Exploring the Social Foundations of Education in Chicago's Schools and Neighborhoods

Department of Educational Administration and Foundations (EAF), Illinois State University (ISU)

As one component of an upper division course in the social foundations of education, undergraduate students may opt to participate in an intensive, four day, experiential learning opportunity that will take them into some of Chicago's public schools, after-school programs, neighborhoods, community organizations, ethnic restaurants, and cultural venues.  Planned in conjunction with ISU’s Chicago Teacher Education Pipeline, this experience provides students with a diverse field experience and an opportunity to flesh out five of the nine course objectives* as well as to explore what it would be like to student teach and/or teach in a high-needs school district like Chicago.  By sleeping in the city, walking some of its streets, riding some of its trains or buses, meeting some of its diverse people face-to-face, exploring some of its diverse neighborhoods, eating some of its diverse cuisine, engaging in some of its diverse art activities, observing and helping in some of its public schools, and reflecting openly and critically on all these experiences, students are confronted with their own identities, among other things. In this way, the possibility of living in that context and teaching in its schools becomes real to them and is more likely to blossom.

This opportunity was first offered for three days to students in one section of this course during fall 2002.  Of the 28 students in the class, 14 signed up and eight were actually able to go. In spring 2003 five students from two sections and a foreign language professor participated, and in fall 2003 thirteen students from four sections and two EAF instructors took part. In spring 2004, the experience expanded to four days with two days in CPS placements, and 24 students from five sections participated along with three EAF instructors. The experience has been offered very semester except one since then. Through both the Pipeline and the Department of Educational Administration and Foundations, the COE contributes funds to help offset the financial cost of this program to students.

There are two main purposes for this experience.  The first purpose is to enhance students’ understandings of cultures, identities, and contexts different from their own and of their own identities, both as individuals and as prospective teachers, in relation to that diversity.  It is hoped that this first-hand experience, and students’ reflecting on it, will better enable them to reach and teach the diverse students they will encounter wherever they teach.


The second purpose of this experience is to enable participants to imagine themselves—in life-affirming, realistic, and reflective ways—living and teaching in diverse and low-income schools in Chicago or elsewhere.  ISU is committed to increasing the number of its graduates who choose to student-teach and teach in under-served and high-need communities.  For example, during the first five years of this century, only 1-3% of ISU education students chose to student-teach in Chicago Public Schools, and only 6% chose to do so in Peoria.  By initiating and subsidizing opportunities such as this one, the College of Education at ISU is hoping to see these figures rise.

*********************************************

*Course objectives addressed in part through this urban experience are:

2.  To analyze school policies and practices in relation to the economic, political, social, cultural, and technological forces which shape them and in turn are shaped by them.

4.  To explore categories, such as race, class, gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, language, religion, and physical and mental abilities and disabilities, as social relations of power that impact school experience and individual and collective identities in a democratic society.

5.  To evaluate challenges of educating a diverse population and specific policies and practices for serving them effectively and ethically in a democratic society.

6.  To engage effectively with others in a critical discussion and presentation of ideas and practices relevant to education.

7.  To embody the skill of critical reflection as the basis for reflective and ethical teaching.

