching and learning processes within them. The course 
aims to merge theory and practice so theoretical considerations of urban schooling are grounded 
in the daily realities of life in urban schools and discussions of practice are not atheoretical. 
Students should leave class with a deeper understanding of the issues affecting urban schools and 
communities and familiarity with the key concepts listed below. 
 
Key Concepts: situated perspectives, deficit views, capacity oriented approaches, social 
reproduction, social capital, cultural capital, identity, resistance, silencing, culturally relevant 
pedagogy, hidden curriculum, subtractive schooling, and approaches to school reform 
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III. Expectations 
 
A. Participation  
       
As a seminar, daily class sessions will focus on discussion of course readings and key course 
concepts, related activities. Each student is expected to be a full participant in this seminar. This 
entails the following: 
 

 Prepare for class. Completing each week’s assigned readings in advance of the seminar 
and coming prepared to discuss the readings. Outlines, notes, and questions will greatly 
assist students’ abilities to engage meaningfully in class discussion. The required Reading 
Response Papers will prepare the students as well. 
 

 Participate in class. Participate actively in the seminar by raising issues, asking questions, 
engaging with peers’ ideas, listening to others, and disagreeing with respect. 
 

 Attend class. Coming to class on time and not missing class sessions. If there is an 
unavoidable absence, please notify me ahead of time. The student is responsible for 
obtaining all class notes and handouts from the missed session and completing any work 
that is due. More than 1 absence may affect your grade.  
 

 Electronic etiquiette. Please refrain from using your cell phone (for calls, texts, email, 
social networking, etc…) during class. If you choose to use a laptop during class please 
bring it fully charged, as we will move around during the class period. Personal 
computers should  only be used for notetaking – no email, internet surfing or social 
networking please. 

 
 
All written work, including postings on Sakai, should be proofread for clarity, spelling, 
grammatical errors and the like. Outside sources should be referenced appropriately (either APA 
or Chicago style is acceptable). Please use language that is appropriate for the classroom setting 
and maintain a professional tone in both your Sakai postings and classroom discussions. Please 
do your own work and cite your sources. For more details, go to: 
http://cat.rutgers.edu/integrity/policy.html#Integrity 
 
Anyone with a learning difference needing accommodations of any kind should contact me as 
soon as possible.  It is very important that you let me know if you have questions about the 
concepts being discussed during the course.  Feel free to use e-mail to pose questions if raising 
them in class is difficult.  
 
 
 
B. Course Assignments 
 
1.  Reading Response Papers     10, various dates 
 
You will write 10 short (2-3 pages single spaced) reading response papers over the course of the 
semester. Since there are 12 weeks of readings from which to choose, you can choose two weeks 
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to not post a response, unless otherwise indicated. YOU ARE STILL RESPONSIBLE FOR 
COMPLETING ALL ASSIGNED READINGS ON THE TWO WEEKS YOU CHOOSE NOT 
TO POST A READING RESPONSE.  Please post on the appropriately named week on Sakai.  
 
Reading Responses are always due by 7 pm on the night before class (through the course Sakai 
site) so I can look them over before we meet. From time to time, you will be asked to look over a 
set of your classmates’ response papers. To do this, you will need to post your papers to the 
Discussion or Chat sections as well as to the Assignment section of the Sakai site. T 
 
Your responses should do the following:  
 

a. Respond to the central question(s) of the week using the readings; make connections 
between the readings and explore questions the readings raise for you. 

b. Use the readings to reflect upon your personal and professional educational experiences.  
c. Raise a question or two, sparked by the readings, which the class could discuss. 

 
 

Since one major function of these papers is to help me address your questions, late papers will 
not be accepted and cannot be counted toward your 10 required pieces. 
 
Reading Response Papers will be graded using the following criteria. 
 
3          Outstanding Response Addresses each assigned reading and each question, uses 

readings to create coherent, analytical response to 
questions. Exhibits high level of understanding of 
concepts, critical analysis of core issues, clear and 
engaging writing style. Offers provocative question. 

 
2           Satisfactory Response Addresses each assigned reading and each question, uses 

readings to address questions. Exhibits satisfactory level 
of understanding of concepts, adequate writing style, 
analysis lacks the high degree of depth and coherence of 
an outstanding response. Offers adequate question. 

 
1           Partial Response Addresses some but not all of the assigned 

readings/questions. Exhibits some degree of 
understanding of concepts, but understanding may be 
flawed. Writing style hinders understanding. Shallow 
analysis. 

 
0           Inadequate Response Addresses some but not all of the assigned 

readings/questions. Misunderstanding of concepts, many 
writing problems, limited or incoherent analysis. 

 
 
2.  Educational autobiography      January 22, 5 pm 

 
Write a short (4 pages single spaced, maximum) educational autobiography about your schooling 
experiences. You can focus on elementary, middle or high school. You can write this 
autobiography as a story or in a more expository style. 
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 What was your school like, from your perspective as a student?  
 Describe your school (size, location, student body, academic choices, extra-curricular 

activities, etc…). Was your school diverse racially and/or socioeconomically? Did your 
school have different academic tracks?  

 Choose a single event or several related events, that you feel encapsulate something 
significant about your school experience and describe this event in detail.  

 Finally, reflect briefly on how this educational experience shaped your views on learning 
and education. That is, what did you learn about the nature and purpose of education and 
learning from your school experiences? 

These reflections will be posted and read by your classmates, so please write about something 
you feel comfortable sharing with the class. Post both to Assignments and to Discussion on 
Sakai by 5 p.m., January 22. 

 
 
3.  Contemporary Issues in Urban Education: Research Paper and Presentation 
 
For this assignment, students will form groups of three or four and tackle specific   
issues, problems, or questions related to urban education. The topics and criteria for evaluation 
begin on page 11 of this syllabus. 
 
4. Final Essay 
 
In this final take-home assignment, designed to help you synthesize course themes and key 
concepts and to consider how your views on urban education have changed and deepened during 
the semester, you will write an essay in which you respond to the three framing questions of the 
course (on page 1 of this syllabus).   

C. Grading 

Grades will be computed on the following basis: 
 
Educational autobiography   10 
Reader response papers    30 
Issues in Urban Education Project   40 
Final Essay     20 
__________________________________________ 
TOTAL     100 
 
 
D. Readings 
 

Online readings available on the course Sakai website as well as on the library website. 
 
Required Books 
1. Schultz, B. (2008) Spectacular Things Happen Along the Way (NY: Teachers College 

Press) 
2. Lipman, P. (2003). High Stakes Education: Inequality, Globalization, and Urban School 

Reform. New York: Routledge. 
3. Noguera, P. (2003). City Schools and the American dream. New York: Teachers College 

Press. 
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4. Tough, P. (2008). Whatever it Takes: Geoffrey Canada’s Quest to Change Harlem and 
America. NY: Houghton Mifflin. 

 
 
Books available at the Rutgers Bookstore. 
 
E. Summary of Due Dates 
 
Educational Autobiography January 22 by 5 pm 
Reading Response Papers Weekly; choose 2 to skip (except where 

noted). You must read even if you skip 
the response paper! 

Issues in Urban Education project Variable, paper due same date as 
presentation 

Final Reflection May 4   
 
 
Due dates will be marked in the syllabus with this symbol: ☼
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F. Course Outline 
 
1. January 17 
Course Introduction: Framing the Issues 
 
What is urban? 
 
 

I. Situated Perspectives and Broad Theoretical Frameworks for Urban Education 
 
2. January 24 Student Perspectives 
 
What do we take for granted about schooling because of our own school experiences?  
What do we assume to be true about urban communities, schools, teachers and students? 

 
1. Ayers & Ford. (1996). “City kids, city dreams” in City Kids, City Teachers. NY: The 

New Press.   
2. Way, N. (1998). Chapter 3: “Malcolm’s Story,” and Chapter 10: “Eva’s Story.” In 

Everyday Courage. NY: NYU Press, p. 42-73, 227-259. 
3. L. Jones with D. Isay, “From our America: Life and Death on the South Side of 

Chicago,” and Mitchie, G. “From Holler if You Hear Me,” from City Kids, City Schools 
(2008). Ayers, et al, eds. NY: The New Press, 8-18). 

4. Listen to:  
1. Bushwick, http://www.wnyc.org/shows/rookies/2001/jan/31/ 
2. Dropping out, http://www.wnyc.org/shows/rookies/2001/feb/03/ 
3. Read a book, http://www.wnyc.org/shows/rookies/2008/dec/01/ 
4. Stuck, http://www.wnyc.org/shows/rookies/2008/dec/15/ 
5. My school is known for all the wrong reasons, 

http://www.wnyc.org/shows/rookies/2006/jun/30/ 
And whatever else interests you, on http://feeds.wnyc.org/radiorookies  [also check out the Radio 
Rookies’ home page at http://www.wnyc.org/radiorookies/] 

 
5. Educational autobiographies of your response group. 
 

☼ Post educational autobiographies on Sakai by January 22, 5 pm. 
 
 
 
3. January 31 Education, Social Class and the Family: How do we explain social stratification? 
 
Are schools “the problem” or “the solution”? Or both? What are some of the different ways that 
social theorists have explained the “strong tendency for working class children to end up in 
working class jobs” (as MacLeod puts it)? 
 

1. Noguera, City Schools, Chapters 1-4 (pages 1-81)  
2. Lareau, A. (2003). Unequal childhoods: Class, race, and family life.  Chapters 1 and 2, 

pp. 1-32. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.  
3. MacLeod, J. (1995). Ain’t no makin it: Aspirations and attainment in a low-income 

neighborhood. Chapters 1 and 2, pp. 3-24. Boulder: Westview Press. 
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☼ Response paper 1 due night prior by 7 pm – REQUIRED –NO ONE CAN SKIP THIS ONE 
 
 
4. February 7 Connecting the Micro and the Macro 
 
How are schools and education policy  part of larger social, economic and political dynamics? 
 

1. Read Lipman, P. (2003). High Stakes Education. New York: Routledge  
2. Listen to Two Steps Back, http://www.thisamericanlife.org/radio-

archives/episode/275/two-steps-back 
 
 
☼ Response paper 2 due night prior by 7 pm – REQUIRED –NO ONE CAN SKIP THIS ONE 
 
 
5. February 14  Teacher Perspectives 
 

1. Schultz, B. (2008) Spectacular Things Happen Along the Way (NY: Teachers College 
Press) 

2. Michie, G. (2005). See you when you get there: Teaching for change in urban 
schools. Chapter 5: Toni Billingsley. New York: Teachers College Press, p. 119-
153. 

Watch Taylor Mali videos:   
3. Miracle Workers, 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=neslRBRo_wc&feature=player_embedded#at=
32 

4. What Teachers Make, http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0xuFnP5N2uA 
 

 
 
☼ Response paper 3 due night prior by 7 pm  
 
 

II. Teaching, Learning and Identity in Urban Schools: Theory and Practice 
 

 
6.   February 21    Theoretical Frames on Learning and Pedagogy in Urban Schools 
 
What are common classroom processes in urban schools and what are their consequences? How 
do these different frames on learning challenge taken for granted understandings of student 
failure? 
 

1. Ladson-Billings, G. (1995). Toward a theory of culturally relevant pedagogy, American 
Educational Research Journal, 32(3), 465-491. 

2. Minow, M. (1990). Making all the difference: Inclusion, exclusion, and American law. 
Ithaca: Cornell University Press, (chapter 1, pp. 19-48). 

3.  Anyon, J.  “Social class and the hidden curriculum of work,” In J. Kretovics & E. Nussel 
(Eds.) (pages 253-276)  

4. Rubin (2007) “Learner identity amid figured worlds: Constructing (in)competence at an 
urban high school,” The Urban Review,  39(2), 217-249.  
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5. Fine, M. (2003). “Silencing and nurturing voice in an improbable context: Urban 
adolescents in public school” In M. Fine and L. Weis (Eds) Silenced voices and 
extraordinary conversations: Re-imagining schools. NY: Teachers College Press. (pages 
13-37). 

6. Listen to Special Ed,  http://www.thisamericanlife.org/radio-
archives/episode/207/special-ed 
 

 
NOTE: All students will read and respond to Ladson-Billings and Minnow. You will be assigned 
one of the remaining three articles (and will be responsible for explaining it in class). 
 
☼ Response paper 4 due night prior by 7 pm. REQUIRED – NO ONE CAN SKIP THIS ONE. 
 
 
 
7. February 28 Youth Identity, Engagement and Resistance 
 
How do urban youth forge identities amid and beyond educational settings? How do these 
identities shape their actions and experiences within schools? What does this mean for teachers 
and teaching? 
 

1. Carter, P. L. 2006. "Straddling Boundaries: Identity, Culture, and School. The Sociology of 
Education , 79(3): 304-328.  

2. Lee (1996) “What’s in a Name? Asian American Identities at Academic High School” 
Unraveling the Model Minority Myth. NY: TC Press. (pages 17-51). 

3. Abu El-Haj, T. R. (2007). “I was born here but my home, it’s not here”: Educating for 
democratic citizenship in an era of transnational migration and global conflict. Harvard 
Educational Review, 77(3), 285-316. 

4. Mehan, H., Hubbard, L., & Villanueva, I. (1994). Forming academic identities:  
Accommodation without assimilation among involuntary minorities. Anthropology and 
Education Quarterly, (25)2, 91-117. 

5. Listen to The Kids are Alright, http://www.thisamericanlife.org/radio-
archives/episode/131/the-kids-are-alright 
 

 
☼ Response paper 5 due night prior by 7 pm 
 
☼ Student Power group 
 
 
 
8. March  6 Pedagogical Responses 
 
What are some promising pedagogical responses for urban settings?  Should teaching be 
different in urban schools? In what ways, or why not? 

 
1. Delpit, L. “Lessons from Teachers” (pages 113-135).  
2. Ladson-Billings, “’Yes, But How Do We Do It?: Practicing Culturally Relevant 

Pedagogy. (pages 162-177).  
3. Morrell and Duncan-Andrade, “’Comin’ From the School of Hard Knocks’: Hip-Hop and 

the Revolution of English Classrooms in City Schools” (pages 197-206).  
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4. Espinosa “Everything Flowers” (pages 104-112)  
5. From Everyday Antiracism (2008). Mica Pollack, Ed. NY: The New Press: 

- “Engaging Youth in Participatory Inquiry for Social Justice,” Maria Elena Torre 
and Michelle Fine, p. 165-171. 

  - “Expanding Definitions of Good Teaching,” Lee Anne Bell, 287-290. 
  - “Valuing Students’ Home Worlds,” Eugene E. Garcia, 294-298. 
  - “Cultivating the Trust of Black Parents,” Beverly Tatum, 310-313. 
 
6. Beth Rubin & Brian Hayes (2010). “’No backpacks’ vs. ‘drugs and murder’: The promise 

and complexity of youth civic action research.” Harvard Educational Review, 80(3), 149-
175. 

 
 
 

 
☼ Response paper 6 due night prior by 7 pm 
 
☼Teacher Power Group 
 
 

March 14 - Spring Break 
 
9.  March 21 Immigrant Students and English Language Learning 
 
How are immigrant students shaping and shaped by the urban schools they attend? What issues 
do teachers face in working with English Language Learners? 
 

1. Lucas, T., Henze, R., Donato, R. (1990) “Promoting the success of Latino language-
minority students: An exploratory study of six high schools.” Harvard Educational 
Review, 60(3), 315-340.   

2. Valenzuela, A. (1999). Chapter 1: Introduction.  Subtractive Schooling. NY: SUNY 
Press. (pages 3-32).  

3. Olsen, L. (1997). “Learning the Language of America,” From Made in America: 
Immigrant Students in Our Public Schools. NY: The New Press. Pages 90-105. 

4. Stritikus, T.  (2003). The interrelationship of beliefs, context, and learning:  The 
case of a teacher reacting to language policy.  Journal of Language, Identity, and 
Education, 2(1), 29-52. 

5. Listen to 
a. English, http://www.wnyc.org/shows/rookies/2001/may/26/ 
b. Legal status? http://www.wnyc.org/shows/rookies/2005/jun/15/ 
c. Poetry, http://www.wnyc.org/shows/rookies/2001/may/26/ 

 
 
 

☼ Response paper 7 due night prior by 7 pm 
 
☼ Immigration and ELL group  
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10.  March 27 Discipline, Violence and Safety in Urban Schools and Communities 
 
How violent are urban schools and communities? What is the impact of violence on students? On 
learning? How do we explain disciplinary policies in urban schools, and what are the 
consequences of such policies? 
 
1. Noguera, City Schools, Chapter 6 (pages 103-141). 
2. Ferguson, A. (2000). Chapter 2: “The punishing room.” From Bad Boys: Public Schools in 

the Making of Black Masculinity. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 
3. Rubin, B., Hayes, B., and Benson, K. (2009). “’It’s the worst place to live’: Urban youth and 

the challenge of school-based civic learning.” Theory Into Practice.  
4. Advancement Project. (2010). Test, punish, and push out: How ‘zero tolerance’ and high-

stakes testing funnel youth into the school-to-prison pipeline. 
5. Listen to: 

1. Radio Rookies, Guns, http://www.wnyc.org/shows/rookies/2001/jan/30/ 
2. Chicago Schools, Police Work to Stem Violence, 

http://www.npr.org/2011/03/21/132678405/chicagos-schools-police-work-to-
stem-violence 

 
☼ Response paper 8 due night prior by 7 pm 
 
☼ Violence and zero tolerance group 
 
 
 

IV: Perspectives on Urban School Reform  
 
 
11. April 3 Charters/Small Schools 
 
Are charters the answer? An answer? What are the benefits and drawbacks of focusing on 
charters to improve urban schooling? 
 

1. Matthews, J. (2009). KIPP Today, Jaquan Begins,Jaquan Climbs the Mountain 
and Jaquan Improves, and chapters 46 & 47, p. 63-67, 151-156, 257-260, 274-
287). In Work hard, be nice: How two inspired teachers created the most 
promising schools in America. Chapel Hill, NC: Algonquin Books.   

2. Payne, C., & Knowles, T. (2009). Promise and peril: Charter schools, urban 
school reform, and the Obama Administration, Harvard Educational Review, 
79(2), 227-239. 

3. Meier, D. ”Central Park East: An alternative story,” The power of their ideas. 
Boston, MA: Beacon Press. (pages 15-38) 

4. Karp, S. “Is all Black and all male all right?” (June 1991), 87-91. Z Magazine. 
5. http://blogs.edweek.org/teachers/living-in 

dialogue/2011/03/a_tough_week_for_magic_wands_6.html 
6. http://schoolfinance101.wordpress.com/2011/01/19/unspinning-data-on-new-

jersey-charter-schools/ 
7. http://schoolfinance101.wordpress.com/2010/12/02/truly-uncommon-in-newark/ 
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Watch 
http://www.cbsnews.com/video/watch/?id=7359538n&tag=related;photovideo 

 
 
☼ Response paper 9 due night prior by 7 pm 
 
☼ Chartering the future group 
 

 
12. April 10 Federal/Legislative Approaches to Reforming Urban Schools 
 
Should school reform be legislated at the federal or state levels, or is it best left in the hands of 
local communities? What are the benefits and drawbacks of federal and state mandates for 
educational change in the pursuit of equity? 
 

1. Noguera, P. (2003). Chapter 5: Segregation, poverty, and limits of local control: Oakland 
as a case study, p. 82-102. City schools and the American dream: Reclaiming the promise 
of public education. NY: Teachers College Press.  

2. Balfanz, et al. (2005) “No Child Left Behind and Reforming the Nation’s Lowest 
Performing High Schools: Help, Hindrance or Unrealized Potential?”  

3. Karp, S. “NCLB Test.” Rethinking Schools Online. 
4. http://www.ed.gov/blog/2009/07/president-obama-secretary-duncan-announce-race-to-

the-top/ 
5. http://www.huffingtonpost.com/diane-ravitch/obamas-race-to-the-top-wi_b_666598.html 
6. http://voices.washingtonpost.com/answer-sheet/education-secretary-duncan/race-to-top-

winners-get-bad-gr.html 
7. http://www.tnreport.com/2011/03/state-celebrates-race-to-the-top-first-anniversary/ 

Use the two websites below to educate yourself about the history and implementation of 
the Abbott school finance legislation and resulting programs in New Jersey: 
http://www.realizethedream.org/programs/abbott.html 
http://www.edlawcenter.org/index.htm# 

Read 
1. Goldstein, Dana. What Newark Schools Need,” The Nation, Jan. 10/17 2011. 

http://www.thenation.com/article/157279/what-newark-schools-need?page=full 
 
☼ Response paper 10 due by 7 pm night prior 
☼ Taking account of accountability reform group 
☼ Abbott 101 group 
 
 
 
13. April 17 Community Approaches to Reforming Urban Schools Distance Class 
 
Can transformational change be legislated? What do we learn from the Harlem Children’s’ 
Zone? 
 

1. Tough, P. (2008). Whatever it takes: Geoffrey Canada’s quest to change Harlem 
and America. Boston: Houghton Mifflin. 

 
☼ Response paper 11 
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14.   April 24 Developing Urban Educators 
 
What makes for a successful urban educator?  
What are some key issues and concepts you think a person entering into urban teaching needs to 
understand? 
How should we go about increasing and improving the ranks of urban teachers? 
 
 

1. “Securing the right to learn: Policy and practice for powerful teaching and learning.” 
Darling-Hammond (2006), Educational Researcher, 35(7), 13-25. 

2. Abu El-Haj, T. and Rubin, B. (2009). Realizing the equity-minded aspirations of 
detracking and inclusion: Toward a capacity-oriented framework for teacher education. 
Curriculum Inquiry, 39, 3: 435- 463. 

 
☼ Response paper 12 due by 7 pm on prior day 
 
☼ Schools and Communities Group 
 
☼ Teaching the teachers group 
 
 
15. May 1  Youth in Action Presentations 
 
☼ Final Reflective Essay due May 4 
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Contemporary Issues in Urban Education:  
Research Paper and Presentation Topics 

 
 

1. Youth power    Presentation and paper due 3/1 
 
Urban youth have strengths, talents and interests that are not tapped into within the school setting. 
What do researchers say about youth activism and culture outside of the school setting? What 
sorts of activities, groups, programs, and movements do youth take part in? Identify and explore 2 
different youth-centered groups/programs/activities/movements that take place either outside of 
school or after the regular school day, spending time with each one and speaking with those 
involved. What is the focus of each group? What are young people doing? What do young people 
get out of their involvement in this group? How does the group compare with learning in a school 
setting? Is there anything we could learn from these groups that might improve school-based 
urban education? 
 
 
2.  Teacher power   Presentation and paper due 3/8 
There are exceptional teachers and programs in every urban school. What does the research 
literature report about the instructional practices used by outstanding urban teachers? What do 
such teachers say about their work? What makes such teachers stay in urban teaching? What 
makes them leave? Seek out several outstanding urban teachers (one per group member) and 
profile them – what brought them into urban teaching, what they do in the classroom, what 
challenges they face, what rewards they receive, etc… You should spend time with your teacher 
both inside and outside of his/her classroom to try to understand what drives him/her and makes 
him/her effective. 
 
3.  Immigration and Language Presentation and paper due 3/22 
 
Many urban school districts have been transformed over the past decade or two by the arrival of 
immigrant families and students. What do researchers say about immigration and schooling? 
What issues arise for immigrant students and their families when they enter the U.S. school 
system? What issues arise for schools when they receive immigrant students? What are the 
various ways that schools meet and do not meet the needs of these groups of students? How do 
these issues affect New Jersey? Examine a school district that serves a large population of 
immigrant students. Profile the community and the district. What programs are available for 
immigrant students and their families? How do the schools in this district grapple with English 
language learning issues? Talk to key personnel, students, and families (if possible) to learn more 
about the experiences of immigrant students and the school personnel who serve them. 
 
4.  School violence?    Presentation and paper due 3/29 
 
Images of violent urban schools and violent urban students loom large in the popular imagination. 
Others focus their attention on what has been called the “school to prison pipeline” (see NAACP 
Legal Defense and Education Fund, http://www.naacpldf.org/issues.aspx?issue=3). How violent 
are urban schools? What is meant by the “school to prison pipeline”? How does this issue affect 
students and teachers in urban schools? What is the impact of zero tolerance policies within 
schools? Investigate the scholarly and activist literature on this topic to clearly outline and frame 
the issue.  Speak with urban school personnel and students to understand how the issue affects 
them on a daily basis. 
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5.  Chartering the future?     Presentation and paper due 4/5 
 
Some believe that true educational innovation in urban contexts can only occur outside of the 
constraints of local school districts. Charter schools vary widely in their approaches to educating 
urban youth. What is the scope of the urban charter school movement, both nationwide and in 
NJ? What are the arguments in favor of and against charters? What results have been seen for 
students? What types of charter schools exist, and what are the major educational approaches 
taken in urban charter schools. Examine two NJ urban charter schools that take differing 
approaches to education (i.e. Northstar Academy in Newark, the New Brunswick Community 
Charter School, KIPP in Camden and elsewhere; Big Picture Schools in Newark), visiting the 
schools and speaking with relevant personnel.  
 
6.  Taking Account of Accountability Reform Presentation and paper due 4/12 
 
 The past decade has seen an ever-increasing emphasis on standardization, assessment and 
“accountability” as a means of improving schools. One of the most prominent examples of this is 
the No Child Left Behind Act. How have the provisions of NCLB impacted urban schools, both 
nationally and here in New Jersey? What are the issues at play in the debate over graduation 
requirements? Get the perspectives of people directly affected by NCLB, as well as experts and 
research literature on these issues.   
 
7.  ABBOTT 101     Presentation and paper due 4/12 
 
Starting in 1985, the Supreme Court of New Jersey began a series of rulings designed to 
mandate equal funding for school districts serving children in poor communities. What 
are the various Abbott rulings? What impact have they had on schooling in New Jersey’s 
poorest communities? On other communities? Research the history and implementation 
of the Abbott rulings.  Speak with administrators and teachers in Abbott districts to learn 
about the impact of the rulings on their schools. What are the arguments and evidence for 
Abbott’s success? For its failure? What are the implications of Abbott for urban 
education nationally? 
 
8. Schools and communities: Spotlight on Perth Amboy  
       Presentation and paper due 4/26 
 
Schools are an integral part of any community. In urban communities, however, the relationship 
between school and community can be complex. What do researchers say about the connections 
between urban communities and their schools? What issues affect this relationship? Consider a 
NJ community, Perth Amboy, and its relationship with its schools. Describe the community 
(history, economy, demographics, culture, recreation, etc…). What are the strengths and 
challenges of these communities? What connections exist between the community and the 
schools? How do local schools communicate with parents and other community members, and 
vice versa; how do the schools draw upon the community for support, and vice versa. Are there 
areas of conflict, disagreement or miscommunication? Speak with community members and 
school personnel to learn their perspectives on this relationship. 
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9.  Teaching the teachers      Presentation and paper due 4/26 
 
Should teachers intending to teach in urban schools be trained in specialized ways? What does the 
research say about how to best prepare teachers for urban teaching? How do teacher education 
programs that focus on urban teacher preparation go about this? Examine two teacher education 
programs that are specifically designed to prepare teachers for urban settings. How are they 
organized? What do they emphasize? What types of academic and field experiences do they offer 
students? How is the program distinct from other teacher education programs? Speak with key 
people – faculty, administrators and students – about the structure, challenges and successes of 
their programs. 
 
Students should organize a 30 minute presentation to their classmates that includes handouts and any 
other necessary instructional aids and hand in a group-written paper of approximately 20 pages, with an 
appendix including any handouts and a bibliography. Each student should also hand in a one or two 
paragraph description of who did what for the project, including any concerns that they have about 
participation. Groups should note that each presentation has a different due date.  

 
Criteria for Evaluation 

  
 I will assess your group’s research paper the following criteria: 
 

1. Completeness 
 Are all parts of the assignment included? 
2. Accuracy 

 Is what you say supported by evidence? Do you summarize main points clearly? Are you  precise 
in use of statistics and quotes? 
3. Analysis 

 Is your argument coherent, comprehensive, and convincing? 
4. Quality of writing 

 Is your writing clear and succinct? Do you help the reader move easily from the  beginning to the 
end of paper? 

 
I will assess your group’s presentation using the following criteria: 

 
 1. Clarity 
  Is the point of the presentation clear? Are the various parts of the presentation   
 clear in their relation to the main point? Are visuals easy to read? Is the speaker   
 easy to follow? 
 2. Interest 

  Are the speakers interesting to listen to? Confident? Happy to be there? Is the   
 subject matter interesting and relevant? Are examples vivid and engaging?  
 
 3. Timing 
  Does the presentation move along at the appropriate pace? Is it an appropriate   
 length? 
 4. Content 

15 
 



Urban Education         Spring 2012 
  

16 
 

  Are the facts accurate? Are they appropriate? Are they sufficient? 
 
 5. Logic 
  Is there a clear introduction and conclusion? Does the presentation make sense? Is  
 the evidence appropriate and does it sufficiently support the speaker’s argument?   
 Is the argument coherent, comprehensive, and convincing?  
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