A hypothetical journey into turning around a school through the eyes of the imaginary Mr. Shoppenheimer
Mr. Shoppenheimer is the principal of an urban high school in a poor neighborhood in New York.  Moral is his school is low, both in the student population and in the staff.  The school is grungy looking and covered with grafitti. Mr. Shoppenheimer is pretty sure who is behind it; a few senior boys seem to be ring leaders for many of the students misconduct.  Even worse, students seem to have little motivation to learn and the teachers have given up expecting much of anything.  A few are beginning to talk about getting jobs in the suburbs.

    One June, Mr. Shoppenheimer attends a seminar about experiential learning for disadvantaged youth and how several high schools managed to turn themselves around completely.  Full of motivation, Mr. Shoppenheimer returns to the city with a plan.  Over the summer he consults with experts on the best way to accomplish his goals.  He plans on harnessing and controlling the influence of the ring leaders, stopping the vandalism and grafitti and improving student motivation by implementing experiential programs into the classrooms.  He also wants to show the teachers that by using the right methods they can make a difference and see positive results in their students. The experts that Mr. Shoppenheimer consults advise him to use a four strategy  plan in effecting change in his school.  This is his strategy:

   Armed with facts figures and study results he invites his teachers to a series of lectures in the first weeks of August.  This is the rational-empirical part of his strategy.  He presents his teachers with examples of schools in similar situations who managed to effect changes. He explains the rationale of experiential learning and explains the new programs that will be instituted.  There will be trips to museums, hands on science projects and games and contests.  

   Not all of the teachers are convinced.  They think that the last thing these kids need is more entertainment.  What they really need is to get down to work.  Here Mr. Shoppenheimer implements the power-coercive strategy.  He tries to convince his teachers but in the end simply insists that they try the program for a year. He is convinced that when they implement the program and see the results they will come to understand.

    At the beginning of September Mr. Shoppenheimer goes to work on the kids.  He declares a few days off from study (mandatory attendence) to clean up the school and paint over the grafitti.  Here he cleverly implements the “normative” strategy.  He carefully picks out the trouble maker ringleader and declares them heads of the paint team, the scrub team etc. With them serving as models, he hopes that the rest will follow suit. After revealing that one of the boys is artistically talented, he asks him if he would be interested in being in charge of painting a mural on one side of the building.  Thus, over along period of time, he has the most influential students being seen day after day in a position of taking care of the school and making it more beautiful.

    Mr. Shoppenheimer’s  experiential-educative strategy is implemented formally through his new “Experiential Learning Program,” and also less formally in combination with the other strategies.  Getting together and painting the school was after all (he hoped) a moral boost and a way for both staff and students to enjoy each other and enjoy taking care of the school.  Instead of telling the students not to vandalize and punishing them for doing so (when he was lucky enough to catch the culprits), he simply had them enjoy the experience of not vandalizing and improving the appearance of the crown.

   Of course the jewel in the crown is the “Experiential Learning Program.”   This year, Mr. Shoppenheimer’s students got out of the classroom.  The music students went to an opera, the botany students designed and maintained a greenhouse, the art students visited museums, and the cooking students operated a cafe once a week.    

    Throughout the year, Mr. Shoppenheimer reaped the fruits of his efforts. The school stayed cleaner, and there was almost no grafitti. Grades in music, art, biology and home economics went up.  Mr. Shoppenheimer found to his surprise thought that changing the students was easier then changing the teachers.  Many of the teachers did report more satisfaction and credited the improvements in their students to the new programs.  Some even brought to the principle some hands-on ideas of their own.

A few however, continued to criticize the new programs and felt they were wasteful.  All that money, one said, could have gone to buy new grammar books.  So, that spring Mr. Shoppenheimer encouraged those teachers to move to a school in the suburbs, which they did.

    That summer, Mr. Shoppenheimer did some fundraising with the goal of continuing and expanding his program next year. In July he even went to a seminar and presented his school as an example of  an urban success story.

    Good luck Mr. Shoppenheimer! 

