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Overview

Between September 27" and November 6", Albuguerque community members met numerous
times to tell their stories of learning. Cohort members engaged in two weekends worth of work: writing
poems, drawing pictures, telling stories, being interviewed, making videos and listening...lots of
listening. Cohort members shared their experience, their artwork and their stories during a community
gathering with more than 45 people in attendance.

The Stories of Learning in Albuquerque will be aggregated
with other stories from New Mexico communities to identify
common themes to address at a state level. However, it is
important to disaggregate the data and lift up the findings specific
to local communities (Albuquerque), too. Offering local and state
findings, community gathering participants and other local leaders
can use this document to inform and support their existing efforts.
The Albuquerque Public School District, Bernalillo county
policymakers, business leaders, University of New Mexico faculty
and many others can flip through these pages and learn a little

more about local solutions.
Process

In Slow Democracy: Rediscovering Community, Bringing Decision Making Back Home, authors

Susan Clark and Woden Teachout write about the importance of local groups gathering to make
decisions through a process that is inclusive, deliberative and powerful®. The process can take the form
of storytelling, which helps build trust, encourage inclusion and identify similarities. Facilitators guide
deliberative, storytelling activities. Through the activities, cohort members cultivate powerful narratives.

Leaders from the Albuquerque partners invited local parents, students, teachers, professionals
and peers to participant in the type of process mentioned above. Using personal stories to build trust,
connection and power, facilitators guided the group through an exploration of education experiences,
reflecting on questions such as “Who was your first teacher?” “Tell us about a time when you felt
affirmed in school?” and “What did you hear in the stories of others that resonates with you?”

A core cohort shared their stories through dialogue, poems, paintings and interviews during two
weekend-intensive sessions. On November 6", the cohort shared their work with the broader
community during a gathering. Participants at the gathering watched a video documenting the cohort’s
process and engagement. Participants also listened as a number of cohort members presented their
artwork, told their personal stories and read their poetry.

! Clark, Susan and Woden Teachout. Slow Democracy: Rediscovering Community, Bringing Decision Making Back Home. White
River Junction: Chelsea Green Publishing, 2012. Print.
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Process (cont.)

Participants broke out into smaller talking circles where facilitators guided discussions about
reactions to the stories. Participants shared their own stories and talked about how they connected with
different aspects of others’ stories. Quotes from the community gathering can be found in the Local

Findings section below.
Local Findings
Culture— cultures inside and outside school can clash and cause emotional responses from students.

“The teachers prompted us to say our race. Everyone was saying, ‘white.’” | said,
‘My mom is white and my dad is black.” The nuns were very upset.”

“One classmate said, ‘You’re not Mexican. You look white.” It confused me. |
realized | was mixed.”

“Parents are confined to realms in which they feel comfortable to contest: the
social realm vs. subject matter realms.”

“I adopted [the community’s] culture to assimilate.”

“There were exchange students in school. One African boy was so isolated. | felt compassion for
him. How lonely it must be to be in a foreign household and school.”

“School was a segregated place.”
“I felt behind from the starting line due to language.”

Expectations — students, teachers, families and administrators may have different expectations about
materials, education, performance and interactions.

“Because | was getting As, the teacher never pushed me to do more.”
“I focused so much on getting the right answer, often | missed the lesson.”

“In 5™ grade, | worked through all the cards in the SRA box in a few days. The cards were
designed for a year’s worth of learning. The teacher held me in at recess and said, ‘You did that
to make the other kids feel bad.” From then on | remained a C student until high school when my

brother told me | needed good grades to go to college.”

“I don’t remember the bad teachers | had, but | remember the good ones who played to my
strengths.”

“Everyone has something they are good at”

“[My teacher] didn’t put up with my mediocrity — he wanted more from me.”
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Holistic Approach — participants discussed how education addresses more than just academics.
“Students need to be heard and have a safe place.”

“On my child’s 1°* grade report card, she was boiled down to three different categories...it was
painful to see about her and who she is.”

“We should be preparing thinkers, opposed to workers.”
Teachers — many comments focused on the power and importance of teachers.
“Teachers need to be appreciated more.”

“Teachers can communicate using the curriculum to empower the kids and help them learn
about their own gifts.”

“Our first teachers are always in our family.”
“Need more male role models.”

“Gratitude for the teachers who drove us to things and those that tried to find our natural
inclination asking — ‘What do you want to learn about?’”

“The ability of another human being to see someone’s potential...is a really incredible gift.”
“I tried to create a sanctuary in my classroom.”

Disconnection — participants identified gaps in thinking including comments about disconnections
between what a child wants and academic criteria; between history and context; between world events
and art and between schooling and education. Others include:

“Slow down and connect with students.”
“Emphasis is put on ‘schooling’ rather than building children’s interests”

“What’s the balance in this era? How do we make time for children to play outdoors and learn
that way, too?”

“How do we get [the people’s] voices heard? There’s leadership in those voices. We don’t hear
from [all] people.”

“Even though | was a public school teacher, | homeschooled my kids”
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When asked, “What words or phrases from the discussion resonate?” participants said:

>

>
>
>

Being seen » Reorganization

Fighting the bureaucracy » Home space and belonging
Education is personal » Taking risk

Relationship » Loving self

Common Themes

Analyzing interview transcripts, gathering notes and video footage, Learning Alliance and Littleglobe

identified the following five common themes within the Las Cruces and Albuquerque cohorts and

gatherings. Sub-points further build out the meaning of the themes. These themes and sub-points do

not reflect all of the conversations and stories, but highlight the most common topics discussed.

1. Blending Worlds Inside and Outside the Classroom

a.
b.
c.

Honoring students' backgrounds: culture, tradition and language
Involving parents and promoting parent engagement in schools
Teacher impact can be strongest when it extends beyond classroom requirements

2. The Power of Positive Relationships

a.

b
C.
d

Learning reciprocity: students learn from adults and vice versa

The importance of mentorship, caring adults and role models

Guiding students and inspiring them to think ahead

Acknowledging students, listening to them and ensuring they are seen as people

3. Creating Responsive Environments

4.

a.

b
c.
d.
e

Believing in, respecting and challenging students
Recognizing and developing student strengths and interests
Supporting and encouraging students when they struggle
Accommodating different learning styles

Ensuring all students have access to needed resources

Focusing on Understanding and Learning as an On-Going Process

a.

b
C.
d.
e

Teaching accountability and life skills in additional to teaching “facts”
Embracing challenges

Fostering resilience and risk-taking in students

Teaching students to persevere after failures

Learning not just right and wrong answers; learning from making mistakes

5. Addressing Socio-Economics

a.
b.

Recognizing how poverty impacts education
Many difficulties in school stem from life outside of school
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Next Steps

Learning Alliance plans to continue working with local partners to address the themes above.
Participants can host smaller “house meetings” to engage their friends, family and colleagues in similar
discussions. Learning Alliance can provide staff to help facilitate these meetings. When participants and
Learning Alliance staff engage in other community meetings, they can relay the themes and messages
learned during the gatherings.

Electronically, individuals can contribute written stories to the Stories of Learning Blog at
www.storiesoflearningnm.blogspot.com and learn from others’ posts, too. Community members can

stay engaged by following the Learning Alliance on Facebook, www.facebook.com/LearningAllianceNM,

signing up to receive the monthly newsletter on the website, www.learningalliancenm.org, and by

visiting the Learning Alliance website for updated information.

To grow awareness, Learning Alliance has shared these themes through its newsletter and will
post promising practices that respond to the themes on its website. Learning Alliance will continue
hosting gatherings in communities across the state, because Stories of Learning in New Mexico can
guide strategies to remodel our education system. As one Albuquerque participant said “Stories are the
best hope for change,” to which another added, “Storytelling changes mindsets.”

Watch videos of the Stories of Learning at
http://learningalliancenm.org/learning-opps/stories-of-learning-initiative

Stories of Learning Initiative Lessons Learned from Albuquerque
Part of the Learning Alliance Countdown to Better Schools Campaign


http://www.storiesoflearningnm.blogspot.com/
http://www.facebook.com/LearningAllianceNM
http://www.learningalliancenm.org/
http://learningalliancenm.org/learning-opps/stories-of-learning-initiative

