A Study of the Impact of SEED (Seeking Educational Equity and Diversity)

in Elk Grove (CA) Schools
Executive Summary
Background

The student population of Elk Grove School District in the Sacramento Valley of California has changed dramatically in the last decade. What was once a relatively homogeneous community has become a rich pastiche of cultures and languages.  Beginning with one teacher committed to ensuring equitable learning experiences for the increasingly diverse students in her school, a network has developed in Elk Grove in partnership with SEED, an acronym for Seeking Educational Equity and Diversity.  This national professional development initiative has created a markedly democratic approach to creating equitable and inclusive strategies for teaching and learning. (See www.wcwonline.org/seed)

 The foundational idea of SEED (McIntosh & Style) is that responding to diverse students’ needs requires that educators actively, collaboratively, and consistently discuss and investigate both multiple human perspectives and equitable educational approaches.  Thus, SEED holds yearly summer workshops where educators explore their own identities and experiences as well as multicultural and gender-fair educational strategies. Afterward these SEED leaders return to their local schools and districts and recruit colleagues to engage in monthly seminars to do the same. While SEED leaders agree to facilitate a seminar for one year as a condition of their training, most seminars continue to meet, all voluntarily and without compensation, over a period of years. 

Ninety-six Elk Grove educators have attended these national SEED Leaders Weeks, making it, with the generous support of the Lucent Technologies Foundation, the first district in the country to incorporate SEED strategies at the district level. As a result, a cumulative total of 1,492 Elk Grove educators have participated in monthly seminars focused on issues of equity and diversity in the six school years between 1997 and 2003.   In those groups authentic, democratic dialogue has become the currency for collaboration, professional development, and culturally responsive teaching.  

Learning about Elk Grove
At the request of the Lucent Technologies Foundation in 2003, a research team from the Collaborative Inquiry and Development Group at the University of Southern Maine conducted a retrospective study of the impact of SEED in Elk Grove. In keeping with the spirit of the SEED work, the researchers worked closely with Elk Grove and National SEED leaders using an adaptation of a  “Learning History” approach (Roth & Kleiner). The design attempts to capture the stories of change efforts and their impact on educators’ thinking and practice; curriculum, school culture and organizational structures; students’ learning and experience of school, and families. The resulting history is intended to be a learning tool for participants, as well as a vehicle for disseminating the lessons of their work to a broader audience. 

Beginning with mapping a project timeline with the Elk Grove SEED Advisory Group, the team conducted interviews and focus groups with nearly 100 Elk Grove SEED leaders and participants, and observations of group activities. In addition, Elk Grove educators collected local documentation including examples of curriculum representative of inclusive educational practices. After analyzing nearly 400 pages of transcripts and notes, and related materials, the research team identified emergent themes and wrote a draft report that was then reviewed by Elk Grove educators and national SEED leaders. An intensive discussion of the report was held in Elk Grove in August 2004 and revisions will be completed by December 2004. 

Promising practices and emergent themes

At the very heart of the SEED initiative is the hope that classrooms and schools can be transformed into places where every child – regardless of background, affiliation, style/preference or life experience -- has more than a reasonable chance to learn and grow.  Recognizing that the human condition leads us to be suspicious of ideas, behaviors and persons we perceive to be different, SEED participants create intentional, decidedly safe environments within schools where teachers, parents, administrators and students grapple openly with difference in ways that create empowering relationships. And, it seems to make a difference.

There are at least five reasons why these learning communities are promising.  They:

1. create a safe space for uncovering human differences, which too frequently exist unrecognized and unappreciated;

2. demonstrate how the surfacing and sharing of human differences can challenge common-sensical notions about the world, expand knowledge, and deepen understanding; 

3. surface sublimated conflicts so they can be negotiated and common purposes can emerge;

4. strengthen commitments and empower participants to take a stand; and

5. imbue participants through the above experiences with insights and strategies for designing inclusive, respectful, and trusting learning environments.

This is not easily achieved. SEED leaders facilitate experiences that help participants first, recognize and then, work against patterns of stereotyping, confront prejudices, and challenge forms of oppression that curtail economic and social mobility and lie deeply embedded in the very social institutions and structures that sustain this society. 

The SEED process is iterative and spiraling. Participants experience a deep sense of disequilibrium as they undertake this transformative work, pulled by co-existing tensions between:

• alienation and belonging

• vulnerability and empowerment

• revelation and recognition

• agency and reciprocity

• ambiguity and certainty

For example, many participants joined SEED because they themselves felt alienated or witnessed others who felt that way. They sought a sense of belonging to a community with a commitment to inclusiveness. Participants often felt empowered by their SEED experiences and yet, they could also feel vulnerable during their interactions with the group. 

The process is, as SEED participants stated over and over, “life changing.” They can no longer see themselves or others in the same way. They can no longer be silent when they witness injustice. In large and small ways, participants become advocates for equitable learning experiences for their students; and they come to see parents as essential allies in their children’s education.

Facing realities and finding possibilities

SEED in Elk Grove has grown from a single SEED seminar to a network active in 26 schools. It has committed leadership and a strong presence. In order for SEED work to continue to flourish in the district,  however, several challenges must be addressed: 

1. The sustainability of SEED in Elk Grove will require both a long-term strategy that includes ways to inform and actively involve district leadership and to build alliances with community-based groups; and commitment of resources to support coordination and continued training of new leaders. 

2. As groups evolve, so too must facilitators’ abilities to support their members’ growth. SEED facilitators need opportunities to deepen their knowledge of group dynamics and their facilitation skills over time. 

3. It is presently unclear who joins SEED, and how and why they make that choice; and who leaves seminars and why. Collecting data about participation will be helpful to planning.

4. The true test of SEED work will ultimately be the impact it is having on the district community. There are indications that some educators naturally implement and adapt SEED insights, concepts and strategies in their daily practice. Others, however, do not. Inventorying and describing specifically if and how SEED ideas are translated into practice will benefit educators and students across the district. 

Elk Grove SEED holds great promise for creating truly safe, inclusive and respectful learning environments for children and adults. Challenging assumptions that often fuel low expectations for students is hard, deep work, but SEED is the most powerful avenue we have seen for addressing the inequities that exist in schools and the larger community. 
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